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To my dad, for telling stories






Chapter One In Which Zada Chambers Vainly Hopes That Chaos Does Not Ensue



Zada climbed the filigreed steps to the grandest stage in the grandest room of City Hall, struggling to school her thoughts into something befitting the joyous occasion of her friend’s marriage, and away from a swelling, choking fear that she was about to ruin the most important day of Flora’s life.

So far, the wedding was a success, even by the lofty standards of New Ionian society. The day had passed like a wonderful dream, the kind that made you want to stay in bed just a few minutes longer. Flora’s family had hired an entire orchestra to play the processional, which must have cost a fortune. The early afternoon champagne alone was worth more than Zada’s own parents would earn in a year. And then there was the crowning glory: the flock of doves genetically engineered to glow and wink like fireflies, awaiting their release at the end of the final ceremony.

At the podium, the best man was finishing Zada’s introduction. Buford Arnoth, with his auburn curls and affable face, seemed totally at ease being the center of attention. Zada had known him for years at school and still she marveled at how calm and level his voice remained as he spoke.

“. . . And so, to say a few words and perform a composition specially written for this occasion, allow me to introduce to you one of the bride’s oldest friends, Zada Chambers.”

A ripple of polite applause followed, doing little to drown out Zada’s heavy footsteps. She’d borrowed a pair of glittering flats from Flora since none of her own were nice enough, but they were half an inch too long. The tap tap tap of the unfamiliar sole itched at the back of her mind, her steps off-rhythm and off-key.

The thought of performing, even in front of this many people, wasn’t the problem. Once Zada took her seat at her waiting triple cello, bow in hand, she’d know every note, every motion, every shade and subtlety she needed to make the piece sing. Playing her triple cello at City Hall, with its high vaulted ceilings and gorgeous marble facades, was nearly everything she’d ever wanted. She could already tell the acoustics would be otherworldly perfection. What really made her hands shake and her stomach lurch was the minute or so of planned remarks that came first.

“It’s just a quick speech,” Buford had reassured her months ago. “Open with a joke, highlight Flora’s delight at discovering she’d been matched with Aiden, and end with your wishes for the happy couple.”

He had paused then, noticing Zada’s increasingly nauseous expression. “Oh, and whatever you do, don’t picture the crowd naked. It doesn’t help at all. Just be sincere. And specific. And succinct. And charming.” That was easy for Buford to say. Buford had been born into a prominent political family, with all the natural and cultivated gifts to ensure him a promising career. But Zada could no sooner be sincere, specific, succinct, and charming in front of a crowd of spectators than she could levitate.

Distantly, she noted that she’d crossed the stage, discordant shoes and all, and taken her place at the podium. Crystal skylights glittered from the high ceilings above her, refracting the sun’s searing summer rays into feathery wisps of light that flitted across the faces of the hundreds of guests. Only a fraction of the one million New Ionians were in attendance, but it felt as if the entire city had turned out. From the stately ninety-year-old widow Georgina Trafford to Lieutenant General Joanna Dobson in her immaculate dress uniform, the hall was packed with people who could destroy Zada’s social standing with a single word.

Zada scanned her audience, searching for a friendly face. Flora stood onstage just a few feet away, but her attention was split between tearfully beaming at Aiden and posing for the many photographers throughout the hall, carefully stationed so that the memento video could be explored later in three dimensions. Most of Zada’s fellow debutantes sat together toward the middle of the room, carefully spaced apart so as not to brush against each other by accident. As much as they were all waiting breathlessly for their own Heartsong, setting one off in the middle of a wedding ceremony would be the height of impropriety. She spotted Vikram sitting beside Ursa, who was trying to get Aubrey’s attention.

And then there was Augusta, who was seated discreetly off to the side, almost hidden by the curling vines and lush greenery adorning the wall. She gave Zada a look as close to an encouraging smile as was appropriate, given the recent passing of her husband. Augusta had been the first of Zada’s friends to get married, and following her husband’s tragic aneurysm, she was now the first to be widowed as well.

Zada’s parents were perched on a pew toward the back. They nearly vibrated with excitement at being there, shifting forward in their seats as if to better hear Zada’s speech. Their eagerness only made things worse.

Zada took a deep breath as she gathered her courage and noticed with a jolt that Chancellor Fallow was sitting in the front row, his posture straight as a flute, glaring up at Zada from beneath his bushy white eyebrows. She tried not to stare back at him. As the head of the council of legislators, the entire city was his charge, and it was shocking to see him here, attending a wedding instead of giving an address on a live feed or doing whatever a chancellor typically did.

Especially in the year of the Centennial, more important functions should be occupying the chancellor’s time. He was a direct descendant of the Founders, after all. The imprints of the Founders’ minds made up the dataset from which the Core operated. Without the Core, there would be no New Ionia at all. If New Ionia was an antique watch, with each gear and spring designed to tick perfectly forward, the Core was the watchmaker and the hand that wound the mechanism.

The mystery only resolved itself when Zada remembered that Flora and Aiden had ended up needing Counseling before their marriage. Chancellor Fallow was the foremost expert in Counseling, and he must’ve had a hand in ensuring Flora and Aiden’s happy union.

Zada had never even been in the same room as the chancellor before, of course. But for some reason, he seemed to be regarding her as though she were a strain of flesh-eating bacteria that had somehow crawled into his daily rejuvenation serum.

No, that was impossible. He didn’t know her. This was all in her head. Zada’s stomach lurched again as she wished that her arrival at City Hall that morning hadn’t coincided with the changing of the guards.

The procedure made her uneasy in the best of circumstances. It wasn’t the reminder of Zada’s own origins. True, her father was the child of a convicted smuggler, and her mother had worked her way up to Captain of the Guards from being a sentry at those very same gates. And even though her parents had never pushed her to be more than she was, she could never quite escape the chorus in the back of her mind whispering, Try harder. Be better. Your family has sacrificed everything for you, so prove that you’re worth it.

But what unsettled her about the sentries was rather the reminder of what they did. Zada had watched them that morning as they marched in neat formations, their shiny dematerializers holstered safely by their sides. And even though they were all that stood between New Ionia and the rest of the hungry, jealous world, a shiver of fear had gone straight through her, from the top of her elaborate brownish-blond bun to the soles of her borrowed shoes. Every time she tapped into the news feed and read about another Extrication, or a new bill passed to fund the strengthening of the force fields that encircled the city, Zada felt a thread of inexplicable tension tighten almost imperceptibly inside of her. No law-abiding citizen had anything to fear from them, and yet—

It was the wrong thing to feel, but Zada had never been good at feeling the right thing.

“Um,” Zada began. Even she could tell this wasn’t a strong start. “Uh.” Not better. Her eyes darted over to her still-waiting triple cello, gleaming unhelpfully where it sat out of arm’s reach on the stage beside her. It was on the small side for such a magnificent instrument, not longer or wider than Zada’s thigh, and for one wild moment, she imagined tucking it under her arm and fleeing the scene entirely.

She’d memorized some remarks. But standing before the crowd of lavishly dressed wedding guests, feeling like a specimen under glass at a museum, she struggled to remember a word of what she had practiced in her mirror. She felt as if she were falling off a cliff.

Don’t look down, a familiar voice echoed in her memory. Hey, you’ll be okay.

Starting with a joke was out of the question. There was no way she could sell a punch line right now, and anyway, only a precious few at school had ever found her funny. Instead, she skipped to the next part of Buford’s formula.

“Flora has always loved love,” Zada began. “She and I bonded in finishing school because we—we knew the same movies, especially the interactive parts. We’d both obsessively watched and rewatched them, determined to get the best, the most romantic ending. But, as she confided in me one night when we’d all been up late studying for a big test, she always worried that it might not happen for her. That maybe her match had already passed, or gone into the nunnery.” The other possibility that had haunted Flora was that she could have been one of the rare few who was simply unmatched, but this was not a time for such a morbid thought.

Zada could hear her voice shaking as she spoke, her words amplified to fill the beautiful, airy space. She couldn’t bear to look at the assembled spectators and their expressions of disdain or annoyance or, worst of all, pity. Instead, she trained her eyes on the far end of the room, and that was when, for the first time in months, Zada saw her: Daphne Fallow, leaning against the back wall with her hands in her waistcoat pockets, as if only passing through.

Daphne looked perfect, of course, from her artfully tousled hair to her elegant boots. Zada could almost taste the woodsy scent of Daphne’s pomade in the back of her throat, could almost see the particular way Daphne’s warm brown eyes would narrow in the mirror as she coaxed every dark wave and cowlick into its place. At the moment, those eyes looked bored, and Zada reminded herself to focus.

She continued. “I was with Flora the night her hands touched Aiden’s for the first time since they came of age. It happened at a ball.”

Murmurs of appreciation rippled through the audience. This was a story everyone knew, and many had probably lived.

“And you know, I’ve never seen anyone cry like that. Flora’s tears were of profound relief, that she would get her love story after all. And what a love story it was.” Zada’s voice sounded steadier, firmer. Maybe this speech wouldn’t be a disaster after all.

And it was at that moment that Daphne met Zada’s gaze.

“Breathe,” Daphne had said once to her. “Breathe, and look at me. There, don’t you feel better already?” She had winked then, the shocking intimacy of it like a finger running gently down the nape of Zada’s neck.

“What, is your face meant to calm me down?” Zada muttered.

“Of course! See, my soothing eyes? My reassuring mouth?” Daphne said breezily.

“Your reliable nostrils,” Zada managed between shaky breaths, because she thought there was a chance Daphne would laugh. It worked, although that did nothing good for Zada’s thundering heartbeat.

They’d just finished hacking into the academy’s grading system and changing the scores for a test that Augusta had flunked, because she’d been too sick to study and the teacher hadn’t let her retake it. Or, rather, Daphne had stolen their teacher’s SmartGem right out of his class ring and served as the distraction while Zada did the hacking. By then, the administration had known that someone in the student body could access files she shouldn’t be able to, and Zada had been almost bested by a new layer of security. After a narrow success, they had run from one blind spot in the security system to the next one, ending at the grimy stairwell.

“Oh, my nostrils most of all, Zades,” Daphne replied. “Every stalwart nose hair and booger precisely where they belong.” She wiggled her elegant aquiline nose, and Zada was struck with the sudden, irrational desire to make the exact same joke again in the hopes that it would trigger an identical response, the same laugh and wiggle in instant replay.

Zada had known then that it was a problem, their friendship. Classes were getting harder in their second to last year, and as a scholarship student, she couldn’t afford the temptation to mischief, the crackling lightning-bright distraction that was Daphne Fallow. Zada hadn’t ended their friendship that day. But she’d known then that it would need to happen, and happen soon.

But that was all in the past. She couldn’t and wouldn’t be distracted by Daphne, who was watching the proceedings with the careless air of the truly wealthy. In the heady days of their friendship, Zada had always been able to forget that Daphne was Chancellor Fallow’s granddaughter. With both stares locked on her, it was harder to do now. She pushed onward.

“Flora had no reason to lose sleep over her match, of course,” Zada made herself say, but she couldn’t look away from Daphne. “She perfectly embodies every tenet of the Founders Creed, from her faith in New Ionia to her incredible patience. As the Creed says—”

Slowly, Daphne raised her chin. It was an old gesture from another era—a challenge, an invitation to adventure. Daphne had always hated prepared remarks. “Show me there’s a single original thought in your head first and then maybe I’ll bother listening,” she liked to mutter during assemblies.

Zada had never been able to resist the tilt of Daphne’s chin. She’d never been able to outwit her own racing heartbeat, the way her every nerve fizzled with the need to meet Daphne’s dares head-on. It was why she’d cut off their friendship in the first place. Stomach flutters and heart-in-throat excitement should only happen with your destined match, everyone knew that.

Zada felt herself veer off-script.

“In fact, nobody has more patience than Flora,” Zada found herself saying. “I remember back when we were in our second year, a group of us went wandering through the antique sculpture garden one evening. As we were admiring the statues, someone came up with the bright idea of painting our faces, holding perfectly still, and trying to pass ourselves off as a recently added installation.”

The someone was Daphne, of course.

“It was right after exam week, so we were game for anything. We borrowed supplies from the drama department and spent all night perfecting our looks and practicing our poses. Only, staying completely still without even blinking was much harder than we’d imagined. And of course, one of us would always start laughing at the sight of our painted faces and then we’d all dissolve into giggles.

“In the end, only Flora managed it. I’ll never forget the next morning, as the sun crested the city and dew coated the lawn, how we all crouched behind a garden wall, paint streaking our faces, and watched Flora stand there still as a statue, with her head tilted to one side. And when the first visitors came filtering in, they all walked around her, wondering at this new work of art—until she sneezed.”

A tepid breath of amusement rolled through the room. Zada felt her shoulders relax ever so slightly.

“I’ll never forget,” Zada added, “how we laughed until our ribs hurt, until we were in real pain.” She smiled, still picturing the scene in her mind’s eye. “And how Carine said—”

Shit.

Zada froze. Before her, the guests sat in stunned silence, as if in suspended animation. For one stupid second, she was seized by the urge to somehow stuff the words back into her mouth.

Nobody was to mention Carine Cartwright. Not for any reason. Heartbeat pounding in her ears, Zada muttered, “I mean, many happy returns to the new couple. May, um, may they have all the joy together that they deserve, which is far more than I can express here today.”

Zada stepped away from the podium, face hot with shame and horror at her mistake, and rushed across the stage to her triple cello. Only when she took her seat, her bow blessedly in hand again, did she realize that she’d failed to introduce the piece she was playing.

Well, it was too late now. Resting the neck of the triple cello against her now very sweaty shoulder, Zada readjusted her (also very sweaty) grip on her bow and began, at last, to play. Gradually, just as she’d practiced, she began to filter in new layers of sound—a delicate bit of lightly plucked strings, a swooping countermelody. She let the tension between the melody and the countermelody build until it resolved into sweetness and major notes.

The wedding guests were still silent, but there was a different quality to it now. It might have been her imagination, but she felt as if they were nearly starting to breathe to the rhythm of the song. That feeling of rightness, of being exactly where she should be, doing exactly what she should be doing, that was the closest she’d ever come to what she imagined was the all-encompassing bliss of falling in love. Zada clung to it, a brief kaleidoscopic flash of her hopes and dreams realized.

She ducked her head, preparing for the big finish, the one last intricate layer to her song for Flora—and a dull thud echoed through the room.

Zada’s bow slipped, screeching painfully against the strings. She looked up from her triple cello to find a small cluster of people already gathering around the limp form of Flora’s grandmother. Concerned murmurs arose from the rows of seats. Buford strode briskly back to the podium.

“Don’t be alarmed,” he told the crowd. “The grandmother of the bride has fainted from all the excitement. But we have a doctor tending to her, and he informs us she’ll be perfectly fine.” Buford smiled sheepishly. “It seems like we’re all doing our part to make this day memorable.”

He stepped away from the podium, and with his face turned away from the crowd, Zada caught a flicker of tension.

“What’s wrong?” Zada mouthed.

“It’s disappeared,” Buford mouthed back.

Zada’s mind raced. It could only mean one thing in this context.

Sure enough, the high, querulous voice of Aiden’s young nephew sliced through the din of the crowd. “Mom, what do you mean the Applicator’s missing? We can’t have a wedding without it!”

As comprehension rippled outward, the room descended into chaos.

Bow still clutched in her hand, Zada looked around and realized with a start what else was missing: Daphne Fallow was nowhere to be seen.






Chapter Two In Which Chaos Ensues



Everyone spoke at once. The air boiled with concerned voices and scandalized whispers, like the din of a thousand orchestras tuning up on top of each other. To misplace the Applicator during a ceremony of this scale was unthinkable. The wedding party ransacked their purses and pockets—all except for Zada, who’d been unable to afford a new clutch in the required dove-gray silk and had left her things with Augusta.

Lieutenant General Dobson herself began organizing a search party, deploying the guests to each of the many nooks and crannies of City Hall.

“Remember,” the Lieutenant General kept barking, “it’s about the size of a finger. It could be nearly anywhere!”

Flora’s mother was sternly admonishing the young nephew, who had started to sob. A few of the more enterprising guests were methodically stripping the cushions off each bench, and Buford circulated the room, trying in vain to lighten the mood. For every second that the linchpin of the wedding failed to appear, the noise grew louder and more frantic.

Nobody was watching the stage. This was Zada’s chance to escape. She wove through the crowd and slipped into a hallway, letting an ornate door swing shut behind her. Blissful quiet enveloped her. She would help search for the Applicator, like everyone else, and if it took her away from the crush of wedding guests, all the better.

She slipped through one unassuming door after another, passing office pods and several of the many mandated indoor green spaces, finally coming to a stop in front of City Hall’s famous grand central control room. She’d seen it once before, on a school field trip, although her attention had been split between marveling at the technology that powered the Core, keeping a fascinated Flora from touching anything, and trying to make sure Daphne didn’t get them all kicked out.

The room was massive, she remembered that much. It had to be, to contain the tech that allowed New Ionia to keep a perfect imprint of the minds of the four wisest people ever to found a city. That mental architecture powered the Core, and the Core in turn generated the algorithms not just for Heartsong, which divined the perfect romantic match for each citizen of New Ionia, but also those which presided over secondary school admissions and career assignments. Zada had the Core to thank for her scholarship to Dalrymple, and she paused to wish it a silent thank-you.

As she approached, she felt almost dizzy standing so close to something so important—like cracking open the rib cage of a sleeping patient and watching the heart shudder and beat. That shock hit her before the second mental jolt: The control room was completed unguarded. Of course, all the guards in the area were currently in the thick of the action in the main room of the courthouse.

Zada’s mouth dropped open. The door was several inches ajar. The room hummed invitingly, blue lights twinkling.

She thought about doubling back, about informing the Lieutenant General of this definite breach in security. Then she stepped up to peer through the narrow opening.

Inside, she caught a flicker of motion—additional to the motion of the giant, glowing three-dimensional screen in the center of the room. Someone wearing a well-tailored dark blue waistcoat and holding the Applicator in one hand.

“Daphne?” Zada blurted out.

The navy-clad figure turned. “Zada Chambers,” said Daphne. “I’m impressed you still remember my name.”

Up close, Daphne’s dark hair looked more messy than deliberately disheveled, and her dark brown eyes were red-rimmed, with purple bruise-like smears of exhaustion marring her usually perfect rosy gold complexion. She looked tired. She looked vulnerable. Zada opened the door and stepped into the room, briefly forgetting about everything else.

“Are you—I mean, are you okay?” said Zada.

“Am I okay?” Daphne echoed. She let out a long breath, like the suspiration of a short-range ship leaving the ground. “No, I’m not okay. I had to stand there for your entire—ha, calling it a speech is generous. I don’t know if it’s possible for a person to die of embarrassment, but you seemed pretty determined to push those medical boundaries.”

Zada recoiled. It wasn’t the bite of the words that stung. It was knowing that Daphne was only ever this cutting to someone who had truly hurt her—and Zada had only ever done one thing that could qualify.

She couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea that Daphne might still be nursing her wounds over the end of their friendship. For all her shocking tendencies, Daphne was outgoing and well-liked at school. She was the ringleader of every prank and the life of every party. Knowing all of that made their estrangement bearable to Zada: It was understood that their close friends would split time between the two of them, and everyone else flocked to Daphne anyway. She, at least, would be fine.

Zada wasn’t sure what her face was doing, but Daphne’s lips pressed into a thin, sardonic line.

“Nobody could blame you, of course,” Daphne said. “It doesn’t matter what color you paint the exterior; this marriage is still fundamentally a goddamn clown car.”

To punctuate her point, Daphne twirled the shiny silver tool in an elegant flourish. Zada knew the Applicator was priceless, a carefully calibrated surgical implement capable of searing a hole through the wall. In Daphne’s hand, it looked like an afterthought, a toy. She watched the metal winking between Daphne’s long fingers, mesmerized for a brief moment before she snapped out of it.

“What are you doing?” said Zada quietly. “The Applicator—”

“I know, I know,” said Daphne. Her eyes widened in mock horror. “Without the Applicator to mark the happy couple’s eyes and record their binding, can they even be considered married? Heaven forbid that a Heartsong match go unfulfilled!”

Daphne backed toward the room’s disposal unit. Zada had a brief flash of their tour guide during that school trip, all those years ago, warning them not to get too close: “For security purposes, these chutes reduce anything inside to atoms.”

Zada couldn’t help it. She gasped. This was unlike Daphne. Her pranks at school had been flashy but never cruel.

“Why are you doing this?” said Zada, taking a step forward. If she moved fast enough, maybe she could snatch the Applicator out of Daphne’s hands.

Daphne shifted out of reach and closer to the chute, shrugging airily. “Well, this thing’s too big to flush down the toilet.”

“No,” Zada persevered, “I mean, Flora and Aiden haven’t done anything to you. Why spoil the single most important day of their entire lives?”

Zada wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but it was not for Daphne to straighten and say, “Who cares? Flora won’t even remember any of this. Did you see how glassy her eyes were? She’s been a thousand miles away all morning.”

“She’s happy,” Zada said automatically. Flora had looked a little dazed up there on the stage. “True love and a little Counseling can have that effect. It’s not her fault.”

“No,” said Daphne with a sad smile, “it’s not.” She reached behind her, activating the waste disposal, which instantly hummed to life. “And I’m not spoiling anything. It’s already spoiled.” All Daphne had to do was drop the Applicator into the chute, and it would be reduced in a blink to nothing.

Flora had looked so beautiful in her wedding dress. For years, Flora and Zada had dreamed of finding and marrying their Heartsong match. Daphne couldn’t have forgotten that, the weight of that longing during the six years they’d been together at Dalrymple Academy. To snatch that dream away from Flora, who’d done nothing to Daphne—it made no sense.

Zada took a deep breath and let it out slowly, the way Daphne had taught her.

Unbidden, Zada could almost see the jewel-bright meadow behind the Auxiliary Building, could almost smell Dalrymple Academy’s signature scent wafting off the silk grass, a heady mixture of vetiver, sandalwood, and ozone.

Lying side by side in that grass, Zada and Daphne had marveled that there was a world in which they could have never met. It was almost unbelievable that they’d both grown up in New Ionia and hadn’t crossed paths until they were partnered together in lab class. Back then, it had felt inevitable that they would always be in each other’s lives, like a pair of moons orbiting each other, spinning together in an endless spiral by shared gravity. They went everywhere together, elbows and hips and shoulders bumping against each other as they rushed to class or wandered to the dining commons.

That had been a lifetime ago, years before Zada had come of age and graduated. At eighteen, she followed the same rule as every other unmatched debutante: No skin contact with anyone outside your family. The only exception, of course, was at designated social events, like dances or dinners or strolls through the botanical gardens.

After all, your Heartsong was designed to play when you touched your destined match. Your perfect partner was chosen for you, for your own good and the good of everyone in New Ionia. It followed that experiencing your Heartsong was meant to be a public event, one that you celebrated with everyone around you. Keeping this thrilling and magical experience to yourselves would’ve meant hoarding the greatest joy of your life.

Some students started following the rules of Heartsong at fourteen or fifteen, years before they came of age. It made going without contact later on easier. Plus, it made you seem older and more mature.

But Daphne had never cared about any of that. She was always starting a tussle with Zada over something ridiculous. Seizing the last buttery-light pastry at lunch, for instance, or holding Zada’s secondhand data pad just out of reach. They’d learned the geography of the surrounding country their first year—the soaring mountains of Michigan, the swamps of New York, the endless toxic wasteland just outside their borders—and at the same time, Zada had committed to memory a topographical map of Daphne’s ticklish spots. Daphne knew all of Zada’s, too. More than one tickle fight had ended with both of them laughing too hard to speak and gasping, “Truce! Truce!”

Daphne had reached the atomizer, her gaze gone dark and distant. She was brooding, Zada realized. She was brooding over something or other, and this was Zada’s chance to salvage Flora’s happily ever after. Nothing was going to ruin today for her friend.

“Give it to me,” said Zada in a loud, clear voice.

Daphne opened her mouth, no doubt to deliver a blistering retort, and that’s when Zada pounced.

The reasonable thing to do would have been to go for the Applicator, which is why Zada instead aimed a light jab at Daphne’s ticklish left side. This sent Daphne scrambling out of the way—and beyond the range of the disposal.

Daphne’s next move, Zada knew from years of experience, would be to use their height difference to her advantage and hold the Applicator out of reach, so while Daphne struggled for her breath back, Zada grabbed for Daphne’s arms. Daphne fought harder than they had in school, but Zada had adrenaline on her side—adrenaline and a growing frustration over how impossible it had become to have one simple conversation with the person she’d once known best.

“What are you—” Daphne began, but Zada shoved Daphne against the wall of the control room with a burst of strength, grabbing hold of Daphne’s wrists and pinning them to the wall, bracketing either side of her head.

The momentum of it brought their bodies flush. Zada froze. Daphne was breathing hard, face unreadable. They were so close that every warm exhale stirred Zada’s eyelashes. Something about the slight rise and fall of Daphne’s chest in that stylish, perfectly tailored waistcoat was hard to look away from, but that wasn’t the worst of it. In the scuffle, Daphne’s sleeves had rucked up just enough that Zada’s left hand was wrapped around not only expensive cloth but also a sliver of Daphne’s bare wrist, smooth and warm, her pulse kicking like a frightened animal.

For a long, tense moment, neither of them spoke. Truce, thought Zada nonsensically.

Then, Daphne began to laugh. It was a bitter, mocking sound, violins with an edge of scorn.

“What,” said Daphne, “were you expecting music?”

Zada hadn’t expected it. Of course, she hadn’t. It wasn’t statistically likely, for one. Heartsong didn’t always pair women with men or men with women, but it happened more often than not. (Any nonbinary young people could apply to choose the gender of their partner. Applications were usually, but not always, approved.)

It was all for the good of New Ionia—there were birth rates to think of, for one thing.

And anyway, it wasn’t as if she wanted to discover that Daphne was her soulmate, and that she was destined to spend her life married to a fascinating and difficult person who now hated her.

But her face burned all the same.

“Oh, shut up,” Zada said with feeling. “Give me the Applicator.”

Daphne attempted to jerk away but Zada only tightened her hold on Daphne’s wrists. Daphne tipped her head forward and clenched her jaw, staring down the short distance between their faces.

“Or what?” Daphne murmured. “What are you going to do? Will you have me killed? Extricated?”

Zada gritted out, “I’ll call for help.”

“Nobody will hear you over the din of Dobson’s search party.”

Zada’s eyes cast around the room, which was safer territory than Daphne’s face anyway.

“I’ll wave a hand at one of the motion detectors,” said Zada. “They’re monitored in real time. Someone will come running.”

The slightest flicker of doubt flitted across Daphne’s features before her mouth curved into a sly grin.

“Oh, but you might get in trouble,” said Daphne softly. “You don’t have the guts for that anymore, do you?”

Daphne’s gaze darted away to the pitch-dark ceiling above them, and then, unaccountably, down to Zada’s lips, as if checking the truth of Zada’s words.

“As if you’ve ever faced a minute of repercussions for anything in your entire life,” said Zada, feeling suddenly very tired.

“Can’t face repercussions if you don’t get caught,” said Daphne. “You used to know that.”

Zada shook her head. “Daphne, just hand it over,” she said at last. “Even if they never find the Applicator, they’ll just program another one. At best, you can put off this marriage for a week. But it’s still going to happen. And what’s a week compared to the rest of their lives?”

A shudder went through Daphne’s body. Zada was crowding her close enough to feel the reverberations.

“Daphne, are you okay?” Zada asked again.

“No,” said Daphne, low and hollow, her face so close that Zada could count every dark eyelash. “I’m not okay. I haven’t been, for as long as I can remember.”

“Hey,” said Zada. “Deep breaths, remember?” She didn’t realize she’d loosened her grip until Daphne broke free, darting away. Zada tensed at the sudden loss of warmth. She expected Daphne to run or toss the Applicator down the chute or make a snide remark about boring little rule followers who couldn’t even maintain their guard.

What Daphne actually did was let out a huge, defeated sigh. “No amount of breathing will untangle this knot, Zada. I suppose you’re right,” she said, with a trace of a sad smile. “There’s no hope for me. I’ve lost.”

“I didn’t say—” Zada interjected, but Daphne was on a roll now.

“It’s too late,” she went on. “I’ve been outmaneuvered.”

“In your quest to ruin Flora and Aiden’s happiness,” put in Zada.

“Sure,” said Daphne with a shrug. “Let’s call it that.” She handed over the Applicator with a sarcastic bow, their fingers just barely brushing.

For a split second, Zada hesitated. She’d never seen Daphne give up without a struggle. Zada felt like an untuned instrument, incapable of producing a single worthwhile sound. She watched wordlessly as Daphne turned to go.

“Give my regards to the rest of the celebrants,” said Daphne, not looking back. “I’m afraid I’ve lost my appetite.” She paused, the line of her shoulders tense through the jacket. “I suppose you’re going to snitch on me?”

Zada wet her lips. “I haven’t decided yet,” she said to the back of Daphne’s dark head.

“Right,” Daphne said, shoving her hands into her pockets. “Right.” She ducked out of the room, and then she was gone.

Zada stood in the middle of the sea of blinking lights, carefully inhaling and exhaling. Daphne was right about this much: Breathing alone did not suffice.

But none of that mattered. She had a wedding to save.






Chapter Three A Dance, a Misstep, and an Engagement



For Zada, finding her way back to the wedding was a matter of following the sounds of complete pandemonium. Overturned benches littered the gallery, Lieutenant General Dobson’s search party feverishly circled the room, Aiden’s grandmother had recovered from her fainting spell in time to loudly announce to nobody in particular that these mistakes simply would never have happened in her day, and Flora blinked her glassy eyes as her parents interrogated Aiden on the last time anyone had seen the missing tool.

Maybe this was why Daphne had taken the Applicator—to expose the precariously balanced social contraption the wedding really was. A broken Rube Goldberg machine: Roll the ball toward the row of dominoes set up to deploy the lever and watch the ball deflate instead.

Or maybe Daphne had done it out of sheer boredom.

When Zada entered the wedding hall, she wove her way through the crowd until she found Buford. He was doing his best to calm an elderly gentleman from the groom’s side, whose silvery handlebar mustache bristled with offense.

“Buford, can I talk to you for a moment?” said Zada when Aiden’s—grandfather? great-uncle? old family friend with an absurd number of opinions?—paused for breath.

“Absolutely,” Buford told her. They stepped away, the mustachioed man still sputtering. “What seems to be the trouble?” Buford asked in a low voice. He tilted his head at the chaos of the wedding venue. “Other than, you know, everything.”

Zada held the Applicator out to him, politely positioning it in such a way that he could take hold of it without brushing her hand. Buford grasped it gingerly.

“Where did you find this?” he said.

Somehow, despite everything, the thought of turning in her former best friend made her stomach churn worse than the thought of public speaking.

“Someone left it in the restroom,” Zada invented. “They must’ve forgotten it there, if you can believe it.”

He had no reason to. It was a bad lie. But he simply nodded, as if that made perfect sense.

“I’ll just go tell everyone you found it, then. Or did you want to share the good news yourself?”

“Oh, no, thank you,” Zada said hurriedly, “I’d sooner unhinge my jaw like a python and swallow the thing whole.”

Buford’s forehead creased in polite confusion. This was a common reaction to Zada’s jokes. Zada opened her mouth to explain, remembered with a sinking sensation that this particular comment would make zero sense to anyone not exposed to her school friends’ love of researching the precalamity beasts of the world, and started again.

“Never mind,” said Zada. “You’d better tell everyone the news before they all come to blows.”

At that, he nodded briskly and jogged to the podium.

“Honored guests,” Buford intoned into the mic, “Thank you for your patience. The Applicator has been found.” He held it aloft for emphasis. “We all know what that means: It’s time to set everything right, and continue with the ceremony. We’ve had our ups together, and our downs. We’ve learned to never stand between Georgina Trafford and an unturned bench.” A peel of relieved laughter rippled through the gathered crowd, echoing off the high ceiling. “Now I know we’re all eager to see the happy couple bound together at last, none more so than Flora and Aiden themselves!”

Zada retrieved her cello from the stage, and the wedding of the season started up again. She’d saved the day, and best of all, she’d done it with hardly any witnesses.
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From there, the dreamy, hazy atmosphere of a storybook wedding took over once more. The orchestra remixed the processional, keeping the basic chord progressions but incorporating the trilling melody of Flora and Aiden’s Heartsong, to great success. Flora’s gauzy, fluffy, pure white gown made her look half like a pop star off the live feed and half like a perfect little cloud, and Aiden’s steel-gray suit and newly shorn hair made him look as if he almost deserved her. There was one hiccup, when Flora’s father let go of her hand too soon when presenting her to Aiden, and, still lost in bliss from a morning of Counseling, Flora nearly tipped over and fell. But Aiden managed to catch her around the waist, and the crowd applauded at the romance of it all.

Zada and the rest of the bridal party had covered for Flora during her nine a.m. Counseling appointment, smuggling her back into City Hall and maintaining the polite fiction that her hair and makeup were simply taking longer than expected. It wasn’t as if nobody ever did Counseling; Zada knew that Augusta and her late husband had gone through it as well. But it was hardly a topic for polite conversation. After all, the Heartsong program was never wrong. Its finely tuned algorithm, informed by the wisdom of the Founders, selected the person who was perfectly suited to you. And if there were any bumps along the road from first touch to final binding—well, that meant you were the problem.

Chancellor Fallow himself took charge of the binding, wielding the Applicator with the precision of a fencing foil. His lean frame, piercing blue eyes, and formidable brow suggested he would have been a fearsome opponent. The slight smell of lemongrass and rainwater, to cover the burning-hair odor of searing corneas, wafted through the air as the Applicator engraved the details of the marriage on the couple’s irises.

“With the power vested in me by the Founders,” said Chancellor Fallow, “I declare this couple forever bonded. May you dwell together in virtue, honor, and duty.”

Hand in hand, Aiden and Flora turned to the assembled guests, their silhouettes outlined with the light of the towering projection behind them, which displayed their newly marked eyes. Wave after wave of applause crashed over the crowd. More than one guest fumbled for their handkerchief. Augusta was outright crying. One of Zada’s old schoolmates, Christiana Tam, was narrating the whole thing for a live feed, her face glowing with the excitement of the day’s events.

Then the doves were released, their illuminated wings forming glowing constellations against the red and gold sunset framed by the skylights overhead. The crowd oohed and aahed, Zada right along with them. Daphne’s hollow expression, the sensation of her pulse fluttering against Zada’s hands, were a distant memory.

Once the cheering subsided, Flora’s mother invited everyone to the adjoining ballroom for dancing and refreshments. Zada handed her triple cello off to her parents, and everyone rushed for the ballroom door, as quickly as they possibly could while still leaving the debutantes enough room to pass through without being jostled. Nobody wanted to be in the room for the rounding-up and retrieval of the birds.
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In the ballroom, Zada made straight for the refreshments. Jade-green and gold plates laden with edible blooms and translucent desserts floated in the air, bobbing ever so slightly. Zada plucked a flute of glittering, color-shifting punch from the edge of this cloud and took a sip as she surveyed the crowd.

Hubert Sweete was trying to provoke an argument with a short, broad young man, who seemed much more interested in live streaming everyone’s shoes for some fashion feed. Helena Neale was telling anyone who would listen that because Aiden and Flora had been matched at her eighteenth birthday ball, some of the congratulations should really go to her. Marianne Erskine and Venetia Collingwood strolled along the high table where the wedding’s scent story had been laid out.

Scent stories were the latest fashionable thing, a sequence of carefully curated perfumes arranged in such a way as to create a complete narrative. Flora’s followed a progression from carefree childhood days—represented by the smell of a meadow with daffodils—through an earthy, woodsy forest that was meant to demonstrate challenge and adversity, to clean linen and warm spices, to denote the stability and domestic joy of a match. It was a triumph in fifteen gorgeous, gilded bottles.

Zada had helped Flora choose between a few different wood fragrances and was deeply curious about the final result, but when she approached, Venetia looked up, eyes sparkling with malice. She drawled, “I adore that dress, Zada. It’s so flattering. Oh, but you seem to have lost your Gracelet. Do you need help looking for it?”

Venetia knew that Zada’s family couldn’t afford the standard coming-of-age gift for a debutante—a bracelet that hummed warningly and projected a beautiful, shimmering force field if anyone came too close. Gracelets were only ever deactivated at home or during designated social events, which made them very helpful for everyday life. To go without was extremely gauche, almost vulgar, but Zada had no choice.

“I—” Zada began. She was briefly struck with an irrational sense of indignation at having to bear this cruelty alone. She’d spent most of her school years bundled up in her friend group, safely ensconced as one of five. She could still remember the rhythm of it, their freewheeling late-night conversations, how invincible she felt when they were all together.

If this had been just a few years ago, Flora would’ve opted for a distraction, leaping in with a change of conversation, her tone as sweet and bubbly as a glass of brut. Augusta was more likely to smile and respond with a seemingly innocent comment that was in fact devastatingly cutting. Daphne, on the other hand, would’ve gone nuclear, throwing out a sarcastic jibe engineered to make even Venetia slink away ashamed. And Carine—

No. There was nothing to remember about Carine. Lost in her daydreams, Zada had already made the mistake of uttering Carine’s name in front of everyone today. She wasn’t going to do it again.

Venetia and Marianne were still waiting for Zada to mumble out some kind of a retort, eyebrows lifted.

“No, thank you, that’s very kind,” Zada murmured. “I love those pumps, Venetia. I think the gentleman with the live stream wanted to get a look at them? Something about being featured on Bridal Style?”

Venetia spun around, searching for her moment in the limelight as Zada beat a quick retreat, still feeling as if someone had cranked an enormous spotlight on her empty wrist.

She scanned the crowd. Other than a few classmates, she didn’t recognize many people. She would have danced with Augusta, who looked very alone, but the quartet was playing the intro to the pairing-off dance, and widows were of course barred from participating.

Zada deposited her cup on a tray held by an attendant, silently cursed that she would have to do this in shoes that did not fit, and summoned her best smile for dancing.

The quartet on stage struck up a lively tune, and the young men in attendance lined up on one side of the dance floor, while the young ladies lined up on the other. Each of the unpartnered nonbinary guests took a side, in accordance with their registered request. The two rows were, of course, perfectly matched. Zada had no doubt that Flora and Aiden had spent hours poring over the guest list to ensure this.

Everyone else formed a half circle around them. There would be a dance or two later for the children and established couples. But this moment belonged to the unmatched.

Zada fell into line with the others and tried her best not to imagine what her dance partners must see: a short, round-faced eighteen-year-old with hair an unremarkable shade between brown and blond, eyes an unremarkable shade between green and gray, and a figure too stout to be anything other than, well, unremarkable.

The tension in the air hung thicker and heavier than any perfume, and Zada steeled herself for the battlefield of the dance floor. She wasn’t afraid of never finding her Heartsong match. Statistically speaking, that rarely happened, and Zada wasn’t dramatic enough to think she alone would be somehow left out.

Her real fear was that when she finally looked in her soulmate’s eyes, and he (or she, or they) looked in hers, she would see a flicker of disappointment.

A disappointing match wasn’t the end of the world, she knew. Matches that held no promise at first would certainly flourish and prosper as the years went on—such was the genius of Heartsong, which was unerring in its calculations. But nobody wrote love songs or sweeping romance novels about the forty-fifth time someone touched their soulmate. Zada had inhaled enough of them to say that with certainty. You only ever got your one shot at living the dewy, rose-colored dawn of your own love story.

With everyone having taken their places, Zada silently counted off with the rest of the debutantes until it was time to begin. The room went silent except for the quartet. Heart in her throat, Zada waited as each pair before her touched hands, conscious of not bouncing on the balls of her feet.

Her first dance partner was Arthur Bridgman. As they approached each other, Zada was conscious of her heart beating slightly faster. They had similar thoughts about Mozart, and they had once gone head-to-head in a spelling bee, which would make an excellent story for any children of their own.

But everyone knew that he and Marianne Erskine had feelings for each other, and although Marianne had never shown her any particular warmth, Zada didn’t want to come between them. Nothing spoiled a Heartsong match like knowing it had hurt someone else, however temporary or incidental that hurt was.

The music swelled as Zada and Arthur took their turn to slowly touch palm to palm and spin in a circle together.

Nothing. Zada breathed a sigh of relief.

Next up was Hubert Sweete, and Zada’s heartbeat continued its prestissimo pace as she waited to know her fate. Despite his saccharine name, Hubert had been a tremendous bully at school, reserving the worst of his wrath for scholarship students like Zada. On some level, she knew that being matched with her might do him some good. It would expand his horizons and force him to learn something of the people he considered so beneath him. But selfishly, something in her recoiled at the thought of spending the rest of her life in a constant state of setting a good example for someone else.

Their turn came. Their hands touched. Hubert’s palm was even sweatier than Zada’s, and she longed to wipe her hand almost immediately. Again, there was blessed silence but for the quartet, the footsteps of those dancing, and the distant murmur of the audience surrounding them.

Zada was just bending to touch hands with Aubrey Audelay, a drily humorous classmate of hers who was looking very smart in a lavender-accented waistcoat and a specially gilded formal wheelchair, when she heard a single, heaving sob.

It was Marianne, she realized. The lack of any Heartsong told the whole story. Marianne must have just learned that Arthur was not her match after all. Zada’s heart ached, in empathy if not in sympathy, as Marianne collapsed to the floor. From the perimeter of the room, Zada saw Administrator Erskine purse her lips and gesture for Marianne to stand and continue dancing.

Marianne was not looking at her parents, however. She stared up at Arthur, tears dripping down her reddening face.

“You said you knew it was us,” she cried. “I—you said you knew.”

Arthur shook his head, chin wobbling. “I thought I did. I thought—” He broke off and swallowed. “But Marianne, you must finish the dance.”

“I can’t,” Marianne gasped between breaths. “I can’t, I can’t!”

“Perhaps a short break is in order,” Chancellor Fallow announced over the microphone system as Administrator Erskine led her still-protesting daughter away from the gleaming wooden dance floor.

Like the Fallows, the Erskines were direct descendants of one of the Founders. Cygnus Erskine had leveraged his billions as the city’s first Head of Nutrition, before the dome was even under construction, back when a series of environmental cataclysms had first necessitated the best of the best of the former United States to band together for safety. It was through Erskine’s work that New Ionia’s food systems were entirely self-sustaining—no need to rely on the vengeful outside masses for sustenance and risk a poisoning or worse.

Arthur, on the other hand, was the child of a mid-level civil servant and a painter. No doubt the lack of a match was a relief to the Erskines.

“The dancing will resume in ten minutes.” A cunning projection of a clock materialized on one wall, its minute hand ticking inexorably down.

Zada sighed. She knew it was unbecoming, to grow so attached to a potential suitor before it was even possible to know if they were the right one. Marianne’s outburst was deeply immature, not to mention embarrassing to whoever her future match turned out to be. In less than thirty seconds, Marianne had cast a lingering shadow over her own life’s romance—for just a simple entanglement. At the same time, it was difficult to watch someone normally so icy crying like a small child, difficult to watch how hard Marianne kicked and screamed as her mother discreetly pulled her behind an ornate mahogany door, which shut with a final-sounding click.

The quartet was retuning their instruments, which had already been in tune—Zada recognized a stall when she heard one. Daphne had darted across the floor to whisper something to the viola player. It was accompanied by a single slicing motion, as if to say “never mind.” The viola player whispered something back, and Daphne nodded.

Had Daphne been there the whole time?

It occurred to Zada then that Daphne, who had certainly been absent for Buford’s announcement about the Applicator, might still have been under the impression that Zada had told the truth and implicated her for its disappearance. Zada felt a spike of adrenaline and then a spike of annoyance. Why did it still matter to her at all what Daphne thought?

Unthinking, Zada turned to follow Daphne’s progress—and collided face-first with someone’s snowy ascot and bare chin, skulls smacking together with a terrible clunking sound, and—oh, please, no—the momentum taking them both down in the process, along with several of the older guests, and the table of perfumes behind them. There was a shrill smashing of glass, and the smell of fresh linen colliding with pine and old mushrooms filled the air.

Panic clawed at Zada’s chest, heart beating in counterpoint to the chords echoing above her. Why in the world had the quartet chosen the precise moment of disaster to start another piece?

But when she managed to peer up from the ground, none of the musicians were playing. Instead, they stood gaping at Zada as if she’d done something remarkable, instead of simply pulverizing Flora’s entire scent story in a parody of rom-com klutziness. Zada scrambled away from the person she’d knocked to the floor. It was Buford, she realized with a stab of guilt. He had so many responsibilities today. A bruised tailbone was the last thing he needed.

“I’m so sorry,” she gasped.

“It’s okay,” Buford assured her, “I don’t feel a thing. Are you all right?”

The music around them swelled impossibly.

The music, which had started the instant they touched, and was still playing now as Buford stood and reached down a hand to help her up.

Zada took his hand. His palm was dry, and his grip felt remarkably sure. The deliberate touch, in front of all these people, was a shock to her system. She half expected someone to scold her. Buford pulled her to her feet. He was quite a bit taller than her, and she ended up with an eyeful of that same gleaming-white ascot.

Except for the song, a gorgeous major-key waltz emanating from the space between them, the room had gone very quiet. Distantly, she was glad that her Heartsong—well, their Heartsong—was so pretty. None of it felt at all real. It was as if the entire world had been drafted into performing a play, and nobody had thought to give Zada her lines.

In the thick of the crowd, she spotted her parents. Her mother’s hands were clasped over her heart. Her father was still holding the triple cello case in one hand, mouth hanging open in a delighted grin. Seeing the two of them brought her several inches closer to earth.

She turned back to look up at Buford. Handsome, charming Buford, with his auburn curls and his warm smile. He was still holding her hand—she’d forgotten that. How had she forgotten? Touching that bare sliver of Daphne’s wrist had zapped her like a burst of lightning, but obviously this touch mattered infinitely more.

Buford ducked to kiss her hand, his lips brushing across her knuckles. The moment was like every romantic comedy that Zada and Flora had ever watched together, and it was happening, right here and right now, to Zada.

There was no need for Buford to say it out loud. Everyone knew there was only one possible outcome, but evidently, he felt the need to embrace the moment.

“Zada Chambers,” said Buford, “will you marry me?”






Chapter Four The Endless Waltz



The next several hours passed in a series of snapshots, little bursts of crystal-clear memory. The dancing resumed—without Marianne, of course. And to the delight of everyone in attendance, two more Heartsongs played, pairing together Vikram Choudhry with Christiana Tam and Maximilian Upton with Ursa Neale.

Augusta clasped Zada’s hand and stared deep into her eyes, saying only, “You seem distracted. Are you happy?”

“I—yes, of course,” Zada stammered. “It’s just so much excitement, you know.”

“Then I am so glad.”

After a flurry of congratulations, Buford introduced Zada to his parents: a tense-looking blond man who introduced himself as “Bartholomew,” but spoken in a tone which suggested that anything short of “Mr. Arnoth Senior” would land her in boiling-hot water, and a dark-haired woman with high-arched brows who asked pointed questions about Zada’s ancestry. Zada stumbled through her answers, and then Buford was leading her by the hand to her own parents. They hugged her tight, let her go, and then hugged her again, clearly struggling to find the right words to express their joy.

“We knew you’d make a fine match, Z!” her mother said. “We never doubted you for a moment!”

“It’s our privilege to welcome you into our family, Buford,” Zada’s father said formally, but the corners of his mouth kept quirking into a grin. “You went to school with Zada, right? At Dalrymple?”

“I did,” Buford replied. “We took music together, and she was at the top of our class.”

“That’s our girl! Well, now you have the rest of your lives to get to know each other,” Zada’s mother said happily, clapping Buford on the back with a hard thump. To his credit, he didn’t flinch. “And what do you do now?”

“He’s in politics,” Zada said.

“Well, aspiring to be. I’m studying political science and history at Hammersford University, and I’m working as an aide to Legislator Bassey.”

Zada glanced at her parents to gauge their reaction. Legislator Aisha Bassey was known to be one of only a handful of reformers with any power in New Ionia. Very early on in her career, she’d even attempted to advance a bill legalizing a kind of lesser marriage between people who had lost their soulmates for more than fifteen years. Several decades of good work for the city had gone a long way to rehabilitate her public image since then, but the taint of scandal still lingered. According to Flora, who’d heard it from Aiden, a few classmates had even cut ties with Buford after he started working for Legislator Bassey.

Zada’s parents didn’t pay much attention to politics, though, and her mother only beamed at Buford. “An aide to a legislator! You’ll have to tell us all about it when you come over for dinner.”

“Assuming you can escape your duties for a social call, of course,” Zada’s father added.

“Nonsense,” said Mom, giving Buford another bracing thump on the back. “He’s at a social call right now, isn’t he? Tell me, Buford, how do you feel about shrimp?”

As they were making dinner plans, the quartet began to play a familiar air.

“I believe that’s our cue,” Buford said, bowing to Zada’s parents before leading her away.

It was the first waltz of the evening for the newly engaged, and they would be the only three couples dancing. Zada tried to steady her breathing as Buford placed one hand on her waist and the other on her shoulder.

“Are you nervous?” he asked.

“A bit,” she admitted.

And then the dance began. This was the easy part, she thought as they circled the floor together. She had been counting in 3/4 time for nearly as long as she’d been able to count at all, and the dance was one she’d rehearsed many times before.

Back at school, Daphne had executed countless pranks during dance class to distract from her own inability to learn footwork. Finally, Zada had taken it upon herself to teach her friend at one-tenth the usual pace. They’d snuck into the ballroom after hours, waltzing in slow motion, as if moving through something thick and viscous only they could feel. Daphne had made her laugh by speaking that way, too: “How . . . am . . . I . . . doing . . . Zada . . . ?” she’d say, right in Zada’s ear. Her voice was slow and warm as honey, and it took all of Zada’s concentration to not miss a step.

Zada had always imagined that the two of them would be together when they sparked their Heartsongs, that they would share the joy of finding their soulmate the same way they’d shared countless other smaller joys. But Zada had been the one to cut Daphne off, and for good reason—

Buford was speaking, she realized belatedly. “I know it’s sentimental,” he said. “But if you’ll indulge me . . . ‘Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art, not in lone splendor hung aloft the night—’” His words were slightly off-rhythm with their quick, graceful steps.

This was Keats, Zada knew. When he finished, there was a brief but ringing silence, somehow not obscured by the quartet’s lovely playing. Why had the academy taught them “Bright star, were I as steadfast as thou art,” but not how to respond when the love of your life dropped it onto your head like a too-small hat?

Maybe she should respond with more poetry. But the only verse that came to mind was from “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” and it didn’t feel like the moment for waxing on about a dead albatross.

“That’s, um, thank you,” Zada managed. The dance continued. She fought for something else to say. She tried in vain to recall something about Buford other than his general pleasantness, his interest in politics, or the open secret that his older brother had a gambling problem. None of it felt even a molecule romantic. Were all waltzes normally quite this long?

“Do you still play the violin?” Zada said at last. She had a hazy memory of leaving practice, her triple cello case tucked under one arm, and seeing Buford outside with an instrument case of his own. That could be romantic—playing a duet together once they were married. Harmonizing in music and in life.

“Afraid not,” he said. “A sad casualty of my position. No real time for hobbies, unfortunately.”

“Oh,” said Zada.

Buford added hurriedly, “Not that the pursuit of music is frivolous. When we’re married, I’d fully support your career. My father always said that mastery of an instrument is priceless. Making music is what separates us from the animals, after all.”

“Except for birds,” said Zada. Buford lifted her hand, spinning her away and then back toward him. “And crickets sing, of course.” Crickets were one of the very few insects still permitted in New Ionia. “Frogs, too. And I believe whales were said to vocalize in a kind of song. Come to think of it, I’ve even read about a species of bat that—” She was rambling. She cut herself off with a light laugh. “Sorry, this must be terribly boring to you.”

“Not at all,” he said. “Everything the love of my life wishes to say is of interest to me.”

“Oh,” Zada said. “Likewise, of course.”

“We have so much to teach each other,” said Buford.

“Of course,” she said again. “Absolutely.”

More silence.

Surely the dance was almost finished by now. How long could two people be reasonably expected to waltz? As Zada and Buford navigated around the other two couples in time with the music, it occurred to her that when the piece was over, they would still have to find things to say to each other, and without the excuse of being slightly out of breath from the steps.

She longed desperately to break away and talk to one of her friends instead. But Augusta was recently widowed, Flora newly married, Daphne was Daphne, and then—

And then there was Carine, her mind whispered.

Assuming Carine had even survived her Extrication. Everyone knew the toxic wasteland surrounding New Ionia was barren and dangerous. Zada had paid attention in civics class. She knew Carine’s odds were so small there was no cause to assume she was still alive, which was yet another very compelling reason not to waste thought on her.

Zada made herself meet Buford’s eyes. He smiled at her, and she smiled back. When she had dreamed of this night as a child, she hadn’t imagined that she would constantly need to remind herself to smile.

“How is work—” she managed, a half second after Buford blurted out, “So what are your—”

“Sorry,” said Zada. “Finish your question, please.”

“I was only going to say, what are your career goals? Not that,” he added, “it’s necessary for you to have every step of your job planned out ahead of you, I simply wondered if you’d given it thought.”

Zada nodded. “I’m trying out for every orchestra or ensemble that will let me audition,” she said. “The only trouble is, there are no openings until autumn. I’m stuck waiting.”

“That’s a shame,” Buford said. “What with all of the events of the Centennial needing music. Sorry, you were going to ask me—?”

“I was going to ask how your position is going.” It sounded a little dry to Zada’s ears, but she reminded herself that everything the love of her life had to say would be interesting to her.

And it was interesting. The conservative Founders Party had recently discovered that due to how the charter defined marriage, it was still technically legal in New Ionia to get divorced, as if they were in the kind of cheap vintage drama that got played at the Historical Society. They sought to amend the law, while the more radical and reform-minded Establishment Party insisted there was no reason to rewrite the text itself, given that no married couple had needed to separate in over a hundred years.

It was strange to imagine how people must have suffered before Heartsong. Broken homes, single parents, acrimonious breakups, and the stingy division of property—what a nightmare it must’ve been. She could only imagine the profound relief and joy that must have swept through New Ionia like a new dawn when Heartsong was rolled out. The history books said the celebrations had lasted for weeks. Zada liked to imagine it sometimes: the happy tears, the wrongful marriages dissolved, the correct couples united at last.

Buford’s explanation carried them through to the end of the waltz, at which point Zada’s mother and father took their leave early. They were clearly delighted at the thought of Buford escorting their daughter home. Zada and Buford stayed for the rest of the dancing, and then by unspoken agreement they headed out, Buford chivalrously carrying her triple cello case with one hand and deactivating his Gracelet with the other.

It was a minor thrill to walk so close to someone her age without constantly making sure they didn’t touch. She asked him every question about work she could devise, and this kept them talking all through the hyper-carriage ride back home. Zada, who usually took the train, tried to savor the experience. The sturdy horses gleamed in the moonlight, their joints whirring almost imperceptibly, and the ride was far smoother than it looked from the street. The interior of the hyper-carriage was sleek and minimalist, with sloped seats that were designed for comfort.

It was such a novel experience that she forgot to be embarrassed by her neighborhood, which was lined with squat, blocky hydroponics labs. The green shining through the glass felt almost festive. Buford held Zada’s hand as she climbed out, and they stood on the sidewalk and watched the horses idle, heads swiveled toward the nearest recharging port. Not for the first time, Zada wished the engineers had given them something resembling faces.

“Well,” she said, indicating the familiar pod unit that jutted out slightly above the NuGrow building, “this is me.”

“I’ll walk you to the door,” he offered. They crossed the street in silence. “Does it get old?” Buford said suddenly.

Zada mentally replayed the last few seconds, but no, she hadn’t missed anything. “What?”

“The sound of the hydroponics,” he said. “All that humming and gurgling.”

“Oh, I don’t really pick up on it anymore, to be honest,” said Zada. “It’s sort of like how you don’t hear yourself breathing.” The hard part was always sweating from the humidity of the grow labs above and below them, but it felt too early in their relationship to admit to perspiring that much, or at all.

“That makes sense,” said Buford. They’d reached Zada’s door.

“Thank you for taking me home,” she said.

“No trouble at all,” he said.

“Have a good night.” She reached for the doorpad, hovering a hand in front of the sensor until it registered her fingerprints and the door opened.

“You, too,” said Buford. She reached for her triple cello, and their fingers brushed. She remembered then what was meant to happen now. Your first kiss was not nearly as important as your first touch, but it still figured in every love story. It was a stepping stone on your way to the ultimate end of a Heartsong match—marriage.

For a long, silent moment, neither of them moved. Buford’s lips pressed together, as if he were gathering his courage.

In the cold, greenish light of the hydroponics lab overhead, Buford looked like the eighteen-year-old he was. He wasn’t the confident rising star of council politics or Aiden’s charismatic best friend anymore. He was just an old classmate.

Zada realized that she hadn’t really looked at Buford when they’d first crashed into each other, setting off their shared Heartsong. She had no idea if he’d been happy to discover she was his match. And she was suddenly glad she didn’t know.

“I feel good about us,” Buford said finally. “I feel steady.”

“Me too,” said Zada.

She thought back to the tinkle of broken glass, the smell of fifteen extremely specific scents all vying for her nostrils at once. I don’t feel a thing, he’d said on the floor.

When he stepped closer, something sank in the pit of her stomach. She would get through this. She just had to try harder, be better—it was the story of her life, and this was simply a new chapter.

Steeling herself, she closed her eyes and leaned into him. Buford pressed his lips against hers for the length of a single quarter note and then pulled away so quickly that her first thought was: Is that it?

“Sleep well,” he said, pushing the triple cello case fully into her hands. Zada took it gratefully.

“Goodnight,” she said, stepping inside. When she turned to watch him go, she couldn’t quite make her eyes focus on his figure. All she could see was a receding blur, a smudge against the illumination of the grow lights, and then he was gone.

Zada’s parents were waiting for her in the kitchen, and she pasted on a smile when she saw them. There was a slight sheen to their faces. It could have been excitement or the hot, wet air from the hydroponics.

“There she is!” her mother cried, scooping Zada up in a tight, rib-bruising hug. “Congratulations, Z! How was it? Tell us everything. Was he charming? Did you talk about the future? You lingered at the door for an awfully long time. Did you have your first kiss? Was it absolutely electrifying?”

Electrifying. Zada’s mind leapt to that moment when she’d had Daphne pinned against the wall, how it felt to watch the rapid rise and fall of Daphne’s breathing. Her senses had seemed briefly heightened, the colors of the world supersaturated.

“Portia,” said her father reprovingly. “Give her some space. She’ll tell us in her own time.” Her mother relinquished her, and he darted in to give Zada a hug of his own. “I wonder if your children will have that auburn hair,” he mused once he’d let her go. “Dark blond is recessive, if I remember correctly. I believe the reddish shades are recessive as well, which presents an interesting possibility—”

“Now look who’s talking,” her mother said, lightly swatting at her husband. “Don’t rush her. Children aren’t your concern right now, Zada. This is the season of romance. You know, when that music started, I could’ve cried. It was so beautiful.”

“It was,” said Zada.

“And knocking him over like that!” Her mother laughed. “Like something from a story.”

“I thought that too,” Zada admitted.

Father cleared his throat. “When your mom and I think of the sacrifices we’ve made to bring you this far, it all—”

“Don’t listen to him,” Mother broke in, still smiling. “Sacrifices? We would pay our share of your schooling a thousand more times if it meant knowing you would end up with such a perfect match!”

“I think I’m going to go to bed,” said Zada.

“Of course, dear!” Mother gave another light little laugh. “You’re allowed to be tired. You’ve only had the most exciting day of your entire life!”

“We’re so proud,” said Father. They each gave her one last hug, and Zada climbed the stairs to her bedroom, door clicking shut behind her. For the first time in many hours, she was finally alone.






Chapter Five False Congratulations from Real People, and Real Congratulations from False People



The first thing Zada did, out of years of ingrained habit, was tend to her triple cello. She wiped down the body, checked the battery life, and then nestled it back into its plush case, which she slid into the parcher station in her closet and connected to power. Calibrated to fifty percent humidity, it was the one spot in the house that wasn’t dripping with condensation.

The second order of business was to sink down onto her bed and do absolutely nothing. She lay very still, nestled into her soft comforter, her sore and throbbing feet hanging over the edge. Flora’s shoes were in a heap by the front door. Thankfully, the blisters on her heels hadn’t bled and the flats remained pristine, ready to return to Flora when her honeymoon was over.

Zada waited for sleep to take her, but despite her bone-deep exhaustion, her mind was still whirring away, cataloguing every awkward silence, every embarrassing snub, every misstep from the last few hours. She needed something to settle her thoughts. A movie, perhaps. Something sweet and fluffy, the sort of thing she and Flora used to watch together when they were procrastinating on schoolwork.

Zada activated her lenses and her earring and closed her eyes, flicking from one trailer to the next. She blinked twice, cueing up the first movie she could find with a happy ending and very limited audience participation—after hours of high emotions, simply nodding and smiling to move the story forward felt like all she could manage.

To Whom It May Concern was a rom-com she’d watched once, when she and Flora were avoiding an essay on societal roles in the modern era or something like that. The story involved a man and a woman in their early twenties who lived in the same high-end high rise. And, in true rom-com fashion, they were feuding with each other. Every day, they left each other a series of increasingly passive-aggressive notes, only to discover by accident that the two of them shared a Heartsong. The rest of the movie covered their humorous, touching journey to realizing they were perfect for each other after all.

The setup was longer and slower than Zada remembered. She watched as the characters were introduced, their notes exchanged. And then came the pivotal moment: The woman stepped out onto her balcony during a holiday party and ended up embroiled in an argument with her nemesis, who just so happened to be on the balcony below her. When the woman leaned over to punctuate a point, the railing gave way and she fell, plunging for the length of a rose-tinted montage of her life, before the man caught her and reeled her back onto his balcony as their Heartsong erupted around them. The partygoers, who conveniently appeared on the balcony above, cheered and even wept at the revelation of true love while the camera zoomed in on the woman’s stunned, upset face.

Zada paused the movie and opened her eyes. She remembered watching this scene with Flora. She remembered laughing and eagerly leaning forward to take in the rest of the story as it played in the dark between them, longing for the moment the woman stopped being such a fool and learned that she loved her destined match after all.

But now—

Her stomach hurt. That was easily explained. She’d barely eaten at the wedding. And wasn’t meeting your true love famous for giving you stomach butterflies? Zada leapt up, shedding her comforter, and paced the room. It had been her refuge since she had returned home from school, to the point where the damp hardwood floors and cool blue hangings were beginning to feel like an extension of her mind. The air was too wet to allow for old-fashioned paper posters, and her window was frequently glazed with condensation, allowing only the glow of the council-approved lights from outside. But one wall featured a decent projection of an underwater scene, which she had chosen as a child for the benefit of her albino goldfish, Dashwood. She’d been too young to realize that a fish could barely see beyond its tank, or to understand that this was a blessing for the poor little creature.

When she closed her eyes, the actress’s face filled Zada’s vision, features frozen in horror. Of course, it was completely unrealistic that anyone would react so openly to what they considered an unfavorable Heartsong. Zada had spent ages in etiquette class learning the importance of controlling your expression at such moments.

Zada opened her eyes again. She mentally recited the Founders Creed three times. The third time she reached “I will always remember that what confounds me today may comfort me tomorrow,” she felt a little calmer.

Without thinking about it too hard, she slid out her lenses, returned them to their charging hub and redirected her pacing to her bookcase. It was her favorite piece of furniture in the unit, inherited from her father. Heavy, ancient, and awkwardly large, the roomy shelves had been built for a time when there were far more books in the world and they needed to be stored as individual paper volumes. The approved reading for New Ionians had been through several major curations since then, mostly excluding works of an obscene or otherwise morally harmful nature. These days, the entire contents of the New Ionian library could fit on a single slim reader. Zada’s mother had helped her convert most of the shelves into cubbies to store and charge her lenses, her earring, and her reader, plus a place to house Dashwood’s tank, the most expensive item in the room besides her triple cello. Dashwood resided in a closed-loop system, the water glowing blue-green from specially bred algae.

Zada put her nose to the glass. Dashwood blinked at her with bulging milky eyes and swam away, disappearing into the small forest of seaweed in the back.

“Fine, be that way,” Zada muttered, straightening.

Grabbing her reader from off the shelf, she swiped past the page of recommended books and tapped on her annotated copy of Persuasion. The reader opened automatically to chapter 23. She scanned down the page to the beginning of a very familiar passage, what she thought of as The Letter. Anne Elliot—the intelligent and virtuous spinster who took the life-ruining advice seven years prior to reject her true love, Captain Wentworth—had just given the captain reason to hope, causing him to pen a note confessing the depth and passion of his feelings.

“I must speak to you by such means as are within my reach. You pierce my soul . . .”

She and Flora had taken turns reading the book aloud to each other in school, laughing as Daphne insisted on pantomiming the words until it was all comically literal and Carine made some wry comment, like “I hope they make ointment for that piercing. No need to get an infected soul spewing soul pus.”

Nobody was to think about Carine, but in the privacy of her room, Zada allowed herself the space of a few breaths to break the Founders Creed’s fifth rule: “I will be reasonable. I will not stoke the fires of resentment or regret in my heart.” She couldn’t help it. She missed her friend. She missed what she and Carine, Flora, Augusta, and Daphne had been together, that feeling of being one note in a perfect harmony.

Zada still remembered the thrill she’d felt as she’d dramatically declaimed, “I am half agony, half hope.” Even Carine had been momentarily struck quiet.

It had sounded guiltily exciting, to be able to pierce someone’s soul, to have one’s soul pierced in turn. She had wondered how she would feel when the day finally came, if her own romance could possibly compare to that giddying rush of Anne and Captain Wentworth finally being honest with each other, opening their hearts to each other. And it did compare, she reminded herself sternly. They had crashed into each other at a wedding dance. Buford had even shown the presence of mind to quote poetry. It had been everything Zada had ever dreamed of.

Zada had revisited chapter 23 of Persuasion many times since that sunny afternoon at Dalrymple, but now, reading those same words again, it felt like pushing on a bruise.

There was no reason for Zada’s eyes to be welling up. There was no reason for this sinking feeling behind her breastbone. She and Flora had both found their soulmates. They’d achieved their happy endings.

But Zada’s soul was not remotely pierced.

The reader slid out of her hands and landed on the floor with a concerning thump. The longer she sat there, Persuasion lying at her feet, the more certain she grew. She felt like she was the one teetering out of that movie balcony, but she had nobody to catch her and reel her back.

She forced her eyes open wider, to delay the tears, and tried to dredge up some passion, some flood of emotion for her soulmate. She thought of Buford helping her to her feet after she’d knocked him over, the touch of his hand against hers, the press of their lips together on her front step. Had she felt anything at all beyond a certain self-consciousness, a thread of apprehension reminding her how important this moment was supposed to be? Had any of it, any of it at all been about Buford himself, his voice or his auburn curls or his handsome face? There was no question in her mind: No matter how Zada ransacked her own heart, she could dig up no feeling for him deeper than a vague sense of friendship. And she strongly suspected he felt the same.

She did not love him. It was that simple. She did not love him, and she did not know how long she could pretend that she did. Zada didn’t fall asleep that night for a long, long time.
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When Zada awoke, it was to the sound of Dad humming as he attempted to make pancakes.

Zada lay in bed for a long moment, longer than she was supposed to. (Founders Creed rule two: “I will be unselfish. I will always work as hard as I can to build a better life for New Ionians everywhere, without sloth or distraction.”) It wasn’t the end of the world, she reminded herself. She would need Counseling. Most people did. Marriage was work—everyone knew that. She went over the Founders Creed twice for good measure.

With that done, she rolled out of bed and dressed, taking a moment as always to be thankful for the science of quick-cooling fabrics that allowed her to cover enough skin to stay fashionable. She applied a small amount of makeup over her typical layer of sun serum. Just enough to create the illusion of a peaceful night’s sleep. She was just setting her final layer of foundation when she realized that it likely didn’t matter. Anyone who knew her and saw the bags under her eyes would assume she had stayed up late thinking of Buford. It was convenient, that she didn’t need to cover for herself here in order to maintain appearances. Somehow, it also made her feel as though she were inside a heavy collapsing box.

Zada breathed in and out. She made herself read the instructions on her foundation, and then on her sun serum. It had reached its sell-by date two days ago, but her mother and father were still paying off a fine for water wasting after the hydroponics lab below them sprung a leak. It was not the time to bother them with trivialities. She would wear a hat if she needed to go out, she decided. Her nicest bonnet was a little crooked from her latest attempt to retrim it in a more current style—feathers instead of flowers—but its retractable sun shade still worked.

“Your mom is busy training a new crop of guards,” her father explained as Zada crossed the room to the stove.

“I figured,” said Zada. Her father only ever hummed when her mother was away at work. Her mother said the sound gave her a headache.

Once Zada cleared the table, they tucked into the pancakes, carefully eating around the middles, which were undercooked.

“You should see all the congratulations you’ve gotten,” said her father.

Zada made herself smile. “I’ll put in my lenses after breakfast.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean in the feed,” he said, “although I’m sure you have hundreds. I meant those.”

With his fork, he indicated the credenza by the door, which was piled high with a stack of envelopes in a snowy rainbow of pastels.

“Paper mail,” he marveled. “Like something out of an old novel.”

“Flora got some of those, too,” Zada said. “It’s the latest thing.”

Father laughed. “You kids and your trends. Feel free to go ahead and read them. I won’t be offended if you don’t finish your breakfast. The pancakes are a little gooey, aren’t they?”

“Nothing that can’t be fixed,” said Zada, reaching for the agave. According to her mother, the gen-mod agave perfectly mimicked the flavor of real maple syrup, but of course Zada had no way to know. Maple trees didn’t grow in New Ionia. Only a few species of trees did. It was something to do with the soil and the city being an enclosed system.

Between sticky bites of pancake, Zada picked through the printed congratulations. Jocelin’s, Ursa’s, and Christiana’s missives were nearly identical. It is so exciting to know that you have finally matched with your other half, and on the year of the Centennial, no less! You must be over the moon. Buford is so wonderful and of course you deserve each other. Anyone can see that a lifetime of perfection awaits you, and of course I can’t wait for the wedding. Do let me know what the color scheme is so I can have a new dress made in time. Here’s to you!

Marianne had sent a letter that was perhaps one part flowery felicitations and nine parts cringing apology for her “absolutely untoward behavior” at the wedding dance yesterday. Zada had the strong feeling it had been written by Marianne’s mother, or else written by Marianne with her mother standing over her. Augusta’s card was far more welcome, full of remembrances of their time together at school, without going so far as to name names. Flora hadn’t sent anything, but that was to be expected. She was no doubt busy with her honeymoon.

Then, of course, there were the ads disguised to resemble correspondence from old friends. One was so convincing, Zada half wondered if perhaps she did know an Eleanor Wharton who simply happened to have extremely strong views about which bakery to use for the wedding. “Eleanor” even made references to several specific memories from Zada’s time at Dalrymple, including a fire alarm in her first year that had turned into an impromptu sing-along. It was uncanny.

“Who’s Eleanor?” her father said, peering over Zada’s shoulder. He slid another pancake, this one a perfect golden brown, onto her plate.

“Some of these aren’t real,” Zada explained. “Or, they aren’t from real people.”

“Really?” he asked. “How can you tell?”

She held up the letter printed on creamy lavender stationery. “Well, ‘Eleanor’ has offered me ten percent off on wedding cakes from Tiers of Bliss.”

“Hang on to that one,” her father said. “Could come in handy for your wedding.”

“Are we picking the cake?” she asked.

“We,” he said grandly, “are picking everything.”

This was news to her. “Do the Arnoths know that?”

“We had a chat earlier this morning,” her father said. “The Arnoths are a busy family. You know how it is. Mr. Arnoth Senior and Mrs. Arnoth have their charitable causes, and Buford can’t get away from his work with the council. They’ve entrusted most of the planning and preparation to us, and they’ll be covering the rest.”

“The rest,” said Zada blankly.

Father coughed. “The cost.”

“Ah.” Zada set aside the letter she’d been holding. Hesitant to spend another family’s money, her parents were about to become consumed with bargain-hunting. “Did you happen to discuss the wedding date?”

“Two months,” her father said with a chuckle. “I’m sorry, Z. I know you wish it was today, but there are a lot of moving parts to consider. That reminds me, would you mind going downtown and visiting a few caterers? They have their prices listed on the feed, but I have a feeling that if you mention your connection to the Arnoths, they might be willing to negotiate.”

“Of course,” said Zada, biting her lip at the prospect of discussing money or demanding special treatment.

Still, maybe getting out of the house would do her some good. Fresh air, and a little distance from her father’s oppressive excitement. She started to set Augusta’s message aside to keep, then remembered that if she was genuinely excited to marry Buford, she would likely hold on to every letter that wasn’t from a corporation pretending to be an old school friend. She piled together all the notes from real people. As she shuffled the letters, the sharp edge of a ballerina-pink sheet of paper sliced a narrow, stinging cut across the pad of her thumb. It was going to ache to hold her bow, but nothing could be done about that. The ad letters went straight into the kitchen disposal unit, the hand-penned cursive congratulations disintegrating in seconds.

[image: ]
Downtown New Ionia was bustling as usual.

The medley of ads playing on a loop, people deep in conversation, and the whoosh of the trains above created a wall of sound so thick that it was almost impossible to hear the series of beeps that warned of a hyper-carriage whipping around a corner. Crossing the street from the train terminal, Zada had to leap back to avoid a nasty collision with a horse.

She righted herself, heart racing. Horses weren’t heavy, of course, but if the thing suffered any damage from knocking into her—a popped socket or even a slight scuff—the repair fees would be charged to her.

Once she made it to the other side of the crosswalk, she took a moment to get her bearings. She’d taken a class about the architecture of the city, the lofty design principles at play. Unfortunately, all she remembered was that the later builders made ingenious use of balconies, both to get the most out of a relatively small amount of real estate and to shade the streets below. Every building bore some kind of late addition jutting out of the second story or higher, in a rainbow of colors and styles. Balconies from opposing streets brushed so close together, their inhabitants sometimes shared their readers.

The city center was only two train transfers away from home, but Zada had never really had any reason to go downtown on her own. Her experience with this bustling, lively place was restricted to Dalrymple Academy’s monthly “city days.” These were days when students were encouraged to “take your learnings out into the wider world,” which Daphne had said was code for “get out of our damn hair already.”

Of course, going downtown meant spending money—money that, as a scholarship student, Zada didn’t have. But her friends always made excuses to pick out something for her.

Augusta would say, “Oh, Z, thanks for helping me with my composition homework. I owe you,” and press a tin of translucent bubble candies into her hand. Or Flora would point to a projection of a concert hall, saying, “I have it on good authority it’s your half birthday, so obviously I’m getting you a ticket to the long-distance symphony.”

Carine, too, would pitch in, appearing at Zada’s side with a tray of flaky croissants. She would reason, “You’ve been studying a lot, and as you know, studying burns calories. You need to fuel up. Have a croissant—it’s an investment in your academic future.” And Zada would laugh at Carine’s dead-serious expression and play along, taking a bite of the extravagantly buttery pastry. (These days, Zada found that she’d lost her taste for croissants.)

Then there was Daphne. “Zada, these earrings bring out the green in your eyes. I have no choice but to buy them. They’re destined for you. Not giving them to you would be an absolute injustice. Is that what you want me to do? Commit injustice?”

But for the first time in years, Zada wandered through the shopping quadrant alone. She passed the holo-cade, where Carine and Flora struggled to beat each other’s high scores in the augmented playscape, and the noodle stall where her friends had once made her laugh so hard that she’d snorted broth out of her nose. She still had Flora and Augusta, of course, but as she shielded her eyes against the glare of the sun reflecting off shop windows, Zada couldn’t help tabulating exactly how much had changed in her life. How much she’d lost in the span of a few years.

The catering district was two streets over. From here, she could almost smell the delicious pea-protein roasts and pastries, the grilled onions and carrots gathered all the way from the distant hydroponics labs that stood apart from the city’s more fashionable areas. Dad’s pancakes sat heavily in her stomach.

Stopping in to enquire about prices was simple enough. The news of her engagement to someone from the Arnoth family must have spread like wildfire. The caterers and shopkeepers would be expecting her. All she had to do was walk in, compare menus and prices, and head home before lunch. Simple, simple, simple.

Zada crossed the street, dodging another hyper-carriage, and headed in the opposite direction.






Chapter Six In Which a Door Is Opened



Several streets away from the catering district, near the processing plants where the hydroponic crops were converted to more useable ingredients, a muddy rut stretched out for the length of a block or two.

At some point, it had been a healthy creek with a charming little footbridge built over it. The water had long ago been used up. Nowadays, the bridge was in poor repair, the stonework crumbling and worn away by time. It also hosted an ever-changing display of motion graffiti. Every week, unflattering caricatures of city officials and unsettling sentiments sprang up on its underside like a writhing, Technicolor fungus. On any given day, you might find ROTTEN TO THE CORE or ADMIN ERSKINE CAN EAT SHIT! or the full preamble to the New Ionian charter sprayed across the span of the bridge.

Daphne called it “the Gallery.” She’d swung by every weekend she could and even some when she couldn’t. More than once, Zada had covered for Daphne while she bypassed the dorm controls and disappeared into the early dawn, hopping onto the back of any hyper-carriage that might take her in the right direction.

Zada herself had been to the Gallery with Daphne a handful of times. Zada had no eye for visual art, but standing together beneath the bridge, Zada had studied her friend’s face, just as Daphne studied this piece of urban decay, and that was its own experience. Daphne had been different here—quieter, less edgy, less likely to deflect an honest question with a barb or a joke.

Maybe the only way to navigate out of the storm of Zada’s longing for the past was to steer into the middle of it, to remind herself that Daphne’s Gallery was nothing but a sad little bridge leading from nowhere to nowhere, covered in ugly scribbles. She had a bright future ahead of her, and she wouldn’t be facing it alone. She would have Buford. She was lucky to have found her soulmate so soon. She was lucky to be a citizen of New Ionia. She was lucky for so many reasons, and she should be happy.

Zada told herself this all the way across the warehouse district until she reached the bridge. It looked the same as always: like a neglected stretch of road that had gone moldy. She hesitated a moment, trying to decide if riding this impulse to face the past was more important than keeping her boots clean, when she heard a voice behind her.

“Think you might be lost, madam,” said Daphne. “The ‘giggle and twirl your hair while you contemplate your perfectly romantic life with your perfectly romantic spouse’ district is three streets over, I’m afraid.”

Zada turned. Daphne was wearing a loose white blouse tucked into very fitted trousers, which were tucked into soft-looking black boots. The cooling fibers were so fine on the blouse, it really did look like linen. A slight shimmer at the crown of her hair was the only hint of a sunshade. Well, that and the fact that she wasn’t squinting in the high noon glare. Her gaze was cool and direct.

Zada had skipped her coffee that morning, but all of a sudden, her blood seemed to be half espresso.

“Oh dear,” Zada said, rocking back on her heels. “You’re right, I’ve gone too far. I made it all the way to ‘act like an utter ass’ alley.”

Daphne snorted, then caught herself. “A common mistake.” She bowed and gestured for Zada to pass her on the path. “I’ll leave you to your prewedded bliss, then. I’ll just—”

“Why did you try to ruin Flora’s wedding?”

Daphne tilted her head. “A respectable young lady such as yourself would never understand.”

“Oh, get over yourself,” Zada shot back. “Just tell me. Why would you steal the Applicator? Even if we’re not friends anymore, I know that you still care about Flora. I can’t believe you would do something like that just to be cruel.”

“Can’t you?” Daphne countered, eyes flashing. “It’s been over a year. People change.”

Had Daphne really changed? She was certainly more weary, more sharp-edged and sharp-tongued than before. But of course, she had every reason to be, given how Zada had walked away from her.

Zada thought back to her Dalrymple days, to Daphne buying her jewelry in town. Daphne protecting the first-years from Venetia’s caustic comments and Hubert’s bullying. Daphne climbing the tree outside their dorm so that she could syringe-feed formula to a nest of abandoned baby sparrows. The sparrows had been malformed, too weak to hold up their little sleek heads, the product of a flock of gen-mod birds brought in for some fancy celebration.

When the admin found out about the nest, they ordered the hatchlings removed. Daphne had gone a full day without saying a word to anyone after that.

“Yes, people change,” Zada said quietly. “But not that much.”

Daphne swallowed, the elegant line of her throat working.

“It’s a long story,” she said finally.

“I’ve got time,” said Zada.

“I highly doubt that.” Daphne raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you have a wedding to plan?”

“I do,” Zada said. And before she could think better of it, she added, “And I need someone to accompany me. If you came along, you could explain yourself, and I’d have some entertainment while I go around comparing five identical shades of buttercream.”

Daphne gasped. “Do you mean to imply you still can’t tell the difference between off-white and alabaster? What the shitting hell was our fancy-ass education even for?”

“Says the lady who still can’t tell the key of C from G,” Zada put in.

“Music,” said Daphne, shaking her head. “All this talk of keys and yet nothing ever gets unlocked.”

“So you’ll come with me?” Zada asked.

“I didn’t say that.” Daphne’s eyes narrowed. “First you want to be friends, then you don’t, now you do again. It’s dizzying, Zada.”

“Friendship has nothing to do with it. Consider this a transaction, plain and simple. You have information, and I have something you want, too.”

“Oh?” said Daphne. “What’s in it for me?”

“A beetle,” said Zada.

“What?” Daphne’s eyes widened. She’d always harbored an interest in the creatures that had come before New Ionia—dinosaurs, whales, insects other than crickets or butterflies. Anything that creeped or crawled in particular fascinated her, and she had scoured every science feed she could find hoping to learn more about ants or beetles or bees. (Plants nowadays were pollinated by drone, and objectively, Zada understood this was better. Drones didn’t sting. But Daphne had always spoken about the animal life before the city like it was something that had been taken from her personally.)

“For your collection,” Zada added. “One that you absolutely don’t have yet.”

“There are no beetles in New Ionia,” Daphne said. “They failed to justify their own existence.”

“And yet, I have one on offer,” said Zada. “Take it or leave it.”

Daphne regarded her for a moment, then extended a hand to shake. “Those wing cases had better be magnificent.”

Zada took the offered hand, feeling the usual shock at bare skin touching bare skin. Daphne’s palm was warm and dry, her grip surprisingly tentative. For a full four-count, they simply stood there, hand in hand. Then Daphne tugged at her hand and Zada let go.

“Well,” said Daphne. “Shall we?”

They took the pedestrian path west, back toward the heart of the city. As the rumble of the factories gave way to the rush of trains, Daphne said, “You’ll have to take my word for it, but neither of them wanted it.”

“Wanted what?” Zada asked.

“Any of it. Flora and Aiden had no real interest in getting married.”

“But—” Zada hesitated, her mind racing. That was impossible, unimaginable. She and Flora had spent so many hours together, daydreaming about who their soulmates might be and debating their favorite romance novel tropes, the relative merits of enemies to lovers versus love at first sight and so on. Flora had maintained a feed of wedding style tips since she was thirteen. She had even burst into tears when she’d been matched with Aiden.

Surely, Flora had been more than ready to be a bride.

Then again, every time Zada had seen Flora in the run-up to the wedding, Flora had been exhausted, snappish, and stressed. There had been too many details to oversee, too many last-minute logistical fires to extinguish. She’d only relaxed the week before the wedding, when she’d gone in for Counseling, and thank the Founders for that. She seemed so serene, almost ethereal in her joy after her sessions.

True, Flora and Aiden had never so much as noticed each other at school. Zada had thought it all very romantic at the time, that love could bloom between two complete strangers.

But now, after being matched with Buford, it didn’t seem all that romantic anymore. And if Zada felt so little for Buford, someone she’d known previously and even liked well enough, what must Flora have felt? What if she, like Zada, had gone home after the ball and realized that she didn’t love Aiden? Had she been hiding the pain and disappointment of it all this time?

“Continue,” said Zada finally.

Daphne glanced at her. “You believe me?”

They’d crossed over to the shopping district now, and crowds of people swarmed around them. No one would pay attention to their strange, almost blasphemous conversation. But stopping in the middle of the walkway was sure to draw attention.

Zada pulled at Daphne’s sleeve, urging her onward. “Let’s say I do.”

“Well, then, it’s simple,” said Daphne. “Flora doesn’t love Aiden, and Aiden loves someone else entirely. They wished to escape, they told me, and I offered to help them make their exit.”

“From City Hall?” said Zada. “It’s a maze, sure, but it’s not that bad.”

“From New Ionia,” Daphne said, and Zada felt her jaw drop open.

“Leave New Ionia?” Zada echoed. Geography had never been her best subject, but even she could remember the toxic wasteland surrounding their magnificent city on a hill. Zada’s mother, who had of course grown up there, never spoke of her time outside struggling to survive, but Zada knew from whispers that those with the misfortune to live outside New Ionia had no electricity, no way to communicate digitally, no clean water—they were essentially living through their own Dark Ages.

Technically, it wasn’t illegal to leave the safety of the dome. Traveling outside was simply such a bad idea that nobody of any consequence ever did. For the average citizen to get cleared to go would’ve taken so long, and required so many years of paperwork and documentation, that the only people who were sanctioned to traverse the border were nuns on the occasional charity mission in their specially registered short-range ships. For Flora and Aiden, it would be virtually impossible to leave without running away, and that meant never coming back.

All New Ionians were united in their gratitude at living within the dome. To purposely abandon the city was like trading a jewel for a fistful of dirty sand.

“How were you going to help them with that?” Zada asked, once she could speak again.

Daphne shrugged. “A magician never reveals her secrets.”

“Daphne, this is serious,” said Zada.

“I know,” said Daphne. “Why do you think I’m not telling? I have no reason to confide in you.”

Zada pressed her lips together and sighed. “So why didn’t they ‘make their exit,’ then?”

“No idea,” Daphne said. “All I know is that they didn’t show up to the rendezvous point the week before, and then they stopped talking to me. Next thing I knew, they were holding hands and saying their vows.” Then Daphne said in an undertone, “You mentioned Flora went in for Counseling?”

“Yes. She told me she was worried about the wedding,” Zada said. “She wanted everything to go smoothly.”

“Or not go at all,” Daphne muttered.

Zada shook her head. “How could you expect me to believe this?”

“I’m telling you,” said Daphne, “they were ready to leave everything behind. Flora had that systems job waiting for her, and Aiden had his family. He’s really close with his siblings, you know. But none of that could keep them here. They wanted out, and they came to me for help.”

“So you decided to crash their wedding?”

“I was invited, thank you very much,” Daphne said primly. “I’ll admit, I panicked. I saw the two of them on the brink of a very permanent binding, and knowing what I knew, I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing. So yes, I swiped the Applicator from the groom’s suite when no one was there.” Daphne amended, “Well, except for Aiden’s nephew. He might’ve seen.”

“You committed theft in front of a child?”

“He had no idea. He was playing one of those new holo-games about raptor detectives,” Daphne said.

“That still doesn’t make it right!”

“I’m of the mind that witnessing crimes can be character building.”

“All right,” Zada said, rolling her eyes. “So what made you think stealing the Applicator was going to work? It’s not as if they’re in short supply. It was a stopgap measure at best.”

“I told you, I panicked. I’m not much of a planner. You were always the brains of the operation.” She cut a sidelong glance at Zada. “You know, you’re taking this all rather well.”

Was she? Zada felt full to bursting with new information, and she still didn’t even know whether to believe Daphne or not. It was terrifyingly easy, falling into old habits with her—the teasing, the lighthearted arguing, the elaborate and extended jokes.

“Would you prefer I weep and rend my garments?” Zada asked, keeping her tone light.

“Maybe,” said Daphne. “More to the point, we’re here.”

The moment they stepped through the door of Murray’s Catering, their old classmate Ursa Neale spun around to face them. Zada could see the exact moment Ursa seemed to remember that the two of them no longer had to worry about touching, and a second later, she had scooped Zada into an enthusiastic embrace.

“So lovely to see you, Zada darling!” Ursa shouted, almost directly into her ear. Her sundress was an equally loud shade of turquoise.

“You too,” Zada wheezed.

After another rib-punishing squeeze, Ursa relinquished her hold. “You’re simply glowing,” Ursa enthused. “Personally, I’ve always considered true love the best cosmetic of all! The cheeks, the complexion, the eyes! Yours are sparkling! Are mine? They must be, I can feel it!”

Ursa had been a year ahead of them at school. They’d had very little to do with each other outside of etiquette class, but what she lacked in familiarity, she was apparently willing to make up for in volume. She was short and exceedingly slight, and Zada couldn’t fathom the source of her resonance. Perhaps on the inside, Ursa was mostly lung.

“Yes,” Zada managed in the face of Ursa’s onslaught. “You’re very . . . sparkly.”

“Thank you, dearest. Oh, where are my manners? How is Buford?”

“He’s, uh, wonderful,” said Zada. “Also very sparkly.” Her words felt awfully thin.

Luckily, Ursa didn’t seem to notice. “Max and I are just enraptured with each other. I’m sure you two lovebirds feel the same! I nearly wept at the thought of leaving him this morning, but I had my duties. Wedding planning, you know.”

From behind her, Daphne pantomimed digging an escape tunnel and crawling to freedom.

Zada bit the inside of her cheek and nodded. “Oh, I know.”

“That darling little smile! It is so very lucky of you to find your Heartsong match so soon after graduation!” Ursa chirped. “Anyway, I’m afraid I must dash out of here! There’s simply so much to do. But it’s been a delight talking to you! We newly engaged women understand each other on a level beyond words, don’t you think?”

“Mm-hmm,” Zada said, averting her gaze from Daphne, who was now digging a second tunnel.

“Wait, before I go, you must promise me you won’t be using salmon pink or silver for your wedding palette! Promise on your life!” Ursa laughed lightly, then fixed Zada with a coldly intimidating stare. “Promise?”

“Promise,” said Zada solemnly.

“Fantastic!” Ursa blew her a kiss and swept out.

Finally, Zada dared to meet Daphne’s gaze. “No salmon or silver. Do you think her wedding theme is fish?”

Daphne’s lips quirked the way they did when she was trying not to laugh, and Zada felt a sudden soaring sensation behind her breastbone.

“Welcome, Miss Fallow!” said Madame Murray, who Zada belatedly realized had been waiting to get a word in edgewise for some time. “And Miss Chambers as well! I saw your engagement on the feed, how marvelous. My congratulations, to you and to Mr. Arnoth.”

After Madame Murray’s, they visited five other caterers. Their names and even the samples they offered began to blur together in Zada’s mind, which was not useful for her intended errand. They paused to catch their breath and digest a bit on a bench in front of the sixth caterer.

Zada closed her eyes to consult her to-do list on her lens. “There’s a florist not too far from here,” she said. Their agreement had extended no further than catering, but she was reluctant to disperse whatever spell had carved out this space where she and Daphne were on speaking terms again.

Daphne nodded decisively and jumped to her feet. “I hear the latest thing is custom orchids, bred to incorporate your and your beloved’s initials right on the petals.”

“Seems a little tacky,” said Zada, also standing.

“It’s a wedding,” said Daphne grandly. “It’s no place for taste. Onward!”
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Several paces into the florist shop, Zada knew it was a mistake. The cloying scent of roses swelled up around them. It was so strong that Zada was sure it was being piped in from somewhere.

Daphne stumbled hard, nearly knocking into a glass display of floating stemless tulips. Zada instinctively wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulders, righting her again. She could feel the answering stiffness in Daphne’s shoulder blades, and Zada let her arm drop, as if scalded. What was she doing?

“I’m sorry,” Zada said quietly. “Are you—”

“I’m fine,” said Daphne through gritted teeth. “It’s fine.”

When Daphne was seven, her father had come home early from work with a massive bouquet of red roses for her mother, only for his wife to confess that she was having an affair. Within minutes, he’d thrown the whole mess of roses down the disposal and reported the infidelity to the authorities. To betray your soulmate was unthinkable, a crime against all of New Ionia.

By the time Daphne arrived back from visiting her grandparents for the weekend, both Iphigenia Fallow and the man she’d been seeing had already been Extricated. Daphne had cried for days, begging for her mother, but no one would speak of her, not anymore. From that day on, Iphigenia Fallow ceased to exist.

“I didn’t even get to say goodbye,” Daphne had confessed to Zada once, in the dead of night. They were in the common room, staying up late to study, but that had quickly turned into hours of trading secrets and stories. Zada had taken Daphne’s hand then, laced their fingers together, and held on.

“They say space smells like burning metal, you know,” Daphne had whispered, “but I swear to you, Zades, the emptiest place in the universe, the reek of long-dead ghosts and gaping absence—for me, it’ll always be roses.”

It was a tragedy, of course, but it was also the system working as designed. Daphne’s father carried the weighty responsibility of living up to his ancestors’ legacy as the architect and intellectual force behind New Ionia. Some argued that Orion Fallow had been the most important Founder of all. He’d done more than simply amass a fortune by innovating in a world that had descended into crisis. He had created a solution to all the suffering, all the shortages and desperation. He’d designed the biodome that would become New Ionia and made it a reality. The imprint of his mind was a part of the Core for a reason, and it was thanks to his brilliance that New Ionia was such a beacon of hope.

As a member of the board that oversaw the day-to-day running of New Ionia, Daphne’s father had carried enough on his shoulders before his wife had decided to betray him and, in effect, abandon her home, her friends, and her young daughter in a single act. She’d been punished accordingly, as any citizen of New Ionia would have been. She’d deserved it, for chasing momentary pleasure above her own family, even her own child.

A traitorous part of Zada wondered if Carine had really deserved the same fate. But that wasn’t for her to decide. (Founders Creed, rule three: “I will be faithful. I will not doubt the wisdom of the Founders, nor will I sow seeds of doubt in the minds of others.”)

“Should we step out?” Zada said. “We can go.”

“And why would we do that?” Daphne’s smile had gone stiff and forced, as if pinned on.

“Well, when we were younger—”

“When we were younger, I was terrified of snakes,” said Daphne. “So I made myself watch hours of archival footage of them. Now I could tongue-kiss a cobra if the occasion called for it.”

“Name an occasion where that would come up.”

Daphne fiddled with a lilac branch. “Suppose I was in a play, and the actor slated as my love interest was so literal-minded as to actually break a leg—”

“And what, the only understudy was a gigantic snake?” Zada broke in.

“With dreams of the stage!” said Daphne. “Who am I to quash a snake’s dreams?”

“Enter Callum the Cobra,” said Zada, “and enter and enter and enter. He’s a very long snake.”

This earned a snort from Daphne. “That was somehow even worse than a pun. I commend you.”

And there it was again, the familiar thrill Zada always felt when she made Daphne laugh or even crack a smile.

“Excuse me, I take it you’re here for a wedding?” said a reedy man wearing an apron. He didn’t seem to recognize Daphne at all, which was unusual for the shopping district. Maybe he was new to the city. Outsiders gaining admittance was rare, but it did happen.

Zada nodded. “Yes, we are.”

“In that case, might I recommend our custom flower breeding service? It’s guaranteed to match your signature colors down to the very hue and shade.” From the floor-to-ceiling wall of rose vines, he plucked a lavender bloom streaked with gold, which he waved directly under Daphne’s nose.

Without thinking, Zada reached over and took Daphne’s hand, lacing their fingers together like they’d done so many times before. Daphne went very still beside her. Then she squeezed back, so hard Zada could feel the half-moon bite of Daphne’s very short nails.

“—can actually tweak the precise luminescence in real time, if you so desire,” the shopkeeper was saying. “Isn’t that marvelous?

“Of course,” said Zada.

The shopkeeper glanced back and forth between them. “And may I say, it’s always a joy to meet a couple so in sync, so clearly devoted to each other as you two—”

“I need some air,” Daphne announced, bolting for the door.

Zada made her excuses and followed. She found Daphne loitering outside, leaning against the wall. Daphne had never found a wall she wouldn’t lean on. It was a hobby of hers, somewhere between the pranks and the brooding.

“Let’s call it a day,” said Daphne, straightening when Zada emerged. “I don’t think either of us has what it takes for a repeat performance.”

Discreetly, Zada rubbed a thumb over the meat of her palm, and the indents from Daphne’s nails. She nodded.

“In that case, we need to get you paid,” said Zada. “The only problem is, your beetle is at home.”

Daphne scoffed. “A likely story.”

“Likelier than me deciding to do all my errands with a bug in my pocket? What if your friend, the aspiring actor, tried to eat it?”

“I don’t think a snake could live off bugs,” said Daphne.

“Maybe it could be an appetizer,” Zada said. “An amuse-bouche. Are you saying cobras can’t engage in fine dining?”

They kept up a stream of such talk all the way from the florist’s shop to the train terminal, and then for the duration of the trip back to Zada’s home. Zada knew it was a deflection, a beeline directly around the issue of what it meant that they were speaking again. Zada also knew that she should have expressed her regret for ending their friendship, on the off chance it had in some way hurt Daphne. At the same time, this fragile peace between them, this fabric of jokes and fanciful nonsense linking them together again, as gossamer-thin as a butterfly’s wing, felt too precious to disrupt.

None of Zada’s schoolmates had ever been inside her home before. As she waved her hand over the doorpad, Zada felt a shiver of trepidation. What would Daphne think of everything? The humid air, the slightest sheen of mold creeping up the walls, the sickly greenish glow that emanated from the council-issued lights—Zada silently catalogued it all as they stepped through the door.

But Daphne did not so much as glance around before holding out one hand.

“My payment?” Daphne said.

Zada picked up a sheet of one the paper letters from the morning, a shiny periwinkle square of congratulations. She creased it diagonally in half.

“Would you like a cup of tea?” asked Zada. Perspiration was already blooming at her hairline.

“I would like my beetle, please,” said Daphne.

Zada added a few more folds to the paper. “I’m sure you would, but I don’t know how that would pair with a cup of Earl Grey.”

Daphne’s outstretched hand fluttered back to her side. “Are you calling me a snake?”

“By your own description, that’s not an insult,” said Zada. Another crease. Another fold.

“Are you talking to me or to your stationery?” said Daphne. “What in the world are you doing? Let me see.”

“If you insist,” she said, handing over the carefully creased paper.

Daphne frowned down at the former square, now folded into a layered diamond shape, with three thin rays each emanating from the left and right sides.

“It’s the beetle,” said Zada.

Flipping it over in her hands, Daphne said, “It’s not a very good beetle.”

“Don’t judge something by its larval form,” Zada said. “And it’s not done yet, so if you wouldn’t mind—”

Daphne passed it back to Zada. Their fingers brushed in the handoff. Even though by now, Zada knew there would be no music, the silence felt sharp.

“How’d you learn how to do that?” Daphne asked. “The folding.”

Zada resumed her work. “Picked it up after graduation,” she lied.

There was no way she could admit the truth, that she’d seen the instructions in her lenses two years ago and it had made her think of Daphne. She’d practiced it again and again in her final year at school to try to fill up the hole in her time left by Daphne’s absence. She had worked on the paper beetles all through class, half hoping Daphne would look over and half hoping she’d never notice.

A few quick manipulations of the paper and the flat lower point of the diamond became a chunky, three-dimensional wing case. From there, it was a simple matter of shaping the legs and pleating the two layers of the upper point into something like mandibles.

“There. A one-of-a-kind, never-before-seen specimen,” Zada announced, holding the origami beetle aloft on the flat of her palm.

“And what peculiar markings,” added Daphne, peering at the scraps of words still visible in Jocelin Hastings’s tidy cursive. The word love could be clearly read on one of the periwinkle legs. She exhaled, and Zada could feel the gust of breath on the underside of her wrist.

“I did say that this was one you didn’t already have.”

“I’m not sure a paper beetle counts,” Daphne said. Still, she plucked the beetle off of Zada’s palm and slipped it into her trouser pocket anyway. “But I suppose it would be boorish of me to complain. Now that payment has been tendered, I’ll be on my way. Good luck with your impending nuptials and your perfect future with your perfect match.”

Daphne saluted and headed out the door.

Zada followed. Walking out onto the sidewalk after Daphne into the searing midday sun, she felt like the string of a cello, vibrating after a bow.

“Did you need something?” Daphne asked.

“I’m just seeing you out,” Zada said. With one hand, she shielded her eyes from the harsh rays that beamed through the hexagonal pieces of clear blue sky above them on the dome.

“Well, don’t. Or if you must, at least put up your sunshield. With your complexion, you’ll be crispy in five minutes,” Daphne grumbled. With a tap of her SmartGem, she activated her own sunshield. A blue-tinted shade unfolded above them, the force field filtering out the sun. They both stepped into the cooler darkness, a relief from the scorch of the surrounding summer air.

“Thank you,” Zada said fervently. Just a minute outside without her sunshield up was enough to make her feel ever so slightly fried. New Ionia had state-of-the-art, self-sustaining climate control systems that kept temperatures within a livable range. The problem was her. She’d never been able to handle the heat. It was one of her many flaws—inability to tolerate higher temperatures, chronic introversion, and now, failure to love her Heartsong match.

Zada was only eighteen, but she’d already made a complete hash of her life.

“Uh-huh.” Daphne shifted her weight, creating space between the two of them. “You’d better head inside before—”

“Please don’t go yet,” Zada blurted out.

There was no one around. There were only the hydroponics labs crammed full of overgrown crops and the small, shabby family units that had made up the backdrop of Zada’s life for as long as she could remember. Everyone kept to themselves out here, and certainly no one was venturing out into the noonday heat. Still, Zada glanced around to check.

“Oh, I see,” said Daphne, the mockery sliding back into her voice, smooth and acidic. “A secret, is it? I know these days you’re afraid of even sneezing too loudly, in case it might hurt your social standing. What clandestine dramas could someone like you possibly be involved in?”

“Um,” Zada started.

“Nothing worth sharing after all, I take it,” said Daphne. “Disappointing.” She stepped away, taking the shade with her.

“I don’t love him,” said Zada in a rush.

“What?” Daphne stilled. “Say that again.”

Breathe. Zada made herself look Daphne in the eye. It was a choice this time, saying this terrible secret out loud. It was a deliberate choice, not a foolish impulse that she couldn’t control. She said slowly, “I don’t love Buford. I want to, but I can’t, and I’m afraid that I’ll never be able to. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Daphne’s jaw tensed. “Why are you telling me?”

It was a good question. Zada’s brain scrambled for an answer. Maybe it was simply her mouth failing to contain the truth, like water overflowing from a bottle.

Except that reasoning felt weak, even in the privacy of her mind. She’d kept secrets before. She knew how to school her expression and say the right things, no matter what her useless mind conjured. It was all part of her duty, as a student of Dalrymple Academy and a citizen of New Ionia.

Maybe she’d told Daphne for the same reason she’d asked Daphne to accompany her to the shopping district. She missed her friend. And now, faced with this new chapter of her life, she felt the absence of Daphne all the more acutely. If she was honest with herself, blurting out this life-ruining secret of hers might have been a bid to keep Daphne looking at her for just one second more.

Zada settled for, “Perhaps because you’re the only person who wouldn’t tell me that I must be imagining things. That everything will be all right.”

“No, I wouldn’t, would I?” Daphne said softly. “So what do you want me to say?”

“I don’t expect you to say anything. You don’t owe that to me, not after what I did to you.” Zada sighed. “I suppose I wanted to tell someone, at least once, and be heard. That’s all.”

She couldn’t bear to look at Daphne now. She darted back to the shade of the entryway and pushed against the sunbaked metal with the edge of her sleeve, mentally drawing up a list of the errands ahead of her.

Organize her notes on the caterers. Report as much as she could remember from her visit to the florist’s shop, editing out the feel of Daphne’s hand squeezing hers. Develop some sort of opinion about buttercream. Remind herself that the Heartsong program was unerring in its selection, and that she would love Buford in time, no matter how she felt now. She was simply overheated and overwrought, too immature to accept the blessings of her future.

All she had to do was try harder, be better.

She felt a tug, a hand on her arm. It was Daphne, out of breath, standing beside her now.

“Wait.” Daphne closed her eyes briefly, as if making a very difficult choice. Her profile was half in sunlight and half in shadow. “There’s something you should know.”






Chapter Seven In Which Skullduggery Is Contemplated



Can I come in?” said Daphne in an undertone. “We shouldn’t talk about this out here.”

Zada nodded, heart pounding in her ears. “My parents will be home soon,” she said as she let them back in.

“Your room, then?” asked Daphne. She said it casually, as if they had done this a hundred times. Zada nodded and led Daphne past the credenza piled high with even more paper mail congratulating the future Mrs. Arnoth, up the stairs to her bedroom.

Standing in the doorway of her room, looking at all of her timeworn and familiar things, Zada felt a flutter of panic. What was she thinking? This was her haven from the outside world, the one place where she could be wholly herself. What would Daphne think of this small space—the window collecting beads of water, the ungainly bookshelf, the glowing fish tank, and her unmade bed?

Who would take her chair, with its uneven legs, where she practiced playing her triple cello? And who would sit on the bed?

Daphne solved this particular problem by dropping down onto the floor and folding her legs. Zada did the same, a careful distance away.

“Well?” said Zada. “What is it? This mysterious something that I should know?”

Daphne hummed, tuneless. “I’m trying to decide where to begin. Okay.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “So what do you really know about Heartsong?”

“I—” It was like Daphne was asking what Zada knew about water, or air, or music. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“Come on,” said Daphne, leaning forward. “Wow me. Where’s that girl who taught herself hacking just so she could jailbreak her triple cello? Give it a shot. Nerd mode.”

“Nerd mode,” said Zada. “Is that what you call actually-paying-attention-in-class mode?”

“So far, all you’ve done is stall,” Daphne pointed out. She lifted her chin, and Zada felt herself rising to the challenge.

“Heartsong is a function of the Core,” she began, “which is an imprint of the minds of our five Founders. With their combined wisdom, the Core is functionally infallible. It doesn’t make mistakes. The Core determines school placements, job placements, and matters of the court. As the New Ionian charter says, we strive not to repeat the mistakes of the past, and to eliminate the common sources of pain and suffering—”

“Yes, great, full marks. It’s like I’m back in the classroom. And Heartsong?” Daphne prompted.

“You’re the one who asked for nerd mode,” said Zada. She brushed the hair from her forehead. “Okay, in social studies class, we provide information about ourselves. Our likes, our dislikes, and so on. That data, along with things like our grades, our aptitudes, our spending habits, and our activity on the various feeds, comes together to form a complete sketch of a person. And one of the ways we use this sketch is that it gets plugged into an algorithm created by the Founders themselves, which finds each person’s perfect romantic match. That program is called Heartsong, and as a function of the Core, it too is infallible.”

“Well,” said Daphne. “You’re close. Heartsong has made some mistakes recently.”

Zada blinked. “That’s impossible. By definition, it’s never wrong.”

“Almost, but not quite,” said Daphne. “You know I’ve spent a lot of time at my grandfather’s estate, right? Especially since my mom was Extricated and my dad, uh, passed?”

“Of course,” said Zada.

“And in that time, I have happened to overhear some meetings.” Daphne shrugged a shoulder. “Some stray comments here or there, raised voices caught as I happened to pass by.”

“You eavesdropped,” Zada filled in.

“An eave may have occasionally been dropped,” said Daphne. “Who’s to say?” Then she sobered, her mouth pressing into a straight line. “I’ve heard enough to know there’s a possibility the error rate is increasing.”

“The error rate? There’s an error rate?” Zada spoke with the slightest tremor. Fitting, because it felt like an earthquake was thundering through her mind.

“There is,” said Daphne. “And the council has decided not to allocate the budget to investigate further. That’s a direct quote.”

“The council wouldn’t do that,” said Zada. “If they earnestly believed there could be a problem—”

“Reading between the lines, I’d say they refuse to believe it,” said Daphne. “Despite growing evidence to the contrary.”

“You think Flora and Aiden aren’t each other’s true match?” Zada said.

Daphne nodded. “What’s more, I think you and Buford are a mistake, too.”

Zada stared at her palms, tracing her left love line with her thumb. “How can you say that? We’re obviously supposed to be together.”

Quietly, barely audible above the hum of the fish tank’s water filter, Daphne asked, “Do you think he loves you?”

“I—” Zada swallowed. “I don’t know.”

She thought of Buford’s resolute face, his declarations of steadiness, that short dry kiss on the front step. She could feel her face going red, tears prickling humiliatingly at her eyes. The shame wasn’t the worst part, but it was the first to bubble to the surface.

She thought of the letter from Persuasion, the one she’d read aloud with her friends, her heart thrilling at the emotion behind the words. I am half agony, half hope.

She thought of what Buford had said when she’d crashed into him. I don’t feel a thing. The contrast was too stark to deny.

Something was stuck in Zada’s throat. She swallowed again. “Is there any way to ever know how anyone else truly feels?”

“So, no, then?” Daphne offered, almost gently.

Zada shook her head, blinking away her tears. “No. I don’t think so.”

“In a way, that’s good news,” said Daphne. Zada shot her a disbelieving look. “No, it is! If one of you loved the other, I could see an argument for the match. But if neither of you feel that way, I think there’s a good chance this was a miscalculation.”

Zada glanced at her reader, which lay at her feet where she’d tossed it last night.

“Suppose he is the best I can do, though,” Zada said, studying the rounded corners, the familiar slightly cracked screen. “Suppose this is the closest I’ll ever come to love.”

“No,” Daphne said. “I refuse to suppose it, and you can’t make me.”

“What if,” Zada pressed, “the Heartsong program put us together because we really are each other’s best match, our best chance at happiness? The Core has all my data, and it has all of his data, too. Maybe they accounted for the fact that I’m just not suited for—for the kind of grand romance that I’ve always dreamed of. Maybe there’s something the matter with me, something deep inside myself that I can’t even—”

A loud noise cut across the room. It was Daphne, making a fart sound with her mouth.

“Seriously, Zada,” said Daphne. “There’s nothing wrong with you. And you not falling head over heels in love with that damp rag of a human being, that isn’t a sign that you’ve failed or that you don’t deserve better.”

“Buford’s a very nice man,” said Zada. “I wouldn’t say he’s a damp rag, necessarily.”

“Fine,” Daphne conceded. “He’s a dry rag, whatever. My point is, I know dozens of very nice people and you’re not required to feel sweeping romantic passion for any of them solely on the basis of their niceness.”

“He’s handsome,” Zada added.

“Such conviction,” muttered Daphne.

“I believe that he’s handsome.”

“Maybe. But you don’t care.”

“I don’t.” It was getting easy—too easy—to admit the truth about how she felt. This was dangerous. Zada buried her face in her hands. Through her fingers, she said plaintively, “What do I do?”

“There’s plenty of options,” Daphne said. “You can flee New Ionia, never to return—”

“I’m not doing that.”

“You can tell the whole world that you hate Buford Arnoth with a fiery passion—”

“I don’t hate him.”

“Fine, you can tell everyone that you feel lukewarm about Buford Arnoth and don’t wish to marry him—”

“Then I’ll have to join the sisters.” Rejecting your Heartsong match was unheard of. The only exception was if you chose to join the Sisters of Perpetual Reflection, which would mean giving up all nonessential technology, including her triple cello—her heart hurt at the thought of it. And if you chose to break off your Heartsong match any other way, then you went the same way as Iphigenia Fallow—you were Extricated.

And there was the matter of her family. Rejecting Buford would relegate her parents, who’d worked so hard to ensure she had everything, to the social margins. She couldn’t do that to them.

“Or you can prove that your Heartsong match was an error.”

“I can’t do that!”

“Sure you can.”

“It’s—” Zada sputtered. “Treasonous. Seditious behavior. A violation of the Civil Order clause of the New Ionian charter.”

“Disagree. You’d be doing a service to the city. You’d be providing valuable data for the Heartsong program.” Daphne grinned. “They might even give you a commendation!”

“Somehow, I can’t picture that,” Zada said. But maybe, just maybe, this was the way forward. If Daphne was right, and it really was possible for Heartsong to get things wrong, then it wouldn’t hurt for her to check whether she was in that tiny minority, right?

“So.” Zada hesitated, not quite believing what she was about to propose. But there was no time for doubts. She was engaged to marry Buford in two months. She barreled on. “Let’s say my Heartsong match was an error. How would I go about finding this out?”

Daphne clapped her hands together. “Simple. We just have to do some digging. Gather some data. You love data.”

“I do,” Zada confirmed.

“If we can prove that there really has been an increased rate of incorrect Heartsong matches, then we can push the council to commission an investigation and place your match under review.” Daphne spread her hands. “And then, voilà! You break off your engagement to Buford, and the two of you can go on your merry, and very separate, ways. You’ll be free to discover your true soulmate and live out the rest of your life in perfect bliss. Rainbows and fireworks and shooting stars, all that bullshit.”

Zada glanced down at the floor, at the recycled laminate peeking through the gaps in the woven rug she’d made in historical arts class. “And if it doesn’t work?”

“It’ll work. And if it doesn’t, there’s worse things than a change of scene, you know.” Daphne leaned forward, a conspiratorial smile on her face. “I’m saying, you leave New Ionia—”

“Yes, I got that,” Zada snapped. “Why do you insist on bringing that up? I could never go, even if I wanted to—and I don’t. You know what it’s like out there. I wouldn’t survive by myself.”

“You wouldn’t be alone. I’d invite myself along. I’ve always wanted to try faking my own death. It sounds like fun.”

“You’d be no help,” Zada huffed. She shook her head. “I can’t believe Flora and Aiden were really prepared to leave.”

“They were desperate.”

“So you say.” Who was she to judge? She was desperate, too. It was the only reason she was entertaining the idea of going against everything she’d been raised to believe in and abide by. The only reason she was willing to consider that the very foundation upon which New Ionia was built might have a few cracks.

But if she found a flaw in the Heartsong program, only good could come of it. New Ionia was all about innovation, about improving upon the past and refining the present until it was the best it could possibly be. She really would be doing a service to the city.

And if she discovered that Buford was truly her match, after all, then she would recommit herself to him and to the life she ought to be leading. She just needed to make sure.

“All right, if there’s a flaw in Heartsong, do you know how many of the matches are off?”

“They were throwing around a lot of numbers, it didn’t all stick.” Daphne winced. “Two percent, maybe? No higher than five.”

Zada nodded thoughtfully. She could feel her mind shifting into problem-solving mode, away from the swamp of messy emotions clogging her throat and into the safer world of math and numbers.

“Do you know when it started?” she asked.

“Judging from the very narrow slice of conversation I was able to pick up? About twenty years ago,” said Daphne.

“I’d need a list of every match from the last twenty years,” said Zada.

“That’s a lot of matches,” Daphne mused.

“Yes.” Zada did some quick mental calculations. “Everyone who’s matched in the last twenty years, so say, on average, ages nineteen through thirty-nine. That would be about eighteen percent of the population.”

“How do you know that?” sputtered Daphne.

“Nerd mode,” said Zada. “We talked about demographics all the time in social studies. Doesn’t matter. So out of one million citizens, give or take a few every year that join the convent, that’s ninety thousand unions.”

Daphne’s eyes went wide. “How do you plan on gathering intel on ninety thousand marriages? No feed goes back that far.”

“Is there some kind of city database that logs all the matches?” asked Zada.

“Yeah,” said Daphne, “in the Core itself, at City Hall. Unfortunately, the door log reported that someone got in during Flora and Aiden’s wedding and I hear they’ve really beefed up their security.”

“Hmm,” said Zada. She tapped her thumb against each callused fingertip of her left hand, wishing she had another quaint little square of paper to fidget with. One of the fake letters from a florist or a cake shop, even if her skin crawled ever so slightly at the notion that they’d known so quickly about her impending nuptials—and there it was. She snapped her fingers. “Businesses can access the full list, right? Along with everyone’s birthdate, gender, and student number. Otherwise they wouldn’t know what to sell us.”

“They can,” said Daphne. “On their private feeds. How are you going to—”

“Most shopkeepers keep a pretty close eye on their Gems, obviously,” Zada broke in. “But I remember Flora did say that when she visited the dressmaker, Mx. Beauchamp had to keep scurrying to a back room to access theirs. Something about hating the feel of jewelry. So if I can sneak in there for a few seconds, I can use my clone-scanner to copy the list onto a new Gem.”

“You, uh, still have that thing?” Daphne’s voice sounded strangely gruff. She’d given the clone-scanner—obtained, according to her, on the black market via a series of highly unlikely shenanigans—to Zada for her fifteenth birthday.

“Of course,” said Zada, with more feeling than intended.

Daphne cleared her throat. “Well,” she said briskly. “I guess that’s useful. So once you have your ninety thousand matches, what’s next? How do you determine which ones are false?”

“Randomize a sample and then research everything I can find about them,” said Zada. “Visit them door-to-door if I have to.”

“The nuns collect personal testimonies from people in the dome,” said Daphne. “You could probably cross-reference them. I know how you feel about cross-referencing.”

Zada nodded. “It could take weeks to find a likely candidate. If the rate of mistaken matches really is two percent now, then any recent couple has a one in fifty chance of being faulty.” It also meant that hundreds and hundreds of New Ionians in total had been partnered with the wrong person, but she refused to let her thoughts settle on that shifting, uncertain territory.

“Hmm,” said Daphne. “How are you going to access Mx. Beauchamp’s Gem?”

“I’ll creep back and—”

“Right, and what will Mx. Beauchamp be doing while you creep?”

Zada could feel her face fall. “I’ll have to cause a distraction. I guess I could come in and ask questions about my dress?”

“Then how will you sneak away during a fitting?” Daphne pressed.

Of course. Zada sighed. There was a reason she’d always worked as part of a team. “I don’t know.”

“This all sounds like a two-person job,” said Daphne, somehow reading Zada’s mind. She leaned back onto her elbows. “Good thing that last time I checked, we are two people.”

Zada tried not to boggle. “What?”

“Oh, come on, you’re the one of us who’s good at numbers,” said Daphne, examining her nails.

“Why would you help me?” Zada managed at last. “You have no reason to.”

“Buford is a promising baby politician-in-training,” said Daphne. “That means people will be watching, hoping to get on his good side. They’ll be strategizing and planning and anticipating. Imagine if the wedding just—doesn’t happen.” Her eyes glittered. “Hilarious.”

Zada pinched the bridge of her nose. “You can’t literally do this for shits and giggles.”

Daphne opened her mouth.

“And don’t,” Zada hurried onward, “say, ‘Why, Zada, how is there shit involved?’ Please don’t. This is my future. You don’t have to care about that, but if this is purely a lark for you, I don’t want your help.”

Daphne closed her mouth. Then she sat up straight and said, “Look, I wanted to help Flora and Aiden but I couldn’t. You and I, we were friends once. Can we chalk it up to old time’s sake?”

She looked so achingly sincere that for a beat, Zada couldn’t think of what to say.

“Right,” said Zada. “Okay. Truce?”

“Temporary truce,” Daphne agreed. “You realize we’ll be spending a lot of time together, right?”

“I do,” Zada told her. “If anyone asks, you’re helping me plan the wedding. We’ve rekindled our friendship, and you have many, many opinions on pearl white versus cream.”

“Ugh,” said Daphne, with feeling. “Yeah, okay. And you can stay with me at Grandfather’s estate, or else you’ll be spending about half our skullduggery time just riding the train into town and back.”

Zada nodded. “We absolutely cannot get caught,” she heard herself say. There was no need to explain why. She was risking everything on the chance that, just maybe, her Heartsong match was wrong. If they were apprehended, Daphne, the chancellor’s granddaughter, would likely face no consequences, but Zada’s reputation and future were on the line. And if the worst came to pass, she’d be Extricated.

“Of course,” said Daphne. Then, with an all-too-familiar rakish grin, she stuck out her hand and said, “Ruin a wedding with me?”

This was a foolhardy, impossible mission that went against everything Zada had ever known. But everything seemed impossible, until the first time it happened. And with Daphne, the possibilities had always felt endless.

They shook on it. They were in this together now. It was the two of them, against the world—just like old times.

“Well then,” said Zada. “Let’s get started.”






Chapter Eight In Which Zada Is Flummoxed



Our first order of business,” said Daphne, “is to teach you to lie better.”

Zada frowned, pausing in the middle of checking she’d packed everything she needed to stay at the Fallow estate.

There was no time to lose with her wedding coming up in two months. She’d made quick work of gathering her things, and finished just in time for her parents to arrive home. Explaining to them why she had to leave with Daphne was easy enough. Being close to the city center was far more convenient for all the wedding planning Zada had to do. And of course, her parents were only too happy to see Zada reconciled with an old friend.

“It will only be for a month or two,” Zada had said, but then her mother had said, sniffling, “Yes, and then you’ll move away to Buford’s for the rest of your life.” That had left Zada somewhat teary as well. Returning home after boarding at Dalrymple Academy had been stifling at times, but she loved her parents. She would miss her mother’s boisterous voice and even more boisterous cheer, and her father’s well-intentioned attempts at cooking breakfast.

Daphne had insisted on hiring a hyper-carriage with her SmartGem. As they waited for it to arrive, Zada was grateful that Leo Hadwell, the Founder who had designed New Ionia’s transportation grid, had been willing to channel a few of his billions into creating a more traditional method of travel, for those who prized a connection to the past.

It was why they had Heartsong, after all. A return to tradition, to a better way of living. All the romance of finding your soulmate, with the guesswork and conflict and human error taken out. To live in New Ionia was a blessing, and Zada would not take that for granted. She would assume the role chosen for her in society and become the upstanding citizen that she was raised to be—as soon as she made sure that Buford was truly her match and not some kind of improbable miscalculation.

“I don’t need help lying,” said Zada, resuming her rummaging. She had her toiletries, her lenses hub, her backup earrings, spare dresses, her other corset and the rest of her undergarments, her pajamas, and, most importantly, her triple cello. “I’ve been doing just fine lying about how I feel about Buford, haven’t I?”

“Ah, but that’s easy,” Daphne said. She was sitting to Zada’s left, sprawled carelessly toward the window as if the spot was her birthright. “You’re telling them exactly what they want to hear. It’s easy to lie in that direction. But when you have to talk yourself upstream, that’s where the true art comes in. And if we’re going to pull this off, we’ll be engaging in an awful lot of subterfuge.”

“You say this as if I haven’t helped you pull off several years’ worth of capers at school,” Zada said impatiently. “Remember when we convinced Professor Egerton it was Friday and that he’d already given us our Latin quiz?”

“Yes,” said Daphne, “and I also distinctly remember doing all the talking.”

“All the talking in the world wouldn’t have gotten us anywhere had I not hacked the calendar on his SmartGem and the school clocks, in addition to creating a custom news feed featuring a number of events that hadn’t happened yet—”

“That’s hacking, not lying,” Daphne insisted. She crossed her legs. “And inanimate objects don’t know your tells, Zada.

“I don’t have tells,” Zada protested. Having mentally gone over her packing list twice, she wrestled her ancient suitcase closed. “Do I?”

The hyper-carriage arrived with a chime on Daphne’s SmartGem before Daphne could reply. But after lugging Zada’s suitcase and cello case to the street outside the NuGrow building, and after had Zada squeezed both of her parents goodbye one last time and the two of them had climbed inside the carriage, Daphne took up the thread again.

“It’s terribly obvious when you’re hiding something.” At Zada’s skeptical look, she added, “Here, I’ll prove it. Tell me, what do you think of kissing Buford?”

Zada glanced down at her interlaced fingers. “It’s fine. I’m not—the problem isn’t with him.” Admitting even this much felt shockingly disloyal. It was hard to shake the sense that she was doing something very, very wrong. But a part of her wanted to see how exactly Daphne would react to Buford’s poetry quoting, or the fact that he’d said he felt “steady.” She worried her lip between her teeth.

“There!” said Daphne, leaning forward. “You bite your lip when you’re hiding something. And you don’t make eye contact. You look down at your hands.”

Zada made herself meet Daphne’s gaze. It hadn’t occurred to her that Daphne had been watching her so closely for her weaknesses.

“Kissing Buford is . . . adequate,” Zada said, looking down automatically. Damn.

“Locking lips with your fiancé is adequate,” Daphne repeated. “Careful, I might blush.”

“All right, I have a few tells. What does it matter?” said Zada.

“It’s like you said, absolutely no one can know that we’re looking into your Heartsong match. Once the shine wears off your engagement, people are going to start noticing if you act even a little bit off.” Daphne’s eyes flitted away, focusing on the window to the left. “And if you act off enough, you’ll go straight to Counseling.”

Zada could feel her brow furrow. “You say it like you’re about to summon thunderclaps and storm clouds. What’s so bad about Counseling?”

Daphne glanced sidelong at Zada. “You know what it is, right?”

“It’s the process by which bad thoughts become good thoughts,” Zada recited. “A series of voluntary cognitive adjustments aimed at creating happier and healthier citizens.”

“Right.” Daphne let out a long, slow breath. “Well, that would get you an A in school, but for extra credit, here’s the truth. They’ll access all your thoughts, Zada. They’ll weed through all your most private secrets, and they’ll yank out what they choose. They’ll iron out your mind and leave you like Flora, too blissed out on nothing to tie your own boots. You’ll volunteer every molecule of our plan, and implicate yourself in every piece of mischief we ever ran, and you’ll be overjoyed to do it.”

Zada stared at the floor of the carriage. It was absurd, it was nonsensical—as nonsensical as not loving your handsome, honorable, poetry-quoting Heartsong match, a sly voice in her head whispered. Daphne seemed so certain, and Daphne had never lied to Zada.

“Okay,” said Zada slowly. “Just in case, if they name me for Counseling, I’ll refuse.”

“If they name you for Counseling,” said Daphne, turning to face her again, “it will already be too late. They can call it voluntary all they want, but have you ever actually heard of someone successfully turning it down?”

Well, no. Despite the thick summer haze, Zada shivered. “How do you supposedly know this? Your grandfather?”

“No,” said Daphne. She volunteered nothing more. Her mouth was a thin, tight, line.

“Are you all right,” said Zada in an undertone.

“Ye gods, what a question,” said Daphne with a short, bitter laugh. “Don’t worry, I won’t gum up our plans.”

“That isn’t what I meant,” Zada told her, “and I think you know it isn’t what I meant.”

At that, Daphne sobered. She rested her elbow on the lower edge of the window, and rested her head atop that hand, regarding Zada with a distant curiosity.

“I think,” she said, “that my well-being is no longer your concern. You’ve made sure of that.”

“Daphne, it wasn’t that I didn’t care—”

Daphne shook her head. “No. You just didn’t care enough.” The words were short and staccato, achingly precise in a way her speech almost never was. Something about it cracked Zada’s heart open.

“It’s different for scholarship students. If they’d discovered I was involved with even one of your pranks—”

“That didn’t bother you for five years,” said Daphne, voice so low it crackled like a fire, “so why the absolute hell did you decide, at sixteen—”

“Why do you think?” Zada shot back. “Carine had just—” Too late, she caught herself.

But all Daphne said was, “I know. Poor Carine.”

It was Zada’s first time in two years hearing someone else utter Carine’s name. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. There were a few moments in the beginning when one of her friends had stumbled and misspoken. But they all learned over time. No one was to talk about Carine, not ever—as if the girl who had once been one of the principal planets in Zada’s solar system had never existed.

She knew she shouldn’t encourage this line of conversation, but she couldn’t resist. It was always hard to do what she knew she should do when Daphne was around.

“I miss her,” said Zada.

“I do, too.” Daphne’s lips twisted sadly. “Do you remember how she used to break up our arguments with weird science facts?”

“I don’t think I could forget if I tried,” Zada said. And here came the tears. Her eyes prickled as she blinked rapidly. “And I’ve tried.”

Daphne looked out the window. For a long moment, neither of them said anything. “Only Carine would risk everything just so she could get her hands on a book about the weather.”

Zada looked at Daphne sharply. “What? What do you mean?”

“That was why she was Extricated,” Daphne said. “For breaking into the archival library so she could access weather records.”

“But why—”

“Why do you think?” Daphne cut in. She waved a hand at the view blurring past their window, the bright facades in the sunshine. “She was trying to do something about the blasted temperature in here. At least, that’s what I assume. She came to me first, asking if I could get her into the library since I’m a Fallow. I told her to drop it.” Daphne sighed. “But clearly, she didn’t.”

And the rest was history. One day, Carine was sitting with the rest of them at lunch in the solarium, laughing and correcting Augusta’s lab report. The next day, she’d vanished. The sudden terrible, inexplicable absence kept Zada awake for nights after.

“She made her choice,” Zada managed at last.

“We all do,” said Daphne.

Zada felt her throat beginning to close up. Blinking hard, she made herself swallow and breathe.

“It ruined her parents,” Zada said quietly. “Carine being Extricated, I mean. Hardly anyone talks to them. Her mother used to work in biosystems, but she lost her job.”

“How do you know that?” Daphne’s voice came out harsh.

“My mother. She went over to check on them a few times,” Zada said. “But you see why I did what I did? I couldn’t let that happen to my parents.”

“But what does Carine have to do with you? Whether she meant to or not, she committed treason. She broke into a sealed facility, Zada. We were pulling pranks and ditching class. Those aren’t the same at all.”

“But I didn’t know that!” Zada slumped back, rubbing her forehead. “Carine disappeared one day, and we all acted like it was perfectly normal. I was afraid, Daphne.”

“You think I wasn’t?” said Daphne. “You think I don’t—she was one of my best friends too.” Her throat worked. Zada had a sudden intense urge to lay a comforting hand on Daphne’s knee, and an equally intense certainty that it would not be welcome. Her fingers twitched at her side.

“I’m sorry,” said Zada. “It’s horrible. I still wonder what happened to her.” Sometimes at night, she’d written little stories in her head: Carine, saved by a hardscrabble family of scavengers. Carine, saved by her own ingenuity. At some point, she’d stopped. It had hurt worse, for how improbable it all felt. She swallowed. “But it’s different if you’re not a Fallow. It’s different if you have to live every day knowing you could just as easily suffer the same fate. It just is.”

“Okay,” said Daphne. “You’ve made your point. I get it.”

“I know I should’ve talked to you,” Zada added. “I know I should’ve tried to explain.”

“Yes,” said Daphne, jutting out her chin. “You should’ve. Instead of cutting me off like a gangrenous limb.”

Once again, Zada reminded herself to breathe. Inhale, exhale. Don’t tell your mercurial, charismatic former friend that the reason you never broached the concept with her was because you knew she would find a way to argue you back into her inner circle, the way she could always convince you to go along with her plans, voice low and exciting, eyes sparkling with mischief—

Zada forced her mind off that path. Unfortunately, it brought her back to Carine. She could still remember, with the clarity of a cut, how it had felt to walk into social studies the day after Carine’s Extrication. The empty desk, not yet cleared out. Carine’s reader lying where she’d always forgotten it, on the windowsill. It was the only time Zada had faltered before entering the field that scanned her thoughts for the Core.

She’d worked hard to maintain impeccable grades, determined first to qualify for Dalrymple and then to justify her presence there, which meant that unlike some of the more disruptive students, she had never fed the field false intelligence for the sake of a joke. She had carefully left out most of her and Daphne’s shenanigans, but she had always been honest. Assuming her responses had been correctly cross-referenced against those of her fellow students, the Core—and thus, anyone with the authority to access it—knew all of Zada’s hopes and dreams as well as she knew them herself.

The Core knew that she longed to be a musician but worried her shyness would kill any performing career before it began. The Core knew that Zada loved her parents very much but preferred spending time with them separately. The Core knew who Zada’s best friends had been in the past and who they were now, and the Core also knew Zada’s shame that despite a lifetime of a loving family and almost absurdly kind friends, despite her years of top-tier education, despite every considerable advantage she had been lucky enough to receive, Zada had never, not for one day, felt good enough. And, from age sixteen onward, the Core had known that Zada missed her treasonous former friend like an open wound.

“So,” said Daphne, “let’s try this again. How do you feel about Buford?”

“I feel good.”

Her cuticles were getting a bit rough—Zada pulled her gaze back up to the carriage window. The city blurred by in a hodgepodge of architectural styles, everything from Tudor to rococo to Victorian.

“Try looking me in the eye,” said Daphne. When Zada wrestled her focus back to Daphne, it earned her an exaggerated eyebrow waggle. It was the kind of thing Daphne used to do during class to make her laugh.

“Now say it like you mean it.” Daphne folded her arms, waiting. “Go on. I’ve seen you read those romance novels aloud with Flora. I know you can do it.”

Zada tried to conjure up every simulacrum of passion she’d ever witnessed in fiction. She thought about her favorite lines from Austen and then she thought, inexplicably, of touching that soft sliver of Daphne’s wrist the other night.

“I’m so happy to be with Buford,” said Zada, holding Daphne’s gaze. “When I kissed him, I knew that we were meant to be together. The feeling was electric, like every cell in my body was drawn to him. Like he’s all that there is in the world. Only him.”

Daphne’s dark brown eyes were intent on hers. She tilted her head slightly, giving Zada an appraising look. “Better. A little over-the-top, but people will be expecting that. When you’re asked about Buford, just try to hold on to . . . whatever that energy was.”

Zada nodded, her cheeks flushing.

“And do you have plans for children?” said Daphne, and Zada choked on nothing. “You’ll need an answer.”

“I don’t—” Zada began. “I mean, I haven’t discussed that with him yet.” Zada didn’t even notice herself looking down again to worry at her callus on her thumb until she felt careful fingertips warm on her chin, tipping her face back up.

“Look at me,” Daphne murmured. “You can’t sell a lie without it.” Something about her hand on the delicate skin at the underside of Zada’s jaw made Zada swallow hard, unable now to look away until Daphne finally let go.

“Seems like we’re here,” said Daphne. Sure enough, the carriage had stopped at the gates of the magnificent Fallow estate. The sprawling mansion, built in the red-brick Georgian style, the gleaming green artificial lawn—Zada had only seen such splendor on the celebrity feeds Flora used to follow. They climbed down onto the sun-dappled cobblestones. “Come on,” Daphne threw over her shoulder as she began to walk up the long driveway.

A gentle chime sounded in Zada’s ear, someone trying to get ahold of her via earring. She tilted her head and let the message filter through, smiling slightly when she recognized the voice.

“Augusta says she wants to get tea together,” Zada called. “Should I tell her this is a bad time?”

“Tell her to come here instead.” Daphne strode back, picked up Zada’s bags, and jogged ahead again. “We haven’t had the chance to chat for a while. My grandfather’s away on business, so we can be as loud as we like.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. It’ll be fun!” Daphne paused on the front steps, her face cast in shadow. “And loud noises scare the ghosts away.”
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“Sorry.” Augusta laughed. “Say that again? Ursa Neale implied that all engaged women—”

“Have some sort of special telepathy with each other?” Daphne filled in. “Yes, that seemed to be what she was getting at.”

“And then she hugged me so hard, I think she permanently reshaped my organs,” added Zada.

Augusta’s eyes danced. “At least you can comfort yourself with your special psychic bond to Ursa Neale, so long as you avoid her proprietary palette of salmon pink and silver.”

The three of them were clustered together at one end of an enormous dining table, its gleaming surface marred only by the mess of crumbs, teacups, and plates of biscuits and jam between them. Zada found it intoxicating, being able to laugh with her friends once more.

Daphne had remained close with their set, even after Zada had removed herself from Daphne’s company. They had joint custody, as Daphne would no doubt have put it, a scandalous air of implied divorce clinging to the words. Zada felt a twinge of guilt for what she must’ve put her friends through when she’d cut off Daphne.

But they were together now, for the first time in years, and it was wonderful. Well, Flora still wasn’t responding to messages, and Carine was gone, but Zada would take what she could get.

“If Ursa truly had a psychic link with me,” Zada said, “she would’ve noticed how hard I was fighting not to completely bust my gut at Daphne behind her, expertly miming the construction of an escape tunnel—”

“Why thank you, I’m glad someone noticed my tunneling skills.” Daphne took a long sip of her steaming hot tea.

Augusta grinned. “Was the tunnel really so expertly pantomimed, or was Zada just that good at knowing what you meant? Remember how the two of you used to dominate in charades?”

“Nobody was willing to go against us,” said Daphne with a laugh.

“It’s hard at the top,” Zada added. “Or should I say—” She pretended to lug an imaginary trophy up a steep slope.

“What in the world—?” said Augusta.

“She’s dragging her prize up a mountain, obviously,” said Daphne, and Zada giggled from sheer joy.

Augusta glanced back and forth between the two of them. “I have to say, it’s good to see the two of you getting along again.”

“Agreed,” said Zada.

“Agreed.” Did Daphne sound more hoarse than usual? It might have been a trick of the acoustics. Sound bounced oddly in such a high-ceilinged, tiled room.
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Augusta left around eleven, taking the hyper-carriage Daphne called for her. The horse’s headlights cut through the darkness as Augusta climbed in.

“Oh,” she said, turning to Zada as the carriage started to pull away, “I almost forgot to say. Congratulations to you and Buford!”

It was the first time all evening that his name had come up. Zada froze, but then Daphne thumped her gently on the back and she managed to reply, “Thank you. Get home safe!”

They watched the hyper-carriage retreat past the gate, its rear lights fading to red pinpricks in the night.

A wave of exhaustion hit Zada as she and Daphne stepped back inside. “I might take a shower tonight, if you don’t need the bathroom,” Zada said, yawning. It occurred to her that the Fallow estate likely contained more bathrooms than Zada had fingers and toes.

“Go ahead,” said Daphne. “Second floor, third door on your left. You can stay in the guest room across. Oh, and don’t use the stuff in the green jar. It’ll exfoliate more of your skin than you care to lose.”

[image: ]
The second floor bathroom boasted a real bathtub, with clawed feet and polished silver spigots. Like everything in the Fallow mansion, it was absurd and elaborate in its luxury.

Zada washed quickly, careful not to waste too much water, even though she suspected the Fallows had a much higher allotment than the average citizen. When she was done, she wrapped herself in one of the provided towels and scrutinized her face in the mirror.

She had entered a secret plot to undermine her own marriage, and spoken Carine’s name out loud on purpose, but she still looked the same. Unremarkable gray-green eyes blinked back at her, and her eyebrows needed plucking.

Her hair was a dripping blond-brown nest of tangles plastered against her skull. In her hurry to pack, she’d brought all of her essentials except for a brush.

There had to be one she could borrow in this ridiculously opulent bathroom. She slid open a few gold-handled drawers below the sink, searching for anything to tame the wet thicket on her head.

The drawers were neatly organized, clearly intended for guests to use. As she searched, scanning the tidy rows of folded hand towels and glass vials of expensive-looking skincare products, her gaze caught on a flash of something metallic in the very back of one drawer. When she reached past the vials and held it up to the light, she saw that it was a pink bracelet, decorated with diamond-studded curlicues.

The overall effect was extravagant but sweet, almost demure. It didn’t look like something Daphne would own. That was because, she realized, it wasn’t Daphne’s. It was Flora’s.

She’d seen this bracelet countless times before on Flora’s wrist. She remembered the day of Flora’s eighteenth birthday when a tidy little package arrived from Flora’s parents, how joyful she’d looked when she lifted the bracelet from its silken box and slipped it on, activating the shining force field for the first time.

Of course, Flora didn’t need to wear one anymore now that she’d met—and married—her Heartsong match. But she was the romantic sort, the kind of person who would hold on to their Gracelet for old times’ sake and perhaps even pass it on to their child if it was still functioning.

What was it doing here?

Perhaps Flora had forgotten it at one of her secret meetings with Daphne about leaving New Ionia with Aiden. Zada placed it on the counter. She’d try to remember to tell Daphne about it later. Flora would want it back.

Once Zada found a brush, she untangled her hair, dried off, and dressed. Her room was across the hall, just like Daphne had said, and the rest of her bags were already there. She padded past her bed, toes sinking into the plush carpet, and came to a stop in front of her triple cello case.

By force of habit, she flicked open the latch to check on her instrument. She gingerly lifted her triple cello from the padded depths and braced it against the floor.

Playing in the middle of the night would be shockingly rude. But she was the only person on her floor and the Fallow mansion was massive. Surely, no one would be able to hear her, she reasoned—and she needed this, badly.

Zada played aimlessly for a few minutes, before falling into an unfamiliar melody. As she sank into the music, her mind wandered. She wondered how things were going at home. Her mind flashed back to the moment she’d set off her Heartsong, the melody swelling around her. And then she thought about that damned couple of seconds when she and Daphne were pressed together against the wall of the control room. She thought about Daphne squeezing her hand against a wave of rose scent, Daphne laughing at something Augusta had said.

Zada circled back to the main melody again and again, but the music refused to resolve, alternating between major and minor—like Zada’s own state of mind. That was what she would call the piece, she thought, as she placed the triple cello back into its case and slid between the cool sheets of her vast bed. Confusion.






Chapter Nine In Which an Affair Is Revealed



Zada awoke at dawn. She lay in bed for half an hour, staring at the lofty ceilings and the very real-looking medieval tapestries on the walls, trying to convince herself she would not get lost the moment she left the room to seek some sort of food in Daphne’s echoing labyrinth of a family home.

Finally, at 7:55 a.m., she threw on a dress, and discovered a message on her lenses from Daphne that included a small schematic of the floor plan, featuring hand-drawn arrows pointing crookedly to the breakfast nook. With the map to guide her, Zada only got lost a few times before stepping into a room the Fallows probably considered cozy. It was still massive, and the stone walls were lined with gleaming copper pots that had certainly never been used.

Daphne was already seated at the kitchen table, which was humbler than the dining room table last night but still overwhelmingly grand. Her eyes were half closed as she fumbled with the small glowing green SmartGem on her ring, which beamed screen after screen across the polished mahogany, ready for Daphne to flick through. A mug of tea sat next to an untouched plate of fried eggs. Without looking, Daphne groped for her mug by feel and took a sip. About half of her hair stuck straight up, and beneath her dressing gown, she wore an oversize black T-shirt. In faded script, it read clandestine meetings in the catacombs! This was likely the name of some grotto rock band from a lifetime ago. The neck of the shirt sagged, baring a good portion of Daphne’s collarbone.

Zada jerked her gaze away from the smooth expanse of skin, hovering in the doorway for a long minute.

“Good morning,” said Zada.

“Hey.” Daphne blinked up at her. “What do you want for breakfast?”

“Anything’s fine.”

“Great. A mug of lukewarm mustard-water garnished with a single floating grape—coming right up!”

“Soup for breakfast?” said Zada, and then, when that failed to earn a laugh, added, “Anyway, grapes don’t float.”

She’d seated herself one chair away from Daphne before remembering that she no longer needed to keep a careful distance from other debutantes. Not only that, she and Daphne were coconspirators now.

She moved to sit beside Daphne.

“Oh, fine. I’m ordering you black tea and a portobello omelet,” Daphne said, tapping an interface embedded into the surface of the table.

That had been Zada’s favorite breakfast at school.

“Thanks,” Zada said. Before Daphne could go back to her myriad of floating screens, Zada added, “We should strategize.”

She darted a look around, as if Daphne’s stately grandfather might be crouched beneath the table or sandwiched between the curtains. But no one was within hearing distance.

Still, Zada lowered her voice and continued, “Look, I need those thousands of names and Mx. Beauchamp seems like the best way to get them. Would you mind coming with me and grabbing the list with my clone-scanner while I, uh, pretend to have a lot of feelings about my wedding dress?”

“Are you sure?” said Daphne.

In all their escapades, Zada had never played the role of distraction. Daphne was much better suited to it—it was practically her calling in life. Zada would need to think on her feet. It was too bad she couldn’t study her way into being a practiced liar and a convincing grifter.

“Don’t forget, Mx. Beauchamp’s list will include me,” said Zada with a wince. “I’m the obvious choice to feign interest in a gown. I guess I’ll have to pull up some styles and create a color palette. I don’t suppose you have any thoughts?”

“None whatsoever,” said Daphne. “But I can fake it. I hear silver and salmon are big right now.”

“That would spice up the wedding,” Zada mused. “A turf war with Ursa Neale.”

Daphne tilted her head, considering. It drew attention to the graceful line of her neck.

“I’ll be careful,” Daphne said and grinned. “Ursa strikes me as a biter.”
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Zada had never been inside of Beauchamp’s, for obvious reasons.

It was almost impossibly quiet within the shop. After the noisy bustle of downtown, the soft silence was a relief. The walls and ceiling were padded in a pale velvetlike material that was likely designed to soak up the decibels. After a moment of looking around at the tasteful decor and the gilded mannequins, Zada realized that the abstract sculpture mounted above the entrance was emitting white noise.

When Mx. Beauchamp murmured “Welcome, do you have an appointment?” at Zada’s elbow, Zada nearly jumped. Mx. Beauchamp was very short, with dark skin and gorgeously silvery hair. They wore a flowy, high-necked blouse and trousers tucked into boots with a towering heel that put them nearly of a height with Daphne.

“Hello,” she said, attempting to match the designer’s low, melodic tone. “I’m here for an appointment. My name is Zada—”

“Chambers, yes,” Mx. Beauchamp said. “I have your dress right here.” They gestured to a gold-inlaid changing screen set up in the back of the shop.

“You do?” said Zada, baffled.

Mx. Beauchamp chuckled, the sound as pleasant as their speaking voice. “We’re the best in the business, Miss Chambers. Once you made your appointment, we accessed your feed profile. The data provided on your height, weight, dress size, body type, and complexion allowed us to craft the perfect wedding gown for you—all before you walked in our door. We may need to adjust the fit, and of course we can further customize it based on any input you might have, but we find that most of our clientele are very happy with the results of our proprietary algorithm.”

The speech had a rehearsed air to it, marked by a series of precise rises and falls.

“That’s—” Zada hesitated, glancing at Daphne who widened her eyes. Go on, Daphne was clearly saying. Distract. “That’s wonderful to hear. I’ll just go and, um, try on the dress, then.”

Zada slipped behind the screen, palms strangely sweaty. Mx. Beauchamp handed over the bundle of soft, pure white fabric, and Zada slipped it over her head. Fastening the buttons took some work, but that was a good thing. Her job was to delay and grab focus while Daphne did her digging. Finally, she smoothed down the front of the dress and stared at her reflection in the mirror, which populated with the measurements of the dress, as well as her age, height, and weight.

“Well, what do you think?” Mx. Beauchamp sounded softly triumphant.

Zada closed her eyes briefly, trying to will away the wave of disappointment that crashed over her as she regarded herself. The dress was ridiculous, a complex architecture of draping and flounces, covered in enough ruffles that it could have just as easily formed an entire second gown.

“It’s, um.” Zada searched for a phrase that wasn’t absolutely horrendous. “Nice.”

“You’re very lucky, you know,” Mx. Beauchamp called. “We just updated the analytical model that we use. Your dress is perfectly optimized to suit your looks.”

From the other side of the screen came two light knocks. “May I come in?” said Daphne. “Are you decent?”

“Extremely,” said Zada and Daphne joined her in the cramped space.

“Beauchamp’s watching me,” Daphne mouthed. Out loud, she said, “Hmm, your thoughts?”

“I look like a lamp.” Belatedly, Zada remembered that Mx. Beauchamp was listening in. She added, “A very beautiful one. But I think I’d prefer something with less—” Zada gestured at the fountain of ruffles.

“Sleeker?” Daphne suggested.

“Simpler,” Zada agreed.

“Sophisticated,” said Daphne. “Less is more and all that.”

“I have another mock-up you could try,” said Mx. Beauchamp. They coughed tactfully. “But it won’t hang as well on your shape.”

“I’ll try it,” Zada said firmly, her face burning at the implied insult. Zada stood on her tiptoes to retrieve the new dress from over the screen. Even holding it in her hands, she could already tell it had a more pared-down silhouette. She started undoing the buttons that ran down her side, ready to shed this mathematically perfect monstrosity.

Daphne froze. “I’ll just duck out for a moment. You, uh, take your time. Changing.” There was an odd note in her voice. If this was Daphne attempting to act cool and natural as she removed herself for some skullduggery—well, Zada had notes.

Alone again, Zada yanked off the ruffled mass of white and draped it over the screen. Then she carefully slipped on the new dress. She breathed out, twisting to one side and then the other. The far simpler skirt swirled lightly after her, a waterfall of light fabric with an understated floral pattern in rose gold. The neckline plunged a little too low for comfort, but other than that—

“I love it,” Zada breathed. The numbers on the margins of the mirror blurred as she stared at herself.

On the other side of the screen, Mx. Beauchamp was saying, “So, Daphne, when do you suppose I’ll be working on your gown? I’ve had a sample in the back room since you turned eighteen.”

“Maybe sooner rather than later,” Daphne murmured politely. Apparently, she hadn’t managed to sneak away.

“We found the perfect color for you,” Mx. Beauchamp continued. “A lesser dressmaker might pick a shade of white that makes your skin look sallow, but I guarantee you’ll look ravishing in this ecru.”

“I know,” said Daphne. “I’ve seen the pictures, what you made for my mother.”

At that, Mx. Beauchamp burst into a fit of coughs. When they recovered, they said, “I don’t know what you mean. I’ve never had the privilege of working with your family before, I’m afraid. I’m simply honored to have the opportunity to dress a direct descendant of one of the Founders.”

“Right,” Daphne muttered. “My mistake.”

Zada couldn’t bear to listen any longer. She stepped out from behind the screen with some half-formed wish to redirect the conversation.

Daphne turned and then went unaccountably still. “There it is,” she said softly. “The glow.” And perhaps Zada was imagining it, but Daphne sounded almost admiring. Their gazes met in one of the many mirrors lining the walls. Zada felt her cheeks heat at Daphne’s regard. This was a disaster.

Zada cleared her throat. “I’ll take this one, please.”

“If you’re absolutely sure,” said Beauchamp, brow furrowing. “Only, according to our analysis—”

“I’m certain,” Zada repeated.

“Give her the dress, Mx. Beauchamp,” Daphne said. “Or are you in the business of ignoring the desires of your customers?”

“I would never dream of it,” Mx. Beauchamp said smoothly. They immediately began fussing with the fit of the dress, muttering to themself about taking up the hem another half inch and adjusting the shoulders.

“And perhaps slightly more fabric at the neckline?” Zada suggested.

“Like a ruffle?” said Mx. Beauchamp, raising their head hopefully. “A series of ruffles, perhaps?”

“Uh, yes. Exactly.” Over Mx. Beauchamp’s head, Zada jerked her chin at Daphne, who started edging away toward the back room. “Could I take a look at the, er, ruffle samples you have?”

“How many would you like to see?” Mx. Beauchamp’s eyes were gleaming now. “I have a few classic designs, as well as a layered lace one that—”

“Show me all of them,” Zada said.

“Of course,” Mx. Beauchamp said. They waved a hand at a nearby mirror, which shifted to a display of ruffle designs. “Now this one up here is my personal favorite—”

Excruciatingly long minutes passed as Mx. Beauchamp explored their passion for ruffles and the latest in moisture-wicking, sun-shielding, body-cooling textile innovation. Eventually, Daphne slipped back into the room, and Zada jabbed a finger at random.

“I’ll go with this one,” she said. It must have been the right answer, because Mx. Beauchamp clapped their hands together in delight. They hurried away, muttering something about putting in another order at the warehouse, and disappeared through the curtain in the back.

When Zada finished changing back into her clothes, she came face-to-face with Daphne, who was wearing a mischievous grin.

“Do you have the—?” Zada mouthed.

Daphne nodded. “Child’s play,” she said, leaning nonchalantly against the privacy screen. It tilted dangerously with a loud clatter. They both dove for the screen, their fingers brushing together as they righted it.

Zada immediately snatched her hand back, a year of deliberately avoiding any touch still burned into her synapses. She imagined a heat map of her body, glowing bright red where they had briefly made contact.

“Careful, that tips,” said Daphne.

“Thank you,” said Zada with feeling.

“Yeah, yeah,” Daphne whispered. “Are you okay? You look a little—flushed. Pink. Red, almost—”

“Why do you have Flora’s Gracelet?” Zada blurted out. When Daphne stilled, Zada hurried on. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t snooping through your things. It’s just that I found it in the drawer while I was looking for a brush and—”

“All right, all right, don’t hurt yourself.” Daphne sighed. “You know, I didn’t think I’d ever have to talk about this. Not with you. Considering we stopped being friends and all that.”

“What do you mean?”

“The truth is,” Daphne said, then groaned. “The truth is that when Flora came to visit me about”—she lowered her voice until it was barely audible—“the thing she came to visit me about, sometimes she would come alone, and we’d—you know.”

“I don’t, actually.”

“You know,” said Daphne again, as if saying the exact same thing with the exact same cadence might bring greater clarity.

“I still don’t.”

“We—” Daphne huffed a sigh again and scanned the area. Then she leaned in to whisper in Zada’s ear, her breath tickling the nape of Zada’s neck. “We had a series of assignations.”

“You—what?” Zada hissed back.

“It’s what it sounds like. She was so keyed up about the wedding, she just wanted some way to cut loose. Please don’t make me spell it out further,” Daphne murmured.

“Oh.” Zada’s cheeks were on fire now. She couldn’t fathom it—Daphne and Flora.

“She must have dropped her Gracelet one of the nights she stayed over—” The curtain in the back parted, and Daphne straightened. At a normal volume she said, “Buford will faint when he sees you in that dress, I bet.”

“I agree,” Mx. Beauchamp said. “Miss Chambers, everything’s all set. Your gown will be ready two weeks before your wedding.” Zada didn’t bother to ask how Mx. Beauchamp knew when her wedding was. “Now if you’ll allow me to show you a few looks for Miss Fallow to wear as your maid of honor . . .”

As Mx. Beauchamp directed Zada’s attention to the mirror once more, her gaze wandered to the one beside it that reflected Daphne, who wore a bemused smile on her face as she listened.

Daphne’s strange behavior recently—the intensity and volatility of her emotions at the wedding, the grim exhaustion etched into her face, the way she’d been determined to bring the wedding to a screeching halt—it all made perfect sense now. Daphne had formed an attachment to Flora.

Zada felt a twinge of sympathy. The day of Flora’s wedding must have been agony for Daphne. And that, no doubt, was why, even though they’d gotten exactly what they’d come for, Zada felt like her heart was on a small boat capsizing in an icy ocean.






Chapter Ten In Which Stories Are Collected



What now?” said Daphne as they stepped back out into the dazzling sunlight, sunshades firmly in place. It might not have been Zada’s imagination that the early summer air was hotter than it had been this month the year before, and the year before that. She tried not to think of Carine, so desperate for an explanation that she was willing to risk Extrication. Some years were hotter than others. That was all.

Zada glanced around to make sure nobody was listening. “It’s like I outlined before,” she said. “You mentioned the sisters keep records of everyday citizens?”

“I did,” said Daphne. “They do. Detailed.”

“Then we check your Gem, pick a hundred randomized matches off the list, and then another several hundred concentrated in the last few years—let’s say three. We mine the nuns’ archives for any clue about the success or failure of those marriages. They likely won’t have information about everyone, but we keep going until we have a large enough sample of people we can get data on. That should give us a picture of how effective Heartsong has been, and whether there’s been an increase in, ah, faulty matches recently.”

“Sounds good,” said Daphne. “Well, no, it sounds like a mind-numbing amount of work, but I don’t have any better ideas.”

“Assuming the nuns can be trusted to be, um, discreet?” They crossed the street, Zada dodging a malfunctioning horse that had lurched into traffic.

“Careful,” said Daphne. “And yes. No question.”

The Sisters of Perpetual Reflection were a spiritual order in name only. Organized religion had no place in New Ionia. There simply wasn’t room for it. The people of New Ionia lived according to the guidance of the Core, and that was enough.

Zada only knew a little about the sisters. They devoted themselves to a life of service and swore off any technology beyond what they saw as strictly necessary—no SmartGems, no lenses and accompanying earrings, no electronically modified instruments, and no hyper-carriages. And strangest of all, the sisters declined the place in society that the Core offered them. They refused to participate in the Heartsong program or even accept their assigned jobs.

The continued presence of the order was a matter of some controversy in the city. For one, their rejection of Heartsong meant there would inevitably be a few young people in each year left without a match.

Anyone of any gender could join the order, but it was generally frowned upon and hardly seemed appealing. Who would want to live without Heartsong, without a career chosen especially for you, without your life perfectly tailored to who you were meant to be? Not to mention how incredibly dull it must be to not have the feed a blink away. Shrouded in their kelly-green habits and perched on their solar-powered carts, the sisters drew attention to themselves without trying.

Despite their strangeness and their disruption to New Ionian society, the sisters were tolerated. They provided authentic artisanal goods created the old-fashioned way, by hand. Their order supported itself by selling luxuries like lace, carved cameo jewelry, fine jams, and pottery at weekly craft fairs all over New Ionia.

Zada and Daphne strolled past office buildings and Counseling centers, wedding planning businesses and photography studios offering 3D mementos like the one from Flora’s wedding.

Daphne rolled her eyes. “Instant nostalgia.”

“I think it’s lovely that we can give people the opportunity to linger inside of their best moments,” said Zada.

“Yet another chance to live in the past,” Daphne muttered, kicking at a loose cobblestone.

“Are there no memories you’d want to relive if you could?” Zada said, and Daphne fell silent, no doubt thinking of Flora.

Eventually, they reached the closest installation of nuns, at the North Saline Street Community Center. The building was low-slung and without frills, outside or inside. It resembled a train station from history class, constructed before New Ionia’s various transportation advancements.

Zada had never seen so many nuns in one place before. She had also never seen them behave so casually. They crossed the room in twos and threes, talking amongst themselves. A few were even laughing, the echoes bouncing off the tile floors and bare walls.

Daphne flagged down a passing novice and requested a meeting with someone called Sister Patience so smoothly that it left Zada wondering if Daphne regularly consorted with the nuns. Maybe she did. Zada had no idea what Daphne had gotten up to in the time since they stopped being friends.

“Is Sister Patience an acquaintance?” Zada whispered as the novice scurried away.

“Not at all. Novices adopt names based on whatever virtue they’re trying for. There’s always a Sister Patience.”

The sister in question emerged from a back room a few minutes later. She was a stout, no-nonsense woman in her fifties with an intensely likeable air.

“Right then, what can I do for you?” she asked briskly.

“We won’t trouble you for long,” said Daphne. “My friend here is engaged to be married in a couple of months, and she’s a fiend for history.”

Zada nodded, trying hard to project an air of deep studiousness. “I was wondering if you could allow us to visit your archives. I’d like to read more about the beginning of the Heartsong program to situate myself in the context of the matches that came before mine.”

“It’s just so romantic.” Daphne sighed. Zada cut her a glare. Daphne was overdoing it.

But Sister Patience didn’t seem to notice. Instead, she gave the two of them a calculating look. “I suppose we could lend you the keys to the archives for a few hours this evening. In the meantime, how do you two feel about doing some volunteer work?” The labor was clearly part of the bargain.

“We would love to,” said Zada.
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They began their volunteer shift in the community center’s large but worn kitchen, assembling kits full of food.

“Everything okay?” asked Sister Patience’s fellow nun, Sister Justice. It was hard to tell with the wimple, but Zada guessed they were a similar age to Sister Patience. They had medium-brown skin and a habit of bobbing their head as they spoke, with such vigor that Zada feared for their glasses, which looked to be made from real glass. “I’ve never seen anyone frown so hard at cheese before.”

Zada gestured at the kit before her, almost overflowing with soft goat cheese, fresh hydroponic-grown greens, a very tasty-looking jar of gooseberry jam, and roasted chestnuts.

“How long will this food really stay safe to eat?” she said. “I’m sure the people outside the city would appreciate anything, but these greens will be wilted by tomorrow.”

“Oh,” said Sister Justice. “We’re distributing these today, within the dome. It’s a thank-you for talking with us.”

“It’s simple,” said Sister Patience. “If you keep busting into people’s homes empty-handed and shoving a recorder in their faces, they’re going to smell the self-interest on you, like a cabbage fart on the wind.”

Sister Justice chuckled. “Sheer poetry, Pat.”

When the boxes were all packed up, Zada and Daphne helped carry them out to a weathered-looking suncart parked in front of the community center.

“You’re lucky today’s a light day,” said Sister Justice. With surprising agility, they swung into the passenger seat after Sister Patience. “Plenty of room for you. Otherwise we’d make you sit on the roof.”

Daphne clambered onto the back of the suncart. Zada followed, wedging herself in beside a stack of boxes that were barely tied down. Her shoulder pressed against Daphne’s, and as the suncart took off with a jerk, Zada was glad of the company.

Sister Patience drove like she was being chased.

“Is this safe?” Zada asked as they narrowly avoided clipping a horse, which beeped in warning.

“No fatalities yet!” Sister Patience called back to them.

The cart jolted forward again, weaving back and forth on the busy street. Passengers peered out of the windows of their hyper-carriages. These faces blurred by as Sister Patience stepped on the accelerator.

“The guards—” Zada yelped.

The sisters just laughed. Sister Patience skirted a horse, zipping directly into the oncoming lane for one heart-stopping moment, and then shot blessedly back into the flow of traffic.

Several harrowing minutes later, they slammed to a stop in front of row of family units. Zada and Daphne staggered off the suncart, clutching each other for balance.

“So,” said Daphne conversationally, “I’m guessing the guards don’t bother stopping you?”

“Can’t keep us from speeding if they don’t catch us,” said Sister Justice, tapping their nose.

“What do you mean?” said Sister Patience, wide-eyed. “I drove slow today, just for our guests.”

“I’d hate to see what fast looks like to you,” Daphne muttered.

“Oh, it’s fascinating to watch.” Sister Justice laughed. “From safely outside the cart.”

“And who exactly was yelling at me to ‘speed up, Pat, don’t let that gold-leaf carriage beat us’ just last week?” Sister Patience said teasingly.

Zada and Daphne followed the sisters through a gate that had been propped open.

A woman who introduced herself as Hortense was waiting for them in the small, scraggly courtyard. A small child clung to the woman’s skirt, staring up at the newcomers and systematically shoving a chocolate nutrient bar into his mouth, leaving huge smears on either side.

The family unit smelled like cleaning agent and was a little smaller than Zada’s own home. It was dimly lit inside and was in the state of untidy chaos that Zada associated with childcare.

“Thank you again for having us,” said Sister Justice. She nodded at Daphne to hand over the box, which Hortense accepted with a polite smile, setting it onto a very cluttered countertop.

“So,” said Hortense, “how does this work, exactly?”

“We’ll ask you some questions,” said Sister Patience. “Feel free to answer them with as much detail as you’re comfortable with. If there’s anything you’d rather we skip, just let us know. For now, just make yourself comfortable as we calibrate the recorder.”

“Right.” Hortense glanced from the two sisters in their kelly-green robes to Zada and Daphne. “And, sorry, who are they?”

No response from Daphne, who had dropped to a crouch and was trying to make eye contact with the four-year-old.

“We’re volunteers,” Zada explained. “We’re just here to help.”

“That’s good,” said Hortense. “Young people getting involved. Gives you a little faith in the next generation.”

Zada nodded her way through a wisp of guilt.

“We’re all good here,” said Sister Patience, nodding at the recorder.

Hortense cleared her throat and took a seat at the countertop. “Where should I start?”

“Why not start at the beginning? When did you come to New Ionia?” said Sister Justice.

“Sure. My family applied when I was born, and we were granted entry when I was four years old.”

So Hortense was a first-gen arrival. Daphne was entertaining the child with silly faces, but looked up at this, making eye contact with Zada. First the florist and now Hortense made two newcomers in as many days. New Ionia hardly ever allowed in new citizens. There simply wasn’t space.

Sister Patience gave a low whistle. “That’s a long wait.”

“Not as long as it could have been. My parents were both engineers. I think that might’ve moved our names up on the queue. But it still took ages.” Hortense clapped a hand over her mouth. “I mean, that isn’t to say we weren’t grateful. It was very generous of the city to let us in at all.”

“Could you tell us a little bit about your life prior to coming to New Ionia?” asked Sister Patience.

“It was a long time ago,” Hortense said, relaxing. “Like I said, I was pretty little. I don’t remember much.” She paused. “I mean, I’ve heard the stories, same as anyone. But I don’t really—I don’t remember. We moved around a lot, I know that much. There were animals roaming free, you could see them sometimes. Deer and wild hogs. Crows, too, and raccoons and skunks. Seagulls near the water, of course.”

“What water?” asked Zada, leaning forward. From school, she knew that nearly everything inland outside of the dome was either used up, or too foul to go near.

“Oh, the lakes,” said Hortense. “North of here. They were looking for fish, I guess.”

Zada frowned. Both sisters were giving her curious looks, and she realized belatedly that it was not her job to ask questions. But certainly outside New Ionia there was no water that could support life for miles and miles.

Hortense’s eyes flitted from Zada to the nuns. “If I said something wrong—”

“Nonsense,” said Sister Patience. “Don’t worry about it. Our young volunteer here is just new to the interviewing process. So, did you ever see any fish?”

“Um,” said Hortense. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember.”

Of course, Hortense had only been four. Maybe she’d seen a picture of a lake somewhere and cobbled together a memory of something that had never occurred. That could happen sometimes, Zada reminded herself.

“Nobody’s here to scrutinize or report,” said Sister Justice soothingly. “This is for the archives, nobody else.”

“I miss them a little,” Hortense said. “Even the skunks, who were a total nuisance. That smell! Sort of like—well, there’s nothing to compare it to, here. But there’s something about seeing a creature in its own world.” She glanced back at Zada, then down at the recorder. “I’m still so thankful, of course. And maybe in a few years, we’ll get an allotment for a dog or a cat, wouldn’t that be nice, Connor? A puppy or a kitty?”

This last comment was directed at the child, who had finished his nutrient bar.

Instead of answering, Connor pulled at his mother’s sleeve. “Mama,” he said loudly, “when is Auntie Ellie coming back?”

Hortense’s posture stiffened. “Who?” she gritted out through a smile that didn’t come close to meeting her eyes.

“Auntie Ellie,” Connor enunciated.

“Honey, we talked about this,” Hortense’s smile widened into a grimace. “Your little flights of fancy—”

“She said she’d take me to the Raptor Detectives movie. She promised.”

“He didn’t get his nap today,” said Hortense quickly. “Listen, this might not actually be the best time.”

“I want Auntie Ellie,” said Connor.

“Not now,” hissed Hortense.

Daphne, who had gone very still crouched beside Connor, broke in now. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

“Oh, it’s not your fault!” said Hortense, in a voice that was clearly aiming for cheerful.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” said Daphne. “Hey, Connor, can I tell you a secret about the Raptor Detectives?”

Connor nodded, chin wrinkling in advance of tears. Daphne leaned over and whispered something to him. He swallowed, listening intently, and whispered something back. Their secret conference spanned the rest of Hortense’s apologies and all of Sister Patience’s efforts to pack up the microphone.

“We’ll get out of your hair,” said Sister Justice at last. Daphne straightened. Connor wrapped his arms around what he could reach of Daphne, burying his chocolate-stained face in the side of her trouser leg.

Zada and Daphne followed on the sisters’ heels, back out into the blazing sunshine.

“What did you tell him?” asked Zada in an undertone.

Daphne cleared her throat. “That’s between me, him, and Velly Raptor.”

Over the next several hours, the nuns called on a number of citizens scattered around the city. Sister Patience seemed determined to push their little suncart to its limit, racing through the streets of New Ionia with shameless glee.

They interviewed a newly married couple who kept glaring and sniping at each other with passive-aggressive comments about chores left undone and who said what. Perhaps they were another of Heartsong’s rare mistakes. Or perhaps they simply deserved each other. Would she and Buford end up like these two, months from now?

They spoke to a family with three children, ranging from thirteen to maybe seven. The parents looked exhausted. Reading between the lines, one or both of them had been demoted, so they had probably taken extra work to make ends meet. The eldest girl unpacked the nuns’ basket as her parents answered the nuns’ questions. When she uncovered a small box of hand-dipped candies, her smile was so giddy that Zada had to blink back tears. Zada couldn’t help wondering what the girl’s parents had done. It seemed horribly selfish to incur that sort of punishment when they had young mouths to feed.

And then there was the older man who had never gotten a Heartsong match. His housing unit was almost bare, and he kept jumping up to offer them snacks, or water, or maybe someone would like a cup of ginger tea? He smiled hard whenever anyone spoke to him and told long, meandering stories about his parents and grandparents and great-grandparents, which the sisters diligently recorded. His smile only dimmed when they were about to leave, but the sisters promised to visit again to get the rest of his family history. After they left, Sister Patience murmured something about getting him to come to craft night.

Following the unmatched man was a former guard who had quit her job a few months ago. The sisters didn’t press her as to why she’d left, but the guard’s hunted look gave Zada a sinking feeling. The guard had since been assigned a job hand-scrubbing filters for the hydroponics labs. She was polite but clearly so worn down from her latest shift that the sisters made excuses to cut their interview short so she could rest. In contrast with the housing unit of the unmatched man, this one was so cluttered and dirty, Zada wished she hadn’t removed her shoes by the door. By the time they left, the soles of her socks were nearly black.

Zada kept waiting for them to interview someone who was doing genuinely well.

Their final stop, around sunset, was a stoop-shouldered white-haired woman who gave both of the sisters a big hug when they entered. Her home was small and cozy, and Zada felt her shoulders relax as she sunk into the comfortable armchair offered to her.

“What would you like to know?” the older woman said with a laugh. “I’m an open book, even if some of the pages are a little wrinkled!”

She answered every question freely, enthusiastically, and at great length. Her name was Cordelia Sutton. She’d lived in New Ionia her whole life, first working as a librarian and then teaching English literature at Hammersford University. She was a widow with three grown children, and she loved to garden.

“Now, my cousin Thea never used five words when she could use fifty,” Mrs. Sutton was saying. “She reminded me of, oh, who am I thinking of? From Romeo and Juliet?” She peered up at Zada as if seeing her from a great distance. “What was her name?”

Zada glanced at Daphne, who shrugged.

“We haven’t the faintest idea,” Daphne said.

“Oh, come now,” said Mrs. Sutton. “Surely you know your Shakespeare. The nurse, what did they call her? I’d be able to tell you if my head wasn’t full of bees.” She tapped her forehead. “I’ll forget my own name next.”

“Works by Shakespeare were curated out the year before we were to read him,” said Zada quietly. “Along with James Baldwin and, uh, Zora Neale Hurston.”

There had been a small outcry when it happened, which Zada only knew because Daphne had told the group in hushed tones over lunch. Curation was a yearly occurrence, but something about this one had set people off. Several teachers and professors had been reassigned to different jobs, where they couldn’t influence young minds. A few of the more outspoken ones had even been Extricated. The incident hadn’t appeared anywhere on the news feeds, of course.

“Nonsense,” scoffed Mrs. Sutton. “They would never ban the Bard!”

“Why wouldn’t they?” Daphne asked, leaning forward. She had that gleam in her eye that Zada knew spelled trouble. “Share with the class.”

“Well! Because—” Mrs. Sutton seemed to see Daphne for the first time. She broke into a grin. “Oh, Iffy!” she cried. “You should’ve told me you were visiting!”

Daphne jerked back as if she’d been slapped.

“I have something for you,” Mrs. Sutton added with a wink. “Found an old copy of Macbeth among my things. Oh, and I have one of those other books you like, with a shirtless Scotsman on the cover.” She stood and began to rifle through the couch cushions. “Now, where did I put it?”

“I—” Daphne darted a bewildered look around.

Sister Justice put a hand on Mrs. Sutton’s arm. “I’m afraid we have to run, Cordelia. You can give your books to Iffy the next time she stops by.”

“Of course, I’d hate to keep you,” said Mrs. Sutton, abandoning her search. “Always a joy to see you, Iffy darling.”

“Why don’t you girls head out first?” said Sister Patience. “We’ll be right with you after we wrap things up here.”

They made their way back to the suncart beneath a pinkening sky. It was parked by a charging station, which was flickering to life as night fell.

“She thought I was her,” Daphne said in an undertone to Zada. Iphigenia, she meant. Her mother.

“Do you look like her?” Zada asked.

“Yeah,” said Daphne softly. “At least, when I try to remember her face. I guess I can’t be certain.”

When someone was Extricated, every trace of their existence in New Ionia was erased. Every photo in the feed was purged. Belongings were sent to the recycler. Their records were wiped out.

But memories remained, despite everyone’s best efforts. Zada’s own memories of Carine were still fresh, painfully so.

Carefully, deliberately, Zada reached over, put her arm around Daphne’s shoulders, and gently squeezed. Daphne leaned into the touch, pressing back for just a moment before she shifted away.

“Shirtless Scotsmen. What do you think that was about?” Daphne said, and there was only the slightest catch in her voice.

“Not a clue. It’s probably been curated.” Shirtless anyone on a book cover had to be a violation of at least seven regulations in the New Ionian civil code.

“Sure, but Mrs. Sutton had a copy somehow. Why do you suppose it’s important that the man is from Scotland?”

“Perhaps that’s where he lost his shirt,” said Zada.

Sister Patience and Sister Justice emerged a few minutes later. “Back to the lair?” said Sister Patience as they climbed back into the suncart. “Oh gosh, it’s getting late, I guess this time I’ll have to speed.”

“Have mercy on the young people, Pat,” said Sister Justice.

After a riotous ride to the nunnery that Zada would have sooner forgotten, the sisters escorted Zada and Daphne down to a cavernous, whitewashed room in the basement. Zada had never personally seen a basement before—everyone knew the city stood on a mountain made of granite, which was why most people chose to build up rather than down. However, that minor shock wore off when compared to the sight of the entire archives stretching before them. It looked a little like an antique photo of an old library. Zada instantly recognized the motley assortment of covers as a collection that had been assembled for use and not for show.

“Interviews are this way,” said Sister Patience, beckoning them into a narrow side room that was also packed with floor-to-ceiling shelves. Each one groaned under the weight of stacks of dust-covered recordings. “When you’re done, ask around for Sister Charity by the outer doors. She’ll check you out. Whatever you take, you’ll need to return after two weeks. Sound good?”

“Sounds great,” said Zada breathlessly.

“Where do we begin?” Daphne muttered to Zada, who could feel her eyes beginning to bug out.

Zada waited until the nuns were out of hearing distance. “I brought my clone-scanner,” she said in an undertone. “No need to let them know just how much data we want. It could inspire awkward questions. I don’t know how to make sure we take a sample that isn’t skewed in one way or another, so I suppose we start by last name alphabetically.”

“I don’t see us getting past the Bs today,” said Daphne.

“Then we focus on the As,” said Zada, resolute. “And we go from there.”

They left two hours later, with a small pile of copies of recordings for show—and secretly cloned copies of testimony from everyone from Aaron Aaronson to Zulema Azure.

“All right,” said Zada as they headed out back into the blessedly cooling night. “Let’s go.”






Chapter Eleven In Which Zada Struggles Not to Come to a Conclusion



It was late at night by the time they returned from their outing to see the sisters, pausing only to grab snacks from an enormous pantry stuffed with junk food on their way up to Daphne’s room. Zada accepted an armload of lavender jelly-swells and a new savory cotton candy called Cheese Breeze, and tried to tamp down her excitement at the prospect of finally seeing where Daphne spent so much of her time.

When they walked through the doorway, Zada had to work to keep her face neutral.

It was so generic. Daphne had the room of any rich girl in any middling teen drama. Pale pink walls, a huge four-poster bed and matching dresser, a tastefully done artificial window that opened onto a serene hillside scene—even the curtains boasted nothing more interesting than a single looped animation of pansies swaying in the breeze.

Where were the extinct bugs and the grotto rock posters? Where was the irreverence, the sense of possibility? Where was any trace of the girl who lit up a room like a firecracker?

“What?” said Daphne, retrieving two bottles of rose cola from a minifridge hidden in the wall. “You’re making a face.”

“I am not,” said Zada. She set the snacks on the dresser, schooling her features to be even more neutral. Absurdly neutral. Outrageously neutral.

Daphne sighed. “You’re making the careful absence of a face, then.”

“The room,” Zada said haltingly. “It’s not very you.”

“Ah, well.” Daphne glanced around, seemingly unconcerned. “It was like this when I was a baby, and Grandfather isn’t the biggest fan of change.” She coughed. “How do you want to begin?”

“Okay,” said Zada. “So, we have a list of ninety thousand matches. We have data from the sisters on about three hundred people. Everyone with an A last name. We start from the beginning of the nuns’ accounts, we take in each one, and we decide how happy they seem with their match on a scale of, let’s say, one to five. Then we log each one by happiness score and by year, so we get a sense of whether the problem is actually increasing or not.”

Daphne threw herself face down onto the bed. “This is going to take the rest of our natural lives,” she grumbled to her pillow. She flopped around to peek up at Zada, who handed her a fluffy blob of Cheese Breeze.

“Fuel up, then.”

“How do you intend to chart this out?” Daphne added, pausing to cram the Cheese Breeze into her mouth. “Until the moment we’re successful, if they find out what we’re doing they’ll shut it down in a hurry, and every graph-making program you can find can be accessed by the security council.”

“Not every program,” said Zada, feeling only a little smug. “Not the one I made.”

Daphne sat up straight. “Do tell.”

“I was testing my skills,” Zada told her. “Our last year at Dalrymple. I wanted to chart how the night sky would’ve looked, before the dome went up.”

“Choked with pollution, right?” said Daphne.

“Then a long time before the dome,” Zada amended. “I borrowed one of the school Gems, had to get special permission and everything. Can I show you?”

“Sure thing,” Daphne said. “Catch.” She slid the ring off her finger, cloned Gem and all, and tossed it at Zada, who instinctively ducked, and then winced. “Don’t worry, they’re indestructible.”

Zada took the ring, discreetly checking the SmartGem for damage and thankfully finding none. She slipped the ring on, feeling a brief spike of something at the feel of the skin-warmed metal against her finger.

“Gem,” said Zada. “Show program Straight on till Morn.” A pleasant beep, and then the environmental controls dimmed the lights and they were standing in a huge three-dimensional grid, projected on the walls and floor. “So you enter the position of each star, on three axes, right, because space is 3D, and then each point also gets a size rating.”

“Huh,” Daphne said, blowing out a mouthful of air. “How did you find the time to do this, on top of exams and assignments and triple cello practice and sleep?”

“I didn’t,” said Zada. “Nobody was grading me on sleep.”

“That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” said Daphne. “Take a jelly-swell before I cry. And we’re really gonna log all our info here?”

Well. The Founders Creed had said to be content, unselfish, faithful, honest, reasonable, patient, and grateful. They didn’t technically say anything about not showing off.

“Gem, import data set,” said Zada. She bit open a jelly-swell and shuffled through projections of Daphne’s various screens until she found the list of ninety thousand matches.

“What are you doing?” It was probably Zada’s imagination that Daphne sounded genuinely interested, but she’d take it.

“Each match can be rendered as a dot on the board,” said Zada. “X axis, one spouse. Y axis, the other. The point where the axes meet is their match. Z axis, all of the matches by year. The star will be larger or smaller depending on how happy the couple overall seems to be with each other. Now, the three axes will only take number inputs, so we’ll need some way to reduce each person to a number—”

“Birthdays?” said Daphne thoughtfully.

“Sure,” said Zada, and then on sudden inspiration. “Or school ID number. It’s in every match announcement and that way, there won’t be duplicates.”

Daphne stretched off the bed to jam a Cheese Breeze in her mouth. “Okay then. Go nuts.”

“Okay,” said Zada. She input their changes. “Gem, graph new version.”

The program hummed for a moment, and then they were surrounded by ninety thousand points of light.

Daphne laughed. “Okay,” she said, looking down at the dots illuminating her hands. “That’s pretty cool.”

“I put star size as average for everyone,” Zada explained. “Since we don’t know yet what the value is.”

“Hang on, hang on, stand over here,” said Daphne. She crouched down. “From this angle, does it look like I’m skiing?”

From the vantage point Daphne had indicated, most of the dots near Daphne formed something like a very jagged diagonal line upward.

“Wait.” Zada shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

Daphne dropped her imaginary ski poles, or whatever they were called. Nobody skiied because New Ionia was pretty flat for a city built on a mountaintop and—Zada’s mind was skittering in every direction at once.

“It shouldn’t be anything like a line,” Zada explained. “It should be like a scattered cloud.” She gestured at the sloping array of dots. “These results only happen if a major predictor of who marries who is their student number, and that can’t be it. I must’ve screwed up somewhere.”

Daphne had gone very still. “Unless you didn’t,” she said.

“What?” said Zada, because Daphne was almost never still.

“Okay,” said Daphne. She pushed herself off the bed and began to pace the room. “You didn’t hear this from me. Your student number is the order you were admitted to a finishing school.”

“It is?” said Zada.

“Yeah.” In the dim room, Daphne’s eyes were very wide. “Zada, the order you’re let into finishing school is determined by—I don’t know, it’s some complicated algorithm, but it’s a little bit your grades and your behavior score, and a whole shit ton who your family is, how rich they are, their reputation—I mean, it’s basically ‘how good of a match will you be?’ How beneficial will your marriage be to the other family?”

“That can’t be it.” Zada shook her head. “If that was true—”

“Yeah,” said Daphne. “You see what this means, right?”

“No,” said Zada. “Because if that’s it—” She swallowed hard. “If what you’re saying is true—” And this much, at least, was true: Daphne never lied to her. That was one fixed point in a shifting star storm in her mind. “It must be something else,” she said quickly. “The student numbers aren’t a reflection of how marriageable we are, it’s just a rumor.”

“I overheard it straight from Grandfather,” said Daphne.

“Do you think maybe this is what soulmates are?” said Zada. “The person perfect for you is the one who can see and understand your social status—”

Daphne shook her head. “Isn’t it supposed to be true love? Look me in the eye and tell me you believe that the only thing that could possibly set your heart on fire is meeting your close-to-exact social equal.”

There had to be some other explanation. Zada bit the inside of her cheek. “I screwed up the program,” she said at last. “I coded it wrong.”

“Please,” said Daphne with a snort. “You’re amazing at that kind of thing and you know it.” She took a step back, regarding the distribution of the points. “You know, it starts off pretty cloudlike,” she said. “It only really concentrates into diagonals about here—”

“Which would indicate the problem began about twenty years ago,” said Zada numbly.

“Hold up,” said Daphne. “How did you and Buford match, then? He’s completely—”

“Out of my league, I know.”

“I was going to say mind-numbingly boring, but his family is well-off,’” Daphne said.

Zada hummed, pulling up her code to double-check. As long as she could find an issue within it, everything could still be all right. She’d have to marry Buford, but the world as she knew it could continue turning. “If I thought your theory wasn’t nonsense—”

“Yeah?” Daphne raised her eyebrows. “If?”

“Buford’s family is attempting to outrun a scandal.” She scanned her inputs line by line. Everything was built on what came before. Any malfunction and the system shouldn’t have been able to graph points at all.

“Really? I thought he was upright as a flagpole,” said Daphne.

“He is,” said Zada absently. “But he has an older brother—”

“Christopher Arnoth,” said Daphne, nodding. “We attended a number of the same very boring social functions. Made no less boring by the Arnoth sons, I assure you.”

“Well, Christopher gambles.” Heart sinking, Zada still could not find an error.

Daphne tilted her head to one side. “How do you know?”

“Because my mother is on the guard,” Zada told her, “and gate guards gossip with all the other guards. That’s not—”

“He’s been caught?”

“His family name has spared him so far,” said Zada. “And they say he has a good way to go before he exhausts the family coffers, but if the wrong person apprehends him, well. The possibility of discovery looms. You know what else?”

“I know that’s certainly the most interesting fact there is about Christopher,” volunteered Daphne. “Talking to him feels like when your foot falls asleep, only it’s your brain. It’s ghastly.”

Zada pinched the bridge of her nose. It was a good program. She’d done a good job. “I didn’t make a mistake,” she said at last.

“I know that,” said Daphne.

“And you didn’t make a mistake, about student numbers,” said Zada.

“That’s correct.”

“The less advantageous individuals get paired off with each other,” Zada finished. “And the more well-behaved, the more promising, and—above all—the richer people are partnered up, too.” She waved a hand at the tiny pinpoints of light. “This isn’t a map showing soulmates,” she said. “This is exactly how it would look if the wealthy and powerful wanted to make sure they stayed that way.”

“Well, shit,” said Daphne.

Zada nodded. “I need to sit down,” she said.

“I’ll get you a—” Daphne broke off as Zada folded to the floor.

“How does this happen?” said Zada. “A mistake of this magnitude.”

“Do you really think it’s a mistake?” said Daphne.

Zada stared up at her, at her dark brown eyes and the cowlick in her hair that always stood straight up, the growing certainty and the stars glowing across her face.

“It’s—” Zada’s breath caught in her throat. “You think it’s not?”

“How could someone screw up like this?” said Daphne. “How could this possibly happen by accident?”

“If the wrong number was plugged into the wrong algorithm,” said Zada. Her heart was beginning to beat very fast.

“How?” said Daphne. “Everything is triple-checked. Heartsong is a function of the Core. It’s not like someone could go, ‘oops, I spilled BBQ cola everywhere, now thanks to my slip-up, everybody marries the person with an identical amount of clout!’” She huffed a laugh.

“Don’t joke,” said Zada. She meant for the words to sound sharp but it felt a lot more desperate to her ears.

“Don’t take the only tool I have for dealing with this even a very little bit,” said Daphne. “It’s jokes or screaming. Believe me, jokes are the better option.”

“How else could this happen?” said Zada. The floor was cold and hard beneath her. “Like you said, it’s all triple-checked. A lone criminal couldn’t get away with it, either.”

Daphne crouched down, bringing their faces back to the same level. “I know,” she said. “I know.”

Zada swallowed. “It doesn’t make sense,” she said again.

“What’s worse is, maybe it does,” said Daphne. “One person’s mistake couldn’t do this. It would be caught and solved. One person’s crime wouldn’t be enough, either. It would need to be people—maybe a lot of people—working together, knowing what they were doing. Someone has been corrupting Heartsong for at least twenty years.”

“No,” said Zada. “If they could get into Heartsong and change it, then they could change anything. Anything in the Core.”

Daphne and Zada locked eyes.

“All of the Founders’ wisdom,” Zada heard herself say. “All of their superior judgment. It would all be perverted. We couldn’t rely on any of it.”

“Oh god,” said Daphne, “all the court cases—”

“Exactly,” said Zada. “Court cases, hiring for jobs, school admissions—every place we’ve used the Core’s judgment, for two whole decades. We’d have to throw out everything.”

Daphne’s eyes were wide. “We’ve jailed people based on what the algorithm told us the Founders would’ve wanted. We’ve Extricated people.”

“Yeah,” Zada said grimly. “I don’t know how we’d even start to untangle this. Some of it, if we fix the algorithm, we can undo part of the damage. Reassess who’s just been accepted to the academies, things like that. But the ones we’ve sent away—”

Daphne shuddered, and Zada knew they were sharing the same thought. When it came to people like Daphne’s mom, there was no way to know whether they were even still alive.

“Shit,” muttered Zada.

In the feverish past few hours, at no point had she stopped to seriously consider it could all be intentional, part of some sinister plan. The thought of someone purposely puppeting the Founders’ consciousness—the closest word she could summon was obscene.

“You all right?” Daphne was saying.

Zada shook her head.

Daphne winced. “I hate to say it,” she muttered, “but I think it’s actually worse. Because whether or not this was an accident, this is big enough that there’s no way someone at the top isn’t aware of it.”

“Right,” said Zada. “And if it’s known, it’s almost certainly documented. Someone on the inside must be aware this is happening.”

“Mozelle Drogace,” said Daphne, snapping her fingers.

“Who’s that?”

“She’s been the administrator of Heartsong for thirty years,” she said. “And the head of programming, too. If anyone knows, she will.”

“Okay,” said Zada, “but how do we access her feed without sneaking into her house and snatching the Gem off her bedside table? I don’t think I’m cut out for—for home invasion. I would be a terrible villain. I don’t even look good in black.”

“Grandfather was friends with Mozelle’s parents, I think he may be her godfather,” said Daphne. “If someone has been tampering with the Core for twenty years, there’s no way she doesn’t know about it. And if it was in any way a slip-up, she would’ve absolutely messaged him to get his take, and he would’ve sent back a solution. Maybe behind the scenes, they’re already trying to fix it as we speak.”

“So, what we need to do—” Zada started, frowning.

“Precisely!” said Daphne. “We need to sneak into Grandfather’s study, find his Gem, scan through the archive, and see what the record has to say.”

“Oh, is that it?” Zada laughed. “And from there, it’s smooth sailing?”

“Oh no,” said Daphne. “Safe to say those waters are on the choppy side for the foreseeable future. Now come on, his state-of-the-art security system isn’t going to hack itself.”

“Now?” said Zada, about an octave shriller than intended.

“No.” Daphne rolled her eyes. “In the middle of the day tomorrow, when he’s awake and wandering the estate on his monthly day off.”

“Fine, but you’ve got to promise to get me to his study and back. This house is such a labyrinth, I’m amazed we haven’t yet run into a minotaur.”

“No giant walking bull-man could survive my grandfather’s stink eye,” Daphne said under her breath, creeping to the door. “Follow my lead?”

“Always,” Zada whispered.






Chapter Twelve An Adventure in the Study



Chancellor Fallow’s study door was locked, not with a bioscan but with an old-fashioned lock. Zada shot a questioning look at Daphne, who fished in her pocket and produced an equally old-fashioned lockpick.

“Piece of cake,” she whispered. “I’ve done this loads of times.” She stood in the doorway, casting lanky shadows against the fine wood, expertly manipulating the tumblers with a look of uncharacteristic concentration. Her parted lips were moving ever so slightly, as if whispering sweet nothings that would convince the knob to roll over and surrender.

Finally, a quiet click sounded, and Daphne twisted the door open with a devastating little smile. Zada slipped in after Daphne.

“Lights at half brightness,” Daphne told the house system, barely audible as the darkness resolved into an expansive room lit by intricate glass light fixtures. The study was something straight out of a historical movie. The walls were lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves, which were filled with real paper books. The books were thick and important looking, in shades of brown and accented with gold.

“There’s so many,” Zada murmured, staring in awe at the shelves.

“It’s all for show,” Daphne said quietly. “I guarantee you, he’s never read them.”

Zada started forward, intent on the imposing desk taking up the corner of the study.

“Wait!” Daphne threw out an arm. Zada followed Daphne’s gaze to where a series of faint blue lines shimmered a few steps into the room.

“Thank you,” Zada said. Years of dance lessons had gifted Zada with a high, steady step. She easily picked her way around the faintly shining lines and into the study. Daphne hesitated.

“What are you waiting for?” Zada called, careful to keep her voice low. Daphne squared her shoulders, backed up, and took a running leap over the lines. Together, the two of them padded across the floor to the desk.

“He keeps it in here, I think.” Daphne tugged at the highest drawer, which beeped warningly. “Ah, shit.”

Just beside the ornate silver handle was a small metal screen. Here was the bioscan Zada had been expecting.

“We need a full iris scan.” Zada brushed the hair out of her face, her mind racing.

“What if I gave it a try? You know,” said Daphne, “people have always told me that I have my grandfather’s eyes.” She said this last part with a note of bitterness.

“A biometric iris scan is going to pick up on microscopic differences,” said Zada absentmindedly.

“Very well. What if we fake a break-in?” Spinning on her heel, Daphne surveyed the room. “We brute force the lock, toss around some books, maybe smash a window, and pin it on nefarious rogues that attacked in the night.”

“That’s a terrible idea,” Zada said, scrutinizing the windows. “Up there. Could that glass be a screen as well? Does it interface with all the house systems?”

“Of course. Only the best for the chancellor.”

“If it’s screen glass, it’ll be connected to the security system,” said Zada slowly. “And if there’s an interface somewhere in this study to adjust the settings on the windows, I can find a backdoor into the security system.”

“Huh.” Daphne shook her head. “You might be able to, but our bioscans are separate from house security. Don’t ask me how I know.” Of course, Daphne would have snooped around her grandfather’s estate before.

“I’m going to assume there are cameras in here,” Zada said. It had been a long time since Zada had hacked anything, and she felt a strange, nervous excitement skittering up her spine as the plan came together in her mind.

“Of course.” Daphne nodded at the upper corner of the room where something glimmered in the shadows. “As far as I know, there aren’t any in the rest of the house, but he has eyes on the study and other sensitive areas of his wing. Again, don’t ask me how I know.”

“Is there a surveillance feed in his room?”

“Of course. He’s the chancellor.” Daphne’s voice took on a mocking tone. “His security is of paramount importance to the security of New Ionia.”

“All right,” Zada said. “I just need to access the security system. If I can aim the camera at Chancellor Fallow’s face when he wakes, then I can route that into the iris scan. But we only have one chance to pull this off. The drawer will autolock after ten minutes if it’s anything like the standard models, and it’s unlikely we’ll get a second usable clip of his iris.”

“Ten minutes, we can work with that.”

“So when does Chancellor Fallow wake up?”

Daphne grimaced. “Grandfather doesn’t set an alarm. He wakes when he wakes.”

“So,” Zada said. “We wait. All night. Until your grandfather wakes up.”

“Which can happen anytime from midnight to the crack of dawn.” Daphne groaned.

“Piece of cake,” said Zada pointedly.

“In my defense, I never specified what kind of cake.”
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“Daphne?”

“Hmm?”

They were sitting cross-legged in the cavernous space beneath the desk, in the room’s only blind spot. Accessing the manor’s security feed had been a simple matter of finding the interface screen built into the desk and navigating through to the surveillance controls. It felt eerily like the old days, with Zada swiping through cascading menus that glowed softly in the dark while Daphne paced nearby, tense with barely contained energy. Zada had managed to loop the feed in the study to cover their entrance, but there wasn’t much more she could do without biometric permissions. Wandering in and out of the study was out of the question. They were stuck for the night.

A camera was currently trained on Chancellor Fallow’s sleeping face. Judging from the footage, he slept like a man with a tremendous weight on him—thin lips pressed together, eyes screwed up tight.

Tearing her gaze away from the visage of the most powerful man in New Ionia, Zada said, “Do you remember, at Dalrymple, the fountain in the central atrium—”

“When we dyed the water?” said Daphne, smiling. “Which time?”

Zada shook her head. “Oh, worse than that. I was thinking about the spring you stole about a pound of, oh, what’s the word I’m thinking of? It’s like a gen-mod seaweed—”

“Ah, yes,” said Daphne, leaning back onto her free elbow. Even in the cramped space, she somehow managed to lounge. “Cold-set agar, it’s called. Did you know they used to get something like it from boiling animal bones?”

“No,” said Zada. Raising livestock mostly wasn’t practical in New Ionia. The thought of boiling bones sounded scandalously occult. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure,” said Daphne. “Gelatin, they called it. That’s why we call it Jell-O. As in, ‘My gods, Daphne sure was brave and daring during the Great Jell-O Heist.’”

“I was talking about after the heist, though,” Zada pressed. “The deployment. Mixing all that agar into the fountain-water until the whole fountain was shooting out this clear, chunky gel—”

Daphne laughed. “Oh, I’d forgotten that one!”

“Lucky you,” said Zada. “Because the sound of dozens of streams of thick fountain-water Jell-O splurting out of the water feature and glopping into the even thicker fountain-water Jell-O below it will haunt me until the day I die.”

“It didn’t fill you with inspiration for your next triple cello piece?” asked Daphne, tilting her head to one side. It was too dark under the desk to see her clearly, but Zada could make out the rough outline of Daphne’s silhouette, hear the soft fabric rustle, imagine that collarbone, still bared because Daphne had opted to go without an ascot.

Zada tapped her fingertips against the ground in 7/4 time. “Sure. Call it ‘The Absolute Worst Noise I’ve Ever Heard in E Minor.’”

“Minor?” Daphne protested. “Not a major key, to celebrate the incredible fruits of our triumph?”

“I shudder to think what kind of fruit that would be,” said Zada. “Do they make an apple that sounds like farts when you bite into it?”

“Don’t give the gen-modders any ideas.” Daphne laughed. “They’d do it just for the challenge.”

“Now I’m thinking about the time in Advanced Editing when you convinced Venetia you’d spliced together the genes to make invisible mice.”

“You still can’t prove I didn’t.”

“Oh, are the invisible mice with us right now?” asked Zada, somehow fully prepared and yet still surprised when Daphne reached over to the nape of Zada’s neck and tapped her fingertips on the sensitive skin there like little scampering feet. Zada jumped, banging her head on the underside of the desk. She bit off a yelp.

“Are you okay?” said Daphne. “You know, you seem awfully on edge these days. I don’t remember you half so tense back at school.”

How do you remember me? Zada couldn’t ask, but she wanted to, badly.

“I think it’s the other way around,” Zada said instead. “I was always unusually relaxed around you when we were friends. I’ve had a year to wind myself back up.”

“Oh,” Daphne said. She sounded sincerely surprised. “I didn’t know that.”

“How would you?” said Zada. “You never saw me when you weren’t there.”

“True. But after five years together at school, I really thought I knew you.” This was said so quietly that Zada had to strain to hear it.

“Daphne, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” said Daphne gruffly. “It was a year ago. It’s not like you signed a contract with me. It isn’t as if we said”—and here her voice dropped and took on a polished quality—“I take you to be my best friend forever and ever, till death do us part.”

“I thought you would be fine,” Zada said. “You had other friends.”

“I was fine and I do have other friends.”

“Well,” said Zada. “I know I’ve said it before, but I really am sorry. I handled that badly, and that wasn’t fair to you.”

“Oh, don’t tell me all that,” Daphne said, waving a hand. “It’s so much easier to stay angry with the version of you that lives in my head.”

“I have to say, she sounds like a real piece of work,” Zada said, and Daphne let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh. “I realize usually when people say sorry, they mean ‘forgive me’ but you don’t have to. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

Daphne was silent for a moment. Then she said, “If you could go back in time, would you have done it differently?”

Zada bit the inside of her cheek. “I didn’t have a choice,” she said finally.

“Of course you had a choice!” Daphne shifted, her knees knocking against Zada’s as she leaned forward. “If you’d told me you were worried about getting kicked out—”

“You would’ve, what, stopped breaking the rules?” Zada cut in. “Straightened up and become a model citizen? Never again asked me to come along on another one of your wild adventures? You would have done all that for me?”

“We’ll never know.” Daphne’s voice was harsh now. “It was your call to stop being friends. You made the choice for both of us.” Daphne huffed out a sharp laugh. “And why did you always say yes then, if you were so opposed to my so-called wild adventures?”

And there was the problem. A reasonable person would have been able to resist the impossible pull of Daphne’s charms, would’ve chanced and weathered her disappointment. Zada didn’t have an excuse, not really. She’d wanted to say yes because it was Daphne, but she couldn’t very well admit that—especially not now, with the two of them huddled so close together in the dark, their elbows and knees touching.

“Would you really have been happy if I’d said, ‘Oh gosh, Daphne, I can’t do any of that for you anymore. I can’t step in and make any of your visions happen. You’re on your own.’?” Zada took a breath. She said, quieter this time, “Would you honestly have responded, ‘Of course, Zada, that’s fine. You can keep eating lunch with me and talking to me and staying up late with me and nothing will have changed between us.’? Would you have let it go at that?”

“Maybe I would have,” Daphne said. “No, I know I would have. Because back then, I would’ve done anything for you. Among the two of us, you’re the one who’s a fair-weather friend, not me.”

“I’m not calling you a—I think we both were, if you want to call it that,” Zada said. It didn’t feel true even as she said it, but she couldn’t stop opening up this wound. Anything was better than examining the soft underbelly of feelings beneath it. “I was useful to you. I don’t blame you for it. On some level, that’s what friendship is.”

“Oh, do tell.”

Zada fixed her gaze on the bookshelves across from them that were crammed full of hefty volumes chosen all for show. The shelf might as well have been empty.

“You meet someone,” Zada began, “and they’re pleasant enough. Maybe they know how to make you laugh, or maybe they have some other skill that can help you, and so you put up with the things about them that annoy you. They’re not very brave, or their social skills are just terrible, or they can’t open their mouth in front of a crowd without making an absolute fool of themself. But as long as they bring some value into the exchange, then they’re worth it. You pass the time with them until you meet the person who actually matters, your soulmate, and then finally, your life begins for real.” Her eyes prickled. She took a shaky breath. “Friendship is a transaction.”

“Is that how you see Flora?” said Daphne. “Or Augusta? Is that how you saw—”

“Don’t say it,” Zada said.

“—Carine? Were you just killing time with all of us until you met your Heartsong match?”

“No, I—” Zada shook her head vehemently. She was crying now, for some reason. “I wasn’t. But I think it was different for you. For all of you. How could you have felt any different than—”

“I wasn’t,” Daphne snapped. “I wasn’t killing time. You don’t get to decide that for me. And it sounds to me like you’re saying that you were a better friend than we were. If you thought we all were your friends because it was some exchange, some waiting period until someone better came along, then you’re wrong. Honestly, who were your friends before you came to Dalrymple?”

“I was always studying,” said Zada. “Trying to qualify for the scholarship. I didn’t really have time to—I knew how few slots there were, you know?”

“Wait,” said Daphne. “Are you saying you didn’t have friends before you went away to finishing school?”

“I suppose I must have played with other children when I was very young,” said Zada. “But I don’t remember it.”

Daphne said nothing for a long moment.

“I’m not saying—” Zada hurried onward. “It was my choice. But a lot of other people were trying for that spot. I think it was pretty common, not to spend a lot of time socializing.”

“You were a kid,” said Daphne. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Well,” said Zada, discreetly dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve. “It’s not exactly your concern.”

“Don’t tell me what my concern is,” Daphne retorted. “Don’t tell me—”

“—what to do,” Zada finished, their voices mingling in unison. She felt her lips curl into a ghost of a smile. “You know, you’re always yourself, every minute of the day. I think I envy that.”

Daphne snorted. “Don’t. To be honest, I’m sick of myself. It’s not all that it’s cracked up to be, being me.”

“Thanks,” said Zada, “I’ll keep that in mind in case I ever feel tempted to develop a personality. For now, I’ll happily remain a blank slate of nothing.”

Daphne leaned in close enough to knock their shoulders together.

“You’re quiet, you’re not blank,” she said. “It’s really not the same thing.” She paused, her shoulder still pressed against Zada’s. “Hey, do you remember our signaling system?”

“I remember frantically humming the ‘stand by, play it safe’ melody even as you ignored me,” said Zada. “Why?”

“Did you ever do anything with the ‘all’s a go, proceed’ tune?” asked Daphne. “Did you write it into a piece, I mean? I always thought that one had promise.” She broke off to hum it, all seven notes in quick succession, and Zada had to momentarily swallow past a lump in her throat. It hadn’t occurred to her that Daphne might remember the melody.

Zada grinned despite herself. “You just liked it because it meant you were free to cause mayhem and mischief.”

“Mayhem and mischief? You make me sound so productive. Can’t I just pick one?”

Zada yawned. “But how would you ever choose?”

“I could flip a coin,” Daphne suggested.

“Mm,” said Zada.

“You shouldn’t be so down on yourself,” said Daphne.

At that, Zada shrugged. They were sitting close enough that Daphne could feel it. “I know,” she said. “It just means that others will feel obligated to reassure me—”

“Okay,” broke in Daphne, “sure, that and also it’s not true.”

“Sorry for crying,” Zada added.

“Now you’re doing it on purpose,” said Daphne. “I swear, Zades, if you apologize for breathing, I’ll—”

“What?” said Zada. “What will you do?”

“I’ll go ahead with my brilliant break-in plan.” Zada could hear the smile in Daphne’s voice. “Break a window, smash a vase. Maybe break a few windows, actually.” Daphne waved a hand toward the glass. “Imagine the sound.”

“Contain yourself,” said Zada.

“You contain yourself.”

They lapsed into silence. It was strangely comfortable, like something from their school days. They had done this sometimes, when Daphne didn’t feel up to the rest of the world.

“I may fall asleep,” Zada warned her.

“Go ahead,” said Daphne. “I’ll stay up. I hear I have a very comfortable shoulder. The best in the business.”

“Braggart,” muttered Zada, tipping her head to rest on the offered real estate. She wasn’t sure she actually wanted to sleep like this. For one thing, she didn’t want to miss their silence. Still, the longer they sat there, the more she couldn’t help noticing how good it felt to close her eyes, even for a few seconds. I’ll just give them a rest for a minute, she told herself. It was the last thing she remembered thinking before sleep overtook her.
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“Wake up,” hissed Daphne, and Zada jerked back to consciousness so abruptly that her head spun—her head, which was resting cozily on Daphne’s shoulder. Weak rays of light were finally filtering through the windows in the study.

Zada jerked back, but not before noticing the small patch of drool she’d left behind. Wonderful. Phenomenal. Sensational.

“Sorry,” Zada muttered, wiping at her mouth as subtly as possible.

But Daphne’s eyes were on the feed projection they’d set up of Chancellor Fallow’s sleeping figure. He lifted a hand to his face to rub his eyes.

“Steady,” Daphne muttered. She was on her knees now, hand hovering over the interface Zada had used to get into the security system. Then Chancellor Fallow opened his eyes.

“There!” Zada whispered. Daphne enhanced and captured the image with a few deft gestures across the screen.

“Well,” Zada said, pulling herself stiffly to her feet, “here goes nothing.”

Zada took over. The sight of Chancellor Fallow waking was a dash of cold water on her mind. She was awake and alert, so much so that she nearly vibrated. With a few taps, she routed the image of Chancellor Fallow’s eyes into the iris scan. The lock whirred, and then from deep within sounded an almost imperceptible click.

Zada sprang to her feet. The drawer sat open, Chancellor Fallow’s Gem there for the taking.

“I should do this part,” said Zada.

Perfectly in tune, Daphne hummed the seven notes of “All’s a Go, Proceed.” Zada took a deep breath, shut her eyes, and proceeded.

“Gem,” said Zada, “activate Wavelength program.”

The three-dimensional architecture of Chancellor Fallow’s external memory unfolded before her. Zada had explored school-issued Wavelengths at Dalrymple before, of course, but only the Founders’, and only under direct supervision. Being inside of Chancellor Fallow’s Wavelength was extremely disconcerting.

She strode forward to start the program, but the wet purple sand beneath her was farther away and moved faster beneath her feet than expected. It was calibrated for someone taller. Walking in this strange space was unnerving. She had to keep reminding herself that she wasn’t really walking, not in the physical sense.

“Scan all incoming and outgoing data from Mozelle Drogace,” Zada thought, as clearly and distinctly as she could. “Keyword, Core.”

The Wavelength crackled as it scanned its recall, associative thoughts springing up around her. The settings were more sensitive than anything Zada had ever encountered before, but she didn’t dare change them. A surge of ocean water rushed over her feet, a snatch of a song that sounded like something that might have been popular in Chancellor Fallow’s youth. “Though I swore / at my core / I knew I was sure . . .”

A small child darted into view, chomping on an apple. “Look, Papa!” the child called. “Look at me!”

“Mozelle Drogace,” Zada repeated, concentrating on each letter. “Core.” Hundreds of different Waves sprang up around her. She saw the face of an older blond woman who had to be Mozelle. Her eyebrows were so pale, they almost disappeared into her face.

“A core part of the problem is in the finances,” she was saying. “We need to requisition—” Zada flicked to the next memory. Mozelle, much younger. “—and of course, anyone can see that her core thesis is completely wrong. That so-called journalist won’t—”

Zada knew what a journalist was. It was one of those archaic jobs of the old world, like chimney sweep or leatherworker or town crier. She hadn’t realized New Ionia had them in such recent memory. These days, everyone got their news from their favorite feeds—once the alerts had passed review by the media committee appointed by the council, of course. Interesting, but not what she was looking for.

The next three or so memories weren’t any more illuminating. The program had clearly picked up on the word core but not the proper application of it—not the Core. “Mozelle Drogace,” she thought. “Heartsong.”

Mozelle looked tired in the next memory. “—sniffing around Heartsong again,” she said, “and whatever they’re up to—” With shaking hands, Zada froze the sequence and rewound to the beginning. “Ambrose, we need to do something about this. They’re sniffing around Heartsong again, and whatever they’re up to, I don’t know if we can trust them to stay silent. If they’re using some sort of secret press to print pamphlets—well, I don’t need to tell you what that means. Call me back as soon as you get this.”

Zada swallowed. This was huge. This was—something, even if she couldn’t see the shape of it yet. She willed herself to stay calm. There was almost no lead to follow, but Mozelle had said “again,” implying it had happened before.

“Sort by date received,” she thought, as distinctly as possible. The earliest message was from about a year ago, so she started there.

Mozelle appeared on the screen. The timestamp said it was about one a.m. “Ambrose,” she said quietly. “There is a possibility that the Heartsong leak has made it to the sisters. Obviously we are not without our resources, but we must tread carefully. I still think that if they attempt to blackmail us, they could cause some degree of unrest, and that would be unpleasant for all of us.”

In the next memory, Mozelle appeared to be riding in a hyper-carriage. “Ambrose, I am more and more convinced they know something about Heartsong. I think what Lucretia found is only the tip of the iceberg, in fact—”

A hand landed heavily on Zada’s shoulder. She jumped, then minimized the program. The purple sand was gone. She was standing in Chancellor Fallow’s study, and Daphne was looking uncharacteristically worried.

“Time’s up,” whispered Daphne. “We need to go, now.” She set the Gem where she’d found it in the drawer. She shut the drawer and wiped the screen with her sleeve.

Together, the two of them carefully stepped over the lines of blue light that divided the floor and hurried to the exit. Daphne cracked the door, scanning the hallway for any sign of her grandfather.

“Clear,” Daphne mouthed. “Ready?”

Zada nodded, and they ran with as much stealth as they could down the hallway and up a flight of stairs. At the top, the stairs split into two paths. Zada hesitated, but then Daphne grabbed her wrist, pulling her forward in a mad rush. They didn’t stop until Daphne tugged them through a doorway, flicking the door soundlessly shut behind them.

Zada dropped to the ground, sitting with her head between her knees on the polished hardwood, breathing deeply as she struggled to come down from the strangeness of having been inside Chancellor Fallow’s external memory.

“You good?” Daphne said, crouching down beside Zada.

“The cameras,” gasped Zada, and Daphne helped her to her feet.

Daphne’s window was screen glass too, just like she’d remembered, and the interface screen was discreetly set into the wall. Zada looped the footage prior to their escape from the study. You’d have to set a forensics team on the footage to notice that there was a slight discrepancy in the change of light. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough.

“You found something,” said Daphne.

“I—” Zada started, but Daphne froze, raising one finger. In a flash, Daphne ran to her dresser and furiously uncapped four or five lipsticks, smearing a crimson gash of each one onto the back of her hand.

“Autumn shades are popular right now,” Daphne said, “but you can’t go wrong with a classic red.” She widened her eyes.

“Oh yes,” said Zada. “I do like the red, it’s very—sanguine.”

“What does sanguine mean?”

“Oh. Uh, bloody,” said Zada.

A knock sounded.

“Come in,” called Daphne.

The door swung open. Chancellor Fallow stood in the doorway, fully dressed in a gray suit and looking nothing like a man who had just woken up less than twenty minutes ago.

“Daphne,” he said, nodding to his granddaughter. “Miss Chambers.” A noticeably more curt nod to Zada. “Do you have any idea why the motion gauge in my study just went off?”






Chapter ThirteenIn Which a New Plan Is Cobbled Together


Daphne tensed beside Zada, the set of her shoulders stiffening almost imperceptibly.

“Could it have been one of the cleaner bots? I thought I saw the vacuum in the front room the other day.” Despite the tension in her stance, Daphne sounded remarkably calm.

“None of them are scheduled to be in that wing of the house at this hour,” said Chancellor Fallow.

“Then it sounds like they’ve got a case of routine creep, sir,” Zada said, willing her voice to be as steady as Daphne’s. “The programming can slip over time if it’s not updated, particularly with older models.”

Chancellor Fallow blinked. “Thank you, Miss Chambers,” he said. “Very helpful.”

Zada nodded.

“Daphne,” said Chancellor Fallow, “when are you coming in for your job assessment reading?”

Zada glanced over at Daphne, confused. The readings were meant to be done in the final term of school. That was largely the point of senior year.

“My answers were found to be incomplete,” Daphne told Zada in an undertone.

“Yes,” said Chancellor Fallow. “It was almost as if someone had purposely fed the Core inaccuracies as a misguided attempt at humor. However, the algorithm noticed something was amiss, and with any luck, there may still be time to fix it and get Daphne into a career that would make her father proud, as she must wish him to be.”

Daphne’s jaw ticked. She said nothing.

“Daphne, Miss Chambers.” Chancellor Fallow gave each of them a small nod and then swept out the door.

Daphne stared at the open doorway for a long moment, then leapt to her feet and strode to the bathroom adjoining her room. She returned just as quickly with a wipe, scrubbing furiously at the slashes of lipstick on her hand.

“He won’t come back for a while,” said Daphne in a dull tone. She dropped the wipe into the incinerator chute by the door, which she shut with surprising restraint. “He never drops a bombshell like that without giving it an hour or two to really marinate.”

“Daphne,” said Zada. “What your grandfather said—”

“What about it?” Daphne didn’t meet Zada’s eyes. “If you’re going to say something admiring about New Ionia’s beloved leader, spare me.”

“He has no right to tell you what your father would’ve thought. He can’t know any more than you can.”

“He says it with such confidence, though,” Daphne said, and then seemed to catch herself.

Zada took a seat on the floor and beckoned for Daphne to join her.

“I searched his offloaded thoughts for any message from Mozelle about any possible error with the Core, right?” said Zada.

“Right,” said Daphne.

“Mozelle was talking like the sisters knew something about Heartsong,” Zada said. “A leak. She said they were sniffing around—something about them maybe printing pamphlets?”

“Pamphlets against Heartsong?” said Daphne.

Zada nodded. “I think so.”

“They can’t do that without equipment,” Daphne said thoughtfully. “If we can find what they’re using to make these pamphlets, we can probably grab one for ourselves and give it a read.”

“Yeah,” said Zada. “I agree. Time to pay the sisters another visit.”
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“Let’s go over the plan,” Zada said as their hyper-carriage approached the low-slung community center.

“Really?” said Daphne. “We’ve been over it twice since we left.”

“One more time, then.”

“We’re doing it my way,” said Daphne with relish. “Skullduggery.” The carriage rolled to a stop. Daphne hopped out and offered Zada a hand.

Zada shot Daphne a disbelieving look but took the hand.

“Can you be slightly more specific?” Zada managed as her boots touched the concrete. Daphne gave her hand a light, acknowledging squeeze. For a moment, neither of them moved. They were simply standing there, holding hands on the sidewalk. Zada was suddenly acutely aware of all five fingers and her palm as well. Maybe this was why debutantes weren’t supposed to touch each other, she thought. Beyond simply preserving Heartsong for public, formal settings, if young people were kept starving for skin-to-skin contact, they were more likely to want to marry the first person who touched them.

“Fine,” said Daphne in an undertone. “We’re buying lace.”

“For the wedding,” Zada added. “We ask for the rarest, most complex lace there is, and then while they’re checking their stores, we slip away. And then, uh, it’s a simple matter of—well.”

Daphne shrugged. “It’s not as if they’ll kill us and hide the bodies. They’re nuns, Zada.”

“So you say,” Zada replied. “So, we’ll stick to the plan, and then surely everything will be fine.” And with that, they pushed open the double doors to the community center.






Chapter FourteenIn Which Nothing Is Fine


Inside, the community center was a swarm of frantic activity. The nuns rushed about through the building, looking harried and anxious.

“Excuse me,” Daphne called out to someone who, judging by their age, must have been a novice. “My friend here is looking to purchase some custom—”

“We’re not open to visitors right now,” the novice said quickly. They bowed, then power walked away, disappearing down the sunlit corridor. The tension in the air was thick enough to cut. It hadn’t been like this when they’d visited yesterday.

“What do you think is going on?” asked Zada.

“Not a clue.”

They watched the pandemonium in silence. Daphne narrowed her eyes, clearly intent on nabbing a novice to ask them what was going on.

“Miss Chambers and Miss Fallow,” called a hearty and cheerful voice. It was Sister Patience, with Sister Justice on her heels. “Good morning! What brings you back here so soon? Don’t tell me you’ve decided to answer the call and join our order.”

“I was hoping to put in an order for some lace,” Zada said. “For, ah . . .”

“For her wedding train,” Daphne supplied. “Is this a bad time? What’s going on here?”

Sister Justice waved a hand at the pandemonium. “Oh, all that? Emergency training,” they said cheerfully. “In times of trouble, people look to us. We run drills every month to stay prepared for any and every calamity.”

Across the hallway, someone burst into tears.

“Some of our sisters take it very seriously,” Sister Patience added.

“Should we come back at a different time?” Zada asked. Daphne elbowed her. “Although, this is an urgent request, so if you have a moment . . .”

“Of course,” said Sister Justice, “we can discuss in my office. Right this way.”

Sister Justice and Sister Patience led them down a series of corridors, turning left, then right at different points. Occasionally, the corridors seemed to slope downward, and at other times, Sister Justice would open a door revealing a short flight of stairs. There was very little sound isolation here, and voices carried through the vents as they hurried deeper and deeper into the bowels of the community center.

Eventually, they came to a small room. Inside were several overstuffed chairs, a small table, and absolutely nothing else.

At this point, they had to be underground again. Despite the circumstances, it was still a novelty. Given the hard granite mountain beneath them, construction tended to trend upward instead, until it almost brushed the top of the biodome that New Ionians called home.

Aside from the mottled walls and the lack of windows, being subterranean felt like being anywhere else.

“Wait here,” said Sister Patience. “Make yourselves at home.”

Zada and Daphne stepped inside, and Sister Justice and Sister Patience disappeared down the hallway, door clicking shut behind them.

“They left us alone awfully quickly,” said Daphne.

“Do you think it has anything to do with their ‘emergency training’?” said Zada. “Because something is definitely up.”

“Right,” said Daphne briskly. “I think that’s our cue to snoop.”

Daphne held up a hand, counting to five twice, and then gestured for Zada to open the door.

The hallway was empty and lined with identical-looking doors. Zada hovered in indecision for a moment, then picked a door at random. It was locked.

“Not to fear,” Daphne whispered, brandishing her lockpick. But when she tried inserting the wire into the knob, nothing happened. “What—” said Daphne. “This always works.”

“Apparently not.” Zada was already attempting to open the next door down. Nothing.

Daphne duly tried another knob, with the same result. “Do you think they have some kind of secondary mechanism?”

“How could they?” whispered Zada. “They’re nuns. They don’t have tech. Maybe the lock itself is just different.” She paused. The faintest mutter of voices filtered through the still air. “Do you hear something?”

Daphne shook her head.

Zada listened closely. It was coming from a vent near the floor, she realized.

She cast around for a stairway door, which would surely have to be marked, for fire safety reasons if nothing else. Finally she found one and motioned for Daphne to follow. They crept down the stairs, doubled back, and found themselves approaching an alcove.

Zada belatedly recognized the sounds of Sister Patience and Sister Justice having a tense conversation. Daphne and Zada stepped behind a support post and held their breath.

“—going to find it,” Sister Justice was saying.

“We’ve had everyone searching the place from top to bottom.” Sister Patience’s voice was quieter, but still clear enough to make out.

“One of the novices probably filed it wrong. It’ll turn up.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am.”

“Because if it’s missing, if it got into the wrong hands, or hell, into the right hands—”

“I know, I know.”

“Then anyone who gets taken in for Counseling will lead them right back to us, to all of this. The whole operation.”

Zada widened her eyes at Daphne. The Sisters of Perpetual Reflection were obviously up to more than archival work and quiet lives of service. This had to be why the whole community center was in a state of panic.

“Hey, it’ll be all right,” said Sister Justice. “It’s not over till it’s over.” A pause. Then Sister Patience grabbed Sister Justice’s hand and kissed them soundly on the mouth.

Daphne gasped. Zada clapped a hand over her own mouth. Sister Justice turned, glancing over their shoulder. Sister Justice’s hand was still clasped within Sister Patience’s, their fingers intertwined. Zada pulled them both out of view, heart pounding.

“Probably just mice,” said Sister Justice. “Let’s hope they didn’t get into the samples.”

“Nothing ruins the luxury of a good Chantilly like having to brush the mouse shit out of it,” said Sister Patience. “I just don’t see why we have to store them so damned far away.”

“It was your idea,” said Sister Justice mildly, and they swept out of the alcove, blessedly heading in the other direction.

Zada waited until their footsteps faded down the hallway.

“Did that just happen?” Zada blurted in a whisper. “An entanglement? Between nuns?”

Daphne smirked. “Yeah, they sure looked entangled to me.”

“Oh my,” said Zada. She could feel her own face heating at the thought. The Sisters of Perpetual Reflection weren’t subject to the Heartsong program. Did this mean they were all in entanglements of their own choosing?

“On the bright side,” said Daphne, “it seemed like they were going to be a while. We just need to figure out where to start.”

“They mentioned that their missing something had been misfiled,” said Zada. “Sounds like maybe something in the Archives?”

“Do we really think they filed their illegal pamphlets?” Daphne pointed out. “What, under T for treason?”

“They’re missing something archived,” said Zada. “And it has this place in an uproar, so it must be at least a little scandalous.”

“They only showed us one wing of the archives anyway,” said Daphne. “Maybe we start back there and poke around?”

Zada sighed. “If we can ever find it.”

“It’s two lefts back and then a right,” said Daphne. Zada stared at her. How in the world had Daphne remembered? Daphne, who was now giving Zada a very quizzical expression.

“Nothing,” said Zada quietly. “I’m just glad you’re here.”

“Me too,” said Daphne. “Let’s go.”

The Archives room looked the same as ever, with its whitewashed walls and densely packed shelves. Instead of slipping off to the side room of recorded interviews, Zada headed straight for the books. She tugged one volume off the shelf and read the title: Logbook of Lighthouse and Buoy Tenders, 1886–1947. The next book was nothing but census records from the 1950s.

“Nothing,” she announced. “It’s just a bunch of old files.”

“Well, yeah,” said Daphne. “Because whatever was important enough to cause that commotion is missing.”

“There has to be more than something here,” said Zada. “They hurried us to the recordings room awfully fast, don’t you think?”

Daphne and Zada searched the shelves at random. They found more census records, a yellowing book of old maps, and one folder that was just page after page of old death certificates.

“This is a bust,” groaned Daphne. “Nobody would ever curate these. They’re too boring.”

Zada hummed. Flora had taken an elective on library science at one point. She’d come away raving about how libraries were designed to be as user-friendly as possible. Maybe the trick was to think like a user of a criminal library. Keeping contraband with the rest of the collection wouldn’t just be dangerous, it would be inefficient. A person looking for illegal pamphlets wouldn’t want to wade through all of the legal, respectable titles—

She stood up straight. “What if there’s another archive?” she said suddenly.

“Only you could get a thrill from a sentence like that,” said Daphne.

Zada frowned, thinking. She reached out and tapped the wall.

“What are you doing?” said Daphne.

“My mother always says the best way to store things is to put like with like,” Zada explained. “So if there’s another, secret archive, it could be around here.” She walked a few paces and tapped again.

“What, behind a secret passageway?” said Daphne. “You read too many novels. Anyway, that’s an exterior wall. If there was anything, it would be over here or over there—”

Zada crossed the room and tapped again. Nothing. She tried a different spot. It was a distinctly different sound this time. A strangely hollow thunk, as if there was empty space on the other side. Empty space like some kind of room.

“I guess the nuns read novels, too,” said Daphne breathlessly. “Where do you think the mechanism would be to open it?”

Zada groped around the wall, finding nothing. There was no obvious sign, no brick out of place or candelabra to pull on. There was no ornamentation on the wall at all, other than an old-timey framed oil painting of Orion Fallow, gazing benevolently at the viewer. The thought of lifting it off the wall felt outrageous, a clear act of disrespect against New Ionia’s most important Founder. On the other hand—

“Can you reach that and take it down?” Zada asked.

“With pleasure,” said Daphne. She unhooked the painting. On the wall behind it, built into the stone, was a lever. “What in the hell,” she said almost reverently.

“What do we—” Zada started. Daphne was already pulling the lever.

A door-sized section of wall swung open. The cracks had been absolutely imperceptible before.

Zada and Daphne exchanged a look. For once, Daphne had no clever remark. Neither did Zada. Again, she felt a powerful sense of gratitude that Daphne was here with her, that Zada had a witness to the moment, that whatever they were about to see, they would see it together.

Zada swallowed and stepped inside.

The ceiling was lower in here, the light dimmer. Still, it looked almost precisely like the room they had come from—bookshelves packed close together, crammed haphazardly with volumes of all shapes, sizes, and conditions. The far wall, which must have marked the exterior of the basement, was strangely colored in mottled splotches of green, blue, and brown. But besides the hidden nature of the room itself, at a glance there was no clear sign of illegality.

What had Zada been expecting, secret messages inked on the walls in blood?

“More books,” said Daphne, eyeing the shelves. “Where do you think they’re getting all these? And why keep them hidden away?”

Zada tilted her head, reading the titles on the book spines closest to her.

“The collected works of—” Zada stepped back as realization dawned on her in a cold wash.

“Hm?” Daphne came over to join Zada. “Shakespeare? That was curated ages ago.”

“Yes, that would make perfect sense, wouldn’t it?” Zada said, scanning the shelves around her. Hamlet. The Tale of Genji. The Bluest Eye. “I think everything here has been curated.”

Daphne let out a low whistle. “A library full of curated books, all in paper. These nuns know how to have a good time.”

Aside from the lights, there was no sign of anything electronic here. Even the dividers were handwritten. No wonder this room was deep underground and tucked away behind a false wall. The shelves here were packed with curated reading materials that were no doubt unregistered and entirely illegal. If the city council got wind of this, anyone linked to the library would be Extricated.

This was dangerous, more dangerous than Zada had imagined. The Sisters of Perpetual Reflection had seemed so unassuming, but all along, they’d been keeping a secret.

“Who do you think Sappho was?” Daphne was reaching for a volume in the poetry section.

“Daphne, focus!” Zada snapped. With only the slightest beat of hesitation, Zada pressed her hands against Daphne’s back and gently steered her away from the distractions of forbidden poetry.

They made their way deeper into the library, passing through GENERALITIES, PHILOSOPHY & PSYCHOLOGY, RELIGION, and SOCIAL SCIENCES, then WORLD LANGUAGES, NATURAL SCIENCES & MATHEMATICS, and finally MUSIC. The last one made her fingertips itch with want. In another life, she would have given everything to sit down on the floor of this strange, hidden library and spend an eternity paging through these books.

“Ah, here we go,” Daphne breathed. They’d arrived at the GEOGRAPHY & HISTORY section.

“Keep an eye out for anything relating to Heartsong or—”

“Found it.” Daphne darted forward to pose beside a small divider. NEW IONIA was written on the divider in a cramped cursive. The section spanned several shelves. Unlike the yellowed and carefully preserved tomes elsewhere in the library, these books seemed relatively new.

Zada pulled a volume off the shelf at random. The cover was blank, perhaps to obscure what lay within. There was only one way to find out. She opened the book.

The title page claimed that it had been published by the University of Chicago, which was absurd. The city of Chicago was underwater, everyone knew that. Zada flipped through a couple of pages. This book was a first edition, crisp enough to be new—and there it was again. Published in Chicago. What a strange error to make twice.

She returned to the title page. A City Asleep, or the History of New Ionia.

“Did you find anything good?” Daphne called. She’d pulled several books off the shelf and was rapidly paging through them. “These are just stories about people’s lives here. A bit like the interviews Sister Patience and Sister Justice were gathering.”

The first several pages meant nothing to Zada. There was a lengthy introduction with a lot of precise and obtuse wording, peppered with references and thank-yous to various scholars. She flipped forward and felt her blood freeze.

“Daphne,” Zada called back, her eyes riveted to the page in front of her. “Daphne, come here.”

Daphne reshelved her books and came to hover by Zada’s shoulder.

“Look at this,” Zada said.

The mystery is not what is happening in New Ionia. The few who have managed to escape or were forcibly removed have maintained remarkably similar stories of heavy social coercion and even outright brainwashing, with only the occasional underground “grotto rock” concert for release (and all of the risk that entails). Neither is the mystery how this state of affairs came to pass. Primary source documents have painted a clear picture of a utopian society that found its home within a biosphere built and backed by billionaires, which quickly transformed into a corporate-fascist oligarchy within less than two generations.

No, the primary mystery of New Ionia is simply this: How did we, safely ensconced in our own comparatively civilized and progressive worldview, allow such things to happen less than three hundred miles away? And what exactly do we owe the sleeping children of New Ionia should they wake up?

“Sleeping children of New Ionia,” Zada read aloud.

“I think they’re talking about us,” Daphne said.

“What does this mean? Why would someone say that about us?” Zada pinched the bridge of her nose as her head swam, the words blurring in front of her. Daphne gently pried the book out of her hands.

“Focus, Zada,” Daphne said, echoing her earlier words. “We’re here to look for information about Heartsong. Not whatever this is.”

Daphne slid the volume back onto the shelf.

“How about this one?” said Daphne, holding up a slim hardback titled New Ionia: People and Product. “Sounds promising.” The book had a crease in the spine, and it opened naturally to somewhere in the middle.

Together, the two of them skimmed through the middle section.

“Wait, go back,” Zada said, her eye catching on a mention of the Core. Finally, they were getting somewhere.

The sheer amount of consumer data gathered and stored by their primary processing hub, known by its citizens as the Core, is astonishing. As children, citizens of this city surrender not only the kind of data scraped and stolen by corporations at the turn of the millennium, but also their innermost thoughts, feelings, and preferences. This incredibly proprietary and personal intel is collected on the false promise of matching citizens with their soulmate, or their “Heartsong match.”

Advertisers with access to these insights are guaranteed a unique and uniquely complete look into the mind of the consumer. Despite the enforced isolation of the city, this data is not restricted to within city limits, but is sold to the highest bidder. A number of corporations operating within the remaining United States utilize this data to guide their own consumer models. (Whether this is a particularly intelligent strategy, given the behavioral differences between the average person and a New Ionian citizen, can be seen by the dismal financial performance of a conglomerate that has recently dominated the news. Still, corporations persist in finding new and innovative ways to exploit the people they purport to serve—a tale as old as time.)

New Ionians may insist on living in a sort of permanent historical cosplay, elevating their strict social restrictions into a carefully choreographed, almost fetishized display of bygone fashions and customs, but the lifeblood, the currency of the city, represents a very modern voluntary sacrifice of privacy and self-determination, on a scale that can be difficult to imagine.

Zada felt her legs fold under her before she made the conscious decision to collapse, and then she was on the floor, where nothing made any more sense than it had on her feet. The traitorous book was still in her hand. She very carefully placed it back on the shelf.

“Zada?” said Daphne, kneeling. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she said faintly.

What did any of this mean? Why would anyone call the very foundation of the New Ionian marriage system a “false promise”? Was her own data—her own thoughts and feelings—really being sold to the highest bidder outside of New Ionia?

No, it simply wasn’t possible. It was a privilege to live in the city. New Ionia gave its citizens the perfect life partner, assigned its citizens a job perfectly suited to them, and provided them everything they would ever need. All thanks to the Core.

She wanted to argue with this smug unseen writer, whoever they were. How could this stranger begin to understand the blessings of a city they’d never set foot in? The Core was built upon the wisdom of the Founders and driven by the data of the citizens it served. It knew better than any individual person what they wanted, needed, and deserved.

In New Ionia, you were given your place in society and you lived the best version of your life possible. What was a little data compared to all of the many benefits? She wasn’t a sleeping child, or whatever that first writer had called them. She was a grown adult who understood the way her city worked—or at least, the way it worked most of the time, a treacherous voice whispered in her head.

“Do you think the city’s truly selling our data?” Daphne said. She was paging through the blasphemous book. “I don’t want to believe it, but . . .”

“You shouldn’t,” Zada said. It was her turn to take the thin volume out of Daphne’s hands. “Believe it, I mean. These books are here for a reason. They aren’t to be trusted.”

“But they might have a point,” Daphne began. “Never mind. I’m sorry. You’re right. This isn’t what we came for. Let’s keep looking.”

Zada put a hand on the wall and felt something strangely familiar as she pulled herself up. She turned to examine it. Her palm had landed on a small, almost perfectly round disk. She took a step back and for the first time, really examined the surface of the wall.

It was made of trash.

From floor to ceiling, the back wall was made up of densely compacted detritus—she couldn’t identify most of it in the low light, but she caught a corner of a bottle and what appeared to be several screw-top lids. The patchwork of color was the result of different hues of glass and plastic, melded together.

“What are you looking at?” Daphne said in her ear. Zada jumped.

“I think this is all trash,” Zada said slowly, her gaze traveling the span of the library wall. “But why would there be a wall of trash here?”

“Maybe it’s public art,” Daphne speculated.

“Down here?”

“Private art,” Daphne corrected herself. She tilted her head, considering the striations of bright artificial color, all mashed up together. “Actually, hang on. I saw something earlier—”

She dashed away, leaving Zada alone to stare at the wall, uncomprehending. Within moments, she returned with a thin, floppy booklet featuring a picture of a flaming green bin on the cover.

“Trash! A Geology Zine,” Zada read aloud.

“It was in the New Ionia section,” Daphne said, thumbing through the pages. The booklet seemed to be barely holding together, and there was a grease stain on one of the pages. “Okay, it says here that the mountain New Ionia is built upon is—” Daphne scrunched her nose. “Huh. It says it’s artificial. That this was once a landfill.”

“What?” said Zada. She shut her eyes briefly, trying to make sense of the words in front of her. “That’s just what it says. That doesn’t mean that it’s true.”

She reached out, tracing her fingers over a fold of what looked like it might have once been discarded clothing.

“But what if it is?” Daphne asked. “What if we’re really living on top of a mountain of garbage?”

“No,” Zada said forcefully. “The mountain, it’s real. It’s made of granite. That’s why we build up. Because the mountain is too difficult to excavate. Why would they lie about this? What purpose does it even serve?”

“I don’t know,” said Daphne. “But it certainly seems as if they might have lied to us quite a lot.”

“None of this makes any sense at all. We’re not—we’re not sleeping children, are we?” Zada tore her gaze away from the wall to stare at the unassuming booklet. “Who wrote this?”

“Let’s see,” Daphne flipped to the end of the booklet. “This says it’s the property of a public library in . . . Ohio? Isn’t Ohio unlivable?”

“Do you think the sisters believe this?” Zada wondered. “They can’t possibly. They’re citizens of New Ionia too.”

“But they don’t participate in Heartsong,” Daphne pointed out. “Not to mention the secret underground library that we’re standing in. Having possession of even one of these books is grounds for Extrication. Why would they keep these here unless they believe it’s the truth?”

“They seemed so normal,” said Zada. There was a brief pause.

“No, they didn’t,” said Daphne. “Sister Patience drives like she’s trying to achieve warp speed.”

Despite the circumstances and her growing headache, Zada smiled.

“I am never getting in a suncart with her again,” Zada said. “Why don’t we—”

A click sounded behind them. The door to the secret room was opening again. Daphne stilled, then her eyes went wide. She ducked behind a shelf, gesturing for Zada to follow.

“—couldn’t have found it,” Sister Justice was saying. “Really, what are the—”

With a creak, the door swung open. From her vantage point behind the shelf, Zada could see Sister Justice and Sister Patience, their movements tight and jerky with—worry? Anger?

Zada didn’t think. She didn’t assess the risks or the possible consequences or even the rudeness of interrupting a nun. She felt dizzy with revelations, almost drunk from the series of mental somersaults brought on by these strange books.

Before Daphne could hold her back, Zada bolted out from behind the bookcase.

“What the hell is going on here?” she demanded.






Chapter FifteenIn Which Zada and Daphne Learn What the Hell Is Going On


Zada,” Daphne hissed, hurrying over to join her. “What are you doing?” She moved to stand in front of Zada, her shoulders tense. Daphne reached behind her to find Zada’s hand.

“We won’t hurt you,” said Sister Justice, their gaze lingering on Daphne briefly. “For one thing, we’re unarmed.”

“For another thing, we’re nuns,” added Sister Patience.

Zada took a deep breath and focused on the feeling of Daphne’s palm pressed against hers.

“Really?” she made herself say. “Look around you. What is all of this? Kind of strange reading material for a bunch of nuns.”

“Not at all,” said Sister Justice levelly. “We collect and guard knowledge.”

“Is that what you call it?” said Zada, struggling to keep her voice steady. “All those books on New Ionia. The lies. Why would anyone publish books like that? What did we ever do to them?”

“Does everyone outside New Ionia think about us as—” Daphne turned to Zada.

“As sleeping children,” Zada filled in.

Sister Patience and Sister Justice had a short conversation that consisted entirely of moving their eyebrows.

“Most people outside New Ionia don’t think of us at all,” Sister Justice said finally. “They’re too busy living their lives.”

Zada nodded. This much, at least, made sense. Those not lucky enough to be born into the blessings of New Ionia surely had more pressing concerns.

“Now it’s my turn to ask questions. What were you doing in here?” said Sister Patience. “And don’t try to tell me you wandered in by accident. This library is off-limits for a reason.”

“It shouldn’t exist at all!” Zada clapped a hand over her mouth, horrified at her outburst. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have raised my voice. I’m just—” She stopped herself. No, she wasn’t sorry. She came here for answers, and she was going to get them, one way or another. Squaring her shoulders, she said, “You know something about the Heartsong program.”

“Now why would you say a thing like that?” Sister Justice said.

“You have a secret library full of curated books,” Daphne snapped. “If we report you—”

The threat hung in the air.

“Now you’ve done it,” Sister Patience sighed. “Fine. What would you like to know?”

“Is Ohio really a desert?” Daphne asked. “The empty bowl of the nation?”

“Parts of Ohio are pretty used up,” said Sister Patience. “But they’ve made real progress restoring the land in the last five to ten years.”

“Are we really going to do this?” said Zada. “Stand here asking questions as if it’s all perfectly—”

“Nothing wrong with questions,” said Sister Justice. “Otherwise, how do we ever hope to find answers?”

Zada swallowed. “Is something wrong with Heartsong?”

“Yes,” said Sister Patience immediately.

“They’re not really connecting us to our true loves?” Zada pressed.

“Even when program did its best,” said Sister Justice, “honestly, I never saw evidence that people were happier with their supposed matches. And of course, things went by the wayside pretty quickly.”

“How could Heartsong get it so wrong?” Zada made herself say. “The Core is fed directly from the Founders’ wisdom.”

“The Core is the problem,” said Sister Patience. Sister Justice exchanged a look with her. “No, sorry, it is,” Sister Patience continued. “There’s no point sheltering them from it if they’re seeking the truth. Even if you believe all that hogwash about the Founders knowing best—”

Zada felt her eyes go wide. The first word that came to her was an old one, an archaic term for something that no longer existed. Sacrilege.

“—someone has rotted it from the inside out,” finished Sister Patience. “Looking purely at the output, at who benefits from the Core’s judgments, it’s damn clear. At this point, all it’s doing is giving more power to the powerful.”

“How can you even say—” Zada broke off. The thought of standing there stringing together questions as the nuns freely blasphemed suddenly felt sickening, absurd.

Daphne squeezed Zada’s shoulder. “That’s what we found when we went digging through the data, didn’t we?” she said. “The best predictor of a Heartsong match is money and clout. And that was thousands of people.”

“Fascinating,” said Sister Patience. “I don’t suppose we could have a look—”

Zada shook her head, almost convulsively.

“Fair enough,” said Sister Patience into the silence.

“C’mon, Zades,” said Daphne. “Data doesn’t lie.”

“Data lies all the time,” Zada fired back. “It’s like you never took a day of statistics.”

Another shoulder squeeze from Daphne. Zada moved instinctively into it, craving the comfort of their carefree school days. If only they were still children, she thought. If only they had no more pressing worries than passing their classes and executing Daphne’s latest shenanigans, and there was no need to be sucked in by the gravity of questions so much larger than themselves.

“What would you say happened to the Core, Zada?” said Daphne softly. “You’re smart. How can you make this make sense in your head?”

“I can’t,” said Zada. “That doesn’t mean they’re right.”

“By all means, search for other answers,” said Sister Patience.

Zada traced her eyes from the wall to the floor. It really did appear to be trash all the way down.

“You know there’s nowhere else we could go,” she said. “Not really. Nobody else would tolerate us raising the issue in the first place.”

“Is that the sign of a healthy society?” said Sister Justice. “What are they afraid of?”

Zada looked away from the splotches of old bottles and the smashed corners of plastic packaging, back toward the shelves groaning under the weight of thousands of illegal books.

“They’re afraid of this,” she said. “Someone feeding the embers of resentment or regret, holding on to what’s been curated away—”

“Why hold on to them at all?” said Daphne. “It’s a terrible risk.”

“Someone needs to remember,” said Sister Justice. “Someone needs to track what’s been taken from you, so that when the current regime falls, there’s some way to restore at least part of it. Do you know what a thin slice it is that you’re still allowed to read? Something like ninety-eight percent of all titles have been curated out of your hands, did you know that?”

Zada glanced sidelong at Daphne, who looked as rattled as Zada felt. It couldn’t possibly be true, could it? Zada thought of every respectable book she’d ever opened, at the tidy row of files awaiting download at the library. If all of the approved volumes were such a tiny percentage of what was out there, how could every single book in such a vast expanse be a clear and present threat to the city?

As if reading Zada’s mind, Sister Justice went on. “Do you really think all of those books could be that dangerous to you?” Their voice was beginning to shake. “They’re so powerful, but you’re right, Zada, they are terrified of this. They’re terrified of you. They’re terrified you could get an idea, any idea they don’t like. On some level, they know that’s all it would take to bring them toppling down. And they will do anything to stop it.”

“Hey,” said Sister Patience soothingly to Sister Justice. “It’s okay.”

“What in the world is in these books?” said Daphne. She sounded awestruck.

“Stories and research,” said Sister Justice. “People with lives different from theirs, from yours. Sometimes people with lives pretty similar to yours but different thoughts. The seeds to understanding some glimpse of them.”

Zada closed her eyes. The problem was that this didn’t sound so bad. How could reading a book truly change her mind? For one deranged moment, she almost wanted to ask to borrow one, as if this was an ordinary library. She shook her head again.

“How many of the sisters here know about your secret collection?” Zada got out at last.

“Maybe a quarter,” said Sister Patience. “We watch the novices for years before we decide if they can be trusted with all of it. Plenty of them never know.”

If she could be believed, that meant most of the nuns were innocent. Zada was unsure what to do with that.

“What’s missing?” said Daphne suddenly. “What were you looking for earlier?”

“The price of salt,” said Sister Justice.

Zada blinked. “How do you lose—”

Sister Patience’s mouth ticked up at one side, almost a smile. “It’s a book,” she said. “About loving someone even when your entire world is telling you not to.”

Zada felt her face heat. “We should go,” she said.

Sister Patience clapped her hands together. “Right, well, before you do. We need your word that you won’t inform on us.”

“We won’t,” said Daphne.

It was obviously the smart thing to say, alone with the nuns in their basement.

“We’d like to hear it from Zada as well,” said Sister Justice.

Zada felt her teeth seize the inside of her lip, then release it.

“We won’t,” said Daphne again. “I swear to you. I have too many questions, and Zada is too kind to place the blame on that many people, especially when so many of them aren’t even involved.”

Zada thought of the foyer of the community center, the sisters bustling about. She knew what she ought to say to the authorities, the proof she ought to log, the report she ought to file. If the majority of the nuns genuinely had no idea what was lurking in their basement—bringing the might of New Ionian security down on their backs did seem almost monstrous.

Still, kind sat uneasily on her shoulders. Was she good-hearted, or simply a coward?

“We won’t tell anyone,” said Zada. “Unless we think you pose a danger to New Ionia.”

“I’ll take it,” said Sister Justice. “Thank you.”

“Now I must insist that you allow me to walk you out. We do have some urgent business to attend to,” Sister Patience said.

“Feel free to come back later with any more questions you might have,” said Sister Justice. “We have a lot of lace, so you’ve got a lot of excuses.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” said Daphne. She held out her arm to Zada. “Shall we?”

The sisters led them back up the sloping hallways and out of the community center into the blistering sunshine.

“Take care now,” Sister Patience called.

Out of habit, Zada smiled politely. “You, too.”
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Daphne blew a breath of air out of her mouth slowly. “Where to now?” she said.

“Somewhere we can think,” Zada said.

“Dangerous,” said Daphne.

Zada pressed her lips together as she considered their options. “Contemplation Park?” she said at last.

“Huh,” said Daphne. “A bit on the nose to do our thinking there, but—”

“It’s so on the nose, it may be up the sinus cavity,” Zada agreed. “But it should be quiet in the middle of the day. Nobody to overhear—uh, whatever there might be to overhear.” Maybe the carefully cultivated natural beauty would serve as a reminder of the gifts of New Ionia, she thought. Not that the reminder was strictly needed, of course.

They were silent in the hyper-carriage, silent on the sidewalk, silent as they strolled under the arch dripping with lush ivy. Zada almost wished Daphne would say something shocking, something provocative, if for no other reason than to break the tension. But Daphne said nothing, just gazed at the greenery pruned into amusing shapes as if she’d never seen it before. They’d been right about this much: Nobody else was out admiring the gardens at this hour. There were no passersby to watch for, no couples keeping up a steady murmur of conversation. Nothing but the two of them, and the weight of Zada’s thoughts.

Finally, Zada cleared her throat. “What I’m stuck on,” she said at last, “is the book claiming it was published in Chicago. Even if that part of the land is making progress, who dragged a printing press out into the water and muck? And why would they hate us so much to even bother? Could they be so jealous?”

“Of what?” said Daphne. “The books we’re not allowed to read? The music we’re not allowed to play? We’re doing all of this in the first place because we believed something was wrong! This system, this world that says you, Zada, have to marry the literal embodiment of unseasoned oatmeal, and be grateful for it—you came to me because you knew it shouldn’t be that way!”

“To assume that just because I can’t drag up proper feelings for Buford means that we have to—to throw out the entire city—” Zada shook her head. “Either New Ionia is basically good, or else a million people are wasting their lives for nothing; do you realize how that sounds?”

“It sounds like maybe they should know,” said Daphne, “and decide what to do for themselves.” She waved her free hand. “You’re so scared of breaking the rules, you won’t even admit to yourself how miserable they make you.”

“I’m not miserable,” said Zada, face warming.

“You forget that I’ve seen you happy,” countered Daphne. “Night and day.”

Zada swallowed, trying to think of something, anything to say. Daphne’s dark eyes were fixed on her face and her mind was blank.

“Do you really trust everything we’ve ever been taught?” said Daphne. “Do you really think every professor said nothing but the truth? Why are we trusting the two percent of books we’re allowed to see if there’s another ninety-eight percent out there?”

The phrase heavy social coercion sang in Zada’s head over and over.

“If we can believe the nuns,” said Zada slowly, “then that is an awful lot of books.”

“Right?” said Daphne. “And we can believe our eyes, right? All those shelves were packed with something.”

“Written by people who have never even been here,” said Zada. “They don’t know us. They don’t know the good that comes of how we live.”

“If the system is mostly good,” said Daphne, “then it will survive us taking a look at it, right?”

“Is that what you want to do?” Zada said. “Take a look at it?”

“I don’t know,” said Daphne. “The stakes are so much higher than—anything we ever did in school. Dyeing Professor Lawerence’s toupee green. Hacking the VR system so that Helper Hugh only spoke in riddles.”

“There must be a way,” said Zada slowly, “to prove that it’s not how it all looks. That the Core is basically correct, and that Heartsong pairs people with their match most of the time.”

“But not all of the time,” said Daphne.

“Right.”

“Then it’s like you always used to say, right? We need more data.”

“I didn’t say it that much,” Zada protested.

“Constantly,” said Daphne. “It was your catchphrase.”

Zada wasn’t sure she liked the idea of having a catchphrase, of being so easy to know and predict. Oh, don’t mind her, that’s just Zada. But Daphne didn’t sound at all contemptuous. Daphne was smiling at a small clump of zinnias like they were a prized and lovely secret. It was a very particular look, one Zada hadn’t seen lately. She missed it, she realized.

Daphne turned. She’d caught Zada looking and looking for much too long. “What?”

“What?” Zada countered.

Daphne grinned. “What?” she said again, knocking their shoulders together. The sun, refracted through the dome, had sunk low enough to illuminate Daphne from behind, as if she was giving off a warm, steady glow. And even though looking at Daphne’s smile eased something in Zada’s chest, she was suddenly conscious of a pain there, too. It was everything Zada had been too afraid to admit that she had been missing; Daphne was there and grinning and talking to Zada like they were old friends again, but Zada wanted to be closer somehow. It made no sense; they were already touching, but Zada was still left craving, left with a powerful urge to close the gap between them, to make Daphne smile again and again.

The longing burned, a feeling so sharp and distinct it was as if Zada’s very soul itself had been—well.

“I am half agony, half hope,” Austen had written, and that wasn’t even true in Zada’s case, because if Daphne loved Flora then Zada’s true Heartsong match had to be someone else, some other person, and there was no reason to harbor even half a hope that all would be well. The agony was coming through with some clarity, and yet in this moment there was still nowhere else Zada would have rather been but standing in the tranquil garden surrounded by extravagant flowers, squinting through the sunshine at her friend’s even brighter smile. Trying desperately to think of something, anything to say because Daphne was still waiting.

“Mozelle Drogace,” said Zada finally.

Daphne raised her eyebrows. “Can you give me a verb, too, please?”

“The Heartsong administrator,” said Zada. “If we can find some way to get our hands on what she knows, then we can see once and for all what’s going on here. She’d have access to every match and all related info. If anyone’s match has been changed, has been overwritten or edited, she’d have that in her files. And if that’s been altered on any significant scale, we’ll know the Core’s been compromised, too. If it hasn’t, then we’ll know it’s probably safe,” she added in a rush. “We’d just need a way to get past her security long enough to make a clone of her SmartGem.”

“We wouldn’t even have to steal it,” Daphne agreed. “Look at you, talking like an outlaw, I really am the worst of influences.”

“Don’t sound so proud,” said Zada.

“So,” said Daphne with relish, “we break into her house. We smash a window, maybe two, and—”

“This again? What do you have against windows?” said Zada. “And no, I was thinking our best chance of getting close without getting noticed would be a big celebration. What do you suppose are the chances that Mozelle is holding some sort of party for the Centennial?”

“Holy shit,” Daphne said, reaching for her SmartGem. “Let me just check her calendar on the feed.” She fiddled with the stone on her ring until it brought up a glowing, hovering screen of Mozelle’s list of public appearances. She scrolled downward. “Well, what do you know?” Daphne crowed. “A masquerade ball at her estate. This is perfect! Masquerades are the one time everyone’s allowed to flirt with someone besides their match. They’ll be way too busy to notice our little mission.”

“It’s in a week,” said Zada. Her mind was already frantically listing out all the things they would need to do leading up to the dance. “We’ll have a lot to do to prepare. It’ll be tight.”

“We’ll pull it off with our usual boundless style and charm,” said Daphne.

“We’d have to do it all at the ball,” Zada warned her. “I can copy her Gem, but if we try to open the copy off her grounds, it’ll trigger a lengthy security protocol. We’d lose too much time.”

“It’s a ball,” said Daphne breezily. “There’ll be plenty of hidden little alcoves we can use. You really are a genius, Zades.”

She pulled Zada into a quick hug. Zada leaned into it, her face flushing at the close contact, and thought, clearly and distinctly, oh no.






Chapter SixteenIn Which an Illegal Concert Is Attended


Honestly,” said Zada, “joining the Sisters of Perpetual Reflection is sounding better and better each day.”

They were in the attic at the Fallow estate, a surprisingly low-ceilinged and musty space, sifting through various piles of antiques in the hopes of assembling some costumes that would, with any luck, remain unrecognizable to the rest of the ball-going public. So far, they hadn’t found anything useful.

Daphne looked up from the sword cane she’d just unearthed from beneath a rocking chair and frowned.

“I didn’t realize you had such a penchant for hoarding curated books.”

“I don’t,” Zada said, “but maybe entering the order would be less of a headache than all of this.” Zada had been reluctant to make the climb to the attic in the first place. Something about poking around the Fallows’ ancestral artifacts made her nervous. She kept half expecting Daphne to come face-to-face with some terrible reminder of Iphigenia Fallow, her missing mother.

But Daphne only said, “Don’t even joke about that, Zades. What a waste.”

“Would it really be, though?” said Zada, cracking open an ancient trunk blanketed in dust bunnies. “I’m fairly confident Buford would be better off without me.”

“I’m not talking about your Heartsong match,” said Daphne. “I meant that the triple cello isn’t allowed in the Order, right? It’d be a shame for you to lose that. The whole world should get to hear you play in an orchestra.”

“True,” said Zada.

Daphne bent down to join her in scrutinizing the contents of the trunk.

“Check out this suit!” Daphne said, pushing aside a voluminous gold-colored dress to unearth a black jacket and trousers. The resulting outfit was of a cut so old as to almost be new again, a loose, flowing quality to the fabric except for a set of fearsome shoulder pads. She slipped on the jacket and spun around. “What do you think?”

The pinstriped fabric and wide lapels were unlike anything Zada had seen except for fuzzy stills from history class: something about the bootleggers who had been the scourge of Prohibition and punished accordingly. It looked good, or rather, Daphne made it look good.

“It’ll do,” said Zada.

Daphne ran to the ancient, cloudy mirror and winked at her reflection. “It most certainly will. Look at my shoulders! And to think you didn’t even want us to snoop around up here!”

“It wasn’t that,” said Zada.

Daphne twisted in the mirror. “What was it, then?”

“So it’s not—you’re all right being up here, then?” Zada asked, hesitant.

“What do you mean?” Daphne turned back to face her.

Zada sighed. “I don’t—I’m not trying to—”

“Ah,” said Daphne. “You’re worried being among my family’s old things will bring me face-to-face with the ghost of my mother?”

“Well,” said Zada. “Yes.”

“Not to worry.” Daphne slid off the jacket. “This entire floor is free of any trace of her. I know, I checked many times. It must have all gone straight down the incinerator.”

There was nothing surprising about that. It was standard practice with people who were Extricated. But Zada still said, “I’m sorry, Daphne.”

Daphne picked her way over to an old wooden wardrobe and threw open the doors.

“I just wish I had more memories of her,” she said quietly. “Even a vicious fight or something. But I can’t recall her ever laying down the law or getting into an argument. When I remember her, I think of her smiling out the window, tears streaming down her face. She didn’t seem to even notice she was crying. I used to think she was just an unusually peaceful person, but when I got older, I realized—”

“Counseling?” Zada guessed.

Daphne nodded, her focus on the tangle of garments in the wardrobe. She picked out an elegant green cloak, scrutinized it, then put it back.

“It wasn’t really her, I don’t think,” she said finally. “It was just a side effect of being Counseled.” She sighed. “All I really know about her is her worst mistake.”

“She must’ve been more than that.”

“No way to know now,” said Daphne softly. “Here, try this on.” She spun around holding an old-fashioned frock coat, dispelling the quiet moment as quickly as she’d conjured it.

The coat was exquisitely embroidered in greens and blues with magnificent draping sleeves.

“I don’t know,” said Zada. “It looks like something a pirate might wear.”

“Then be a pirate!” Daphne shot her a wicked grin. “A big floppy pirate hat would be the perfect place to hide your SmartGem cloner, wouldn’t it?”

“I’m not carrying the cloner around on my head.”

“Just imagine, Zada. All you’d need is a hat, some hoop earrings, a pair of dashing pantaloons, and a touch of makeup, and we’re golden. Oh, and a pair of smart boots wouldn’t hurt.”

“And where are we meant to get the rest of these things?” Still, Zada came over and shrugged on the coat. It fit comfortably enough.

“Come look in the mirror,” said Daphne. “You must see this. The color brings out your eyes.”

“If muddy dishwater even deserves to be brought out,” Zada muttered, maneuvering around a stack of old portraits to the looking glass.

“Strongly disagree. Your eyes are the color of a stormy sea, the kind of sea that sailors used to warn each other about. Your eyes are like an ocean about to wreck some shit.”

Zada willed away the blush rising on her cheeks. All of Buford’s quoted poetry paled in comparison to Daphne saying her eyes were shit-wrecking.

“They’re nothing like yours,” said Zada, trying to keep her voice light. “That deep brown. It’s so dramatic. Compared to that—”

“Of course your eyes are nothing like mine. They’re in your face,” said Daphne. “And frankly, I don’t see why we can’t both be dazzling. It’s not a contest.”

Daphne held out a hand as Zada climbed over the last of the boxes, her gaze on the floor to make sure she didn’t step on a piece of inherited china and crush a delicate saucer like a crunchy leaf. Zada took her hand, and Daphne hummed a snatch of waltz.

“Remember, don’t watch your feet,” Daphne said, echoing Zada’s advice from so many years ago. A smile pulled at her lips.

“Ha,” said Zada. Then she regarded her reflection. The coat, which she had been worried would look silly, rested on her frame with a casual elegance. “I do look rather dashing,” she admitted.

“You do at that,” said Daphne, hooking her chin on Zada’s shoulder, the way she did so often at school.

Daphne’s dark hair, Zada’s light hair. Daphne’s tall frame, Zada’s shorter stature. Zada remembered the clerk at the florist shop, how he assumed Daphne and Zada were together. She wished it didn’t feel so good, to know that a stranger could look at the two of them and see a world in which Daphne might return these feelings Zada had bubbling up from within.

“You really do need a hat,” Daphne said. “You could bundle all your hair up in it. I thought I saw—” Daphne retraced her steps to a haphazard stack of hatboxes. “It’s in here somewhere.” She began to rummage, shucking lid from box with wild abandon.

“Do you truly expect me to believe that one of your esteemed ancestors owned a pirate hat?”

“A tricorne,” said Daphne, without looking up from her search. “They were all the rage maybe twenty years ago. With the right accessories, it’ll look positively piratical—ha!” She reemerged, holding the hat aloft. “There you are! Try this on.”

The tricorne was black, trimmed with gold braid. Daphne gently set the hat on Zada’s head. Zada reached up to straighten it. Their fingers brushed for the briefest moment, but neither of them stepped away. Zada knew that she should, knew that the moment had already gone on too long, but Daphne wasn’t moving either.

“There,” said Daphne. “You’re the perfect scoundrel.” A corner of Daphne’s mouth quirked into a smile. Zada tracked the movement, tracked the delicate shape Daphne’s lips made. They were standing close enough that Zada saw the exact moment Daphne noticed where her gaze had gone, and this was a disaster, this was terrible, she needed to move away before she really did something stupid—

“Hey,” said Daphne, with almost shocking gentleness, one careful hand on Zada’s elbow, and improbably Daphne was leaning closer. Zada found herself following suit. Their faces were only inches apart. She wanted to kiss Daphne more than she wanted air, wanted to bury her hands in Daphne’s short hair—and then she remembered. Flora’s bracelet glittering in the dark of the bathroom drawer. Flora’s recent overnight stay here. Flora, the true object of Daphne’s affections.

Zada jerked away, shoving Daphne back in the process. Daphne staggered a half step, eyes wide, before she found her footing again.

What reason could there possibly be for Daphne’s behavior? Nothing was coming to mind. Was Daphne toying with her, or trying to exact her revenge for their falling-out? No, that wasn’t like her. Daphne had always been such a loyal friend. It stung to think that she might be less loyal as a lover.

“Sorry,” said Daphne into the ringing silence. “That was—I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Zada heard herself say thinly. “Just—don’t do it again. I’m not—” Her. Flora. The one you’re in love with. She couldn’t make herself finish the sentence.

Daphne nodded. She did look properly regretful, at least. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I would never—”

“I know,” said Zada. It came out sharper than she’d intended. “Can we stop talking about this? I’d rather pretend it didn’t happen.”

Her harsh words hung in the air like the reek of mothballs.

Daphne scrubbed a hand over her face. “I think the stress is getting to us.”

“Yes,” Zada said, grateful for the cover. “There’s just so much left to do. And I feel as if every answer we find only leads to even more questions. I’m like a can of rose cola that’s been shaken until it’s about to burst.”

“We need some release,” Daphne agreed.

The word sparked a memory, of frowning down at one of the books the sisters had been hoarding: with only the occasional underground grotto rock concert for release . . .

“Do you think,” said Zada slowly, “that if we went to one of those—to a grotto rock show—we could get some sense of how the dissenters feel? Beyond just the nuns, I mean. If we’re looking at this from all angles, it might be helpful to gather whatever on-the-ground intel we can.”

“Plus, we could blow off some steam,” said Daphne. “Underground concerts are good for that.”

It shouldn’t have been surprising. The only thing Daphne loved more than listening to grotto rock was breaking rules, but Zada still had to blink a few times.

“You’ve been?” Zada asked, as casually as she could.

“A few times,” said Daphne with a shrug. “I came for the rock, not the rhetoric. But if we did go, we could definitely ask around. There’s a big show the night before the ball, actually.”

Now that the idea was out there, Zada could feel the doubts rushing in. “I have nothing to wear.”

“There’s no uniform,” Daphne said. “It’s a concert, Zades.”

“It’s too risky.”

“But it might be worth it.” Daphne snagged a pair of floppy black boots from under an out-of-commission pipe organ. “Here, try these on. Could work with your pirate look.”

Zada awkwardly balanced on one foot and then the other, determinedly ignoring Daphne’s offer of a supportive hand as she squeezed into the boots. They were far too small. Her toes pinched horribly.

“They don’t fit,” she said, yanking one boot off. It hit the floor with a satisfying thump. She reached for the other boot, almost tipping over. Daphne held out a hand again, and after a moment’s hesitation, Zada reluctantly took it. “And anyway, I wouldn’t belong at a grotto rock show.”

“Zada,” said Daphne. “Those are all excuses. Do you want to go? If you don’t want to, then we don’t have to.” She gave Zada’s hand a gentle squeeze. “It’s your call.”

Did Zada want to go? Did she want to be the kind of girl who attended illegal concerts with people like Daphne? Someone dangerous and fascinating, with secrets nobody in her social studies class could ever have even dreamed of?

Of course she wanted that. Who wouldn’t? Well, plenty of people. Plenty of people spent their lives striving to be better partners, better workers, better citizens. It was shameful to want something else, something more.

But surely if there were rumors on the ground about the Core’s possible malfunctioning, their best hope of hearing them would be among those already most likely to rebel.

And, her mind added treacherously, it was the music Daphne loved. Zada thought back to the transported look on Daphne’s face years ago when she’d stare enthralled at the motion graffiti beneath the bridge. She wanted to see that look on Daphne’s face again, even if she didn’t deserve to. Even if that look would never be directed at her. Wanting felt dangerous, but perhaps just for today, it would be all right if she took that risk.

Daphne had bent to survey another pair of boots. “What about these?”

Zada reached for Daphne’s outstretched hand. Balancing on one foot and then the other, she pulled on the boots.

“I want to go,” Zada said at last with more courage than she felt. “I’ve been hearing you wax poetic about these songs for how many years? I might as well see what all the fuss is about.”

“Fuss is one word for it,” said Daphne. “How are the boots?”

They fit perfectly. Zada almost laughed.
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By day, they plotted their upcoming evening at the masquerade. Getting in was a simple matter of hacking the guest list, but the range on Zada’s clone-scanner was such that copying Mozelle’s data would require Zada to get and stay quite close to Mozelle for at least five minutes. Daphne had promised to create a distraction, and with any luck, it would allow Zada to slip in unnoticed.

By night, Zada practiced her triple cello. At first, she felt terribly self-conscious. What if Daphne happened to go out into the hallway and overhear her? But Daphne had never shown the slightest interest in any music that wasn’t written to be played at top volume, she reassured herself. It was perfectly safe.

Zada was still working on the same piece, the one about Daphne. The newest part was turning out sweet and hesitant and so openly romantic that she knew she could never allow Daphne to hear it. Zada woke up every morning with secret songs playing in the back of her mind.
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“There’s no need to worry,” said Daphne. She and Zada checked their reflections side-by-side in the ornate full-length mirror in the corner of Daphne’s room. “It’s just a concert.”

The glass was long but not wide, and it brought them close enough that their shoulders were brushing. Zada was determined not to say anything about it if Daphne didn’t, and Daphne barely seemed to notice, intent on lining her eyes with a whole lot of black.

“What if we get caught?” Zada had to ask.

“We won’t be caught. I’ve been to plenty of these, and I’ll look out for you. Don’t worry.” Daphne drew another swoop of black across her eyelid with a perfectly steady hand.

Zada had never known Daphne to devote any time or energy to cosmetics. They’d studied makeup at Dalrymple, of course. Their third-year health class had included two weeks during which the boys and girls were separated from each other, and the girls had received extensive training in all forms of self-beautification.

The three nonbinary students in their year had been put into independent study. Occasionally, a student would joke about getting themselves registered as nonbinary to avoid the cosmetics class and whatever the boys were doing. But achieving the official designation required endless paperwork that could only be completed at City Hall—not to mention the mandatory meeting with a five-person panel of school administrators who were tasked with evaluating each application and granting exemptions to the more gendered tasks.

One first-year had been nervous to the point of nausea about their evaluation, and now all of the nonbinary students were given a cup of calming ginger tea beforehand. Venetia Collingwood had tried to object to the measure, arguing it was special treatment, to which Daphne had declared, “Someone had better ask if there’s extra tea, because hearing Venetia’s voice is turning my stomach.”

The teacher had assigned Daphne an extra essay for her rudeness, but Aubrey Audelay had turned to give Daphne one of their rare sunny smiles. Later that evening, Zada had offered to help Daphne strike a tone for the essay that was just sarcastic enough to sting, but not quite enough to be detectable by anyone with the power to issue a second punishment.

That had been the beginning, when Daphne had gone from a pleasant acquaintance to someone who could pull a good mood out of Zada like a magician retrieving a dove from a hat. And that had certainly come in handy during the beautification unit.

As if reading her mind, Daphne glanced up from her eyeliner to say, “Do you remember third-year health?”

“‘Cosmetics aren’t about attraction,’” Zada parroted, “‘they’re about—’”

“‘Putting your best foot forward, so your soulmate knows they have someone they can be proud of,’” Daphne and Zada finished together.

“Ugh,” Daphne said with feeling.

Zada shuddered. “The only class where I’ve ever lost points because of my brows.”

In her mind, she could still hear Mrs. Willis snapping “Please give your future spouse something soft and sweet to look at every day, don’t force them to put up with that” in a tone that made the frantic, discordant strings of Rite of Spring sound like the softest lullaby.

“The only class? Can’t say the same for me,” Daphne replied breezily. “My recitation teacher wanted to fail me for delivering the Founders speech with one eyebrow cocked.”

“I remember that. How did you ever pass?”

Daphne grimaced. “Grandfather reminded the school of his most recent donations, and suddenly that fifty-five percent looked a lot more like an eighty-five.”

“Ah. Convenient.”

Daphne gently bumped their shoulders together. “I know it wasn’t fair. My grandfather just couldn’t stand for a Fallow to receive a failing grade. Never mind that perhaps I deserved it.”

“Or perhaps your teacher shouldn’t have graded you on the state of your eyebrows.”

“Perhaps we shouldn’t have been graded on our appearances at all.”

“Yes, I suppose—” Zada turned toward Daphne, any reply evaporating when saw her. Daphne’s dark brown eyes seemed even darker than usual, and the eyeliner gave her an unfamiliar, dangerous edge. There was nothing soft or sweet about her appearance, but Zada could barely look away.

One of Daphne’s hands drifted toward her eyes. “What? Is it crooked?”

“Not to worry,” said Zada. “It’s perfect.”
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They took a hyper-carriage several miles away from the fashionable part of the city. When they reached a dimly lit street lined with abandoned factories, Daphne jumped out of the cab and offered Zada a hand down.

“It’s here?” said Zada, surveying the row of neglected buildings.

Daphne shook her head. “We’re walking the rest of the way,” she said. “It’s a nice night.”

It wasn’t, not really. Clouds blotted out the darkening sky above the biodome and the air was stifling. But with the sun down, at least there was no need for shade. Zada suspected something else was up.

Sure enough, once the hyper-carriage was out of earshot, Daphne added, “There’s a rumor that the carriages log all of your comings and goings, and the city government has access to the data.”

Despite their reputation for discretion, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that hyper-carriages might record travel data. You hailed a hyper-carriage via your SmartGem or, if you were on the street, by flagging one down and allowing its sensors to scan your face and charge the credit account linked to your facial ID. The thought made her uneasy. Of course, as any decent law-abiding citizen would say, there was no reason to fear such measures if you were not doing anything wrong.

But she and Daphne were doing something wrong. If anyone else found out where they were headed, they risked censure and a fine. And that was the best-case scenario. If anyone guessed their true motives in attending, if anyone guessed that they were digging into the accuracy of Heartsong—

“Everything okay?” said Daphne. “You’re being quieter than usual.”

“Should we be wearing disguises?” Zada asked. “Masks, perhaps, like at the costume ball. Everyone at the show tonight will see our faces—”

“Sure,” said Daphne, “but we’ll see their faces, too. This thing works because we’re all taking a risk to be there, every one of us.”

“I don’t know how I feel about putting my trust in strangers,” said Zada.

“It’s worth it,” said Daphne. She grinned at Zada. “And they’re not strangers. They’re fellow grotto rock enthusiasts. It’s everyone else outside the grotto you have to worry about.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever look at the hyper-carriage horses the same way again.”

“They’re creepy, right?”

Zada’s first instinct was to deny it. Sharing her data, sharing her every thought and feeling with the Core was an everyday part of life. It was supposed to be for the good of New Ionia; you only had something to fear if you had something to hide. But she and Daphne had something to hide now, and so she had something to fear.

When Zada said, “Yeah, it is creepy,” she felt a pressure lift from her chest just the slightest bit.
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Gradually, she became aware of the sound of running water. They’d reached the not-so-new New Pemberley Park, now gone to seed. The thickets of weeds and vines appeared to be fighting a winning battle with long stone benches and towering fountains. Across the distressingly soggy footbridge and through a glade, a small group of people were clustering around the mound of stone that demarcated the park’s carefully constructed artificial cave.

“The location changes nearly every time,” Daphne explained in an undertone. “They can’t afford a pattern.”

As they neared the cave, she couldn’t help studying the faces of her fellow concertgoers. Who were these people? What united them in taking on this danger? And was that Aubrey Audelay by the fire, balancing a large drum over the arm of their mechanized chair?

“Oh,” said Daphne, “looks like the music’s starting soon. Let’s get a good spot!”

Zada followed Daphne down to the cave, and then up over a jury-rigged ramp that looked at least more stable than the bridge.

When she reached the entrance, she gasped. Someone had lined the artfully rough stone walls with mirrors and lit candelabras. The fire flickered orange, reflected over and over on the glass behind it. Everything glittered, like a stolen diamond.

“—mirrors are so hopefully nobody gets too claustrophobic,” Daphne was saying. “They try to keep these open to all. That’s why we built that slope on the way in. Used to be a set of slippery little stairs.”

They found a spot close to the makeshift stage. Zada watched the musicians set up and hastily tune their instruments. Aubrey Audelay handled the drums and cymbals with the love and care of a parent carrying a newborn infant, and then rolled their chair behind the drum set, pulling a pair of sticks from their pocket and giving the snare a few experimental raps.

“Are they in the band?” asked Zada.

“They stepped in when their previous drummer had a baby,” said Daphne. “It’s common for people to leave when they have children. They get too scared to risk Extrication. Nobody wants to be separated like that.” Even in the sputtering, leaping light, Zada could see the brief shadow that crossed her friend’s face. “Anyway, Aubrey’s aces at the drums. I think they’ve got a lot of rage, you know?”

There was a mix of ages here, but most of the concertgoers were around her age or slightly older. A majority were likely university students. The crowd filtered in, everyone talking in hushed tones. The echoes were strange and wonderful, bouncing around the cave much like the shards of light.

Zada tried not to stare at how many people were touching each other. Casual arms around shoulders or waists, like it was the most natural thing in the world. It was as if no one here was worried about sparking their Heartsong. Perhaps it didn’t matter to the kind of people here. If you were willing to break the rules for an evening of raucous music, one more rule hardly mattered.

“Good evening,” said the person at the microphone, who wore charcoal-colored coveralls painted with silvery marks that resembled the motion graffiti beneath Daphne’s favorite footbridge. “We are Hope Springs Nocturnal, and this one goes out to all of you who see this world for what it is.”

Aubrey struck up a beat, and the band sprang into motion.

It was more—well, musical than Zada had expected. Even a casual listener could find a recognizable melody line, chords, bass, sometimes even a countermelody. She’d been prepared for the singer to scream their lungs out, had heard the whole genre dismissed as mere noise enough times to steel herself when the lyrics began.

But the vocals didn’t sound like noise. They hit exactly the notes they were trying for, just with a rougher edge than anything Zada was familiar with. They snarled, they howled—the emotions were all on display for anyone to hear, swelling to a positive crescendo, each feeling larger and more theatrical than the last. It should have been mortifying, akin to reading a stranger’s private diary. But instead it felt like the sharp, exhilarating moment of triumph that rushed through you after executing a school prank, like this song was something both the singer and the listener had pulled off together.

The singer brought the vintage mic close to their mouth, singing every word from the pit of their belly. Hearing each new note was a minor shock, and so was how many people joined in. The singing, imperfect and rough and honest, rose all around them.

“The lies that they scream just make us braver, so open your eyes . . .”

The way everyone here acted like old school friends, the way hands touched hands and shoulders brushed shoulders, was all starting to make perfect sense. Everyone was already reaching out with their voices. What was one more point of contact?

She turned to Daphne, in her moody, dark eye makeup, nodding her head to the lyrics. Daphne’s smile outshone the flames illuminating the grotto. If it weren’t for the ban on unlicensed music, slander against the government, and unlawful gatherings, Daphne could have this all of the time. It was a strange little thought, with nowhere to go in Zada’s head but around and around.

“So kiss my lips, and see nothing fall,” sang the vocalist. “No apocalypse, no ruin at all, and when the veil lifts, we answer the call . . .”

It was unquestionably treason, and it was impossibly foolish, and every word cut straight to Zada’s heart. She was crying, she realized. As she wiped away her tears, she looked back up at the makeshift stage and her eyes connected briefly with those of Aubrey Audelay, who nodded once and then refocused on the drums, delivering a blistering solo that sounded a little like percussion and a little like six thunderstorms expertly stacked on top of each other.

The song ended. “So, what did you—” Daphne started, but she broke off when she noticed the shininess of Zada’s eyes. “Zades, are you okay?”

“I’m good,” Zada managed. The band was tuning up for the next piece. Zada bounced on her heels. “I’m good, Daphne.”

“Oh.”

Like it was nothing, Daphne threw an arm around Zada’s shoulders, and Zada squeezed her hand. They stayed like that for the next ten songs. Zada closed her eyes, full of music and goodwill for her fellow concertgoers and a sudden, almost disorienting absence of fear.

“You know,” said Daphne into Zada’s ear when the set was over and the applause finally died down, “Aubrey might know something. They have their ear to the ground.”

“What?” Oh, right, the entire purpose of them coming in the first place. “Of course,” said Zada, and they snaked through the crowd to where Aubrey was still sitting at their drums, downing a bottle of water.

“Hey,” said Aubrey when they saw Daphne and Zada. “Zada, I have to admit you’re the last person I’d expect here, but I guess it makes sense.” They nodded to Daphne. “I’ve got another single for you if you want it. Rare. The guitar solo alone will knock your stockings off.”

Zada glanced between the two of them. “Black market recordings?” she guessed.

Aubrey went very still.

“No, no,” said Zada, “if it sounds anything like all of this, I’m very in favor.”

“She’s safe,” said Daphne, and Aubrey seemed to relax.

“It’s what funds our, uh, extracurriculars,” said Aubrey.

“Do you mean the concerts, or something else?” Daphne said. “Care to elaborate, Aubrey?”

Aubrey leveled a drumstick at her. “Full of questions tonight, you two. Why, what do you need? Rowan told me about what you tried to do for Aiden and Flora, by the way. Sorry it didn’t stick.”

“You know Rowan?” said Daphne, eyes wide.

“We’re friendly,” said Aubrey with a shrug.

“So,” said Zada, “how much does that single go for?”

Daphne stared at her. “Don’t worry,” Daphne said at last. “I can spot you.”

“I have access to the wedding funds,” Zada reminded her. “A little bit could go missing. Enough for a song or two, surely.” Zada could barely fathom the words coming out of her mouth, but she couldn’t deny that five minutes at a grotto rock concert had made her feel like a different person. “Besides,” she added, “I want to help. With all of it, I mean. Be of some actual use.”

“No need to break the bank,” said Aubrey. “You’re worth more than any hard cash you choose to contribute. If you’re really in it, I can put in a word to Rowan for you. The underground, such as it is.”

“We have an underground?” said Zada, looking to Daphne for confirmation.

“Don’t ask me,” said Daphne. “I really am usually just here for the music.”

“Seedlings,” Aubrey said, “but they’ll grow. There’s a lot more of us than anyone realizes. Next set is starting up in five. Talk to you after?”

“Sounds good,” said Zada.

“You sure changed your tune,” Daphne said in an undertone as they wound their way back to their spot by the cave mouth. “What happened?”

“I don’t think I can explain it,” said Zada, “but you were right about grotto rock.”
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The first song of Hope Springs Nocturnal’s next set was “Keep Calm and Panopticon.” It was an old classic, judging by how many in the crowd threw their fists in the air and sang along with their whole chests. Daphne held one hand over her heart like she was reciting the Founders Creed. Her whole body rocked with the music, seemingly involuntarily.

Zada was doing it again. She was staring too long at Daphne. She wrenched her gaze away, physically turning her head because she didn’t trust her eyes not to trail back to their target. That’s how she noticed him: at the edges of the throng of people, a man on his SmartGem. He was pulling up a map for some reason. It was schematics for the park, she realized. Zada took a few steps back and checked his shoes.

One of her mother’s most enduring complaints about the guard was that even when they were going undercover, they had a hard time giving up their city-issued smart boots. The man’s boots were thick-soled and very shiny.

Trying very hard to seem casual about it, Zada slipped farther back into the crush of people until she was standing next to the stranger. “Get in position,” he was saying.

Zada glanced around the cave, at all of these people defying the law for no other reason than to sing the songs they loved with other people who loved them. Face burning despite everything, Zada ran as hard as she could, threw her body at the stage, and grabbed the microphone from the stunned-looking singer.

“Everyone,” Zada panted, her amplified voice sounding strange and far too loud in the echoing stone chamber. “The city guards are on their way. We need to leave, now!”

“Lights!” someone yelled. A second later, the candles lining the walls were snuffed out, and the cave plunged into darkness.

The space filled with the rustle and rumble of people rushing out of the grotto and making their way out through the glade.

“Zada!” Daphne was calling her name, but Zada turned to the band members, who were methodically and quickly packing up their instruments. The guitarist fumbled for their case with shaky hands. Zada knelt down beside them, swiftly undid the latch of the case, and deposited the guitar safely inside.

“Thank you,” the guitarist said fervently, and then Aubrey was at Zada’s elbow.

“You need to go,” Aubrey said. “It was nice seeing you again, Zada.”

“What about you?” Zada said, glancing at the band.

“Don’t worry, they haven’t caught me yet. I’m fast,” they said, tapping the arm of their chair. “Get out of here.”

“Zada!” Daphne called again, her voice almost lost in the din. Zada leaped off the stage and ran for her friend, dodging elbows and feet, grasping Daphne by the shoulders as the crush of people pushed them out of the cave and into the night.

“Are you all right?” Zada fought to be heard over the commotion.

“I’m fine,” Daphne half yelled. “Just hang on to me.”

Thirty paces away, a blinding circle of bleached white light lurched onto the crowd. A short-range ship flying overhead had a spotlight trained on the pandemonium below.

Zada stared at the concertgoers caught in the light, their faces illuminated with a ghostly glow as others scattered into the shadows. “Don’t stop!” she screamed at them.

“Guard ships have facial recognition. It’s too late for them,” Daphne said into Zada’s ear. “We need to run. Head for the building over that hill.”

Ducking and weaving, they sprinted through the darkness. Zada’s lungs burned. Her legs ached. The toe of her shoe caught at a root, and it was only Daphne’s arm around her waist that kept her on her feet. Another circle of light swung into view, so close that Zada could feel the heat of the beam on the side of her face. She pulled Daphne in the opposite direction just in time, and together they ran for the half-caved-in structure at the bottom of the hill.

Finally, they slid across the slick wet grass into the building. It looked almost like a tower from a fairy tale, knocked crooked as if toppled by one powerful blow from a giant. They ducked down by the wall beneath a gaping window, the glass broken out of it like a mouthful of cracked teeth.

Zada was breathing hard. She could hear her heartbeat in her ears. The room glowed with a gentle blue light, and it took her a second of hard blinking to realize it came from the walls, which were inset with smooth glass like her fish tank back home. From the other side, a set of luminous eyes blinked back at her and then there was a flash of scales. It was an aquarium, she realized, the totally enclosed and self-sustaining kind favored by busy professionals and eccentrics too scattered to maintain a staff.

The cries and screams of the crowd, the hum of the ships overhead, the eye-searing lights all felt very distant now, like a story that had happened to someone else. The hammering in Zada’s chest said otherwise. She took another shaky breath and studied the tank.

The fish had been genetically modified to resemble extinct species. Zada caught sight of one done up to look like an anglerfish, as well as a few styled like miniature dolphins and narwhals.

“What was that?” whispered Daphne, with feeling.

“I think we’re in a folly,” said Zada just as quietly. “One with an aquatic theme. You know, they were in fashion seventy years ago. Build something on your property leaning into the grandeur and weirdness of the grounds. Pre-ruins, if you will. I heard, in the original follies back in the 1700s, aristocrats would hire hermits to—”

“No,” Daphne snapped. “What was that, back there? Grabbing the mic and telling the whole damn world where you were.”

Zada felt her shoulders stiffen. What had she expected? That Daphne would take her hand and tell her how brave she was, how daring and cool and interesting? Had she really thought that perhaps Daphne would fix her with that soft little grin she wore sometimes? Had she been half hoping, in some distant corner of her brain, that Daphne might throw her arms around Zada, giddy with relief, and that the two of them might laugh together from the sudden release in tension?

“I was just trying to warn everyone,” Zada said, shame flooding her body. She’d done it wrong, surely. She hadn’t been quick enough. It was already too late for the young people who’d been caught in the spotlight outside. “I didn’t want people to be caught—”

“Yes,” said Daphne, “but what if you were caught? Going up there was way too dangerous. You’re lucky we got out.”

Zada jerked away as if stung, pressing her back against the cold and unforgiving wall. “Really, Daphne? You’re going to lecture me on taking a risk? We’re only here in the first place because you thought we should attend an illegal concert. Do you want to take a guess at how rash and thoughtless and foolish that was?”

“Yes,” Daphne gritted out, sharp as the jagged glass winking in the window. “Because that’s what I do. You can’t—”

“Oh, so you’re the one who gets to rush into danger, is that it?” Zada could feel her eyes going hot. “I’m not allowed to have a teaspoon of courage. It all has to be about you, and my only job is to trail behind you and follow your lead.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Daphne squeezed her eyes shut. “Do you have any idea how it felt for me to see you up there? You could’ve given the guard enough of a glimpse to ID you. And if they thought for a second that you were more than a mere concertgoer, if they thought you were one of Aubrey’s lot—”

“Congratulations,” hissed Zada, “now you know how it feels to watch your friend go charging off into the unknown. Welcome to every year of school with you. I put up with that feeling all the time. You have a taste of it for thirty seconds, and you’ve had enough! The first time I show a single flash, a single inch of bravery, you tell me I’m not good enough. That it’s your job to stride boldly ahead and cowards like me are left to—”

“You’re not a coward,” Daphne said hotly. “You’re one of the bravest people I know.”

“What? No, I’m not.” Zada stared at her, truly at a loss. “I’m not brave.”

“Yes, you are,” said Daphne. Her eyes were locked on Zada’s now. “You love what you love. You hold your whole body like you’re apologizing for existing, but you still love what you love and damn what anyone else says. Your friends, your triple cello, all those romance movies where the characters can forgive any sin so long as there’s a stupid-enough dramatic gesture at the end. ‘Oh, I climbed a building for you, doesn’t that totally absolve me for how I humiliated you in front of everyone we know—’”

“The grand gestures are the whole point,” Zada interjected. “You just haven’t watched all of Aurelie. In context, it’s—”

“See? This is what I mean. You think you’re this meek little mouse, but what you don’t see is how terrified everyone else is of embracing what makes them happy. But you revel in it.”

“Hardly,” Zada said, but Daphne was still going.

“Sure, you may revel quietly, but I see you. I always have. Hell, you shrink from offending anyone and you’re afraid to raise your voice, but then you turn around and refuse to marry Buford because you’re just that determined to find your true love, not the hollow charade this whole city is playing at.”

“I broke off my friendship with you because I was afraid,” said Zada.

“You didn’t want to lose your scholarship.”

Their faces were very close now. Zada kept expecting Daphne to notice and back away, and Daphne kept staying. Daphne, with her mussed hair and her sad brown eyes. Zada wanted to lighten that sorrow more than she wanted her next breath, and in the end, that was the problem, wasn’t it?

“That wasn’t why,” said Zada slowly. “Not really.”

“It’s okay,” said Daphne. “When you stopped talking to me, it hurt so much that I never really tried to see it from your point of view. It wasn’t fair of me to expect you to risk everything for all my misadventures. You didn’t have the privileges I did, and I was thoughtless enough to not consider that.”

“No,” said Zada. “I mean, yes, that was part of it, but—” She took a deep breath. She had come this far and Daphne apparently thought she was brave. She could travel this road a little farther. “I think what really scared me was how I felt. I would’ve done anything to make you laugh.” She said it with something approaching violence. “And I mean anything, anything at all—”

“You can’t say that,” Daphne broke in. Her voice was rough and unsteady. She swallowed. “Zada, you can’t say things like that. I can get along fine so long as you don’t—”

“I’m sorry,” Zada said. “I know you love Flora—”

“What are you talking about?”

Zada was the first to break eye contact. Her gaze flew to the fish behind Daphne, the chipped tile floor beneath them, anything to keep herself from what had to be pity in her best friend’s face as she breathed in again and said, in almost a whisper, “Come on, Daphne. All the signs are there. You’re not sleeping, you smile at nothing—”

She broke off. She couldn’t say more. Her voice had failed her. On the ground, one of the tiles was cracked almost exactly in half and in that moment, she felt for it a profound sympathy.

“Zada,” Daphne said slowly and clearly. “I promise you, I’m not in love with Flora.”

Daphne’s fingers were warm on the underside of Zada’s chin as they gently tilted her face back up again, and all of the air left Zada’s lungs. Daphne’s eyes no longer looked quite as sorrowful, and despite the tears threatening to prickle at her own eyes, she had to smile at that.

“I am such a coward,” said Daphne, reverent.

Zada was no longer following the thread of their conversation. She couldn’t follow anything beyond the beat of her own foolish heart, but she had to object to that. She shook her head, hard.

“You’re not,” she said, and she was leaning closer and closer, an echo of that moment in the attic all around them.

“Yes, I am,” said Daphne, “or I would’ve done this years ago.” And with that, she brought their lips together.

Zada didn’t immediately register that Daphne was kissing her. The continents of her mind shifted, seismic. The facts of her universe reshaped themselves, as if she would have to relearn gravity. Or whatever was the opposite of gravity, whatever allowed for flight, because Daphne Fallow was kissing her in the ruins of an old aquarium, and Zada was half sure her feet had left the ground.

Daphne pulled away. “Um,” she said, eyes huge, blinking rapidly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—” She took a step back. Her shoulders were slumped, and that was when Zada realized that she hadn’t kissed her back, that as her entire world trembled and shook and rearranged itself, Zada had stood there stunned like a statue.

She reached up to place a hand at the nape of Daphne’s neck.

In most of the love stories she’d read, this was where instinct took over. The heroine didn’t have to decide to kiss her beloved, she was helpless not to. Love was surrendering to a force greater than yourself, as impossible to fight as the tide.

Zada, however, was keenly aware that she had a choice. There were a thousand reasons this was a bad idea, and despite Daphne’s belief in her courage, a part of Zada shook with fear. This wasn’t a story and there was no guarantee that they would be all right.

She knew that if she asked, Daphne would have readily agreed to never mention this again. They could go on as they had been, working together to prevent a marriage that didn’t quicken Zada’s pulse—with no acknowledgment of the mercurial, funny, fantastic person who did.

On the other hand, here was Daphne, dark-eyed and earnest, the very beginnings of cautious hope starting to flicker at one corner of her lips.

“Don’t apologize,” said Zada, with a ferocity that surprised even her, and then she tugged Daphne down and kissed her.

It was technically Zada’s third kiss, but it was the first one in which she was an active participant. With her universe reshaped around the fact that Daphne had wanted to do this for years, Zada kissed her and kissed her, savoring the feel of their lips together, stepping closer and savoring the feel of Daphne’s arm around her waist, crushing their bodies together and savoring the feel of that, too.

When they had to break apart to breathe, Daphne rested their foreheads together, as if she couldn’t bear to move even an inch away.

“We can’t do this,” she whispered. “We can’t. You’re engaged.”

“Yes.” The enormity of their plans for tomorrow hit Zada all at once, nearly striking the air from her lungs again. She might have fallen over if not for Daphne’s hands at the small of her back. “But perhaps not for long?”

Daphne grinned. Her eyeliner had smudged badly into a raccoon-like mask, and her hair stood up in all directions. She had never looked better.

“Perhaps not,” she said.






Chapter SeventeenA Song, a Ball, and a Catastrophe


Grandfather is at a business dinner, so we might as well get ready for the masquerade,” Daphne announced from the doorway of Zada’s room. Zada startled at her triple cello, almost dropping the bow. She’d been putting the finishing touches on her new piece, the achingly romantic one, and it was very possible she had lost track of time.

“How long were you waiting there?” Zada asked as she carefully slid both bow and triple cello back into their case.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Daphne, grinning. “Here, they’re dry now.”

That morning, Zada and Daphne had repainted a pair of wooden Venetian masks excavated from the attic, on the off chance that someone might recognize the original colors or patterns as belonging to the Fallow family. It felt a little scandalous covering up the antique hand-etched designs. Daphne, she could tell, felt no such qualms. It had been reassuring to watch Daphne delicately guide her paintbrush over the surface of the mask, biting her lip just a little in concentration as she worked. Vein by vein, she outlined a delicate series of green and golden leaves gracefully overlapping each other.

“Where did you learn how to do that?” asked Zada, who had decided by necessity to opt for minimalism in her own design.

Daphne paused to clean her brushes. “Well, I had a little more time my final year,” she said without looking up, “once I wasn’t spending so many of my waking hours trying to make a certain triple cellist laugh.”

They had been awkward with each other since the kisses at the concert. There was no getting around it. Stilted, overly formal. But something about the way Daphne spoke just then, the uncertain warmth in her voice brought the memory back in stunning clarity, and Zada had felt dizzy with nerves and joy.

“Please tell me you didn’t stop your japes and jests because of me,” Zada had responded. “It would be like slashing a switchblade through a . . .” And here she’d had to pause, because she had never internalized enough about the great painters to be able to name one, and she certainly couldn’t recall one with Daphne’s eyes so intent on her. “A canvas with a very, very good piece of art on it. Like a painting of a war or a garden or something.”

“A war or a garden?” Daphne had laughed, but kindly, the sort of warm, low giggle that let Zada in on the joke. “No, don’t worry. Most of my nonsense at school was just me being me. I’d say at most ten percent of it was me being me around you.”

Me being me around you. The phrase had stuck with Zada ever since, and now, as they climbed the stairs to Daphne’s room, she thought I like being me around you. I hope you like it, too. It was a foolish sentiment, almost comical in its simplicity, but that did nothing to stop it, or to stop Zada from wondering why she’d never written anything with lyrics before.

The masks had turned out remarkably well, and their costumes were easy enough to locate and don.

“I thought that would take longer,” Daphne admitted, “but I can’t think of anything to add.” Zada nodded, studying their reflections together in the mirror. The bootlegger and the pirate. It was nice not having to bother with a corset for a special occasion. It was nice being able to twist at the waist without making a whole production of it.

Zada bounced on the balls of her feet, willing her nerves away. They were so close to their goal. She wanted to dedicate herself to action, to channel the adrenaline spiking through her veins into some pursuit that could bring them Mozelle’s data and prove that Zada had a different soulmate altogether. She knew who she hoped it was, of course, but until they could peek in those files, she had no proof, and proof was everything. Instead, her frantic thoughts spun like a merry-go-round.

“Should we go over the plan again?” said Zada.

“Simple,” said Daphne. “We sneak in. You find Mozelle. I create a distraction, and you use it to slip in and get close enough that you can copy the Gem. Rendezvous in the library, go through our new copy of said Gem, and quickly and efficiently learn Buford’s not your soulmate. Then we get the hell out of there.”

“Right,” Zada said. “Simple. When’s the hyper-carriage coming?”

“Not for another hour,” said Daphne.

“What shall we do in the meantime?” Zada asked. She meant it as an honest question with no trace of suggestion, but her eyes caught Daphne’s in the mirror as she said it, and Daphne shivered ever so slightly.

“How about we try jamming together?” said Daphne, about half an octave higher than usual.

“Jamming,” Zada repeated blankly.

“Playing music together in an improvisational sort of bent?” Daphne strode over to a chest of drawers, bending to open the lowest drawer and reveal a fold-out mandolin.

Zada would not have been more surprised if Daphne had produced a jar of literal jam.

“When did you learn to—? Senior year?” Zada guessed. “During your, ah, newfound free time?”

Daphne nodded as she unfolded the mandolin’s neck and body.

“And a bit the summer before. I had this wild notion that I would get good enough to just jump in on one of your pieces while you were playing,” she said. “No warning, just ‘here I am!’”

“I would have loved that,” Zada admitted. “You know I learned how to fold that paper beetle because it made me think of you.”

“Oh?” Daphne grinned. She glanced down at the mandolin as if surprised to still be holding it. She gave it a quick strum, made a face at the discordance, and began to tune it, her motions so deft and familiar that it was clear she had done this before. “Well, my daydream can still happen, if you’ll permit me to follow as you play?”

“Why not?” said Zada. They had an hour to go before their plan was set in motion. The pit of her stomach was a writhing mass of anxiety. She had never been more aware of how much she had to lose. She had to will her voice level. “Please, show me what you’ve got.”

Daphne had learned quite a bit, as it turned out. Zada picked a relatively simple, easy piece—not one she’d written, and certainly not the gooey sentimental thing she was working on now. Once Zada told her the key and gave her a few bars to get the feel, Daphne picked it up with surprising ease.

Zada, who almost never improvised, found herself trying new progressions, new layers and subtleties. Daphne kept up and then some, grinning when Zada incorporated a few seconds of “Keep Calm and Panopticon” into the melody. When Daphne managed to work in “All’s a Go, Proceed,” Zada laughed out loud from the joy of it, and then they were trading off, taking turns following each other to surprising places before trying something else new and daring. Zada forgot they were in Chancellor Fallow’s grand and intimidating manor. She forgot how scared she was, how high the stakes were. What mattered was existing in this moment, every sixteenth note of it.

The sensation was not unlike kissing, and she became just as absorbed in it as when she’d pressed her lips to Daphne’s. When Daphne’s SmartGem chimed with the arrival of their hyper-carriage, they both jumped.

“We’ll have to do that again,” said Zada breathlessly as they stowed their instruments and dashed down the stairs together.

“Without a doubt,” said Daphne, and then they were running across the Fallow estate’s lush gardens, and then they were climbing into the hyper-carriage, and then they were on their way to the masquerade.
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Had Zada not spent the past six weeks with Daphne on the Fallow estate, she would have gone slack-jawed in amazement as they strolled through the front garden’s security arch (which scanned them for biometrics, weapons, and contraband), beneath the “dry waterfall” (which scoured their immune systems for transmissible diseases), and past the elaborately costumed guards (who were almost certainly there just for show) into Mozelle Drogace’s glittering mansion. As it was, Zada still had to remind herself to press her lips genteelly together and not gape at the foyer from behind her mask.

Entire trees grew from concealed earthen tiles on the ground, species that could never have withstood the scorching sun outdoors. Dazzling gen-mod parrots winged overhead in hues specially curated to match the evening’s official color scheme.

Something about the whole scene, luxurious as it was, grated at Zada with a sense of wrongness, a chord untuned.

Beside her, Daphne took her elbow. “Something is off here,” Daphne murmured.

“It’s the parrots,” said Zada, suddenly realizing. “They’re not talking or squawking or anything. They’re singing like nightingales. And I don’t think they’re just mimicking.”

Daphne continued to guide her through the immense glass hall. Parrots circled over their heads, making decidedly unparrotlike sounds. “Gen-modders must’ve swapped out the vocal muscles,” she said. She made a face, barely visible behind the mask, but Zada could hear it in her tone. “Ugh. The charm of a parrot is that it’s a beautiful, weird loudmouth.”

“And it’s how they communicate with each other,” Zada added. “Do you suppose whoever put these parrots together thought to tweak their minds enough that they can still make sense to other parrots?”

“I sincerely doubt it.” Daphne sighed. “These poor wretches have all the signs of disposable event birds. I’m sure none of them can understand a note of what they’re saying.”

A lifetime surrounded by creatures just like you, unable to speak a word to any of them or comprehend a word in turn. To open your mouth to scream, and only be able to make soothing melodies for the enjoyment of your captors. Zada felt a rush of relief when they left the birds behind and the glass hall opened into an immaculate chamber of cases displaying relics from the past. Around them, ball guests peered through their masks at the riches in glass cases, protected by barely visible force fields.

“Have you been here before?” Zada muttered under her breath.

“Only as a small child,” said Daphne, “but after a certain point, the layouts of these mansions are all about the same.”

Some of the items on display were fascinating—Zada had to tear her eyes away from an antique electric guitar, its body ornamented with stylized flames—but most were unremarkable pieces of paper with dull, hard-to-decipher cursive headlines like Transcription of the 1789 Joint Resolution of Congress Proposing 12 Amendments and so on.

“Money doesn’t buy taste,” whispered Daphne as they crossed the room.

“Having neither, I can’t comment,” said Zada.

Daphne poked her lightly in the ribs. “Come on, none of that,” she said. “You have tons of taste. Miles of taste. Taste out the wazoo, which sounds uncomfortable. You’ve got more sense than to disparage one of the best people I know.”

“Sense out the wazoo,” said Zada half-heartedly.

“It’s a very crowded wazoo,” agreed Daphne. “You might want to see a doctor.” She whisked them through the next door, which brought them into a library. The customary half-empty shelves were artfully filled in with curios and old paintings. From what sounded like several rooms away, Zada detected the faintest strains of Rossini.

Fewer people lingered here. The art itself was unremarkable, judging by Daphne’s reaction, and the fact that most people with the money for it owned more or less the same decorative volumes took away from the fun of snooping. Zada thought back to their clandestine talk with the sisters and what Sister Patience had said about the two percent of books she and Daphne were still allowed to access. Some of those tomes had to be forbidden for good reason. Then again, the grotto rock concert had been illegal as well, and that had felt—well, she didn’t have words for what it had felt like, before the guards and ships had rushed in. But surely there was nothing truly wrong with what had transpired on that stage.

If there were books like that, new worlds like that—she felt a sudden fierce hunger to stand in a room surrounded by that other ninety-eight percent of books, to run her fingers across the spines and choose one at random, to open it up and see what was so dangerous that she apparently couldn’t be trusted with it.

Zada feigned interest in a portrait with disquieting eyes, waiting until nobody was in earshot. When the coast was clear, she said in a low voice, “How much time will you need for your, ah, diversion?”

“Ten minutes or thereabouts?” said Daphne. “I’ll have to find the kitchen first, but then it should be rather instantaneous.” She grinned. Zada grinned back helplessly, wishing with passion that this night could be over, that the question of her soulmate could be resolved—and that she could find some darkened room and the time to kiss Daphne until their lips were sore, until they both forgot their own names.

If everything went according to plan, maybe, just maybe, that could come later.

Zada figured she could roughly mark time by counting along with the songs. She nodded.

“What do you think our odds are?” Zada asked in an undertone.

“Probably better not to know,” replied Daphne. She took Zada’s hand and squeezed it gently, three quick pulses. Zada squeezed back, in the same triplet pattern.

She imagined a spy’s encrypted message.

One two three.

I love you.

She was getting ahead of herself. They had barely even spoken about it, their feelings. Daphne might want to kiss her but she might not want this, not the impossible stew of deeply embarrassing emotion and half-formed dreams Zada was too afraid to fully articulate, even inside her own head.

“But,” said Daphne slowly, “I’ve never had more reason to try.”

Zada’s heart pounded. Not knowing what else to do, she squeezed Daphne’s hand again.

The next room was an enormous atrium, built around a magnificent five-tiered floating fountain that was held aloft by its own water pressure. From behind her mask, Daphne’s eyes sparkled. She had always loved pulling a stunt around a fountain.

“All right,” said Daphne. “Mozelle will be in the ballroom, which should be nearby.”

“Judging from the music, I’d say it’s the next room over,” Zada confirmed.

Daphne nodded. “Brilliant. Ten minutes, and then you’re up. Find Mozelle, and meet me back in the library.” And then, with a warmth that made the words feel almost like an embrace, she said, “Hey. Good luck.”

“Good luck,” said Zada. She did her best to infuse her voice with that same warmth and, yes, love.

With a deep breath, Zada stepped into Mozelle Drogace’s ballroom.

A chamber orchestra of perhaps forty musicians sat to one side. They were just starting up Johann Strauss II’s “Fledermaus Quadrille,” but Zada could easily beg off joining, since the song required a number of dancers divisible by four. Some small part of her had been excited to hear more music performed live by professionals of the highest caliber, but after last night’s concert, the familiar strains of the quadrille felt almost comically stuffy.

For the first time, Zada wondered why these formal occasions so rarely allowed compositions by anyone who had drawn breath within the past several hundred years. Her piece for Flora and Aiden’s wedding had only been permitted for sentimentality, as the bride’s dear friend.

Flora. She hoped Flora was all right. It was unlike her to remain out of touch for so long. Zada had to believe Flora was simply absorbed in her honeymoon. She reminded herself that this could be good news, and if it was bad news, there was nothing she could do about it at the moment anyway. When she got the Heartsong data, she would have to check Flora’s match too. There had to be a reason Flora had been so against marrying Aiden.

She found a spot by a pillar toward the back and scanned the vast ballroom. Zada could feel the weight of the clone-scanner in her left pocket. She took a deep breath.

Daphne had drilled Zada on Mozelle’s appearance and preferred dress. Mozelle was a short, fat woman with high cheekbones, a graceful bearing, and a love of beautiful things. If past balls were any indication, Mozelle Drogace would be wearing something both fashionable and eye-catching. This ruled a number of costumes out. A disappointing percentage of ballgoers had played it safe. There were at least a dozen people dressed as a shepherdess, quite a few figures from classical mythology, and easily a coven’s worth of witches in sparkling black. Several guests of roughly Mozelle’s dimensions had opted for a more tailored, Victorian silhouette, or a garment so flowing and loose as to be firmly out of style. Zada ruled them out as well.

The quadrille wound up to its conclusion. Zada was losing time. She circled the perimeter methodically, on the lookout for bright colors, sumptuous fabrics, and the telltale empire waist.

Finally, from the other side of the dance floor, Zada spotted a squat person with excellent posture and a magnificent dress, in animated conversation with a vampire wrapped in a black cape. The dress looked to be made of real velvet and the wearer had accessorized it with an elaborate headdress. Unless Zada was mistaken, the costume was Catherine of Aragon, renowned as a sterling example of fidelity over all else to her match, Henry VIII. A queen to rule over the party—fitting.

Zada strode up with the single-minded purpose of verifying the person’s identity, and if all went well, capturing enough off Mozelle’s SmartGem to finally access the key to her freedom.

Conversation with the vampire broke off abruptly. They had both seen her coming.

Zada fell back on the only social script that occurred to her, one from the classic novels she’d devoured at school.

She curtseyed, watched as “Catherine” returned the gesture, and asked, “Pardon me, madam, but may I have this next dance?”

The queen and the vampire exchanged glances. The pause went on long enough that Zada began to wonder if she had committed a faux pas. Surely at a costume ball, the one socially acceptable place to discreetly flirt with strangers, a person could ask another unknown person to dance. It was the reason everyone was careful not to let their masks slip.

“Very well,” said the woman, holding out one elegantly draped arm. “Shall we, then?”

Years of etiquette class had drilled into Zada that the one who made the first move was also the one who should lead. She guided them to a spot toward the edge of the dance floor. The orchestra struck up a waltz and Zada could at least take comfort that she knew what to do with her arms and legs, if not her words.

“An exquisite—um, an exquisite ball, isn’t it?” Zada managed as they took their first turn about the room.

The woman laughed. “I don’t see the need to stand on ceremony, given that you clearly know who I am, and I have a fairly clear idea who you are, as well.”

Zada continued to move through the motions of the waltz, running on pure muscle memory.

“I—what?” Zada stammered.

“You made a beeline for me,” said the woman. “And to be honest, I’ve thrown enough of these events to know that going entirely incognito is more work than it’s worth. I suppose it has its benefits, though, since it does make me rather more available to daring young people like you looking to make their mark on our world.”

“Ah,” said Zada, feeling very faint. Her careful count of measures and music fled her mind completely. She had no idea how much time had passed. She threw a frantic glance around the room, and although she couldn’t see any guards, that didn’t mean she wasn’t about to be thrown out, the entire plan ruined for her lack of stealth and her lack of skill—

“Let me venture a guess,” continued the woman, who was certainly Mozelle, “you’re a terribly skilled programmer, and your life’s ambition is to work on Heartsong.”

“That’s—uh, a lucky guess,” said Zada.

“So?” Mozelle raised an eyebrow so high, the top of the arc was visible behind her mask. “You have my attention. Make your pitch.”

When would Daphne’s distraction steal focus long enough for Zada to stealthily acquire what she needed? Had Zada managed a long enough period of time in front of Mozelle’s SmartGem to clone the Heartsong data? The only thing to do was stall for time.

“Oh gosh,” she said. “I’m so nervous.”

“Don’t be,” said Mozelle. “Remember, everyone was a prospective hire at some point.”

To construct a lie while performing the steps as choreographed and waiting for Daphne to make a move felt like trying to juggle while flying a starship.

“I’m very bright,” Zada ventured. “I work hard.” A strange calm swept over her. She had already ruined her chances at applying for a job she didn’t even want. Nothing was at stake, except making Mozelle believe Zada cared. “I’ve always been interested in programs and devices. My second year at school, I so wanted the effect of a string quartet that I rigged up a program on my cello to create loops of sound that I could layer in live. I call it a triple cello. That was the year before our programming unit. I wanted to learn to do it, so I did.”

“An admirable quality,” Mozelle murmured. “And how would you say you respond to stress?”

Zada bit her lip, fighting to contain a peal of wild laughter. Judging by the last few weeks, she responded to stress by engaging in all manner of illegal activity.

“I don’t admit defeat easily. I examine the problem from every angle, I strategize, and then I act.”

Mozelle nodded thoughtfully. “How about this then, Mademoiselle Pirate? My partner has expressly forbidden me from bringing my Gem onto the dance floor, something about not taking my work everywhere with me. But if you stay right here, I’ll dash up to my room and fetch it, and take down your contact information in a wink before anyone notices.”

The pit of Zada’s stomach dropped out. All of that time wasted on the dance, and now Daphne’s distraction would come too late.

Mozelle must have sensed her distress, because she added, “Oh, not to worry, my rooms are straight above this one! I’ll just slip through the back door. It really will only take a second or two—”

And then, from the atrium, there was a terrific crash and a chorus of screams.

“What in the world,” said Mozelle, whipping around as the music came to a screeching halt. Half the dancers froze. The other half ran toward the screams, Mozelle rushing to join them, shouting for order. Every guard in the room streamed after her, abandoning their posts at the entrance and exit.

This was her chance. Zada bolted for the back door, up a set of winding marble stairs, past several maintenance bots that beeped confusedly at her, and up to the largest and most ornate door in the hall, which she could only hope was the main bedroom of the mansion. There was an elaborate lock on the door, but thankfully it wasn’t a bioscan. Zada made quick work of it, her hands hardly shaking at all as she repeated the motions Daphne had taught her.

There was another bot inside, inert in the charging hub. A massive bed. An antique pianoforte. No immediate sign of Mozelle’s SmartGem.

There was no time to simply toss the enormous bedroom for an object the size of her thumbnail. If Mozelle really did work all of the time, then she likely kept her Gem somewhere readily accessible. Zada walked to the nightstand beside the bed.

Lying on top of a pile of paper letters was Mozelle’s SmartGem, winking bright blue in the light. It looked strangely small not set into a necklace or a ring. Zada snatched it up and dropped it into the pocket with her clone-scanner. She’d only need a moment.

She didn’t have a moment. Distantly, Zada could hear the thunder of booted footsteps heading up the stairs, and getting caught in Mozelle’s room was the same as surrender. There was a balcony at the window. Zada pried open the glass, clicked it shut behind her, and half climbed, half jumped down the trellis hanging from the balcony.

There were no longer guards outside at the door; they must have bolted inside at the sound of Daphne’s distraction.

She had no time to catch her breath. If Mozelle discovered her SmartGem was missing, she would immediately ping it and trace the gem to Zada’s pocket. All Zada could do at this point was run, make her copy as fast as possible, and hope she and Daphne could return the real Gem before Mozelle could check for it.

Zada sprinted through the door, past the rooms filled with artifacts, and back into the library, where Daphne stood waiting. Her hands were in her pockets and she wore an enormous smile on her face.

“Do you have it?” said Daphne.

Breathing hard, Zada slid to the floor and retrieved the Gem and the clone-scanner from her pocket.

“How did you get ahold of that?” Daphne asked breathlessly, joining her to sit on the polished hardwood. “And why? And is it cloned yet?”

“It needs a moment,” Zada said. “I had to improvise. What did you do?”

“Ah,” said Daphne, grinning again. “I was going to go with one of our wilder plans, the one involving setting all of tonight’s dinner lobsters free to wreak havoc in the atrium, but then, right there in the kitchen, I saw a water sparkler.”

Zada could feel the cloner humming as it processed and packaged the data. “One of those machines that instantly carbonates—?”

“That’s the one. You know how the floating fountain is held aloft by the force of its own water?”

“Yes?” Zada could feel her smile growing to match Daphne’s. “Are you saying—”

“I carbonated the fountain,” said Daphne. “It smashed into the roof skylight—no one was hurt, I made sure nobody was close by—and now I think it’s wreaking merry havoc in the garden outside. Or, who knows, it could be halfway across the city by now.”

Zada laughed, eyes still locked on the stolen SmartGem. “I wish it good tidings on its journey,” she said.

“Good tidings and a glad tomorrow,” said Daphne. “I hope it meets a simple garden hose and falls in love.”

“What would the children—” Zada started, but she could feel the device quiet and still. “It’s done,” she said.

“Wait, why clone it at all?” said Daphne. “If we’ve got the original, why can’t we just—”

Zada shook her head. “Opening the program and finding whatever we’re looking for, it’ll take too long. We need to return the real one before Mozelle notices it’s gone.”

“Allow me,” said Daphne.

“There’s guards on the residential floor. It’s too risky to go back the way I came.”

“That’s fine. I’ll just leave this in the ballroom. Someone will find it. I don’t think our scheme will be their first thought.”

“Thank you,” said Zada. “Be safe.”

“Shake on it not to open it till I get back?” Daphne asked, extending her hand.

“Shake.”

The moment their hands entwined, Daphne used the momentum to tug Zada in for one quick kiss, a soft press of lips that felt like a prelude to more.

It felt like an eternity before Daphne slipped back through the door, cheeks slightly darker from exertion. In actuality, it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes.

“Well?” said Daphne. “Want to do the honors?” She held out her ring for Zada to use with the cloned SmartGem.

Zada deftly popped out the ring’s SmartGem and clicked their cloned SmartGem into place. She slid the ring onto her finger, activating it. Instantly, fifty or so glowing windows popped up all around her and Daphne.

“For goodness’ sake, close your tabs, Mozelle,” Daphne muttered. They got quickly to work, navigating through the various screens and minimizing anything that was obviously a dead end.

“This might be something,” said Daphne, pulling down a folder simply labeled work.

From there, they were met with a dizzyingly complex menu of branches. Keenly aware that the seconds were quickly ticking down, Zada navigated the architecture of Mozelle’s system.

“Hang on, what’s that?” Daphne leaned closer, the glow of the windows illuminating her face in the darkness of the library.

Zada read the file name. “Less than three.”

“Strange name for a file.”

Something about the name pinged in her memory. The display they’d passed on the way into the ballroom. Mozelle seemed to love collecting relics from the past. Zada knew what this meant.

“Emoticons in the past. You typed them out. Less than three—it’s a heart.”

“A heart for Heartsong.” Daphne shrugged. “A tad on the nose, but sure.”

Her own heart thudding through her whole body, Zada double-blinked, and there it was: the backdoor into the code for the program that dominated the lives of everyone in New Ionia.

“I’m in,” said Zada, hope blooming in her chest.

The rush of so much information at her fingertips went to Zada’s head faster than any champagne. As the administrator of Heartsong, Mozelle had access to so much more than Zada had even imagined. It was no wonder the lock on her bedroom door had been so complex.

“Daphne, we can access the Core from here,” she said, adrenaline rushing through her veins as she skimmed the code. “We can—not just my match, we can check on everything.”

“Do it. But work fast,” said Daphne. “We probably don’t have much time before Mozelle’s staff sorts out my distraction.”

It took several seconds of frantic searching before Zada uncovered what she needed. The password to the Core was a long, unwieldy string of letters and numbers—and Mozelle had it stored for quick access. Zada took a deep breath, collected herself, and activated the program.

The screens blinked out, replaced by a solid wall of code that hovered in the air all around them. The text was a searing white against dark blue. Zada’s priority was searching for her own Heartsong, but she knew she might never get another chance to know once and for all whether those books in that secret library were telling the truth. It would likely be her only chance to learn what was truly real and what wasn’t.

She gestured, filtering for every assignment, every match, every decision made by the Core in the last six months. The Core ran autonomously, but it did require maintenance and could even, it stood to reason, be altered manually by anyone with the right permissions.

Then Zada made herself give the command. “Gem, show user-generated activity in red.”

The display smoothly refreshed, and then they were surrounded by a sea of red. Easily a third of the output she was seeing had been altered. Zada stared. There was no way Mozelle didn’t know about this.

“Gem, identify change history for—” Zada pointed to a crimson line at random. “Line four hundred eighty-two.” The code listed a name in the relevant field with a minor appointment to the cabinet as its output.

The SmartGem chimed. “Edit made by Administrator Erskine.”

“The nuns were right,” Daphne breathed. Zada felt the horror begin to wash over her, but pressed on, navigating further down.

“Wait, stop,” Daphne said. “Isn’t that—”

Zada saw it too. There was a red line of output with Quentin Collingwood in the identification field. According to the annotations, this was meant to decide whether Quentin deserved a spot at the top university in New Ionia. The variables included his grades, test scores, and deportment evaluation, all listed as top marks.

“That isn’t right,” Zada said with a sinking feeling. “Didn’t Augusta say that Venetia’s brother failed every one of his final exams?”

“She called it a clean sweep,” Daphne confirmed.

“Gem, identify change history,” Zada said.

Another chime. “Edit made by Vice Administrator Collingwood.”

Zada picked another change at random—a gate guard had been downgraded to a filter maintenance technician. It was the kind of demotion that permanently ruined lives. Briefly she wondered if this was the woman she and Daphne and the nuns had visited. Then she checked the change history.

“Edit made by Chancellor Ambrose Fallow.”

Zada scrolled through the red text, checking every change she could see. Four or five names kept popping up. All of them were high ranking officials she’d learned about in civics. Unavoidably, one of them was Daphne’s grandfather.

Zada tried not to watch Daphne’s reaction. She couldn’t imagine what Daphne was feeling. She barely knew how she felt. It was part of what they’d been looking for, but to find it, and to find it so cleanly implicating the most powerful man in New Ionia—her head swam.

“I know,” said Daphne gruffly. “I see it, too, and we’ll—we’ll do something about this, I swear. But time’s running out. We need to get what we came here for, okay? We need to prove he’s not your match, get out of here, and regroup.”

“Regroup and do what?” Zada whispered. “Who do we tell?” She surveyed the expanse of red lines of code. When she closed her eyes, the names were seared into her vision. “Everything we know is a lie.”

“Zada,” Daphne said urgently. “We’ll figure it out. But you need to check your match, now.”

Zada nodded, feeling oddly distant, as if she were no longer in control of her own body. With a few swipes, she navigated back to the Heartsong program.

“Gem, open file Chambers comma Zada.”

Another wall of code. A record of every bit of data Zada had ever handed over in every social studies class, in every purchase, in every choice of in-lens entertainment. Her entire life summed up in this file, her hopes and dreams listed right alongside her grades and her biometrics. Somewhere in this file was the answer they’d spent months searching for. Zada gestured, sending the file scrolling down to “match=Arnoth,Buford.”

“Gem,” said Zada, heartbeat thudding in her ears, “show user-generated activity in red.”

Nothing happened.

“Gem, when was this file last modified?” Zada asked.

The SmartGem chimed. “This file has not been modified.”

Zada stared unseeing at the glowing code before her. There was no glitch. There was no manipulation. There was nothing but the truth: Buford Arnoth was her soulmate.






Chapter EighteenIn Which, Defying Reason, Things Get Worse


That can’t be right,” said Daphne quietly. “There must have been some sort of mistake.”

Zada shut her eyes and opened them again, as if hoping to restart reality itself. Nothing had changed. She was still living in this world, in a universe where the most powerful program in New Ionia had unfailingly and without intrusion from anyone else declared that her destined match was Buford Arnoth and not—not anyone else.

All this time they’d wasted on this wild goose chase, only to discover that she’d been fighting against her own fate. And to make matters worse, nothing else in her life could be trusted again, not if that wall of red altered code was any indication.

“Gem, when was this file created?” Zada said.

Another chime. “This file was created on the twenty-third of January, year 100.”

Zada shook her head. It was the day of her eighteenth birthday. The Heartsong algorithm had matched her with Buford within seconds—and nothing at all, no interference or outside intervention, had happened since. She sunk down and pressed her knees to her chest, waiting for the urge to cry or scream or even break something to well up within her. What she felt instead was nothing, beyond a sense of churning dread.

She’d been so sure.

She’d been so sure.

Well, so had Marianne Erskine at Flora’s wedding.

Zada squeezed her knees. As if through a thick wall, she could hear Daphne say, “Gem, open file Baker comma Iphigenia.”

Zada looked up. She only knew of one Iphigenia, and that was Daphne’s mother.

“Gem,” said Daphne, “when was this file created?”

The SmartGem chimed yet again. “This file was created on the ninth of May, year 80.”

Daphne took a deep breath, the only sound in the empty library. “Gem, when was this file last modified?”

Yet another cheerful little chime. It sounded almost ghoulish. “This file was last modified on the eleventh of August, year 80.” Three months after Iphigenia had received her first match, it had been altered to Isaac Fallow, Daphne’s father.

A shudder ran through Zada’s body. This was definitive proof that Heartsong, like the rest of the Core, could be altered, and had been. Definitive proof that Daphne had been right. About everything but Zada’s future, which stretched before her into infinity. Buford was not so bad, she told herself, but after having tasted a reality where Daphne wanted to kiss her, she could not bear to think of it. She could not bear to think of going back to her old life, of following every strict rule and convention that society had laid upon her shoulders, heavy enough to crush her.

She’d seen the manipulation to the code, those damning red alterations. She knew too much now. Just like the book in the secret library had said, she’d woken up. And she could not go back to sleep.

“Gem,” Daphne was saying, “restore original version.”

Zada stared at her. “Daphne, what are you doing?”

But Daphne didn’t seem to hear her. She gestured, skipping to the bottom of the file, and inhaled sharply. “It’s the wrong name.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s the wrong name,” Daphne repeated. “The man my mom had an affair with was named Nigel Roberts.” She gestured at the bright lines of code before them, which ended with “match=Everett,Septimus.”

Nothing was making sense. “How do you even know his name?”

Daphne was in her own world still. “Maybe I’ve got the wrong file,” she muttered.

“It’s not,” said Zada.

“Or we have the wrong version,” said Daphne in a rush.

Zada shook her head. Soon, she would become Mrs. Arnoth, a rising politician’s wife. She would have children with Buford, and she would need to pretend for their sake. A lifetime of faking smiles for Buford Arnoth. A lifetime of faking that she didn’t know the truth about the Core. A lifetime of faking everything.

“I knew,” said Daphne. “I always knew my father wasn’t her soulmate. And he wasn’t. He’s not. But why—” She sank to the floor beside Zada. “How could she cheat on him with someone who wasn’t even her destined match? Why would she risk everything like that for someone who wasn’t—” She groaned, burying her face in her hands. “Shit. It was all for nothing.”

“It was—” Zada turned to face Daphne, tried to make out her face in the library’s dim light. “I thought you were helping me. But were you really just after your mother’s Heartsong match?”

Daphne glanced up. “Zada,” she said, “no, I did want to help you. It’s just—”

“This was your true aim from the very beginning, wasn’t it?” Zada said in a low voice. “You told me you’d lend a hand because you needed me to get you into the Heartsong program.”

“I—”

“You had a grand plan, and you wanted me to execute it for you. Just like old times,” Zada said bitterly.

“No, I wanted to help you, truly,” Daphne said. She closed her eyes. “But I wanted to uncover the truth about my mother, too. You know how it’s always eaten at me.”

“Oh,” said Zada. It stung to hear that Daphne hadn’t been helping her out of renewed friendship—or love. That Daphne had her own motives this whole time.

She felt so foolish. The signs had all been there. Daphne had been openly skeptical of Heartsong from the start. Of course she hadn’t been helping Zada out of some pure-hearted belief that Zada deserved a grand and passionate love story.

But it hardly mattered anymore, did it? She knew the truth of it. She didn’t deserve that kind of romance. The algorithm had weighed her and found her wanting.

“Well,” Zada heard herself say, “we have our answers. I should get back. My wedding is in two weeks. I’ll need to prepare.”

Daphne’s eyes snapped open. “That’s it? You’re not going to fight it?”

“There’s nothing to fight,” Zada said, suddenly and completely depleted. “And please don’t pretend to care. I was just your pawn.”

“I had to know,” said Daphne. “Can you really blame me? I had to know, and anyway, why would you trust me, the friend you cut off without a thought? I had no reason to want to help you, and you knew it!”

“I trusted you because I had nowhere else to go,” hissed Zada. “I was scared and desperate—”

“You’re still scared and desperate,” said Daphne. “You don’t have to go through with this. We can still—”

“It’s over, Daphne!” Zada had to fight to keep her voice from climbing. “This is the end. There’s nothing I can do but marry my match, and there’s nothing you can do but accept that your mother ended her marriage for someone else, someone who wasn’t even her soulmate. We have to face reality—”

Another chime, but this time the note was higher, more shrill. The SmartGem intoned, “Location trace incoming.”

“Shit! Zada, we have to go.” Daphne reached for Zada, then maybe thought better of it. “They’ll be here any moment.”

From outside the door came the thunder of heavy footsteps. The library was enormous, with tall looming shelves, but they were out in the open, still lit by the glow of the Core navigation menu.

“Gem, shut—” Zada said, but it was too late.

The door crashed opened and in the doorway stood a guard in full livery, his dematerializer raised. Several more guards joined him. One was holding a SmartGem aloft, likely the source of the location trace.

“I’d like you to come with me, please,” the guard told her.

Zada got to her feet. Her disguise did her no good now. There was no need to search her. She was surrounded by a damning ring of code. The cloned ring still sat heavy upon her finger. And any biometric scan would instantly reveal who they were.

“I’m sorry,” said Daphne, low and urgent. “Just play along, okay. I’ll get us out of this.”

The guard wrenched them apart.

Daphne raised her hands in the air. “I confess!” she shouted. “Me, Daphne Fallow, I confess. I made my friend doubt her match because I wanted a chance to break into the program and change her intended to me. Her only crime was listening to me. Take me instead, I’ll tell you everything. You won’t even have to—it was my fault, okay? All of this was all my fault.”

The guard looked from Daphne to Zada, as if hesitant to touch a Fallow.

“It was my fault,” said Daphne again. “I’m so sorry.” She fixed Zada with a searching look. “I love you.”

Daphne wanted her to play along, Zada realized. She wanted Zada to act the part of an innocent, and Daphne would act the part of a woman in love, figuring that with her connections, she could avoid an Extrication—and divert suspicion from her true purposes long enough to find out more about her mother.

“I love you,” Daphne said again. More guards streamed into the room. One grabbed Zada’s elbows, wrenching them behind her back.

“Nothing a little Counseling won’t fix,” he said.

Shit. Whatever that entailed, she got the feeling she was about to have no other option.

Another guard grabbed at Daphne, who kicked and swore and reached out toward Zada again.

“I love you!” Daphne half yelled.

As the guards marched Zada out of the room, she twisted around to look at Daphne one last time, forcing herself to meet those beautiful brown eyes. Zada had read love in those eyes. She had read concern, and love, and friendship, and Daphne had looked at Zada and seen only a means to an end, the dupe who could get her a little closer to her goal.

Daphne was watching her. Daphne was pulling hard against her own guard to keep a firm, steady stare leveled straight at Zada.

Of course she was. Because Daphne was pretending to care. Just like always.

Seconds before the guard dragged Zada through the door, Zada managed to turn to Daphne one last time and, in a voice several shades calmer than she felt, say, “You’re right. This is all your fault.”

Then she was gone.






Chapter NineteenCapture


The guards removed Mozelle’s cloned ring from Zada’s hand none too gently. Then they brought her to a small, nondescript room and left, door disappearing behind them. The walls were white and plain except for a single empty shelf, and the floor was gray tile. There was nothing else.

Part of her wanted to fight back, to throw her body against the wall and proclaim her innocence, the way people did in movies when they were falsely accused of some terrible crime. But there was no point. Even if anyone was listening on the other side, they would never believe her. And even if they believed her, she had no way to prove any of it. She’d been caught in a circle of proprietary data drawn from the Core with a cloned ring on her finger.

They left her waiting for a very long time. Long enough for Zada to replay her every interaction with Daphne over the past six weeks. Zada had been so willing to see what she’d wanted to see, so willing to believe there was some part of Daphne that would still do anything for her, just as she would have done anything for Daphne. She’d been so sure, but the winds of reality had snuffed out the spark of hope in one single blast—Daphne’s true aim had always been to clear her mother’s name. Daphne had always been working for Daphne. Zada’s own plight had merely been a handy opportunity.

That was not even the worst part. She remembered the long nights back at school, how Daphne had whispered to her about the truth of her mother, could still hear the heartbreak in Daphne’s voice. If Daphne had come out and told Zada what she wanted out of the Heartsong program, Zada would have understood. What hurt most was that Daphne hadn’t trusted Zada with the truth. She hadn’t seen Zada as anything but a means to an end.

Zada paced the room until she could no longer remember where the door had been. She checked each wall and found nothing but that lone empty shelf, walked another two circuits, and then she let herself slide to the floor. There was no point in maintaining her dignity.

It wasn’t even the loss of Daphne. Or, it wasn’t only that. Slowly, gently, so gradually that she hadn’t even noticed, Zada had started to hope for and imagine a future where she was unafraid to say how she felt, where the only force shaping her actions was her own desire. Maybe that had been immature or foolish or both, but to suddenly lose it—for the first time in many years, she cradled her face in her hands and sobbed like a child.

She was still crying when the door appeared to her left and a woman with steel-gray hair wearing a sleek, fashionable blue dress walked in, carrying a bundle of fabric under one arm. When she drew closer, Zada realized it was Administrator Erskine, Marianne’s mother.

The door melted out of existence again behind her. Zada watched it disappear and felt nothing. There was nowhere she could go where things would be different. If she were to leave New Ionia, she would starve, and starve again from the absence of a way to play her triple cello. The walls around her pressed in from all sides, but the room itself hadn’t changed. Zada had. Like Alice in Wonderland, Zada had grown too ungainly, too large to fit in her space. She braced herself for the newcomer’s sharp disdain.

“Hello there,” said Administrator Erskine, her voice melodic and calm. “I’m Lucretia. I believe you went to school with my daughter, Marianne? I brought you some clothes.” She held out the bundle, smiling slightly. “I can’t imagine you’ll want to do this dressed as you are.”

Zada peered up at her. Daphne had found the jacket and the boots, had laid the hat on her head once. The thought of shedding the costume made Zada feel very tired. She didn’t want to sit there literally wrapped up in memories of the last forty-eight hours. She didn’t want to put back on a dress and a corset as if she was the same Zada as before. She had the strange sense none of it would fit.

Administrator Erskine nodded as if she understood Zada’s hesitance. “I’ll leave while you change. There is no surveillance in this room. You can trust me, Zada. I know you must be very angry, to be willing to act out the way you did, and I know that those feelings must have been fermenting and blackening inside you for a long time. But the fact remains that New Ionia wouldn’t exist if we didn’t care about each one of our charges. You will get a second chance as long as you choose wisely.” She bent down to extend the clothes to Zada again.

Zada took them.

“Knock on the wall when you’re done,” said Administrator Erskine. “Any wall will do.” She walked to the door, which had reemerged on a different wall, then turned to look back at Zada. “I know you could only do something like what you did tonight if, deep down, you hated yourself. You felt that you couldn’t live up to the lofty standards placed upon our young ladies, and that made you feel as if you were truly alone. When a young person experiences that kind of isolation and anger, that is when the brain can seize upon an inappropriate attachment to another young person suffering from similar distortions. Confusion and rage can bubble up in ways that feel to the very inexperienced like passion. But a little bit of distance can work wonders.”

Administrator Erskine slipped out.

Zada stared down at the neatly folded pile of her own clothes: a dress, a corset, undergarments, and a long-sleeved jacket to protect her arms from the sun. For the first time it occurred to her that she no doubt looked absolutely ridiculous, sitting on the ground in a rumpled pirate costume, her reddened face stained by tears and eye makeup. She wiped her eyes with her fingertips, and the mascara came off in dark, wet smears. She might as well have dipped her hands in ink.

What would Daphne do? Lie to her, obviously. But what about the Daphne that Zada had known back at school, the lightning-sharp and brilliant girl who never missed an opportunity to stand up for anyone who needed her help? It was easy to cast Daphne’s little escapades as silly, impulsive pranks. But so many of them had been to bring a smile to a downtrodden classmate’s face, or to right an injustice.

It was a moot point. Zada could never be Daphne. She could never lead the charge with fire and bravery, could never orchestrate some brilliant escape plan, even if there had been anywhere to go. Nobody had ever withstood Counseling, and that meant Zada would likely not either. There was only one thing she could do. She shrugged off her magnificent frock coat. It slid to the floor like a dead thing.
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A few minutes later, Zada knocked on the wall. The last of the makeup was scrubbed from her face. She hoped she looked presentable. It had been a bit of a project to lace up her own corset, but her household had never been able to afford an autolacer, and she had learned long ago how to make do.

When the door rematerialized, it came in behind her. Zada turned.

“There,” said Administrator Erskine, “isn’t that better.” In her hands now was a pitcher, along with two cups. “You must want something to drink,” she added. “I hear crying takes an awful lot out of a person.”

The inside of Zada’s mouth felt thick and dry but it seemed like such an obvious ploy. She’d seen enough old movies to recognize the scene where the authorities made the suspect ingest something designed to weaken her resolve. She said nothing.

Administrator Erskine emptied the pitcher into the two cups and set it aside on the shelf. Zada watched this through narrowed eyes, waiting for her to carefully offer only one of them to Zada. Whatever covert substance the administrator hoped to slip her had to be in the cup itself. She’d seen enough old movies to know that much.

“Which do you want?” asked Administrator Erskine, almost casually.

Still, Zada said nothing.

“You must realize it’s only water,” Administrator Erskine said. “I couldn’t possibly risk poisoning myself on a fifty-fifty chance, nor do I want to poison you. We still have a great deal of hope for you, Zada Chambers.” She held out both cups.

Zada felt as if the back of her throat might crack and crumble into dust. “Is this how it starts?” she croaked out.

“Is this how what starts?”

“Counseling,” said Zada. “Is that why they sent you?”

“This is me offering you a drink of water,” said Administrator Erskine slowly, “because you’re clearly all cried out, and there’s no way you aren’t thirsty. We’re not the villains here, Zada. We live and work and raise our families in this community because we love New Ionia and we want New Ionia to be the absolute best it can be. No part of that plan involves allowing an eighteen-year-old girl to die of thirst.”

Zada pointed to the cup on her left. Administrator Erskine held the other cup to her own lips and drained it in several neat swallows.

Zada took the remaining cup when offered and sipped cautiously. It tasted like water, nothing else.

“There,” said Administrator Erskine. “Now, you and I are going to have a little chat. Nothing scary, just a few questions.”

There was nothing to tell. Her plans had failed, and so had Daphne’s, the reality of Heartsong dealing them a one-two blow. Nobody was going to get what they wanted.

Still.

“I don’t think anything I say can help you,” Zada made herself say. “What’s in me can’t be Counseled away.” It came out steadier than she felt, and she realized then that she was not entirely empty. Somewhere deep inside of herself, a spark continued to flicker.

It wasn’t hope, or even a straightforward, principled resistance. What Zada felt was anger. Zada Chambers was angry. She was angry that Daphne had lied to her for so long. She was angry at herself for believing it. She was angry that, after all of that work and hope and trying, her match was still Buford, and she was angry that Administrator Erskine could talk so blithely about what was good for New Ionia when she herself had helped to compromise the Core.

Daphne was not the only person who had willfully deceived Zada over and over again, and at least Daphne had lied out of a kind of heartsick desperation, the wild yearning of a daughter who had lost her mother. The administration had no such excuses.

Zada wished she’d said something else as the guards had dragged them apart, although she couldn’t imagine what.

“Now, Daphne has already confessed to everything,” Administrator Erskine was saying. “She explained how she led you astray. The only trouble is, there were a few inconsistencies in her story, a few details that needed attending. So what I want to discuss with you is how to get you out of this mess.”

Administrator Erskine was right about that much, Zada thought. It was a mess. It was painful and humiliating and it had literally brought her to her knees. Zada still wanted to keep this feeling, she realized. She wanted to hold on to it, no matter how badly it hurt her. Zada’s soul had at last been pierced, and nobody was going to take that from her.

Administrator Erskine stood with her hands behind her back, waiting patiently.

“I do not consent to Counseling,” said Zada. “This is my formal rejection.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Administrator Erskine said gently. There was not a trace of surprise on her face. “But tell me, Zada, what would make you happy?”

Zada stared up at her, uncomprehending. “What?”

“It’s a simple question. What would make you happy?”

“Um.” Zada’s head was starting to spin unpleasantly. As if watching herself from a great distance, it occurred to her that Administrator Erskine could have taken some sort of antidote before drinking the water. “Do you mean right now, or in general?” The words flowed out of her like honey, slow and inevitable. She had not decided to speak.

“Let’s start with in general,” said Administrator Erskine. She reached for a bracelet and activated the SmartGem embedded in it, bringing up a screen and a holographic keyboard that bobbed in front of her.

She tilted her head slightly to the side, as if waiting, which was odd because Zada was sure she had already explained that she would not be saying anything. Zada was almost positive that she had said this out loud. She had to keep her head clear. She had to remember what she had decided. She had to remember why that was important. There had been something, something she’d been trying to hold on to. There had been something. Something had mattered—






Chapter TwentyRapture


Tears flowed down Zada’s face. She couldn’t help it. She was just so happy.

“Uh, do you want any help?” asked Augusta. In her outstretched hands was Zada’s wedding dress.

Wedding dress. What a musical array of sounds. Zada had been crying since Counseling yesterday, but she didn’t bother to wipe away her tears. She wanted everyone to know how overjoyed she was. What a perfect way to mark the beginning of her real life, the start of her marriage with Buford: a wedding dress fitting with her mother and her dearest friends—her only friends—Augusta and Flora.

“She’s fine,” her mother told Augusta, and Zada beamed wetly at her. Her mother understood.

Flora and Augusta were exchanging a look of some kind, their beloved faces briefly marred by wrinkles of concern, but Zada barely registered it. The important thing was that soon she would join hands with Buford, uniting their souls forever, and they would mark their eyes for all to see the miraculous bond they shared. The important thing was that she was about to become a true contributing member of New Ionia, a dutiful wife, and a caring mother.

Something twinged in Zada’s mind for a moment, a resonance with the source sound missing. Nothing but an empty echo. For some reason, it made her cry harder.

Happy. She was so happy.

Zada took the dress, a positive confection of frills and ruffles. She slipped behind the modesty screen, eager to catch a first glimpse of herself as Buford Arnoth’s bride. It was all a glorious play, and for one day, Zada would be the beautiful shining star.

“I’m glad you changed your mind,” Mx. Beauchamp called over the screen. “This one suits you so much better.”

Zada nodded, so overcome with gratitude that she was unable to speak. Her face hurt from smiling so much, the best kind of pain.

“Hey,” said Flora quietly from the other side of the screen. “Zada, if you need a moment—”

“I don’t,” Zada managed at last. “I don’t need anything but Buford.”

“And perhaps a few other things,” came Augusta’s voice. “Your friends and your books and your triple cello.”

“Of course,” said Zada pleasantly. Augusta didn’t understand. She’d been separated from her own true love for too long to remember that ultimately there was nothing more important than a pair of souls joining forever in perfect wedded bliss. It wasn’t Augusta’s fault, Zada reminded herself. Zada had once let her mind grow cluttered with all kinds of trivialities. She had once cared such an awful lot about so many things. Now they were all swept away, with perfect clarity, her mind clean and pure as her beautiful dress.

Zada peeled off her dull, ordinary jacket and let it crumple to the ground.

That was odd. Someone had taken the time to make a very deliberate-looking smudge on Zada’s arm. She wasn’t certain how she hadn’t noticed it when dressing this morning; too delirious with joy, perhaps. Now, she couldn’t ignore it. How embarrassing—it wouldn’t go at all with the white of her gown. Zada went to rub it off and realized with another twinge that the marks exactly matched the dimensions of her own fingertips. Five parallel lines, with seven little dots marching up and down. They were rendered in some dark gray substance, with just a slight bit of glitter to it. Very odd.

Her friends and her mother were waiting for her to put on her gown, and take one thrilling step closer to her marriage with Buford and their life of flawless harmony together. There was no space in that picture for whatever she had, for some mystifying reason, done to her own arm. Done quickly, and yet with a strange sort of precision. Almost as if it were some sort of code.

Another twinge.

Zada stared at the five lines and the climbing dots. She knew there was no time for this, but the marks didn’t fit.

Music, she realized belatedly. It was a melody, consisting of seven notes. That was nice. Maybe she’d written something for Buford. That would make sense, she thought. It was the best possible use of her silly little hobby, to express some piece of how she felt about her husband-to-be. She hoped he would like it.

Why had she smeared the tune on her arm under her jacket, like a secret?

Very quietly, she hummed the seven notes. That feeling again, an echo with no origin. It came with a strange sense of urgency, of running feet and hushed voices, a call to adventure—

“Zada?” her mother called from behind the screen.

There could be no greater adventure than marrying Buford. The memory of something else twinged unpleasantly, a chord with one note very wrong. Zada’s happy tears were still flowing, and she used the moisture to wipe away all traces of the hastily inked circles.

“Ready,” Zada called.
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Time warped and blurred, dreamlike.

Flora and Augusta escorted Zada to the florist. Something about the dense, heavy smell of roses made Zada feel like there should have been a hand in hers, squeezing hard. Buford’s hand, of course. But Buford was so busy.

On the way home, Flora and Augusta attempted to stop at a noodle stand for what they called “old time’s sake,” but Zada couldn’t stop smiling long enough to bring the chopsticks to her mouth. Flora and Augusta exchanged a look, one far too serious for the situation.

“Z,” said Augusta, “you know how much we care about you, right?”

“Of course,” said Zada easily. They cared as much as it was appropriate for friends to care, which was simply lovely of them. She smiled even wider to show them her gratitude.

“It’s just that Buford, you know, he’s a wonderful man,” Flora began. “But his lifestyle—he’s so serious about becoming an important politician and that’s great, we’re all so proud of him—”

“Of course.” Had she already said that? It was hard to keep track. There were such a lot of different words out there, but so few that could pinpoint her current state of bliss. It was so self-evident. “I am unbelievably proud of him. I couldn’t be prouder.”

“Yes,” said Augusta. “But you’re so shy. You don’t like being the center of attention unless you’re playing your triple cello. You hate giving speeches.” She cleared her throat. “The life of a politician’s spouse . . . Z, are you sure, are you absolutely certain this is what you want to do?”

“Of course,” said Zada.

“Because it’s not too late,” said Flora very quietly. “It might seem like it’s too late, but it’s not. We can find a way out of this for you. With a few careful inquiries, we might reach out to people who could reach out to others—”

“The underground,” Zada supplied.

Augusta shushed her and sat up straighter.

Zada couldn’t understand why they were talking about something so dull, but maybe if she contributed something they could return to happier topics.

“Aubrey Audelay,” she said with a shrug.

“What about Aubrey?” Augusta whispered.

“They’re in the underground movement, I think,” Zada volunteered, matching her friends’ peculiar hush. “They play the drums now. Isn’t that marvelous?”

Flora widened her eyes at Augusta. “How do you know this?” Augusta asked in a low voice.

Zada checked her memory. There were a tremendous number of loose ends, pieces of information that refused to flow into each other, as if something enormous had been sheared away. What a thought. For a moment, Zada’s tears were not from joy. She dug in her mind for an answer, any answer at all.

You look at your hands, like clockwork. Someone had told her that once. Their face, their voice, it was all a blur, but the words themselves had stuck in her head for some reason. Zada glanced at her hands. The nails were perfectly painted a pale pink, in preparation for her wedding. She was getting married!

“Did you tell anyone, about Aubrey?” Flora pressed.

Zada frowned. Who would she have told? Why would she have told them? Politics were far outside the purview of a woman in love. Why were her friends, who cared for her a good and reasonable amount, insisting on forcing her down these dim, narrow conversational corridors?

“No,” she said at last. “Nobody asked. It wasn’t important. Now, then.” She cleared her plate out of the way and leaned forward. “What are we going to do about the centerpieces?”

Flora set down her chopsticks.

“Was I like this?” she muttered to Augusta. Maybe she thought Zada wouldn’t notice. It wasn’t that Zada couldn’t pick up on the more pedestrian details of the world. It all simply felt thousands of miles away, and any thoughts that couldn’t connect with her heart and the overpowering love she had for Buford slid away like raindrops off the back of something smooth and slippery. A roof? A duck? What an amusing thought. She couldn’t wait to share it with Buford.

Augusta winced. “Yours lasted a long time. But not nearly as bad,” Augusta said just as quietly back.

Bad, that was a word people used with love sometimes. She’s down bad, an old turn of phrase that described being laid low by love. Except really, Zada’s present state of rapture felt more like floating than sinking. She’s up bad. Except bad was wrong too. She’s up good. There was a story she’d read once, about a man who lived long before the dome. He had wished to fly and so attached a fleet of helium balloons to his chair. He had assumed his ascent would be gentle and slow, but instead he had shot skyward, some sixteen thousand feet into the air.

Zada laughed. That was love. It took you to heights you couldn’t imagine.
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Zada’s mother had Zada’s lenses, and all messages directed to Zada’s earring were being forwarded to her mother as well. It made Zada feel terribly fancy, like a lady who could afford to have someone else handle her correspondence. There was no time to answer every single message herself anyway. Wedding planning was very demanding. As they chatted about color palettes and catering choices, her mother sometimes had to stop what she was doing to hear and delete a message no doubt meant for Zada. She did it with no grace, like most people of her generation.

The clumsiness of it made Zada smile anew. Her mother might not have been totally used to ear implant technology, but she was dedicated to making sure Zada didn’t have to deal with any pesky interruptions. The messages were nearly constant for the first few days, and then they petered out. Whoever was trying to get in touch with Zada must have eventually realized she had more important things to think about.

Days passed. Every time Zada turned around, more time had flowed through her fingers, which would have been alarming except it brought her that much closer to the day she’d been dreaming of for her entire life. Rainbows and fireworks and shooting stars. The phrase made her strangely sad. She couldn’t explain why. That made her sad as well. It was no way to feel on the night before her wedding, she reminded herself. She concentrated on the bright, glowing feeling at her center until the discordant notes were drowned out once more.

Better.
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The night before her wedding, she was gazing out of the window of her bedroom, watching the rain streak down and out of sight, when she heard a tap on the glass. Zada started. A face had appeared in the window, a woman around Zada’s age, with short dark hair and black-rimmed dark brown eyes.

This was strange because her family didn’t live on the first floor. Perplexed, Zada crossed the room and fumbled for the latch.

“Hello,” said Zada.

“Zada,” said the stranger. “Look, I don’t have much time—”

Peering through the glass, Zada could tell that the newcomer had climbed the uneven walls of the NuGrow building and was now clinging to the windowsill. That seemed precarious. The polite thing to do, thought Zada, would be to invite her in. That would be friendly, in keeping with the duties of the politician’s wife she aspired to be.

Zada turned the antique crank until the window opened and gestured for the rain-soaked stranger to come inside. She landed in Zada’s room with a tumble. She wore a navy suit, and some sort of a sash diagonally crossing the front of her jacket. Rivulets of water trailed down her hair and face, and she seemed rather out of breath.

“I’m Zada,” said Zada. She laughed. “Oh, sorry, you seem to already know that.”

The stranger nodded. Even though she’d said she was in a hurry, she stared at Zada for the length of several breaths, as if drinking in the sight of her. There was an odd look on her face, a longing so wild it registered more like hunger.

“Can I get you something to eat?” Zada offered.

The stranger shook her head. She glanced around the room. “You weren’t answering my messages,” she said, “and Flora and Augusta said there’s no getting through to you.”

“Oh,” said Zada brightly. “You know Flora and Augusta? They’re marvelous, aren’t they? They’re my best friends.”

At that, the stranger looked so sad that Zada decided to share her own good fortune, in the hopes it might wipe away the pain in those dark brown eyes.

Zada leaned in. “I’m going to be married tomorrow,” she whispered.

“I know,” said the stranger. “I’m sorry. I tried to get you out of Counseling, I really did. But nothing I said was enough, and I think my grandfather wanted to punish you. He knows he can use you to get to me.”

Zada could feel her forehead wrinkle.

“I would’ve written you a note,” the stranger told her, “but I think they’ll search you.”

Zada nodded. “They take such good care of me. Besides, I have no secrets from the Core.”

The stranger was watching her again. Her eyes raked over Zada’s features, and Zada felt a spark of something, the ghost of a thrill. For some reason, she wanted to reach out and brush her hand across this woman’s cheek. What a terrible impulse to have on the eve of one’s wedding.

“You said you didn’t have time,” Zada prompted.

The stranger jerked to attention. She plucked at her sash, which Zada realized was actually the strap of a case slung across her back.

“And what is that?” Zada asked, as the stranger very carefully placed what appeared to be an instrument case on the floor in front of Zada. It was covered in rain droplets. Zada took a step backward.

The stranger shook her head. “I thought, maybe if you saw me—” She swallowed. It looked painful. “Doesn’t matter.” Her voice sounded oddly rough. She cleared her throat. “It’s a triple cello,” said the stranger. “Your triple cello. Maybe if you play it, your memories will come back.”

“Oh,” said Zada vaguely. “Why would I want that?”

“Because you love playing music,” the stranger told her. The stranger’s eyes traced the ceiling for a long moment and then returned to Zada. There were tears in her eyes, Zada realized. “You love it more than almost anything. It’s part of who you are, and I—” A muscle in her jaw twitched. She swallowed again. “I have to believe you’re still in there somewhere. They couldn’t have—there’s no way they took all of you, forever. And that means someday, you’re going to want this triple cello again. I think you’re going to need it. So please, take it. Okay?”

Zada frowned. “Are you all right?”

The stranger laughed, an oddly choked sound. “Why do you always ask me that?”

It was the strangest thing, but Zada had the sudden impulse to take this dripping stranger’s hand in her hand and say something warm, something comforting. She wanted the stranger to smile, she realized. She wanted the stranger to laugh, wanted to hear that laugh right up against her ear like a secret, and it was all completely inappropriate. These were feelings meant for one’s spouse and no one else.

Zada breathed in and out. She closed her eyes and opened them again. She had the sense she was clinging to something by her fingernails, but she couldn’t fall. She couldn’t.

“You should go,” she said.

“Yeah,” said the stranger. She crossed the room and, with some trouble, lowered herself back out of the window. “Hey.” The stranger looked up at Zada with those deep brown eyes. The rain was starting to pour outside, but she didn’t seem to notice. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be,” said Zada. “Tomorrow will be the happiest day of my life.”

She shut the window and lay on her bed, listening for the faint sounds of someone scrabbling down the wall outside. Eventually, the noises stopped, and Zada went to sleep.






Chapter Twenty-OneDawn


Zada woke up early in the morning, feeling unrested.

Something was missing. The instrument case still lay in the middle of the room. She cracked it open and stared down at an electric stringed instrument about the length and width of her thigh. With the certainty of something she’d dreamed, she knew this was a triple cello.

“Hey, Z.”

She glanced up. Her father was standing in her doorway. When she’d arrived home from Counseling, her door had been removed. She hadn’t asked where it had gone because it hadn’t seemed important.

It didn’t matter. She didn’t care. She had no secrets.

“I think I don’t remember something,” she said quietly. “I had it, and now I don’t.”

“That’s all right,” he said. “It’ll come back to you. Are you talking about your triple cello?”

She nodded.

“I always thought you played a little too much, to be honest,” her father told her. “It took away focus from the things in life that really matter. Maybe when things come back to you, you’ll be able to find a better middle ground. It’s all about balance, you know?”

Zada couldn’t argue with that.

“Yes, of course,” she said.

“I just want you to be happy here,” said her father, smiling slightly as he turned to leave. “Can you help your mother carry down all those boxes of flowers? We’re hiring a hyper-carriage to take them to the hall.”

Zada nodded. She’d seen the boxes yesterday. They were enormous, large enough for a child to climb into, but not very heavy. That was good. It wouldn’t do to exert herself too much on the morning of her wedding. At the thought of it, she smiled. Her special day.

Zada glanced back at the instrument case, the one detail out of place for today, like a strand of hair that wouldn’t stop drifting into her eyes.

“It’s part of who you are,” the stranger had said. And she’d also said, “there’s no way they took all of you, forever.”

No part of her had been taken, she reminded herself. She was whole and in one piece, and she was going to be a bride. Her life was about to begin, and that meant she wasn’t sad, wasn’t confused, wasn’t missing something vital clinging to the edges of her memory like a melody stuck in her head. Something sweet and hesitant and openly romantic. She knew the song, but she didn’t remember learning it, didn’t remember her first time encountering it anywhere else in the world. So how—

“Zada?” her mother called.

Zada closed the instrument case with a snap. “Coming!”
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The processional was absolutely gorgeous. Zada stood in the alcove of the grandest room in City Hall, savoring the sound. Her makeup, her brows, the pale blue ribbons trailing through her hair that her mother had carefully chosen, and her frothy white dress dripping with ruffles—every detail was perfect. Flora and Augusta had hugged her, tears in their eyes at the sight of her. They had solemnly promised to be the best matrons of honor they could be, and Zada had clapped her hands and smiled at them.

And here, now, it was all happening. She clutched her flowers and waited for her cue, completely at peace.

The moment came. Zada walked slowly down the aisle. Everyone stood to watch her advance. In the crowd, Zada saw her parents sitting in the front beside Buford’s parents. Behind them were her old classmates from Dalrymple and her beloved matrons of honor. Flora’s husband, Aiden, was the next row over, serving as the best man. And even Administrator Erskine was in attendance. What an honor.

Oh. The stranger from last night was there, too. She was standing to the side, sleek in a black suit, a cut high on her cheekbone. Zada’s stomach swooped at the sight of that slash of dark red, in freefall at the thought that this stranger might have injured herself climbing down Zada’s wall.

Then the music swelled, and Zada remembered why she was here. The rich curtains at the back of the stage almost seemed to glow as she took her place. Buford, looking very handsome in his suit, gave her an approving little nod. The officiant, a more senior aide of Legislator Bassey’s, stepped up to the podium.

But then, with an enormous grin, Flora handed Zada her triple cello, and Augusta produced the bow. How wonderful. She’d nearly forgot this was happening.

Zada took her place on the grandest stage in the grandest room of City Hall. The crowd before her was silent, rapt. They had been to enough weddings to recognize a bride going off-script. Nobody had asked her to play.

It was harmless. She had smuggled her triple cello case to the venue in a box of flowers and then into the hall itself draped in the folds of her enormous dress. Flora and Augusta had done the rest, secreting the triple cello and the bow behind one of the massive curtains at the back of the room.

She only needed to prove to herself that she was not some broken shard of a woman, that every part of her was present and ready to marry Buford. She touched the bow to the strings, playing a G on instinct. The sound reverberated through the room like laughter. The piece from before beckoned. Somehow, she knew that she could perform it by heart.

Zada brought the bow to the strings and began to play.
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The floating, blissful feeling didn’t disperse all at once.

It felt like waking up very slowly from a dream, pieces of reality bobbing back up one by one to the surface of her mind. Daphne, playing her foldable mandolin and the dizzying surge of shared creation, of writing a melody together that hadn’t existed before. Zada sitting alone in her room, layering music at her triple cello. That bone-dry first kiss with Buford. Laughing with Daphne, Flora, Augusta, and Carine as they painted their faces to pretend to be statues.

Watching Daphne, surrounded by bright lines of code. Watching Daphne distract a slew of anxious first-years with a spot-on impression of Professor Egerton. Watching Daphne deftly pick the lock of her grandfather’s study.

Gathering interviews with the nuns, picking up stories that ran against everything she’d ever been taught. Kissing Daphne at the grotto rock concert. Deciding to work hand in hand with a friend Zada hadn’t spoken to in a year, a friend she had no reason to trust, because it had seemed the only possible way out of a lifetime backed into living a lie. The shock of realizing that Daphne had harbored her own agenda from the beginning. Crying alone in the interrogation room.

Zada kept playing on pure muscle memory. She felt like she was fretting the strings and bowing the notes while falling down an impossible cavern, or possibly rising from it. Every part of her mind that had been amputated and cauterized opened to her at once—the pain, the ambivalence, the bitter disappointment. At the same time, she remembered the other side of the same coin. She had chosen to go to the grotto rock concert. She had kissed Daphne, and outwitted Chancellor Fallow’s security system, and uncovered the lies behind the Heartsong program and the Core. She had turned down Counseling, and even then, she’d tried to leave herself a message in the form of seven notes inked onto her arm with makeup and tears.

Zada Chambers was shy and quiet and disastrously bad at public speaking. But some part of her was also a fighter, and meeting that part of her again was a heady rush. And not only that, she knew that Daphne had scaled the side of her home to see her, to try to break the spell of Counseling and to return to her some morsel of herself. She had it now.

She had it now, and everyone in the room was staring at her. Was there, she asked herself, a word for how she felt? She thought of the nuns and their secret library, and wondered if that word was inside one of the many volumes the leaders of New Ionia had fought so hard to keep from her.

The song ended. She was breathing like she’d run a mile. She half expected someone to run up and yell at her audience, to insist they hadn’t heard what they’d just heard.

From their seats in the hall, Zada’s parents beamed. They’d always loved her music, even if they thought it a distraction.

The officiant conjured up his notes from his SmartGem.

“Well,” he said with an awkward laugh, “I can’t follow a demonstration of love like that, and so I won’t try.”

Oh. They thought the song was for Buford. Her gaze found Daphne in the back of the room. Daphne, who for once looked uncertain.

The officiant cleared his throat. “Do you, Zada Chambers, take Buford Arnoth to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

Zada breathed in. She could do this. Just because nobody else had ever done it before didn’t mean there couldn’t be a first time.

“No,” she said, voice carrying in the perfect acoustics. “I don’t.”

A loud murmur arose. Someone gasped.

“Uh, nothing personal,” she added. “Buford is a good man. But this system, letting some algorithm decide who you’re meant to be with—it’s rotten, all of it.” She swallowed. “And not just because anyone with the right permissions can go into the program and alter its results. The Heartsong program selected Buford as my soulmate, yes, but I can’t spend my life with someone just because the math checks out. I can’t trust an algorithm over what every fiber of my being is telling me. The Core has what data I’ve given it, but it doesn’t know me. It doesn’t know what I need or what I truly want.”

When she looked out into the crowd, Daphne was gazing back at her.

“I don’t really know what my destiny is,” Zada continued, “but I believe that love should be a choice.”

She thought of the nuns, Sister Patience and Sister Justice, who hadn’t been brought together by Heartsong. They’d picked each other, with no guarantee at all of how their story might end. Two months ago, the very thought of that would have filled Zada with panic. Now, she saw something brave and beautiful in what they’d built, even on uncertain ground.

“And I don’t choose Buford,” she said. “I can’t.” Another deep breath. Her time was running out. She knew the only reason she’d been allowed to speak for this long was because everyone in charge was too stunned to move. “The person I’d choose—if she chooses me, too—is Daphne Fallow.”

Daphne’s face lit up, sun-bright. Then she was running down the aisle, crossing the room in long strides, and vaulting up onto the stage.

“Hi,” said Zada softly.

“Hi,” said Daphne.

Slowly and deliberately, Daphne took Zada’s hand in hers.

It was about that time that the grandest room of City Hall erupted into chaos once again.

Everyone spoke at once. Some were shouting. Administrator Erskine was calling for a microphone, but even she couldn’t really be heard over the din. Zada looked for her parents, but they were lost among the crowd. Some were leaving their seats, while others were activating their SmartGems, no doubt to tell their social circles what had just happened. The scandal of the century.

Daphne squeezed Zada’s hand in three even pulses. Zada felt her mouth curve into a smile.

Someone tapped Zada on the shoulder. It was Flora. Augusta stood behind her.

“That was wonderful!” Flora had to shout to be heard over the noise of the crowd. “I had no idea—”

“Well, I did,” Augusta put in, beaming.

“You need to go, right now,” Flora yelled. “Aiden heard Administrator Erskine talking. She wants to Extricate you, Zada—”

“They’ll have to go through me first,” said Daphne, eyes flashing.

“We’ll take our chances,” Zada said. “Together.” This time, she wasn’t letting go of Daphne, not for anything.

Augusta shook her head. “They’re going to put you through Counseling first. They’ll make you recant everything you said, in front of everyone. Then they’ll abandon you outside without any of your memories intact.”

Zada tried to imagine the two of them, freshly Counseled, utterly helpless and full of deluded belief in the very people who had abandoned them. They would not survive for long. She shuddered.

Augusta grabbed her by the arm. “Run. The sisters are outside waiting.”

“But how—” Zada started.

“Aubrey,” Flora broke in breathlessly. “You were right about them. We reached out to Aubrey, and they did the rest.” She handed Zada her triple cello and bow. “You’ll need this.”

“Out the back door, now,” said Augusta. “We’ll cover for you. Hurry!”

A pair of guards thundered up the steps, and Flora and Augusta moved to block them. Zada and Daphne bolted for the back exit, slipping past the heavy curtains. Then Zada and Daphne were racing through the double doors and out of the room.

“The guards were right there. We have to jam the doors.” Zada panted, searching for something, anything, they could use to bar the doors.

“Here!” said Daphne. She’d snapped a candle-style light fixture off the wall and tossed it to Zada, who slid the artificial candle through the door handles.

Soon, they were running down the mazelike back half of City Hall. It was strange to think that only two months ago, Zada had wandered the hallways alone until she’d found Daphne surrounded by twinkling blue lights.

“Do you know the way out of here?” asked Zada.

“I think so,” said Daphne, “but we need to—”

She broke off. Someone was standing in the shadow of the hallway. The figure emerged from the darkness as if he’d been waiting for them. He wore a fashionable blue suit, and his auburn curls had been slicked into place.

“Thought you might come this way,” said Buford Arnoth.






Chapter Twenty-TwoIn Which a Door Is Closed


Zada froze. “Buford,” she managed. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, but—”

“No,” said Buford, “I’m sorry. I should have talked to you more, after that first night. Do you love her?”

“Yes,” said Zada, glancing at Daphne, who squeezed her hand again.

Buford nodded. “I love someone else, too,” he said, and Zada felt herself start to breathe again.

The doors rattled ominously.

“By order of the New Ionian guard, you are to open this door immediately!” a booming voice called.

It was followed by a quieter, more dignified voice. “Daphne Fallow, don’t embarrass yourself any further,” said Chancellor Fallow. “You have until the count of five, and then you won’t like what happens next.”

“I’ll hold them off as long as I can,” Buford said quietly. “The quickest way out of here is the maintenance door. Two lefts, then a right. You’ll come out facing the back exit from there.”

“Understood,” said Zada.

“Five,” intoned Chancellor Fallow.

“But what about you?” Zada said.

“I’ll be fine. My family will protect me. And Legislator Bassey is doing what she can to reform this place,” said Buford in a low voice. “We’re planting seeds of change where we can. In the meantime—”

“We need to go,” said Daphne, glancing at the door.

“Four.”

“Just take care of yourself. We’ll do what we can for the city,” Buford said. He pointed down the hall. “Two lefts and a right.”

“Thank you,” Zada told him.

“Three.”

Zada and Daphne took off running again.

“Two.”

They’d just passed through the first door when the sizzle of a dematerializer announced the end of the countdown. They could hear the doors swing open, the artificial candle apparently melted away.

Then Buford was saying in a loud, clear voice, “They went that way! To the right!”

And then Zada and Daphne were racing through the next door, lungs burning, legs burning. The pounding of guard boots grew fainter. The guards had followed Buford’s misdirection.

“There’ll be more guards outside,” Daphne warned.

Zada nodded grimly. They had come to the last fork. They flung open the door and slipped out into the alley, the searing sunlight nearly whiting out their eyes.

“You two,” said Sister Patience. “Get in the back, now.”

“Where’re we going?” asked Daphne.

“To our ship, and then out of the city,” Sister Justice told her. “Now quickly—”

The large wheeled crate hooked up to the solar-powered cart was stacked to the brim with pieces of intricately made lace, nearly overflowing. Zada and Daphne clambered onto the crate, and Sister Justice proceeded to pile scraps on top of them until Sister Patience said, “That’ll have to be enough. Girls, try not to breathe too much.”

The wheels began to turn. Zada lay on the rough wood, draped in white and cream and ivory like a giant veil, Daphne still maintaining a firm grip on her hand. All around her, the familiar sounds of the city filtered in—passersby talking, the rumble of hyper-carriages, and the beeping of horses. A high, thin alarm began to sound. Zada immediately recognized it as the city guard’s siren. Her hand not holding the triple cello and bow tightened around Daphne’s.

“It’s all right, just stay calm,” said Sister Justice, seemingly to Sister Patience, but she had pitched her voice to be heard over the din.

Zada concentrated on breathing shallowly, staying very still, and not utterly crushing Daphne’s hand in hers. She knew the sisters were right. If anyone found them back here, it wouldn’t just be Counseling and Extrication for Zada and Daphne. Their apprehension would also make the nuns a target—not just Sister Patience and Sister Justice, but also possibly the entire order. There was nothing to do but fight the urge to scream, to move, to run.

The cart rolled forward a few inches, then paused. Several more inches, and then it halted again. They were stuck in traffic, and Zada had a good idea of the cause. The city guard was stopping vehicles for questioning.

Zada bit the inside of her lip. It was hot under all of that fabric. A bead of sweat formed at the small of her back.

The cart crawled onward. Zada couldn’t track where they were anymore. There was a crack in the wood at the bottom of the crate, and she focused her eyes there, trying to watch for landmarks, but the roads all looked the same. The siren wailed on and on, growing closer with each reverberation.

“Good morning, sisters,” said someone from just up ahead. “Do you mind if we ask you a few questions?”

Zada’s eyes widened. It was a voice she knew well, a voice that had celebrated her good fortunes and comforted her when things went wrong, coaxed her through writing her name for the first time and insisted that someday Zada was going to amount to something. Only two months ago, the owner of that voice had been deliriously happy when Zada had crashed into Buford and sparked her Heartsong. And this morning, she had braided Zada’s hair and assured her how delighted Zada would be with Buford, how clearly they were destined for each other.

“Morning,” said Sister Patience. “What’s all the commotion?”

“A pair of young fugitives,” Zada’s mother answered in her no-nonsense work cadence. “We just want to talk with them before they do anything rash.”

Daphne’s thumb stroked the back of Zada’s hand. Zada’s heart thumped hard in her chest. Her throat was impossibly dry, and she could feel a cough welling up. She swallowed.

“Of course,” said Sister Justice. “What do they look like?”

One of the other guards answered. “Two females, aged eighteen. One tall with short dark hair and brown eyes, likely in a suit. One shorter and stout with dark blond hair and gray eyes, wearing a wedding dress.”

“Well, the good news is they sound very distinctive,” Sister Patience replied. “If we see them, we will certainly let you know.”

Heavy booted footsteps approached the cart.

“Do you think they could have climbed in here when you weren’t looking?” asked the second guard.

Sister Patience snorted. “This cart barely carries us. We would absolutely notice if we were dragging along two stowaways.”

Zada swallowed again. The cough was still clawing up her throat. She eyed the crack in the basket, trying to judge how far they were from the ship and freedom. She could see her mother’s boots, which were a slightly smaller size than those belonging to the other guards with her. Zada had seen those boots countless times before, muddied and tossed aside in the entryway of her home.

A pause. A long pause. Zada watched the boots step closer. Then, through the crack, she saw the face of her mother. She’d crouched down to examine the cart. Zada stared at her mother, who stared back. There was no way her mother didn’t see her, no way she didn’t recognize her. The moment stretched so long that Zada stopped counting the seconds, was only aware of the sweat down her back and a prickling sensation in her hands. Any second now, her mother would speak, would open her mouth and turn Zada in. Her mother’s eye left her field of vision. This was it, thought Zada.

“All clear,” said her mother, and the cart rolled on.
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The sisters’ ship bay was an echoing space underneath the community center, far enough underground that the lower part of the walls had been visibly hewn from piles of compressed trash.

“I can’t believe they tried to teach us that they built this city on a mountain,” said Daphne.

“A beacon of hope, lifted on high,” Zada quoted.

“And all along it was just a heap of garbage.”

In a way, it was the whole story of New Ionia. The mountain, the Founders, the miracle of the Core and the gift of Heartsong—enchanting stories made all the more appealing by the truth’s fundamental ugliness. Nobody wanted to live on a pile of trash. Nobody wanted to admit that a city governed by a set of powerful algorithms was a city asleep. Nobody wanted to face the hard task of choosing how to live your life.

That was the story of New Ionia, but it wasn’t their story. They hadn’t just uncovered corruption and lies. The truth was terrible, but it was also beautiful. It came in many forms: the sly cracking of a joke, the thrill of singing while standing shoulder to shoulder at an unsanctioned concert, the careful mercies of their school friends, the contours of Daphne’s smile and the feel of her lips against Zada’s.

“On the way out of here, could you tell me more about grotto rock?” asked Zada.

Daphne nodded. “Of course.”

“The ship’s ready to go,” said a novice hovering nearby. “We’ve packed you each a few changes of clothes and some other basic supplies. A few books that might be helpful, too. Some are on practical skills you’ll need.” He lowered his voice. “And a smattering of political theory from the private collection.”

Zada shivered in delight. She thought of the sheer volume of knowledge left to explore and felt almost dizzy. Not just politics, but stories, too. So many voices had been silenced for her, and now—maybe she could ask the nuns about some kind of book exchange.

“We even found a case for your triple cello,” said the novice, handing over an instrument case with a smile. “Sister Patience is ready for liftoff. You’ll be in the back, in the cargo hold.”

Zada and Daphne crossed the concrete floor toward the small, unassuming ship. At the door, Zada turned.

“What is it like out there?” she asked. “Do you happen to know?”

“It’s hard to describe,” said the novice.

“That bad?” said Daphne.

The novice smiled. “Not bad at all,” he said. “Just different. You’ll see.”

They climbed into the ship, shutting the door behind themselves. They climbed past the heaps of boxes and what Zada supposed was their own luggage.

The small, windowless cargo hold had two small fold-out jump seats, equipped with what appeared to be two sets of jury-rigged seatbelts. Zada and Daphne sat and belted themselves in.

They were about to embark on something entirely new, but Zada still had unfinished business.

“Daphne,” said Zada as they settled in, “I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

Daphne blinked. “For what?”

“The way I cut you out of my life,” said Zada. “I never should’ve done that. And I never should’ve done it that way. You deserved better.”

“I did,” said Daphne slowly. “But so did you. I think I never let myself realize how much easier it was for me to stay out of trouble. I mean, just look at what happened to us. You were Counseled and all I got was a stern lecture from my grandfather. The people at the top think they should get away with everything, and that consequences are for everyone at the bottom.”

“I won’t argue with that.”

Daphne stretched in her harness to bump shoulders with Zada. “It’s absurd. If anything, they should be under more scrutiny, but instead they go about breaking their own rules while they play with the lives of everyone under them. It’s not fair, none of it is. And you deserve so much better. You deserve everything, Zada.”

“I don’t know about everything,” said Zada, but looking at Daphne, she was starting to believe the truth of it. She did deserve everything. They both did.

Daphne turned to her. “I should probably tell you something.” The fingers of one hand worried at the fingers of the other and there was the slightest shake to her voice. She was nervous, Zada realized.

“Only if you want to.”

“I want to,” Daphne said. “I owe you an explanation. Why I was so intent on looking into Heartsong.”

“I understand,” Zada said. “Your mother. I don’t blame you for that.”

“But I should have been honest with you from the jump,” Daphne said. “The truth is, my first inkling that the Heartsong program might be rigged actually came when I was fifteen.”

“Really?” Zada searched her memory. She didn’t remember Daphne acting any differently back then.

“It was right after we jellied the fountain,” Daphne told her. “I was home on break. Grandfather gave me his usual speech about what a disgrace I was, how I needed to get my act together before I ruined everything, and then, uh.” Daphne’s hands stuttered to a stop. “He told me something new. He said that if I behaved, he would personally see to it that you and I would be matched.”

“What? Why would he think you would want that?”

Daphne smiled ruefully. “Because Helena Neale had been spying on me. And she may be a ridiculous person, but she knew a crush when she saw one.”

“So all along,” Zada began, and Daphne nodded.

“All along,” Daphne said, “I was head over heels for you. I tried to get over you when we stopped being friends, but clearly, it didn’t take.”

“I wish I’d known,” said Zada. “Maybe I could have been honest with myself sooner. About how I feel about you.”

The ship took off then with a sharp lurch. The sudden momentum jostled them both and knocked Daphne right into Zada, who held her around the waist.

“And how do you feel?” said Daphne, twisting to see her, the beginnings of a smile on her lips.

Zada gave her a squeeze. “There is nobody else on earth I would flee the city with. I love the way you see the world, and I love how you move through it. No matter what happens, no matter where we go, I’m so glad we’ll be doing it together.”

The smile became a dazzling grin. “Likewise,” said Daphne. “And look at you, making passionate speeches like it’s what you were born to do.”

“What can I say,” Zada said. “I’ve always been a romantic.”

The ship intercom chimed. “Cockpit to cargo bay,” said Sister Patience. “We’re on the way out of the tunnels. New Ionia is in our dust, so it’s safe for you to come up here and catch your first glimpse of life on the outside.”

Zada unbuckled her harness and waited for Daphne to do the same. They carefully made their way to the door at the front of the cargo bay. It slid open automatically, and they walked down a long hallway to another door.

Daphne pressed the entry button to this one. The doors opened again, and then they were standing in the cockpit. Sister Patience and Sister Justice sat at a console, with a huge window above them that currently showed nothing but darkness. The engines whirred away, a comforting hum in the background.

“It’s not much to look out until we hit open air,” said Sister Justice. “But sit tight.”

“Can’t wait,” said Daphne, and she took Zada’s hand.

Zada turned to look at her. You came back for me, she thought. And I would do the same for you in a heartbeat.

She realized then there was no reason not to kiss her. The nuns were occupied and they wouldn’t mind. All of the people ready to ruin Zada’s life because of who she wanted to kiss—they were gone. Zada and Daphne were free.

When Zada reached for Daphne, no music played. There was no sense of fate inextricably tying them together, and no guarantee that they would find perfect bliss with each other forever. But with every fiber of her being, Zada wanted to try.

“Hey,” said Daphne quietly.

“Hey,” said Zada, bringing their lips together. They kissed and kissed, until the outside world sprang into view, and they caught their first glimpse of the new life waiting for them, away from every creature comfort they’d been told their whole lives that they needed.

The land was lush and beautiful, and it was almost impossibly green.






EpilogueAt the End, a New Beginning


The chickens are loose again,” said Carine.

Zada looked up from her triple cello. After three months at Beluga Settlement, it was still a joy to see her old friend Carine again. That didn’t mean she loved to be interrupted in the middle of her work: The Beluga residents, overjoyed to have another musician among their number, had tasked Zada with gathering and preserving as many old songs as she could, and this one was nearly good enough to record.

“How loose?” asked Zada, stalling.

Carine snorted. “It seems like whoever fed them this morning forgot to shut the gate. In fact, it seems like two whoevers in particular left the gate wide open because they were too busy making out in the goat pasture at ass o’clock in the morning. Truly mystifying.”

It wasn’t that mystifying. Daphne had looked so wonderful in the gentle early dawn light. Zada stood, cheeks flaming, and leaned her triple cello against the generator.

“Not to fret,” said Carine. “People make mistakes, it’s fine. But Daphne’s in the middle of story time so it’s your job to help me chase down some very silly little dinosaur descendants before they get themselves eaten by coyotes.”

“Right,” said Zada. So far, the hardest lesson to unlearn had been shame. She’d had no idea how entrenched within her it had been until moving to a place where children weren’t taught that they were perpetually teetering on the edge of some horrific unspoken consequence or catastrophic social ruin.

She couldn’t help noticing how often the other townspeople wound up telling her variations of “It’s okay” or “You don’t have to worry about this.” The very fact of needing to be reassured so often sometimes made her ashamed, to which Daphne would say, “You can’t feel shame about your shame. You’ll never climb out of that pit. Focus on something else instead. Let’s charge up the generator and listen to another Hope Springs Nocturnal song. Come on, we’ll dance it out.”

They’d danced a lot in the past three months. Sometimes Carine joined them, and sometimes she just sat in a chair and unstrapped her wooden leg, waving it in the air like a baton. Carine had lost her leg from the knee down somewhere between her Extrication and arriving at Beluga. She’d been Extricated too quickly to meet up with the sisters beforehand, that was all Zada knew about it. Carine never spoke about what had happened, only about the fierce joy she’d felt when Tobias the carpenter had shyly offered her a custom-made prosthetic.

The music they danced to varied. Sometimes Zada played old hits with the other handful of musicians in the settlement. Sometimes Zada, Daphne, and Carine sang melodies from their school days. Sometimes it was grotto rock. Zada would always treasure the songs she and Daphne had heard on that fateful night, but lately, a new track was playing on a loop in Zada’s head, a reworking of a much older tune, with new words that she repeated to herself as needed: “You count for more / than they ever swore / down at the core / for you have worth / more than your work / here on this earth . . .”

“The sisters are coming by after lunch,” Carine announced as they herded the chickens away from the goat pasture.

“More letters?” Zada guessed hopefully.

“And those apricot cakes they love to make,” Carine said.

The latest batch of correspondence had been promising. Flora’s systems job had her tracking all of the unauthorized changes made to the Core, and she was secretly working on a formal proposal to have it shut down—with the cracks in the system on full display, it became harder every day for those in charge to pretend that dictatorship by algorithm was a good idea. It was unlikely that the proposal would be adopted, but it was a start, as was the firing of Mozelle Drogace. Undoing the legacy of the billionaires who had turned New Ionia into the monstrosity that it was would be difficult and slow work.

Buford and Legislator Bassey were reintroducing her bill to allow non-Heartsong couples to marry. He claimed Flora’s husband, Aiden, had somehow been a big help with it, although reading between the lines, it seemed like Buford and Aiden simply had feelings for each other.

Augusta now worked closely with the nuns, who were teaching her how to operate and maintain a printing press. She’d printed quite a few secret pamphlets to help elect a legislator who was running against Chancellor Fallow, and to expose the truth about Counseling.

Aubrey had kept in touch as well. Trading music with them was fascinating, although slipping them new albums still carried a certain degree of risk for everyone in Aubrey’s circle. The underground was, if anything, busier than before.

But there was no word from Zada’s parents, or Carine’s parents, either. No word, of course, from Daphne’s grandfather. Sometimes Zada woke up humming one of her father’s old favorite songs. She still wasn’t used to the way her stomach tightened when she remembered how far away he was, or what it was like to look her mother in the eye as she was fleeing New Ionia.

Buford’s next legislative effort was an attempt to loosen travel restrictions between New Ionia and the world outside, and some part of Zada still hoped this would make a difference. Nothing would make a difference for Daphne, who was essentially left without a family. She kept insisting it didn’t bother her, but Zada noticed the longing in Daphne’s eyes whenever she saw a parent from Beluga hug their child.

Luckily, they could stay busy. Between their Beluga jobs—Zada had her music archives to manage, and Daphne worked at a library made up entirely of paper books—and an hour of farm chores each day, they were also taking classes at night, on any subject they could. Carine herself taught Intro to Practical Biology to whoever was interested, and seeing her in her element helped to soothe the ache of missing their other friends. Maybe Flora and Augusta and Aubrey could make it out to visit someday.

Carine and Zada were chasing the last of the stragglers back into the chicken coop when Zada spotted a dot on the horizon.

“What’s that?” Zada asked. “It’s not stirring up the ground enough to be a ship.”

“It’s horses, real ones,” said Carine. “The troupe’s back.”

Zada swallowed. “Soldiers?”

Carine shook her head. “An acting troupe. They come around a few times a year. They do mostly plays about the current moment. We have a standing bargain with them.”

“Huh,” said Zada. “Should we wait around and welcome them?”

“I’m due to look at the water recycler again,” said Carine. “But I can say hi.”

Zada and Carine waited in the shade of the coop fence for the travelers. Zada still wasn’t used to feeling the sun at its normal strength, not warped and magnified as it had been in New Ionia. Carine had been right that the climate in the biodome had gotten worse, while the climate outside had slowly recovered. Zada had yet to truly experience a cold snap. She was almost looking forward to it.

As soon as the actors came into view, Zada and Carine started to wave. There were maybe twenty of them. Their leader was a small, white-haired old woman who rode her horse with incredible ease. And to her right, walking a tall brown horse was a woman who reminded Zada almost eerily of Daphne. It wasn’t just the hair or the eyes or the nose, it was the very dimensions of her mischievous smile.

Zada looked at Carine, but Carine didn’t react. Of course, Carine hadn’t spent the last three months reveling in the ability to stare at Daphne Fallow whenever she wanted.

“Welcome to Beluga Town,” Carine was saying. “You’re the Ameliorators, right? You’re welcome to water your animals, and after that we can see about watering yourselves.”

“Most kind of you,” said the old woman. “The usual deal? Three nights of theater for three nights of hospitality?”

“Of course,” said Carine, leading the old woman away.

Zada snuck a look at the dark-haired woman. She was older than she’d first looked, with plenty of white strands mixed into the black, and pronounced laugh lines at her eyes, and worry lines at her forehead. She was the right age, but many people who left New Ionia chose different names, so there was no guarantee she would answer to Iphigenia, if that had ever been her. Zada was still somewhat shaky on the etiquette surrounding a renaming, and she didn’t want to get it wrong.

“Would you like to see the library?” said Zada instead. “The kids are just finishing story time, I’m sure they’d love to meet some real-life actors.”

A flicker passed over the dark-haired woman’s face, and then she brightened and said, “Oh yes. We’d love to meet them, too!”

Zada kept up a cautious flow of conversation on the way to the library. The actors had most recently come from Canada. Their journey on this leg had been mostly pleasant, except for an encounter with some bandits near Toronto, but Terry Chen, the troupe’s stage manager, had negotiated the Ameliorators’ escape thanks to the clever use of prop guns.

“And what do you do?” asked the dark-haired woman.

“I play the triple cello,” Zada told her.

The woman clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! Listen, if you ever want a change of scenery, we would kill for another musician.” She hesitated. “Not kill, of course. Maim? No, that feels too severe. We would verbally devastate someone for a triple cellist, how’s that?”

“Pretty good,” said Zada, “but I’m afraid I must decline. I like the people I’m with too much.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” said the woman.

They had reached the library. Zada shielded her eyes from the solar panels and opened the door. Inside, Daphne was addressing the small group of children who lived in Beluga.

“And that’s why you should never be afraid to ask questions,” she said. “Yes, Juan?”

Juan, who was maybe eight, lowered his hand. “What gives you the right to tell us what to do?”

Daphne laughed, and after a second, Juan joined her.

“Well played, kiddo,” said Daphne. “Well played.” She looked up, and her eyes met Zada’s.

“We left the chicken coop open, didn’t we?”

“Wide open,” Zada confirmed. “Listen, Daphne—” It occurred to her then that maybe this was a bad idea. The woman probably wasn’t Daphne’s mom, or maybe she was but Daphne didn’t want to see her again. Why had Zada simply—

Behind Zada, the dark-haired woman made a sound, not quite a word but not quite a gasp. Daphne caught sight of her, and then the two were running at each other, and the woman was sweeping Daphne into her arms, and Daphne was clutching back hard, and they were both crying.

Zada looked away, trying to give them some privacy. Another member of the troupe, who might have been Terry Chen, smiled at her.

“I’ve got a feeling you should both come to the show tonight,” they said.
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That evening, as the sky grew dark, Zada and Daphne sat with the rest of the townspeople in the village green, waiting for the play to begin. There was no stage, but the actors had hung a screen from a clothesline strung between two ancient, weathered-looking trees.

“Did I say sorry about the chickens yet?” whispered Daphne.

Zada laughed. “I think you had more pressing matters on your mind this afternoon.”

“Maybe a little,” said Daphne quietly.

Iphigenia strode out behind the makeshift curtain. Her gaze swept the crowd, lingering a moment on Daphne.

“Hello, Beluga Town!” she yelled, and the town cheered. “Welcome,” she continued. “Tonight, we bring you a play I’ve been working on for—well, my whole life, really. It’s the story of a girl who tried and failed to play by the rules and, in the process, lost what mattered most to her.” Iphigenia’s gaze returned to Daphne. “But it’s also the story of how she survived, and how we’ve all survived. This is The Ballad of Iphigenia Baker. I hope you like it.”

As the actors scurried to their places, Zada wrapped an arm around Daphne’s waist. It was still a wonderful shock that she was allowed to do this. Every touch between them still felt like a gift, like a secret.

Daphne ducked in and kissed her on the cheek. “I still owe you for the chickens,” said Daphne under her breath.

Zada grinned. “It’s all right.”

“No, let me make it up to you,” Daphne murmured. Zada was glad the sun was almost down. It hid the absolutely ridiculous expression on her face.

“Shhh!” whispered Carine.

A slight breeze ruffled Zada’s hair. It could’ve been her imagination, but even the wind outside New Ionia felt fresher.

Zada tucked her head onto Daphne’s shoulder, and they sat there together in the dark as the lights went up and the story began.
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