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      “So you’re the person responsible for the death of the number one,” the burly man in a security uniform tells me. “Have a seat.”

      A room with no windows, brightly lit by overhead lights. A metal table polished to a spotless shine and a pair of matching chairs. The man closes the door and takes the other chair. He gives the impression of never having cracked a smile in his life. He’s the head of security in the Dome of New Seattle and his name is Bodi.

      “Scott. Rank…” Bodi glances up at my halo—his ConnectChip displays it in his eye field—and continues. “…in the bottom thousand. You’re here to tell your side of the story.”

      It’s not an invitation but an order. I attempt to defuse the tension in the room by offering, “Scottie is fine.”

      Scott conjures up someone more put-together, taller and with no gap between their front teeth…and is more of a guy’s name, which I’m not. The Birth Lab assigned it to me, same as Bodi’s name was to him, though it’s hard to believe that the large, grim man facing me was ever a gurgling infant. Above the significant eyebrows and the knobby nose is the halo my own chip, Cece, superimposes upon his person; the colors in the ring of gems add up to a respectable Top Thousand rank, meaning Bodi’s liked well enough despite the gruff exterior.

      “I’m going to stick with Scott. What are you, twenty?”

      “Nineteen.”

      “And you’ve been with the Agency for how long?”

      In a stark mismatch to my lackluster social skills, I’m an intern at the hub of town life—New Seattle’s Social Agency, of all places. “Just under three months.”

      “And they assigned you to liaison with Delilah.”

      “Yes.”

      “A lot of responsibility for an intern,” he observes. “When did you see her last?”

      Delilah, gone. Impossible to comprehend. I’m having trouble processing what’s happened, much less being blamed for her death. “Last night, at the anniversary celebration. What took place after…”

      “The celebration,” he repeats. “All right. Start at the beginning.”

      I shift in the chilly and uncomfortable chair. “Can I pace? I think better on my feet.”

      At his nod, I start a slow back-and-forth between two walls. “The beginning… I suppose it was yesterday morning. You see, I’d recently decided that I no longer wanted to be Scottie the No One. I wanted to be someone.”
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      Monday, March 15

      

      The last morning of Delilah’s life started normally enough for me. Before hopping on my bike, I paused outside Housing Thirty-Three—my room’s on the second floor—to watch the birds flit about in the sun. Living in the Dome means no variety—all the birds pecking at the front steps of the building were house sparrows, small and plump and gray-brown. Lately they’d seemed twitchy—fueled by more than their regular feed. I’d have said that they were acting as if on the lookout for something from just over the horizon, except that New Seattle’s horizon is limited to solar-glass panels and titanium beams that meet the ground. I was not the only one who’d noticed the change.

      This, however, was not the morning to try to puzzle it out. I jumped on the bike and set a course for the Agency. Cece, is it eight yet?

      Two minutes, Scott.

      Eight is when the People List updates for the week and it’s never good news. I picked a familiar argument to kill time as I pedaled along. Cece, I should at least be able to get YOU to call me Scottie given that you’re inside my head. Can’t you ignore your programming for once and go back to doing it?

      Cece responded to my nudge with her usual answer. Now that you are an adult, Scott, I’m required to address you by the name that matches your People List entry. You know that.

      Cece, you’re a brick wall.

      I am not a brick wall. I am neural mesh embedded in your brain tissue and coupled to a communication chip implanted behind your left ear. The Knowledge Repository…

      There was a pause here as Cece dipped into the repository and I swerved to avoid a pothole, my bike rattling with effort.

      …defines a brick wall as a large number of kiln-fired clay objects organized row by row into⁠—

      Never mind. It must be past eight now. Well?

      Nine thousand two hundred fifty-three.

      Thirty spots lower than last week. Steering the bike one-handed, I reached into the basket for the breakfast I’d brought along—a bag of cafeteria “mix.” Leftovers, a stale medley of raisins, walnuts, and sausage ends. The sausage ends, though cold, weren’t bad but the raisins were little green rocks that stuck to my teeth and I dropped them on the ground behind me for the sparrows to gobble up. Where I live, the only way to afford fresh eggs and bacon—though this was a morning when I wouldn’t have been able to keep a large breakfast down—is to climb the popularity ladder.

      I’m a low-Lister, my rank in the bottom tenth—out of ten thousand. I don’t have oodles of friends, a valuable skill, or a unique talent. I’m terrible at schmoozing and even worse at endlessly tooting my own horn. Even if it weren’t for all that, what cut off my rank at the knees was the Code of Conduct violation I graduated with—a stone around my neck.

      Keep your fibrils crossed, Cece, I thought in the direction of my second inner voice as I biked. The expression is one I made up when I was twelve, which accounts for its lack of sophistication.

      Today Delilah chooses someone for a brand. Do we hope it’s you, Scott?

      Like I said, keep’em crossed.

      Will being Discovered by the Duchess garner you more gems? Cece asked as I rounded a corner. Of the four gem types that feed the People List, a flame-red ruby is best, as it indicates that a person has a high opinion of you… second best is the burnt-orange amber, indicating that the person considers you to be all right…  bright green jade means they have doubts… and, finally, there’s the inky onyx. It should be avoided at all costs or your rank will tumble, especially if the onyx is given by a high-ranked person⁠—

      —or the Code Enforcement Office, I know. I don’t need a refresher course. How did Lu and Dax do?

      Lu is now at 988 and Dax is at 241.

      Lu and Dax had leaped up some more and that, at least, was good news. Crunching a walnut, I pedaled on. Lu and Dax are my PALs—Permanent Allies in Life, a link more formal than friend but less binding than family. I used to have three PALs, but now have the two, so the “permanent” part is a bit of a misnomer.

      Town architecture follows the curve of the Dome, three- and four-story buildings turning into seven- and eight-story ones as I entered Founders Square, the decorated platform in its middle awaiting the evening’s festivities. I rolled to a stop to let a trio of pedestrians pass. Magda, Mia, and Audrey, an inseparable—and insufferable—PAL group.

      “Is that whatshername—Scott?” Magda, the ringleader, gave a snicker as they shuffled along purposely slow in front of me. The numbers capping their halos slotted them into the Top Hundred; the suites and balconies overlooking the square are reserved for New Seattle’s most popular people. “Did you see how faint her halo is? And those clothes?”

      My shirt and slacks, their black faded from repeated washings, came with me out of the youth center, where things lean toward basic and where someone overestimated my growth potential by a quarter or so of the sleeve length. I brightened things up with an old-fashioned men’s necktie I picked up for cheap at the market—a periwinkle paisley one—by tying it around my waist. My meager salary goes toward the necessities of life—rent and food, not threads. Besides, black, faded or not, is great for hiding bike-grease stains.

      “Tooth Gap probably thinks she’s got a chance but with a lousy rank like that…”

      “Never mind her. Who do you think Delilah’s going to choose this year?”

      “Well, not you, Audrey…”

      I called out to their backs, “And good luck to you today, too,” both meaning it and wanting to add something from the Code’s section Z (Watch your language! Twenty-two words and three gestures to avoid.)

      Judging by the twitch of Magda’s shoulders, I was pretty sure they heard me.

      A block past the square, the faces of the Top Ten greeted me on the narrow building I was approaching. On the Tenner billboard, things were much the same as last week, the only change Samm and Sue toggling their number five and six spots as usual, the pair wearing jokey expressions in their snapshots.

      Delilah was at the top, as she had been for nearing-on fifty years. The billboard showed its age, a pixel here and there a lifeless freckle dotting the image, but the inimitable quality summed up in her brand—the Duchess—shone through. The angle of her chin and the hair tossed back radiated charisma, clout and authority rested comfortably on the high cheekbones, a zest for life could hardly be contained in the eyes. Or so it seemed to me as I rolled to a stop under the billboard and slid my bike into the rack out front. Having emptied the remainder of the cafeteria mix onto the ground—a couple of sparrows made a beeline for it at once—I went inside. The Agency has its thumbs on both sides of the scale: we help people improve their social standing—if they can afford us—and assess it by churning out the List. It’s a fine dance that only works because there’s strict separation between the Listkeeper’s office on the fifth floor and the rest of the staff.

      I took the stairs two at a time to the fourth floor. I found Wayne blowing on the last of the invitations to dry the ink. My mentor is five years older and sported the usual light stubble and shoulder-length hair loosely tied in the back. Sliding the stack in my direction, he reminded me to join him in the square once I was done delivering the invites—Delilah’s first of course.

      “Wayne, what do you think my chances are?” I asked on the way out. “For the brand.”

      Wayne looked up from the felt-lined case where he stores unused cardstock. “That’s easy, Scottie. One in fifty-two.”

      Fifty-two was the number of candidates, youth center graduates in the past year, in the running for the Discovered brand—with me as the oldest. Delilah had left her choice, to be announced at the evening celebration, till the last minute.

      A short hop took me back to Founders Square and to the round building on its east side. Leaving the bike against a cherry tree, I took the back door in. Mrs. Montag was set to open in three days with Delilah in the starring role, and half-costumed actors popped in and out of dressing rooms. Daydreaming about my future prospects, Delilah’s invite in hand, I knocked on the door at the hallway end. Here goes nothing, Cece.
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        * * *

      

      “Just set it on the table, newbie.”

      Delilah closed her eyes again, having barely glanced at the invite I propped against a jar of facial cream. She was being readied for rehearsal by Evan, who expertly juggles the roles of makeup artist, hair stylist, and stagehand as needed. Mini-bulbs lined the vanity mirror, a handful of them dark permanently.

      As to the paper invite, it’s a tradition. On a typical Monday, the graceful black-ink letters penned by Wayne on deckle-edged ecru cardstock serve to remind the Tenners what’s on the social menu for the evening—a banquet, cocktails, an entertainment show, the monthly gala—all of it meant to honor them for their town leadership. This was no typical Monday. It was the day of the annual celebration of New Seattle’s founding anniversary, eighty-five this year, and everyone was invited. I’d been coming by to provide planning updates and make sure Delilah’s wishes were accommodated, doing all I could to put my best foot forward. I couldn’t believe my luck—having spent nine months doing bike-deliveries while doggedly applying for an Agency internship, I was  accepted into the event-planning division and with that had come the liaising with Delilah.

      I stood to the side, nervously awaiting my turn, as Evan attended to Delilah’s hair. Its shine and lack of gray were due not just to his care but to the special perk reserved for the number one, a longevity cocktail: Eternal Life. I focused my eyes just above Delilah’s reflection in the mirror and Cece topped it with her halo, vibrant red with rubies and a sturdy 1 in its center. Holding my gaze steady set the gem comments popping out in columns to the left and right: “The Duchess shines on the stage and off it … I can’t imagine anyone else in the number one spot … Talent, charm, the Duchess has it all!” I had noticed over the course of my visits that even Delilah’s exes—there were quite a few gems in this category, though faded over time, an artificial effect—had good things to say, clearly not bearing grudges about being sent on their way; I wondered, having little experience on that score, if that’s standard.

      My own ruby for her showed up in the rotation, awkwardly-worded. “Best wishes from a big fan.”

      As to my own gap-toothed face in one corner of the mirror, I noticed a shiny smudge on my chin from bike grease and quickly wiped it off.

      Evan chatted as he worked. “The olive oil conditioner will keep it nice and smooth for tonight… Boring braid for the rehearsal, but we’ll make sure to do something brill for the party. I just wish it wasn’t eighty-five, that’s all. People are saying we should be worried.” The hand with the brush paused and I knew what Evan was about to say. “’Cause of Gemma Bligh’s curse.”

      The story of Gemma Bligh and the curse made the rounds every year in the youth center. It starts—and quite a tale it is—with the Dimming. Particles released into the atmosphere to counter global warming reflected sunlight a little too well, causing year-round winter. Domes went up all around the world. New Seattle’s first generation—the Founders—was chosen by a lottery limited to those under the age of twenty-four, excepting essential experts and a handful of children. Old Gemma Bligh fumed to anyone who would listen that the Founders were turning their backs on those left Outside. She made the trek from her Seattle neighborhood to the newly-built Dome on a snowmobile, the tale goes, alone and suffering in the cold so much that she lost her voice along the way. Denied entrance, she pounded and scratched at the glass—at street level it’s not the solar-collecting kind, just sturdy and thick—before being sent away. She died soon after, leaving behind a curse on New Seattle timed to hit when the town made it to her own age: Eighty-five.

      That is, if you believe that sort of thing.

      “If only we knew where Gemma’s curse will strike,” Evan went on, his fingers expertly knitting a long braid. “People say she aimed it at the very heart of the town. All the Founders are long gone and those of us who live here now, well, what’s it got to do with us how Gemma was treated back then, right?”

      “What indeed. It’s all a basket of nonsense.” Delilah was not in a good mood, I realized, and her next words only confirmed the impression. “The Dome isn’t going to collapse or burn up or whatever disaster it’s supposed to be. No need to spread made-up tales.”

      Evan, chastised into silence, turned his attention to the make-up jars. Where skin is concerned, even Eternal Life can’t help, and I watched the contoured lines on Delilah’s face—the topography of a life—disappear under a creamy paste; seventy years of living cut in half for the stage lights, even for rehearsals. Evan reached for eyeliner and the movement sent the invite sliding off the table. I picked it up and set it back.

      “Well, don’t just stand there, newbie,” Delilah addressed me just as I thought I couldn’t stand the wait another minute. “What do you have for me today?”

      I snapped to it and ran through the finalized schedule for the evening, which I had on a corkboard—not one actually made out of cork or anything solid, just a semi-transparent rectangle Cece displayed in my eye-field. “We’ve moved the prizes you’re giving out to the start of the event. There’s dinner at the Oyster for the winner of a raffle, gifts for the people who gave and received the millionth gem, and⁠—”

      Delilah interrupted. “Who’s the millionth-gem pair?”

      “Uh—” Damn. So much for putting my best foot forward. This year we had an additional milestone to celebrate—we’d hit a million gems, counting those belonging to current residents as well as past ones. I couldn’t remember the details of the gem that took us over the threshold and didn’t have them on the corkboard. Luckily the wardrobe manager chose that moment to poke their head in to ask if Delilah preferred the brown cowboy boots or the red pair. Cece, quick, send a thought to Wayne: “The names of the millionth-gem pair?”

      Conversations with others take over the internal dialogue from Cece; in-thoughts are devoid of the sound of their creator’s voice but mood and manner do come through and Wayne’s exasperation at having to train an intern who can’t keep track of the simplest things was a thunderous grumble in my mind. “Scottie, this should be on your corkboard. Yoshi, a cafeteria cook, gave a ruby to Pearl, a fabric dyer. They’ll each get a fruit basket.”

      “Got it, thanks,” I responded.

      After the red cowboy boots had been chosen and Delilah leaned back in the chair again, I relayed the information.

      “Fruit baskets. Not a bad haul for doing nothing more than packaging an opinion and receiving that opinion. Anything else, newbie?”

      This was it. “This year’s Discovered brand. The Agency sent over a corkboard with fifty-two names,” I reminded her. “You were going to select someone.”

      She gave an exaggerated sigh. “So I was. All these fresh-faced people offering to run errands for me, tapping me on the shoulder to carry my things, attempting to flatter me left and right on the Commons…” The Commons is a town-wide cloud churning with snapshots and opinions on matters large and small; I haven’t gotten around to contributing to it yet. Delilah followed up her words with a yawn behind a manicured hand. “It’s all been so tiresome, I’m ready to skip the whole thing this year.”

      I had spent weeks hoping she’d choose me. But really, why would she even have taken notice of me? Her plate was full—there were the never-ending social events that came with being the number one, plus her two day jobs, the leadership of the town and the stage. It was a lot for one person to handle. The weekly dose of Eternal Life boosted her wellness, like one of the solar panels of the Dome storing up energy. But we did keep her busy—too busy to notice an intern.

      “What about—er—me?”

      Delilah opened an eye—making Evan, who was applying globs of mascara that seemed to double the width and extent of her eyelashes, tut-tut—and trained it in my direction. “You’d like to be chosen?”

      Hope drove away the uncomfortable sensation that had settled on my skin. Like I said, I’m not used to tooting my own horn. “Very much so.”

      “You go, girl,” Evan threw in, sounding as if he’d be happy to toss his own hat into the ring if he were a few years younger.

      Wordlessly, Delilah relaxed back in the chair, leaving me hanging. Once the door closed behind Evan, she leaned into the mirror and studied her face with the bold stage make-up on it. I was worried she’d forgotten I was there but she swiveled around to face me. I could tell she was looking at my halo, her gaze just above my scalp. “Newbie. You’ve been out of the youth center for what, twelve months?”

      “Just about,” I answered.

      “And not even half as many gems. I won’t ask about that infraction onyx, but why on earth do you have so few gems?”

      She had never asked me anything personal before. It was the first but not the last surprise the day would hold. “I don’t have a brand,” I said simply. Staring at the mirror for a couple of seconds brought up my own halo. I don’t have enough gems for the comments to stream—they just sort of hang in the air. Looming large was the onyx from the Code Enforcement Office that followed me out of the youth center and slotted me straight into the bottom thousand, the comment attached to it short and to the point: “Section F violation.” On the cheerier side of things were my two rubies, the first from Wayne (“A great addition to the Social Agency. Go Scottie!”) and the second from Lu (“PALs forever.”) My remaining gems, adding up to a grand total of five, were the welcome-to-adulthood amber everyone gets and a jade from a next-door neighbor, the comment in it—“Scott is hard to get to know”—making me think there’s nothing to know every time I look at my reflection.

      Elegant in a silk robe, Delilah went to change, calling out from behind the curtain, “No brand is nothing but an excuse.”

      “But it’s true,” I protested. “I don’t have, like, a thing. A talent. A gift. Not like you do.”

      Delilah never needed help from the Agency. Others do, or, if they can’t afford Agency prices, resort to halo-padding, which is when you trade gems under the table in an effort to boost the color of your halo. I’ve never thought of doing it, and not only because halo-padding is against the Code. Worse than not being popular would be faking it.

      “It’s not a talent. I work for it, same as anyone.” I could hear what sounded like weariness in her voice. She had more to say. “A brand is a hook, that’s all. There has to be something behind it. You have to let people see the real you—not everything necessarily, but enough… You have to give freely, every day.”

      “I tried giving. It didn’t work.”

      She emerged in twentieth-century costume—blue jeans, a button-up shirt checkered with warm orange and purple, the red cowboy boots—and opened a drawer in the vanity. Inside was a small box of chocolates. She offered me one. Chocolate is an expensive delicacy imported from far-away domes via long-distance trains. It’s heaven masquerading under a dull brown, and I’d only tasted it once a year starting with the PAL ceremony at age seven and on PAL anniversaries after that. Twelve times—this made thirteen. I quickly reached out a hand.

      Delilah took one for herself. “So you want to make a splash on New Seattle’s social scene.”

      “Even a ripple will do,” I said, trying not to smack my lips too loudly.

      “No.”

      A stone sank into my stomach, obliterating the sweet aftertaste of the chocolate. “No?”

      Delilah shook her head. “I wouldn’t be doing you a favor. An artificial brand is not the way to go. Make friends beyond your PAL group, try out hobbies, meet new people, go out and about. Then build on that.”

      Battling to keep the disappointment—and fear—out of my voice, I asked, “But what if I don’t manage to build anything at all? What if I sink all the way down to last place?”

      I knew the math: ten thousand, New Seattle’s count of adults, must remain steady. Too many people and we run out of resources. Too few and we run out of working hands. Each week the youth center—a trio of buildings on the south side of town—spits out a grad who needs a place on the List. The lowest-ranked person is sent to one of the nine greenhouses that surround New Seattle to work for room and board farming crops or tending livestock…unless the greenhouses are at capacity, which happens a couple of times a year. In that case the bottomer goes sledding.

      The old definition of sledding, according to Cece and the Knowledge Repository, was when you sat down on a wooden sled or a used mattress and slid down a snow slope, which sounds fun enough and for all I know Outsiders, who live their whole lives in the cold, still do it. Inside the Dome it means something different. The sledding you do is out a town gate. My worst fear, the stuff of nightmares, one that stops the breath in my lungs. Not because I’m scared of the foreign and inhospitable land on the frost side of the Dome glass—well, that too—but because it means never finding out about myself in the Birth Lab database. Who my parents were. Who I am.

      “Well, don’t sink to the bottom, newbie.”

      It was not an unkind statement, just the truth delivered with candor, unwrapped and bare.

      Delilah put the box of chocolates away and settled a leather cowgirl hat onto the braid. “For tonight, it should be someone already on their way up.” Embarrassed that I’d pushed my own name ahead of Lu’s, I offered, “One of my PALs—she graduated a month after me—just cracked the Top Thousand. Lu is kindhearted and outgoing. Everyone likes her.”

      My suggestion was met with a nod. “Have her stand by the stage and I’ll make a show of picking someone on the spot from the audience this year.” She held up a booted foot. “I’m taking a snapshot”—Delilah liked to drop little morsels of her life onto the Commons—“…and done.” Give a little of yourself daily, she’d said, though I doubted anyone would care if I had Cece share a snapshot of my sandaled foot on the Commons.

      Delilah tweaked the cowgirl hat into a more rakish angle. “Newbie, I’ll tell you what. My in-queue is backed up. I’ll send everything over—go through and see if anything needs my attention. It’ll be a good learning experience. Vicky usually does it but she’s having an infected tooth removed; she’ll be groggy.”

      Vicky was Delilah’s understudy and general assistant, a woman with an eternally pinched expression, as if life had displeased her. I’d wondered where she was, given that she usually spent her time hovering by Delilah’s side. The remaining invites sat in my pocket but Delilah was trusting me with her in-thoughts, which meant she didn’t consider me a complete loser. “How will I know what’s important?”

      “Not much of it, probably! I’ve got the Tenners and town business on a private stream. This is my open queue. Only pay attention to thoughts sent by the Top Hundred people. Wipe the rest. That’s your first social lesson right there—the higher the rank a person has, the more what they have to say matters. But you know that already, don’t you? That’s why you were hoping I’d choose you for the brand.”

      My cheeks warmed and I said nothing in response. She nodded at the invite. “Keep it. I’ve got enough of them as it is. And newbie? Sit down. We don’t want you crashing your bike because you’re wading through a bucketful of in-thoughts.”

      From the door, she added a final bit of advice. “I see something in you, you know. You have a fine voice. Use it.”

      “You mean to sing? I can’t sing,” I responded.

      “I’m talking about spreading your wings. Whatever your dreams are, they aren’t out of reach.”

      Once the door closed behind her, I sent Lu a thought with the good news, then slid into the vanity chair. Delilah’s jammed-up in-queue arrived promptly. Cece, let’s get to work. One by one, Cece fed me the individual thoughts. Most fell into the fan mail category and I felt bad each time my decision was wipe, as if every rejected thought was a moldy-green bread slice unworthy even of cafeteria mix. After forty-five minutes, I had whittled the queue down to a manageable length. Left in were a couple of Maintenance alerts about wood rot on the balcony of Delilah’s suite in Housing One. Nothing struck me as unusual about that, the alerts being a fact of life in a town well into its ninth decade of existence, though mine didn’t tend to come from the Maintenance supervisor, Smith.

      I had Cece return the now-short queue back to Delilah, then dashed off to deliver the remaining invites. Though it meant covering a larger distance, protocol dictated the order, by rank rather than by location. Number two at least was easy—the dressing room next door. Figuring that Handsome Rick was at the rehearsal, I slid the invite under his door and, turning away, bumped into someone. Vicky, back from the dentist with her mouth swollen. She winced, her hand flying to her jaw, and sent a furious thought at me. “Watch where you’re going. Why are you still here?”

      “Delilah asked me to sort through her in-thoughts,” I responded silently. “She was concerned you might be groggy.”

      “Concerned? Was she. I bet you were eager to do it.”

      Vicky’s halo, above thin, straw-textured hair, told me her rank: in the lower middle of the List, enough to afford the dentist with some penny-pinching. Her mostly amber and jade gems could be summed up simply: Vicky, you’ll get your chance one day.

      She was still eyeing me irritably and I attempted to clarify. “Don’t worry, I’m not after your job. I’m not good at acting or waiting. What I’m saying is, I’d make a terrible understudy. The assisting I could do, but⁠—”

      “Trust me, you don’t WANT my job.”

      She switched to verbal, her voice thick with the dental swelling, the effect a comical one though her words were anything but. “You are very young, aren’th you? You know, I could thell you sthories abouth the Duchessh.”

      “You could what? Oh, tell me stories.”

      “Open your eyes. It’s an illusion, a fairy thale, her being the best of ush, loved by everyone.”

      This made me snap to Delilah’s defense. “Of course she’s loved by everyone. That’s why she’s the number one.”

      “Is ith? Did she choose you? For the brand?”

      “No,” I was forced to admit.

      “Shtill think she’s sho wonderful?” Vicky shook her head and continued on toward the side entrance to the stage.

      Outside the theater, I hopped back on the bike, pedaling fast to make up for being late and having Cece check the people-locator map in case one of the recipients wasn’t at their usual location. My legs were starting to cramp by the time I delivered the rest of the invites, my stops in order: the Dragon and the Drumstick, a tavern near Pike Place Market whose proprietor, Everyone’s Friend Bonnie—the number three, a jovial and plump bun-haired woman—took the invite with a cheery thank you; the Fill-n-Sip Cup coffeehouse in Founders Square, whose manager, Wheelin’-n-Dealin’ Chase, the number four, wordlessly accepted his; near the north gate, to Samm’s room—he and Sue, at five and six, are a comedic duo, the Jokers, and also dating—I slid both invites under the door without knocking; back to the square and the Oyster, an upscale eatery in the lobby of Housing One whose manager, Jet-Set Jada, the number seven, berated me for being late for a good five minutes; to a building near the youth center where the map pointed me to the location of Poulsbo the Handyman—I found the number eight fixing a broken door hinge; to an office near the Dome’s edge for Franz, the number nine, a conflict mediator known as the Relationship Wizard; and finally, back to my own workplace.

      New Seattle’s number ten is McKinsey, the head of the Social Agency and therefore my boss and Wayne’s too. McKinsey has a no-nonsense personality, close-cropped curly silver hair, a penchant for bold colors and patterns, and a plethora of hobbies. There’s never been one she’s said no to—from rooftop gardening to finger painting to interpretative dance—her ability to juggle them along with her job earning her the brand of Time-Management Genius. One of the first things I’d been told at my Agency orientation was that McKinsey never takes a day off—she is to be found in her fourth-floor office Monday to Sunday. In a snappy bubblegum-pink suit, rapidly instructing a couple of staff on party details, McKinsey paid little attention to the invite I set on her desk, same as Delilah, though she’d not quite reached Delilah’s knee-high stack of them.

      That done, I went to join Wayne and his crew in Founders Square. The speeches and prize-giving were to take place on the platform that stands permanently mid-square, with the rest of the party spilling over into the Edge Garden, four blocks away in all directions. The ring of green occupying the space where the Dome’s structure meets the ground had been humming with activity all week—I’d helped set up booths for carnival-style games and other activities.

      Wayne greeted me with, “Jada complained you were late delivering her invite.”

      “I couldn’t help it,” I said, trying to catch my breath as I set the bike against the platform. “Delilah asked me to go through her in-thoughts.”

      “Next time say no.”

      “To Delilah?”

      “Well, say no diplomatically.”

      “As if it matters,” I griped, unaware that there would be no next time—not with Delilah. “She always gives me chills. Jada, I mean, with those dead eyes of hers. She always looks as if she’s planning your funeral.”

      “Jada, she’s just…determined.” Wayne was by a table behind the platform. He’d carried a wooden crate over. He pried open the lid to reveal wine bottles sitting in straw and passed a corkscrew to me. “Here, take over and empty these—all of them, yes—into the barrel. I need to go pick up a shipment of strawberries coming in on a greenhouse train. And Scottie… Don’t have any of the wine. Top Hundred only.”

      As if I didn’t know that already. After twisting the corkscrew in the air experimentally, I set about tackling the first of the bottles. Cece, dip me into the Commons. Topic: the party. And no visuals—don’t want to accidentally stab myself.

      The town mood was one of excitement and anticipation, the shared thoughts a loose string of colorful beads that dropped into my mind one after another. “There’ll be games and punch and hard cider, I heard! … My friend’s in a band, they’ll go on after the prizes … Gemma Bligh died when she was eighty-five, didn’t she? … I’m buying as many tickets as I can for the Oyster raffle … Lots of people die when they hit eighty-five, what’s that got to do with anything? … Haven’t you heard of Gemma Bligh’s curse? … Did someone say raffle? …”

      The cork popped successfully and I tipped the bottle and watched the golden liquid disappear into the barrel. Discovered by the Duchess—I wanted it, yes. But not because I can’t afford a fresh breakfast, or new clothes every month, or a fancy suite to live in. It was something else.

      I shook the last few drops in and set the empty bottle back in its spot in the straw. The street allowed a glimpse of a building two blocks away, sterile-gray and with tiny windows, a suitable look for a depository of secrets. Same as everyone in New Seattle, I was conceived inside, from egg and sperm manufactured from skin cells, ones plucked at random from a dusty bank from Old Seattle. Section F states Absolutely no inquiries into ancestry permitted. The F is merely a matter of topic-ordering in the Code, but in my mind it stands for family. There’s no mechanism for me to find out the names of the only people I can call flesh and blood, long gone though they are. I did try one time and succeeded only in getting caught.

      A winning brand can shoot you up the List. And those high up, something told me, are allowed to get away with bending rules—even section F. To find out who I am, I needed to figure out first who I could be to others.

      All this thinking meant I’d stood still for a few minutes and a sparrow had arrived. I watched it peck at the bits of straw that had escaped the wine crate. There was an ominous element in the persistent up-and-down of its beak, something unsaid and enigmatic in the pinprick eyes. “You’re not worried about Gemma Bligh’s curse, are you?” I asked it. “More to the point, bird, where am I going to find a brand now?”

      It bopped away unconcernedly and I reached for the next bottle.

      Delilah had just about thirteen hours left.
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      7:45 p.m.

      
      Lu exhaled, having come down off the stage as Yoshi and Pearl went up for their fruit baskets. “Whew, Scottie, that was more intense than I expected—all those people watching me.”

      I had worked a bottle-toss booth for a while and was now on my free hour. After we left the square behind us and entered the crowded Edge Garden, I asked Lu if she had plans to move to a bigger living space now that she had a sparkling new brand sure to send her higher up in the Top Thousand. The roof of Housing Fifteen, her assigned residence, peeked above the treetops of the garden; back in Founders Square was her workplace, the Oyster, the eatery run by Jada. Lu has hopes of becoming a chef one day. “Never mind a better room,” was her response. “I can dine at Top Thousand eateries now—and bring a guest. You should come, Scottie. I’ve heard they serve chocolate cake and chocolate ice cream, and you can order both if you like.”

      I shook my head at her. “You’d have to pay my way and that’s no good.”

      “Chocolate?” a voice from behind us said. “If that doesn’t convince Scottie to show up, nothing will.”

      It was Dax, a crisply clean shirt and slacks taking the place of the grass-stained overalls he usually wears. The second of my PALs works in the Gardens Center as a soil scientist. While Lu owes her rank to her outgoing personality, Dax owes his—also in the Top Thousand—to an athletic skill. He’s the Racquet Ace; the tennis tournament starts in January of each year and stretches all the way to April to accommodate day jobs. Dax is half a year older and has little interest in perks. It’s never occurred to him to pay a visit to an upscale eatery, much less invite anyone along—or to come to a party with plenty of time to spare.

      “Discovered by the Duchess, that’s a nice one,” he said to Lu. “I didn’t miss it, arrived just in time to watch from the back of the crowd.” Turning in my direction, he added, “Scottie, that dress…”

      “What about it?”

      “…is a nice color.”

      Strawberry jam was the color of the dress I borrowed from Lu for the occasion; since the dress fit her just right, it hung loose on my smaller frame.

      I have little idea how genetics works—the Knowledge Repository doesn’t have much to say on the subject, other than that gene editing ensures our bodies produce no sperm or eggs—but I do know that the Birth Lab brings into the world no closer than third cousins, and the three of us were evidence of that. Lu and Dax stood taller than me. Lu’s soft features were a contrast to Dax’s angular ones as he eyed all the people off-path in the garden. And only I have the tooth gap... In short, we are definitely not three peas in a pod.

      “Let’s keep to the path,” Dax said disapprovingly. “With this many feet, the grass will get clobbered.”

      “Yes, sir.” I saluted.

      “I’m not being bossy, it’s section L of the Code. Respect all town spaces. Gardens are subsection L-3: Avoid damaging plants, including unauthorized fruit picking. Stay off grassy areas except where permitted.”

      “Only you would be able to quote that without consulting your CC,” I say. While conversing with one’s second inner voice is a private activity, it’s almost impossible to perform it without breaking eye contact. Everyone unavoidably glances down and to the side—the telltale low-left look.

      Dax worked on his hair with a fist, a sign that something was bothering him. I chalked it up to the trampled grass. Around us, lanterns illuminated activity stations, bright streetlamps lined paths, and, as Dax said, there were many feet. With the toasts and the prize-giving over, the festivities had begun in earnest and the band was banging out a beat that carried into the garden over speakers. Through a break in all the people, I caught a glimpse of Delilah. She was gliding along, her elegant gown of cream-colored silk making my borrowed dress seem pedestrian, the glass in her hand filled with what I knew was punch, not wine—she didn’t drink alcohol. Tagging along was Rick, the number two, in a showy pink shirt, with one arm around Magda and the other shared by Mia and Audrey. His back blocked my view as Delilah disappeared into the crowd.

      That was the last time I saw her.

      We had stopped, though we were still some distance from the refreshments stand. Dax and Lu exchanged a look over my head, making me ask, “What?”

      “How are you doing, Scottie?” Lu asked. Dax had gone back to rubbing his scalp.

      “You mean because Delilah chose you instead of me for the brand? I’m happy for you, you know that.” This was true. I was happy my PALs were doing well but couldn’t help feeling that everything was changing—that I was being left behind.

      “It’s the List bottom,” Lu said quietly.

      Kept busy all day with the party setup duties, I’d forgotten to check who ranked ten thousandth this week. Cece, who’s in last place?

      The answer came fast and furious, or at least it seemed so to me. Cece was merely being prompt.

      Oliver.

      With that, the party hum around me faded away, memory taking over. I was back to being ten years old, our PALs quartet—Lu, Dax, Oliver, and me—on the school playground in a game of hide-and-seek. Dax is counting down, having covered his eyes, and Lu has folded herself under the playground slide. I’m looking around for a place to hide and spot Oliver peering out of the building dumpster. He gestures a Here. I hesitate a moment, then run over and tumble headfirst into the week’s garbage waiting to be sorted into compost or reusables. Oliver helps me right myself. We’ll both get chewed out by the teachers because of the mess we’re making of our clothes, but Dax will never think to look for us here.

      And then it’s a couple of years later. Oliver’s voice has deepened and it’s not the only change. His laughter comes less frequently now. He’s pulling away and I don’t know why.

      The ground rumbling under my feet snapped me out of the recollection, a train leaving the underground depot, the tracks a level below us. The segment of the path where we had stopped grazed the panels of the Dome; I watched the four-car train emerge aboveground on the other side, powering through snow banks, its lights faint in the softly falling snow and the dark, its destination unknown. Oliver could be on it, headed to a greenhouse to work for room and board—if he’s lucky.

      If the moon, somewhere above the snow clouds, were looking down at us, it’d have seen the well-lit Dome surrounded by greenhouse lights twinkling in all directions—except to the west. That way stands the forest, dark and mysterious, and beyond it the Cascades rise into the sky. The villagers who live on their rocky white slopes eke out a living in the cold, forage in cities abandoned after the Dimming, and come on Tuesdays to trade. Outsiders live in family units, rudely known as cave-clans, though their dwellings are said to be wood cabins.

      Most List bottomers live out their lives in the greenhouses. A few do return into the senior wing of Medical Three after years of back-breaking work. But for the one or two List bottomers a year who don’t make it into a greenhouse, their one-way destination is the mountains—through the forest, without a snowsuit, on foot. Alone.
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      Lu had gone to find Wayne—they were dating, having met in the cafeteria of their assigned housing; he’d watched her big moment from the back of the stage. I still had a quarter left of my free hour. Dax and I wound our way farther along the curve of the garden. Under a streetlamp, I saw him wince as a tipsy group stomped over an area marked Newly planted, keep off. “It’s just grass, Dax.”

      This innocuous statement got Dax all riled up. “Hey, I’ll have you know that grass is quite useful. It converts carbon dioxide into oxygen and lightens the load on the air filters by absorbing pollutants. And don’t even get me started on agricultural grasses— Sorry. I’m just passionate about…”

      “Grass.”

      “Guilty as charged.” He hesitated. “Scottie… Are you sure you’re all right?”

      I struggled to put into words what was bothering me. “Oliver and I, we shared the same conception day, even got our names from the same Founder. We didn’t look alike but that didn’t stop me from secretly pretending we were twins. I still don’t know why he turned away—if it was something I did. I kept asking, but he never said.”

      Dax took his time answering as we walked. “Oliver was always different… He tried with us, but he was a loner at heart. The rest of us were bumbling around as best we could, growing up in bursts and stages, and Oliver just steadily got taller, dispensing wisdom and help from the sidelines—until he no longer could.”

      “He did stand apart… Remember the time the three of us snuck out after midnight to look for Gemma Bligh’s scratches in the Dome glass? Oliver thought it was silly and didn’t come along.” The recollection brought a brief smile to my face. “We came here, to the garden. You said that fingernails couldn’t affect glass, but if Gemma wore a diamond ring, there could be scratches from that. We did a full loop with a flashlight, only we never found anything.”

      “I remember that night. It took us three hours to make the loop.”

      “And whatever we used to prop the dorm door open rolled away and we had to throw pebbles at Oliver’s window. He came downstairs barefoot and in his pajamas to let us back in—Lu and I snuck past the teacher on call into our wing and Oliver and you into yours, only you stumbled over something or other and the two of you got in trouble.”

      “It was a chair…”

      The tipsy group had caught up with us and one of them was now attempting to climb a tree on a dare. Dax called out a stay-on-the-path reminder, which sounded like a life instruction to me—one ignored by the interlopers.

      As to Oliver, he had sought his own path and lost his way. “We failed him,” I admitted with not a small dose of shame. “Did you know he was doing so poorly? I was too busy worrying how I was doing.”

      Dax shook his head. Before going off to look for Wayne, Lu had told us that Oliver was doing all right for a while but his life took a turn for the worse the past couple of months. He sank into the bog—the sequence of four nines; the next to last spot on the List is known as such because people tend to get stuck in it before either managing to pull themselves up or not. Oliver had a cleaning-crew job, Lu said, and was spending nights in a sleeping bag in hallways as he couldn’t afford a room. He never responded to her invitation to stay with her. The three of us, a glass of hard cider in hand, had toasted our lost PAL. It was at this juncture that Lu had slid her hands into our elbows, the middle link of a friendship chain, and made us promise that we’d truly be PALs forever and accept help if we needed it. And then, as if to seal the deal, she gave us each a bracelet she’d knotted from neon-green yarn.

      Twirling my new bracelet, I continued, “I should have tried harder to reach Oliver back then. When he started pulling away.”

      “No—uh, if anything, you pushed too hard.”

      “I did?”

      Dax threw a glance in my direction. “You all but tried to knock some sense into him with a shoe.”

      This was an exaggeration and I stuck to my guns. “Because he forgot what the P in PALs stands for.”

      “Look, Scottie, you have this way of not giving up. It’s a good trait to have in general. But in Oliver’s case what he needed was space—and like I said, you tend to push.”

      I pondered this statement as we passed under a streetlamp; its buttery light caught his hair playfully. I looked away. “I don’t always push… What’s going on over there?”

      A boisterous group was gathered near the waste processing plant—it juts into the garden—and the tree there. “An apple tree,” Dax informed me. Under it, on an upturned crate, stood a man of my height—Ben the Birdman. Ben had shot up in rank on the strength of a campaign to rid New Seattle’s buildings and streets of the sparrows—with no competition or predators, keeping the avian
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