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Icara wished she could warn the man outside her office to show some remorse.

The scowling young man stood with his feet apart and chest puffed. What had he done to corrupt his soul beyond guilt?

Icara dug her nails into her palm. A good servant of Vana should never want to know more about evil. She gestured for the man to take a seat on a metal chair across from her desk.

“I prefer to stand, thank you,” he said.

“The People’s Republic of Kesperen is Vana’s republic,” Icara recited in a monotone. “As baptized Home citizens, it is our solemn vow to—”

“Obey and honor Vana with every breath and so on for the next hour. Yes, I know,” he said. “I’ve heard this speech plenty of times. You can skip to the part where I confess. This time it’s a good one. No more ‘insufficient deference’ infractions.”

Icara stiffened. No sinner had ever interrupted her before. She thought back to the protocols she’d been required to memorize and couldn’t think of a single one that applied to this situation.

“Fine,” Icara said. “What’s your sin?”

The man’s face lit up. “I’ll be happy to tell you: Vana isn’t real.”

Icara blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I don’t believe in Vana.”

Icara gaped at him. In all her weeks suffering through this internship, she had never encountered anyone at this level of wickedness. Most sins were minor: glaring at a monk, showing up late for worship, or reciting a prayer incorrectly. Openly doubting Vana was simply unheard of.

The man lowered his voice. “What’s your name?”

“Icara,” she said.

“You’re different from the others, Icara. You don’t want to spew all the lines. You’re not gloating over me like you’re morally superior. So think. Think about what they’re asking you to do. You know it isn’t right. Vana isn’t real. They made her up, to control us, to keep us from realizing that they’re—”

“Silence!” Icara yelled. Her heart was beating so hard she felt her pulse in her fingertips. She stood and pointed into the hall. “Out. Now.”

The sinner walked into the hall. Icara didn’t want to touch him. “Move.”

She walked in front of him, navigating the maze of shrine hallways and stairwells to approach the relevant courtroom. The transition from shrine to courthouse was obvious: halfway through a short skybridge, the walls switched from the jewel-encrusted gold of the shrine to plain yellow polymer. Icara swallowed. This was her first time delivering a sinner to the courtroom for Vana Above All, since it was her first time meeting anyone who had violated the holiest of all virtues.

They came to a stop in the courtroom’s waiting room. Icara’s sister, Heliwen, strode into view, eyes bright, face aglow, as if she were at an amusement park instead of the most disturbing place in the galaxy. As a legal associate, Heliwen’s primary responsibility was to patrol the courthouse and lead sinners from the waiting areas into the courtrooms.

Heliwen took the defiant sinner from Icara and guided him through the double doors. Icara caught a glimpse of a semicircle of justice monks holding knives.

Heliwen reemerged alone. “What are you still doing here?” she whispered.

Icara didn’t know. Her feet were cemented to the floor. In the courtrooms for the other virtues, only one justice monk held a knife, not all of them. Behind the closed courtroom doors, the defiant sinner began to scream.

Icara knew about blood penance—it was a staple of weekly worship—but its typical small cuts elicited a yelp at worst. She’d never heard screams like this.

Icara looked wide-eyed at Heliwen. “What are they doing to him?”

“No idea. They don’t let junior-levels into Vana Above All.” She brushed past Icara and strode around the corner, continuing her endless circuit.

The sinner’s screams were claws in the fabric of the world. They grew louder and louder, until Icara’s eyes salted and her ears burned. She sprinted back to her office, taking the stairs two at a time, and slammed the door.

Icara rested her elbows on the windowsill and gripped her head in her hands, staring blindly out at the courthouse below, and beyond them to the thousand-story drop into city air swarming with ships.

The justice monks had to know what they were doing. Vana was perfect, the One God, omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent. Of course Vana had no tolerance for unbelief. The sinner was probably exaggerating, anyway. Or perhaps those were screams of protest rather than pain, although Icara had never heard anyone scream in protest in that particular way.

Why couldn’t she share Heliwen’s cool confidence? Heliwen trusted the law, as she should. Someday Heliwen would rule Kesperen as one of the eight Councilmembers, crafting the principles and policies that guided trillions of citizens, if she and Mother had their way. “There is no higher calling than studying Vana’s law,” Mother liked to say. “Kesperen’s laws are Vana’s laws. Lawyers are monks who serve in office, while monks are lawyers who serve in shrines.”

Icara rested her fingertips on the octagonal silver stud embedded in her forehead, then touched the stud on her sternum, then the one in her navel, while whispering the prayer of peace. These Holy Glints represented Vana’s control of her mind, heart, and body. If she trusted in Vana enough, she could get through the rest of the day.

Over the next several hours, Icara hardly heard a word anyone said. She dropped off the last sinner of the afternoon—a woman who’d violated Ancestor Honor by making a rude joke about her great-grandmother—and dashed toward the exit.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Brother Penrod’s voice cut like a dull blade. Icara turned to face him. She typically avoided her betrothed at all costs. Why did he want to talk to her now? Had someone reported her rapid departure from the courthouse as some kind of sin? Running in a holy space didn’t violate any of the eight virtues, as far as she knew.

“Relax, Intern Svi.” Brother Penrod’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I merely need to give you your final evaluation. Come.”

Icara followed Brother Penrod into his sunlit corner office, determined to get through this conversation without accidentally condemning herself. A naked clarsonite statue of Vana gleamed atop a cabinet of fine liquor. Brother Penrod was the head monk at the Rakwe-Vallen Vanaic Complex, which made him the most influential religious figure in all of the People’s Republic of Kesperen, aside from Senators and Councilmembers. Reporters had praised Icara’s betrothal to Brother Penrod as a powerful signal to the people about close ties between the Svi dynasty and service to Vana. But as Icara sat in the silk armchair across from Brother Penrod’s desk, she couldn’t care less what “the people” thought. She wanted to get as far away as possible from his porous skin and his bowl-cut bangs severed too short across his forehead, and his fat fingers which were always peeling around the nails. He was about as alluring as a dead amphibian dredged up from a molding swamp.

“You’ve done fine,” Brother Penrod said as he shuffled papers. “I’ve known you to be smart for a long time.” He gave Icara a hard stare. “Don’t be afraid to show your passion. If it weren’t for your glowing letters of recommendation, I’d have trouble believing you had any genuine interest in the monastic calling.”

“Thank you for the internship,” Icara said. “I’ve learned a lot.”

“Of course you have. In fact, to continue your development, I’m extending your internship. We don’t normally permit monastic interns to work during the semester, but I’ve made special arrangements with Rakwe-Vallen University so that you can continue your internship part-time in lieu of one of your classes. You’ll be here every afternoon and evening. And I’m giving you a promotion.”

Brother Penrod might as well have punched her in the throat. Most people had to spend at least ten years working as a lowly confession monk before advancing to a more senior role.

“Why am I being promoted?” Icara said.

“I can’t have my betrothed wasting her time leading penance prayers and listening to sinners’ pathetic excuses. My dear, you were meant to be a justice monk. That’s where the action is.” A flash of menacing enjoyment crossed his dark eyes.

Icara’s chair went wobbly. “I am honored you would think to promote me to such an esteemed position. But shouldn’t I first spend time as a marriage-arrangement monk, or a childbearing-approval monk, or a worship monitor? Justice monk is four levels above my current role.”

“I’ve taken care of it.”

“This isn’t the end, then.”

“It’s only the beginning.” Brother Penrod rested his sallow hand over Icara’s golden-brown one. “I have great plans for you, Icara Svi. After you complete your law certification, I’ll promote you again. I’m sure I can find an extremely prestigious role for you here, perhaps second only to my role. We’ll cleanse the wickedness from this republic—together.”

Icara’s stomach roiled. All her instincts told her she had to take this man down. One good kick to the head ought to do it. But such assault would land her in worse trouble than the godless sinner she’d left screaming in the courthouse, so instead, she said, “Thank you.”

Brother Penrod caressed the back of her hand with his thumb. “Yes, you should thank me. I’ve done a lot for you already, and I’ll do more. Now, how are you really doing, Icara?”

“I’m fine. How are you doing, Bartholomew?”

“Very well. Thank you for asking. I so enjoyed the dinner I had with the Council last week. Your mother is such a visionary. She truly deserves her Council seat.” He removed his hand, finally, and straightened up. “That’s enough chitchat for one day. I’ll see you tomorrow, my precious flower.”

Icara nodded goodbye, ran to the bathroom, and washed her hands until they stung. Then she ran down to the parking deck, which was below the shrine but still at level one thousand something. She flung herself into the back seat of the waiting Svi family pod.

“Rough day?” said the chauffeur.

“It was fine.” Monks, even intern-level, weren’t allowed to have rough days.

The chauffeur guided the pod around the side of the Rakwe-Vallen Vanaic Complex and brought it to a stop in midair so they could wait to merge onto one of the central flyways.

Icara tried to slow her breathing. Her hands were clammy, as if Brother Penrod’s moistness had infected her.

There was no way she could survive another year working in that monastery. She’d known for years, ever since her destiny ceremony, that Vana had called her to the monastic order, but that calling had never felt real until today. She’d been waiting for a miracle to alter her path, and that miracle had not come.

The signal changed, and they merged into the flyway’s traffic. The chauffeur maneuvered expertly through the maze of blue, silver, and gold buildings. Icara yearned for the green of her home world, Relcari. Here on Alcenrya, there was no green at all—coveted real estate meant that building-side gardens were perceived as a distraction that took time and energy away from more important things, like renovations to make the buildings taller. Brother Penrod had called her a “flower,” and perhaps that was accurate—she was a flower on a world that had no room for plants.

They arrived in the family garage. Icara stepped out of the pod but did not approach the elevator.

The chauffeur paused. “May I assist you with anything else, Miss Icara?”

“I’m fine. Please don’t wait up for me.”

The chauffeur disappeared into the elevator. Icara couldn’t bear the thought of running into Mother right now. She couldn’t face her sister, Heliwen, either. Heliwen actually liked her career path. Heliwen liked her assigned husband too—she claimed to love him. Luck of the draw.

Icara got back in the pod, this time in the pilot’s seat. She pulled her storm of curly black hair into a ponytail and shed her monk’s robe as if it were sewn from rotting flesh. Now she wore only the tank top and shorts she’d put on in the morning as her innermost layer.

Maybe she could figure out a way to injure herself so badly that she couldn’t physically interact with sinners, and Mother would ship her to Juliant to recover. Then, while the blood charmers and omnimeds fixed her up, she’d have enough time to think of a permanent solution.

Or maybe she could hide. There were eight seedplanes in the Home—Alcenrya, Luum, Lektral, Caldura, Aerfen, Dolphius, Juliant, and Relcari—and each one was a continent-sized rectangular slab featuring plenty of cities and towns in which to disappear. She’d go to one of the other seedplanes and make herself scarce until she found a way to fix whatever was wrong with her mind. If she tried hard enough, she could forget about the sinner, identify some redeeming quality in Brother Penrod, and come to terms with Kesperen’s legal system and her role in it.

Icara stopped at a camping distribution center and picked up a prepacked bag of supplies, then set a course for the spaceport. Disappearing for a few days or a week ought to be enough.

As soon as she ascended out of the maze of buildings to merge onto a high-altitude flyway, the gate became the dominant feature of the sky: an immense spherical wormhole, generated and contained by the etergium ring forming the gate rim. Narrow pincers, glossy as a beetle’s jaws, gripped the gate rim and held the gate higher than all the buildings in the city. The Alcenryan spaceport lay directly below the gate, a dense forest of docking spires covering twenty square kilometers of prime real estate.

At the edge of the spaceport, Icara veered sharply leftward to enter the circling air traffic. Ships peeled off at intervals to join the appropriate three-dimensional gridded queue for their destination. Every few minutes, the Alcenryan gate’s destination switched to a different gate on the Outside or in the Home, with the whole gate network engaging in a tightly choreographed dance as different gates paired up with each other. Because there was almost never a good reason for an immortal Home citizen to visit one of the degenerate Outside worlds, the within-Home queues to the other Home seedplanes were longer than queues to Outside destinations. Icara joined the excessively long queue to Relcari and sighed.

After several minutes, the gate connected to Relcari. Icara guided her pod toward the gate along the prespecified parabolic flight path. As she crossed the gate meniscus, goose bumps spread across her arms. The pod’s primary display paper flashed the standard warning message: BY ENTERING A GATE TUNNEL, YOU HAVE FORFEITED YOUR RIGHT TO LIFE. The tunnel’s streaming-ink walls enveloped her in night.

Icara’s mood darkened further. If it weren’t for these gates, Father would still be here. A gate had taken Father out of the safety of the Home. A gate had separated him from his right to life. A gate was the reason she would never hear him laugh again, or sing again, or play the violin.

Icara exited the wormhole over the Relcarin spaceport, a smaller version of the Alcenryan spaceport that nevertheless appeared larger because it was surrounded by tropical rainforest instead of skyscrapers. Icara guided the pod over the Relcarin river valley and across a wild expanse of greenery. Small towns disguised themselves as part of the jungle, with tree-lined streets and plant-encased buildings. If Icara squinted, she could imagine that the towns weren’t there at all. She could land on any of their streets and hike into the trees to lose herself, but she already had a specific campsite in mind.

Icara flew over her hometown toward the abandoned Svi family estate. Seven years ago, the weekend after Father’s cremation, Mother had whisked Icara and Heliwen off to Alcenrya, leaving their former home empty. Icara parked the pod on the landing pad behind the silent mansion.

Icara cinched the pack of camping supplies around her shoulders and waist and ran into the jungle, following an overgrown trail that had once been her favorite. Wide leaves dripped leftover rain onto the nape of her neck. Above the sound of her own breath, insects stridulated in the trees and monkeys hooted.

After one kilometer, her shoulders relaxed. After three kilometers, she became a creature of pure muscle contained only by trim skin, instead of the burdensome, complicated mess she felt like the rest of the time. After nine kilometers, she reached her destination: a ribbon’s bunching of stone that jutted out of a cliffside to provide a better view of the river valley than almost anywhere else. She dropped her pack on the ground and paced, catching her breath. How long could she hide here, eating fresh fruit from the trees and drinking from the waterfalls? Would Mother even notice she was gone? Would Mother care?

All around her, waterfalls poured into the verdant depths of the valley, full from the regularly scheduled rainfall. To the east, trees spilled out of the valley’s mouth to ring a small lake. Rolling hills of green stretched past the lake to the horizon. Beyond the blue of the sky, the gentle curve of the seedplane’s atmospheric containment field shone delicate as a soap bubble, with similar taunting swirls of rainbow.

A dragonfly soared past Icara and into the depths of the valley. “They’re born pilots,” Father used to say. “All day they do what they’re made for.”

Icara walked over to a large boulder with a tree growing at its apex. Fern-laden roots and moss encased the boulder in green. This was a tree Father would have loved—growing and thriving where it shouldn’t. That was why she had chosen it for the words.

Icara knelt and scraped away the moss from a strip of the boulder nearest the soil. There, carved in tiny letters, was Father’s favorite quote: Not even the stars are fixed.

She could never name this place for what it was. Memorials to the dead were illegal, because only Vana deserved memorials.

“Something is wrong with me,” she whispered to the carved words. “Mother was a lawyer before she became a Councilmember, and she loved it. You were a lawyer in the Air Force, and you also loved it. Heliwen is so obsessed with her training that she leaves the courthouse past dinner every day. And then there’s me…the broken Svi. I should be honored that Vana chose me to become a monk…shouldn’t I?”

There was, of course, no reply. She didn’t expect one; the living could not hear the dead. But Icara liked to imagine that the dead could hear the living, and that familiar voices alleviated the torment of their purification. She’d prayed so many times that Vana would complete Father’s purification quickly and proceed to the soul destruction phase, to end his pain and disperse his essence throughout the universe—but there was no way to know if Vana had heard those prayers. She held out her hand so that the breeze sifted through her fingers, and wished there were some way to know if any aspect of Father was still out there. She forced the tears to stay in her eyes. Weeping for the dead was sinful. “I miss you,” she whispered.

A distant rumble made the back of her neck tingle. The rumble crescendoed into a deafening roar, and Icara’s eyes whipped to the sky.

The remains of a Demolon streaked toward her, leaving a trail of smoke that extended all the way back to the Relcarin gate. Flames licked the ship’s wings and fuselage. Icara leapt back against the boulder and watched in horror as the ship crashed into the forest a quarter kilometer westward along the cliff’s edge. A column of black smoke rose toward the sky.

Icara sprinted toward the ship. No ship had ever crashed in the Home before. Whoever was inside surely needed help. Vines whipped her face and arms, and her feet kicked up sprays of rich soil. She shoved her way through a thicket of bushes, and there it was: the ship, crumpled in a meadow, fire crackling around it.

The clear hemisphere that formed the Demolon’s front windshield had shattered without disintegrating. Icara planted a front kick in its center, and the clarsonite shards dropped to the ground like chandelier crystals. She squinted into the haze of the cabin. There were two people inside.

“Can you make it out?” Icara yelled.

There was no answer. She bounced on her heels and lunged through the hole in the windshield.

The nearest man was no stranger. She no longer heard the snaps and pops of the fire eating its way closer and closer to the fuel tanks. She didn’t feel the blistering heat, or the beads of sweat forming on her own forehead. She only saw the man’s tight black curls, his strong nose, the dark skin, the closed eyes, the thick eyelashes.

“Wake up,” she pleaded, and shook the corpse’s shoulder, but it was useless—he was already in a life support tube, and it was only half a man, anyway, only a man from the waist up, the lower half lost. One of the lower wings of the ship had been sliced off, and with it, part of the man and part of his life support tube.

There was a choking wheeze. Icara turned. A woman was slumped in the pilot’s seat. Her face was bloody, her eyes wild like a dog’s, the whites all around wide as though she saw death behind Icara’s shoulder. In a grimace, one of her canine teeth gleamed silver.

Icara ran to her and fumbled with the five-point restraint that strapped her to the seat. “Don’t worry. I’m going to get you out of here.”

The woman seized Icara’s wrist and pressed a handful of cool, slippery silver chains into Icara’s hand. “Run,” she whispered.

The woman’s hand slammed down onto the bright orange self-destruct button at the center of the ship’s control panel.

“No!” Icara screamed.

Icara turned and sprinted out of the ship. Although the ground was firm, her strides felt slow and syrupy, the soil sucking down her feet, trying to keep her behind.

With a roar, the ship exploded.

A blast of heat sent Icara tumbling into the shrubs, blinded by blue fire. The world was noiseless and hot, pumped full of human blood.

She scrambled to her feet. There was nothing left of the ship but a black crater.

A patch of sound found her: sirens. There were people coming here right now. She zipped the handful of silver chains into her shorts pocket and ran as if her life depended on it. She had stored no energy for the run back home, because she’d hoped to never go home again, but now she found a wellspring of animal energy that would have won her any race in the galaxy.

Kilometers melted beneath her feet. She burst out of the forest and onto a paved pedestrian path at the perimeter of her hometown. She blurred past the Vanaic shrine with the sandraj court, where she’d spent many hot afternoons practicing kicks and strikes. She sped by the marble-columned library and a group of men and women sunbathing naked at the artificial hot springs. At the far edge of town, she crested the hill and swept through a wrought-iron gate in the brick wall. This had been her sanctuary once, this marble and black granite structure designed by the most respected architect in Kesperen, and now it was a hollow shell mocking everything she had lost. She blazed around the side of the house, through the overgrown rear gardens, and burst onto the landing pad. The man and woman in the ship were both dead now, but this was the Home, the system-sized, impenetrable bubble reserved for Vana’s elect, so Icara should still be able to talk to the dead as soon as they resurrected.

Icara flew over Relcari’s surface in the pod, forcing herself not to break the speed limit, in spite of her desperation to reach the Pearl Sands, currently visible only as a streak of white on the horizon. After a Kespereni citizen died, they resurrected on the Pearl Sands within an hour—assuming that they’d been baptized, of course, and that they’d died within the Home instead of on the Outside. It was a perfect system that ensured immortality was reserved for the worthy.

Icara crisscrossed the Pearl Sands in a grid. Her run back through the jungle and the flight here had taken just over an hour, so she should be able to find the crashed ship’s occupants. The sunbeams danced through the crystal dunes and refracted into a million prisms. The endless white blinded anyone who spent a day here without proper eye protection.

There!

On the edge of a dune stood a man, his gray robes of resurrection flapping in the wind.

Icara landed her pod and flung herself out, but this was a stranger, a redheaded man with a bulbous nose.

“Have you seen a tall man with black hair?” Icara said to him. “Or anyone else?”

“Nope. I just finished a scheduled regen two minutes ago. It’s my seven hundred and sixty-eighth birthday!”

“Happy birthday.” Icara scanned the Sands from this vantage point. How was there nobody else here?

The redheaded man dusted sand out of his robes. “It is a happy birthday indeed. My favorite birthdays are the ones where my body gets younger.” He squinted at the horizon. “My wife’s late. She had to get ‘one thing’ at the distribution center before picking me up…You know how it goes preparing for Feast parties.”

Icara climbed back in the pod. “Right. Enjoy the Feast.”

“You too.”

Icara completed one more sweep of the Sands, then headed inland. The fact that she had not found her targets implied only one explanation: the man had died in that ship before it entered the Home, and the woman was unbaptized.

The towns below mocked Icara with their endless similarity. Pockets of ignorance, all of them. They had no idea of the significance of what had just taken place on this seedplane. The sixth day of the sixth month in the year 11502 should have been another dull day in the heart of Vana’s perfect republic, but instead, it was as bold-faced and ugly as the actors playing Outsiders in Alcenryan operas.

Icara landed her pod directly on the Svi mansion’s second-story balcony, between a granite statue of a bird and a marble statue of a woman laughing with a scarf over her head. Icara glanced back over the forest, thinking of the camping pack she’d abandoned on the cliff. Hopefully, nobody would find it and connect her to it and associate her with the forbidden words on the stone—or worse, with footprints leading to the crash site.

Multiple pods swarmed the thin column of black smoke rising into Relcari’s flawless sky. Those investigators wouldn’t find anything. The weight in her pocket told her she’d carried everything interesting away from that horrible place.

She let herself in through the balcony door. Mother had ordered removal of most of the furniture, and what few pieces remained were covered in white sheets. Icara stood trembling in the center of the ornate carpet, covered in sweat and ash and sparkling sand. Her pocket pressed cool against her leg, filled with the beckoning silver things from the woman who had killed herself.

Icara unzipped her pocket and dumped its contents onto the rug.








  
  
  Shadows in Paradise

  
  




Humans were once consumed with violence, illness, poverty, and death. After the war between Earth and Mars destroyed the Solar System, the survivors promised Vana that in their Home there would be only harmony, health, and riches. In return, Vana granted them eternal life.


The Words of the Council


A tangle of silver chains, tantalum silvride identity tags, and bracelets jangled onto the rug’s cream and maroon flowers. Icara picked apart the jewelry. There were two identity tag necklaces and two silver bracelets.

Icara couldn’t touch the identity tags yet. She had to work up the nerve.

Instead, she picked up the bracelets. They had the sheen of silver but the texture of clay, with no clasps, seams, or markings of any kind. Not even the blood from the injured pilot had stained them. Icara put the bracelets on, and instantly the bands tightened and vanished inside the skin of her wrist.

She sat back in surprise. She’d seen this kind of auto-implanting technology only once before, in the locator beads Father had given her many years ago. Those locator beads had painlessly burrowed into the skin of her forearm, and reemerged if she tried to rub them out. She rubbed her wrist vigorously, trying to coax the stretchy bands to surface, but nothing happened.

She decided to ignore the bands for now. There were bigger questions to worry about, and if the bands ever gave her trouble, she could always call a blood charmer to forcibly extract them.

Icara took a deep breath and picked up the two identity tags. These were dark with blood and ash. She ran her thumb across their surfaces and peered down at the names.

The first read CAROLINE BAHAN, a name she’d never heard before. Her breath caught at the second: ADEBEM UBO.

Icara held Adebem’s tag over her heart, squeezing it so tightly the edges bit her skin. She shut her eyes against the stab of forbidden tears. This tag confirmed the impossibility that the damaged ship could have brought the greatest blessing of her life, but whatever accident had befallen the ship moments before it reached Relcari had torn that blessing apart before the Home could save it. She was losing Father all over again, only this was far more painful and confusing, because she had already lost him once.

Her father’s cremation in Kesperen’s Databank was one of her most vivid memories. Only Mother, Heliwen, Aunt Elzi, and the officiating monk had been there. The urgent service had been clouded with shame. Mother kept her eyes down, and the monk’s recitations focused on the evils of death. The virtuous lived forever, and there in front of them was Father, wholly dead. Centuries ago, humans had invented instruments to measure epimatter, and they’d taken to calling that epimatter the “soul,” since it raced away from the body after true death. There wasn’t a shred of epimatter left in Father’s body. He lay in the clear half-cylinder coffin draped in white linen, motionless, unbreathing, with an unsettling object-like quality that Aunt Elzi later told Icara was the one unifying characteristic of the dead.

White fire blazed through the coffin’s interior, transforming Father’s flesh and bone to fine gray powder. The monk scooped Father’s identity tag out of the ashes and dropped it in the tag disposer. And then Mother went back to work, and Icara and Heliwen were sent back to school, under strict orders not to tell anyone about Father’s death until the media figured out how to “frame it properly.”

Icara forced herself to stand. She carried the identity tags to the bathroom and soaped them in the sink. Char swirled down the drain. On the back of each identity tag, someone had scratched an unfamiliar symbol: two square diamonds, overlapping corner to center to create a smaller central diamond.

This etching was odd. It was impossible to alter the tantalum silvride of an identity tag without access to highly specialized equipment, or a criminal earth charmer who didn’t mind defacing government property. Her father should have had access to neither. Had the pilot given her the tags because they’d been shamefully vandalized? Or had the pilot known that the tantalum silvride would survive any explosion, and wanted to keep personal information out of the wreckage?

Icara read the ID number on Adebem Ubo’s tag. The first part was 013-11438, as she expected. Her father was originally an Outsider, born on the thirteenth world, Koral, in 11438—an aspect of his past that he never discussed, as those in the Home were not supposed to dwell on Outside matters. Icara took her paper out of her pocket and thought, Query central database: identification number 013-11438-485743632847. Specialized electrical cells in her skin transmitted the query to the paper’s processing system.

The result appeared on the paper’s surface.


Match: Adebem Ubo.

Born: April 16, 11438 CE.

Died: February 2, 11495 CE, aged 56.

Mother: Makena Badibanga.

Father: Abayomi Ubo.

Spouse: Evelyn Svi.

Children: Heliwen Svi and Icara Svi.

Occupation: Exoplanet Surveyor Level 8.


The name, birth date, death date, and list of family members all matched her father’s information, but the last line was wrong. Occupation: Exoplanet Surveyor Level 8. Father had been a lawyer, not a surveyor.

Icara thumbed over to the second identity tag. She’d never heard the name Caroline Bahan before. Icara thought out Caroline Bahan’s identification number to enter it into her paper.

No matches, the paper displayed.

Icara deleted the query and tried again, this time double-checking every number.

No matches, the paper displayed.

Icara turned Caroline’s tag over and over in her hands. Why would Kesperen make a tag for someone who wasn’t in its databases?

Icara paced back and forth through the bathroom, past the twelve-showerhead shower and empty bathing pool and back again. Kesperen was always supposed to produce results for anything important. That was one of the reasons she loved it. Now, for the first time, Kesperen’s databases had failed her. They couldn’t explain these tags, and the misinformation about her father’s occupation had left her more confused than before.

Icara should throw the tags away and pretend this had never happened.

She ran to the disposer and held out the tags. But that wouldn’t do—the tantalum silvride would break the disposer’s steel teeth.

She opened the window and peered out. It could work to throw the tags into the bushes. But that wasn’t a great hiding place, and any maintenance worker who discovered the tags would get in terrible trouble.

For that matter, if anybody ever found out that these tags existed and found her genetic material on them, she would be in terrible trouble too. It was a felony to possess another person’s identity tag. Icara began to sweat, imagining Heliwen guiding her into the courtroom for Honest Witness. She didn’t want to learn firsthand how justice monks brought about justice behind closed doors.

Icara ran over to the kitchen and rifled through the utensil drawer, looking for something hooked. She seized a can punch bottle opener her father had brought back from one of his business trips. She jogged to the fireplace, wrapped the tags around the hooked end of the bottle opener, and stuffed the tags underneath one of the fake logs, prodding every loop of silver until it was completely hidden. Then she turned on the fire. From what she remembered of introductory biology, prolonged burning ought to destroy all traces of her genetic material.

After ten minutes, she shut off the fire and let herself out of the house. The sky was pale gray with clouds, and the news pods were gone from the crash site. Icara felt a flicker of hope. Perhaps there was an article available that could explain what had happened.

She pulled out her paper and brought up Relcarin news. There was only one new article, posted fifteen minutes ago: Crash on Relcari: Zero Injuries. The cover image showed a photograph of the blackened crater in the jungle…with a shattered escape capsule in the center?

Icara opened the article and skimmed the text. The reporter claimed that an empty escape capsule had jettisoned from a clarsonite cargo ship on Melephrys and traveled through the gate to Relcari, where it crashed on public lands. The last three paragraphs were an elaborate apology from the CEO of Ali Astrosystems, who was devastated that Outsiders at one of her plants had manufactured a dysfunctional capsule.

Icara put the paper away. This article was another slap to the face. Why would Kesperen lie about the ship crash?

Icara sat in the pilot’s seat of her pod and gripped the yoke. As far as Kesperen was concerned, no part of the disaster she’d witnessed was real. It wasn’t a Demolon; it was an escape capsule. It didn’t contain her father and some pilot named Caroline Bahan; it was empty.

Icara turned the cold air on. The breeze felt tart on her skin. So much for running away—she wasn’t in any state to sleep alone in the jungle now. She had to find a way to accept this article Kesperen had published, because its version of events represented what Vana wanted her to believe. She touched her Holy Glints and set a course for Aunt Elzi’s house.

If anybody could help her get her head on straight, it was Aunt Elzi. She’d grown up wanting to be a dancer, but her destiny ceremony had told her to become a gate engineer, and now she loved her job. She was the textbook example of someone who’d acquiesced to Vana’s will and lived the life she was supposed to live. She was also the only aunt Icara had ever known. Father’s relatives were all Outside, and most of Mother’s relatives were great-great-great-grandmothers or second cousins three times removed, with a strange dearth of closer relatives that had always made Icara wistful.

Icara passed over kilometers of jungle and arrived at Aunt Elzi’s hometown. She flew over a clothing distribution center and an artisan patisserie and landed on the uppermost platform of the parking deck for the luxury apartment buildings that served as class C housing, standard residence for Home citizens who didn’t have unusually prestigious jobs, like being a Councilmember.

Icara walked through a skybridge into the apartments. The buildings had pink marble exteriors, manicured lawns, trimmed hedges, and glittering fountains. The worst of the Home is the best of the Outside. A burst of pride warmed her. Kesperen had ended all forms of poverty. When someone wanted a pastry, they took it from the café. When someone liked the fabric on a new coat, they walked out of the distribution center wearing it. When Aunt Elzi had needed a change of scenery, she’d asked for one of the apartments here and had one assigned within the hour. Who cared if Kesperen had to modify the details of a tragic accident? A single flawed news story was nothing in comparison to all the beauty and goodness Kesperen had to offer.

Icara pushed open the door of Aunt Elzi’s apartment. Icara’s cousin Delilah sat on a floral couch, wearing several pink, sparkly necklaces. She leapt off the couch and pummeled Icara with a hug. “Icara!”

Icara swung Delilah off the floor and spun her around. “How’s my favorite cousin?”

“I’m so bored.”

“How about I un-bore you?”

They turned on some loud music, baked a cake, and frosted it with globs of purple and green icing. They watched part of a sandraj match, and Icara taught Delilah how to perform a roundhouse kick, using stacks of couch cushions for practice.

“How’d you get so good at fighting?” Delilah asked.

“Practice,” said Icara. It was the same answer Father had given to Icara when she’d asked him the same question years ago.

Precisely on schedule, the seedplane’s engines rumbled to life and rotated the seedplane away from the Home’s central fusor. On Relcari, the night sky was perfectly black, interrupted only by the blinking lights of ships. Stars weren’t visible in the Home. Here on Relcari it wasn’t even possible to see blips of light from other seedplanes, as Relcari sat on the outermost orbit, its inhabited side facing the featureless exterior wall of the Home at night.

Icara tucked Delilah into bed, then flopped onto the couch and looked for patterns in the dots on the ceiling. She thought of the rubies over the Vana Above All courtroom door, and the cut on the face of the man in the ship, and the ruby-red dots of blood on his clothes.

The front door opened soundlessly. Aunt Elzi stood in the doorway, wearing a floral dress. Most of her silky gray-brown hair had escaped its braid, and a halo of frizz gave her the look of a student who’d just completed an arduous exam. “Kiara!” she exclaimed. “What a pleasant surprise.”

Icara smiled. She’d always liked Aunt Elzi’s nickname for her, especially since Mother hated it. “Hi, Aunt Elzi. How was work?”

Aunt Elzi set her bag down on a daisy-shaped table by the door. “Disastrous. There was some incident with the gate—a level one emergency—and they trapped us all in a briefing room for three hours.”

Icara felt a flare of hope. If Aunt Elzi already knew about the burning ship, maybe it would be safe to discuss directly. “What was the incident?”

“You know I can’t say.” Aunt Elzi pretended to zip her lips closed with her fingers. “What brings you here on the Feast of Summer? Normally, you get stuck at one of those Council parties.”

“Oh no…the Feast. I completely forgot.”

“You were supposed to go to a party?” Aunt Elzi smiled.

“At Councilmember Marciano’s villa. But it’s fine. I’d rather talk to you instead.”

“I’m flattered. What do you want to talk about?”

“How did you come to enjoy being a gate engineer?”

Some of the light went out of Aunt Elzi’s eyes. She walked to the kitchen, poured herself a cup of tea and tasted it, and blasted the teacup with a stream of fire from her left palm until the tea boiled. She offered Icara the teacup. “Would you like some tea?”

Icara shook her head.

“Suit yourself.” Aunt Elzi took a sip of the steaming liquid and sat down on the couch. “How honest do you want me to be?”

The question surprised Icara. “Completely honest, of course.”

Aunt Elzi smiled wryly. “All right … Being a gate engineer is tolerable, but it’s never been my passion, and it’s never going to be. I’m doing my duty.”

That was not the answer Icara had wanted to hear. “But you always have so many good stories. Like how you learned that you could travel on maintenance connections if you were fast enough, or all those pranks you play on your coworkers, or that time the gate connected to an old microgate that everyone thought had been decommissioned.”

“Good stories don’t mean I love my job.” Aunt Elzi finished the rest of the tea, put her hands together, and examined Icara. “Why these questions? Did your summer internship not end well?”

“Oh, it didn’t even end. Brother Penrod says I have to keep working throughout the semester.”

“I see. That’s not going to interfere with sandraj, is it?”

“Of course not. Er…” Icara replayed her conversation with Brother Penrod. “Actually, he said I’d have to work afternoons and evenings, and that’ll conflict with practice. I guess I should tell my coach she’ll have to find another captain.”

“Pshh—I already put all your matches on my calendar. You should quit your internship.”

“It’s not that simple.” Icara wrapped her arms around her stomach and leaned forward, wishing she could squash the ever-present sense that she didn’t belong and nothing she ever did would be right.

Aunt Elzi looked at her with the same intensity as Mother but none of the judgment, generating a silence with more gravitational pull than any speech. Aunt Elzi knew more of Icara’s secrets than anyone else and guarded them as closely as her classified government briefings. How much weight could one more secret add?

“I saw my father today,” Icara said.

Aunt Elzi’s face flickered in surprise.

“It wasn’t an escape capsule that crashed. It was a ship, and my father was inside.”

Aunt Elzi’s voice was soft. “Is he…”

Icara shook her head. “He’s still dead. He was dead in the ship. The pilot was someone named Caroline Bahan, and she blew it all up.”

The furrow in Aunt Elzi’s brow deepened.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” said Icara. “We watched his cremation. If Father really died in that accident seven years ago, then the body from today belonged to a clone. But if Father’s real body was in the ship, then the body seven years ago was from a clone. And only the Council can make clones. Why would the Council want to clone Father? And why would Mother know about it and not tell us?”

“I am sure there is a great deal that your mother does not tell us. But I do know Caroline Bahan, and that suggests to me perhaps the man who died today was your real father.”

A thrill spiked Icara’s heart. “You know Caroline? From where?”

“She was a pilot, and a friend of your father’s.”

“Why haven’t I heard of her before?”

“Your mother hated her the way cats hate birds. She never told me why, but I could guess some reasons: Caroline was unbaptized and an Outsider.”

“My father would never have associated with an unbaptized person, or an Outsider. He was granted Home residence. What need would he have for socializing with stained souls?”

“Your father led a full life. He had many friends.”

“Caroline was not his friend. He was dead in that ship. He…” Icara swallowed. “His body was damaged, and he didn’t resurrect. So he must’ve died when he was with Caroline on the Outside. I bet Caroline killed him. I should tell Mother—she’ll know how to get the truth.”

“No!”

Icara jumped. Aunt Elzi rarely raised her voice.

“No,” said Aunt Elzi with more restraint. “You must not talk to your mother about Caroline, or the ship, or any of this. Your mother may keep a lot of secrets, but I know she loved your father. She took his death very hard. Promise me you won’t mention it. If you do, it will end badly.”

Icara’s face flushed. She picked at a purple thread on the couch cushion. She’d always been more confident that Father loved Mother than the other way around. Yet now Father had shown up in a ship today with a woman who was his “friend” but Mother hated her? Was Aunt Elzi implying that Caroline was Father’s lover?

Icara’s stomach churned. By entertaining this repulsive idea, she was violating the virtue of Ancestor Honor. She had to reframe this. Caroline could have been Father’s enemy, or maybe a distant acquaintance, but there was no way they knew each other in any way that would make Mother jealous.

“You know what I would do if I were you?” Aunt Elzi said with a sneaky gleam in her eye. “I’d use your father’s publicly logged work history to track down some of his former colleagues, and I’d ask them a few pointed questions.”

This was all going wrong. Icara had come here to learn how to accept her destiny, not to get encouragement to start an illegal investigation. Did Aunt Elzi have any idea how dangerous an investigation would be? One misstep, and Icara would end up on the wrong side of the doors in the monastery.

“Let’s talk about something else,” Icara said.

Aunt Elzi gave her a stern look. “Icara, if you spend your entire life pretending to be someone you’re not, and turning a blind eye to everything concerning, you’re going to die.”

Now Icara was offended. “I am a good person.”

“I don’t mean die literally, although that could happen. I mean you’ll die in here.” She tapped Icara’s sternum, near her heart.

“Vana said it’s my destiny to become a monk,” Icara said. “I am following the will of God.”

“I doubt that. Vana doesn’t speak through monks any more than she speaks through the sandraj announcers. On days like today, I’m not convinced Vana speaks to anyone at all.”

Icara froze. Her ears felt blistered. This was exactly the kind of heresy she was supposed to report to the authorities immediately.

Aunt Elzi realized a second too late what she’d done. She laughed nervously. “Of course, that’s what I would say if I were trying to win myself a visit to your shrine.” Fear grayed her face. “Please don’t repeat that to anyone.”

“I won’t,” said Icara quickly.

“If your mother heard, she’d sign the execution order herself. Bless her soul…Your mother is a fearsome woman.”

“Kesperen doesn’t execute people,” Icara said, trying to reassure herself as much as Aunt Elzi.

Aunt Elzi pressed her lips together. “I think I’ve shared enough of my ideas for one night. You should get home before your mother starts worrying where you are.” She gave Icara a tight hug. “Thanks for visiting, Kiara. I’ll see you later.”

* * *

By the time Icara got back to the Svi family penthouse apartment on Alcenrya, it was well past midnight. She touched the small control paper in the wall to turn on the pendant light that hung over the kitchen island. Blue splotches decorated the light’s white glass like a crayon drawing of raindrops. In the adjacent living room, a massive close-up canvas print of Icara’s and Heliwen’s faces filled the wall above the couch. In the photo, Heliwen was seven and Icara was four. They were covered in beads of water from playing in the fountain in the antegardens of the Relcarin mansion.

Icara set her bag on the kitchen counter. Heliwen and Mother weren’t back from the party yet. She imagined them smiling and laughing at Councilmember Marciano’s villa on Lektral, looking gorgeous in their glittery dresses as they sipped champagne and smiled at guests with dewy eyes and wandered through the vineyards lit with strings of lights. She shuddered to imagine what they’d do if they knew of Aunt Elzi’s doubts.

Icara paused by the painting of Vana that hung in the entryway. Vana was always depicted as a woman with uncannily large eyes, to convey her omniscience and detailed awareness of each person’s sins. But other than that, Vana’s facial structure, coloration, and outfit changed in every painting and statue. In this painting, created by one of Icara’s distant ancestors, Vana had black hair and black eyes and wore a green beaded dress. Father had once joked that it was really a self-portrait of the artist, which had garnered a stern look from Mother.

Icara rested her palm on the hand-stained brass disk beside the painting and recited the first prayer. “I pledge my loyalty to Vana, the One True Ruler of the Universe, the One True Ruler of Kesperen, the One True Ruler of Human Hearts. I pledge my loyalty to Kesperen, the Civilization of Peace, Prosperity, and Eternity. My will is Kesperen’s will. My life’s blood is Kesperen’s blood. My whole soul belongs to Kesperen, Vana’s Republic.”

On the spacious floor of her room, Icara ran through half of the sandraj practice cycle. She took a shower in Alcenrya’s vaguely sulfurous water, whispered the ritual prayer for changing clothes as she put on her pajamas, and climbed into her hammock to try to get some sleep.

A gentle ding alerted her to the main door of the apartment opening. Moments later, her bedroom door clicked open. “Icara?” said Mother.

Icara deepened her breathing and said nothing. This was exactly why she’d tried to move into a dormitory. If only Mother hadn’t canceled her registration.

Mother stomped over and shook Icara’s shoulder. “Icara!”

Icara sat up.

Mother wore a floor-length trumpet dress covered in millions of tiny mirror sequins. Her straight black hair was restrained in one of her usual buns, and her porcelain skin was so uniform in color that it resembled a doll’s. “Where were you tonight, Icara? You were the only child of a Councilmember who wasn’t in attendance.”

“I forgot about the party.”

Mother laughed incredulously. “You forgot? What could you possibly have been doing that was more important than showing respect to Councilmember Marciano?”

Icara did not reply. There was no honest answer she could give that would satisfy Mother.

Mother huffed in exasperation. “When are you going to get your priorities in order? You are a Svi. You




















* * *
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