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			To Danny: best and truest in all the world.

			And to my girls: every day an adventure, every day a gift.
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			Entropy’s a bitch.

			Fate is cruel, luck is fickle, love is strange. Entropy is all those and more. Pitiless and brutal and jagged as the rocks that break the tide.

			You can clutch to your chest all the things you love most, and entropy will scatter them with a breath. It will leave you cold and alone in the middle of chaos, the eye of your own personal hurricane.

			I was born to fight entropy.

			I lost.

			I am not done fighting.

			—Journal of Delancey Sullivan
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Days until Tacet: 25

			WHEN I WAS LITTLE, MY grandfather told me nothing was impossible. Given enough time and the right choices, anything could happen. I believed him.

			Then I grew up. I stopped believing.

			Turns out, he was right.

			•   •   •

			Walking between worlds turns you invisible. Echoes don’t notice you until you touch one of them, so people are forever looking past you. You’re a vague impression, more sensed than seen, a flicker in their peripheral vision.

			Invisibility suited me fine. Coming here was a risk; I wasn’t allowed to Walk unaccompanied, and there was always a chance an Original would spot me crossing. But some things you need to see—or hear—to believe.

			I hovered like a ghost at the edge of the crowded hallway. But when Simon Lane came around the corner, dark hair falling into blue eyes, jaw square and stubborn, smile full of trouble . . .

			I knew I was the one being haunted.

			Pain roared through me, hungry as a wildfire. Not my Simon, though the pitch of this world was sharp and familiar. An Echo of him, and one I knew well: the shape of his hands fitted with mine; the feel of his mouth against my throat; the lazy, prowling movements that made my knees go weak. Doughnut Simon—as vibrant and magnetic as his Original—should no longer exist.

			The sound of him reached me clearly, despite the distance and bodies between us. The same frequency as the rest of the Echo, but stronger, as if his volume was turned up to eleven when everyone else was a ten.

			He should have been silent. A terminal Echo, one whose Original had died. A little more than a week ago, his Original had trapped himself in a world unraveling to nothingness to save me and the rest of the multiverse. His death in the cleaving should have unraveled his Echoes, robbing them of their frequency and their lives.

			This Simon should have been silent, but his pitch was true as ever.

			The only explanation was that my Simon had survived the cleaving. He’d escaped, somehow, into the vastness of the multi­verse.

			Impossible.

			Hope beat in my chest, the faintest of wings. I tried to smother it, but hope feeds on the impossible as surely as grief feeds on memory.

			Simon’s voice reached me first, a baritone resonating warmly through my bones.

			One touch.

			One touch, to be certain, and I would leave. He might not remember me. Echoes didn’t, usually. A few minutes, or hours, or days after a Walker left a world, her impression faded from the minds of Echoes like a mirage in the desert. This Simon might forget we’d ever met. I didn’t know if the thought relieved me or broke me anew.

			He swaggered through the hallway, surrounded by friends, all of them in similar layers of leather and flannel and denim, Simon in the center like a sun amid planets. I readied myself, muscles tense and ears attuned. Time slowed as he drew even with me, and my feet moved of their own accord.

			He turned, laughing offhandedly at some inane comment, and caught sight of me.

			His eyes met mine.

			He stopped laughing.

			I froze. He’d seen me. He remembered me. Before I could react, he broke away from his friends and grabbed me. The shock of his frequency made me go limp with relief.

			My Simon was alive.

			This Simon, though, was pissed.

			“Del,” he growled, waving his friends along and yanking me to the side of the hall. “Where the hell have you been?”

			“I’m not supposed to be here,” I said. His hand was like iron around my arm. “You’re hurting me.”

			He let go and I breathed him in, leather and rain.

			“What do you want?” His palms slammed against the wall on either side of me, boxing me in. “Why are you here?”

			“I needed to know if you were okay.” I tore my gaze away from the silver railroad spike flashing at his wrist.

			“I’m fucking awesome.” The bitterness in his laugh made me flinch. “Until now. What do you want?”

			I curled my fingers into fists, fighting the urge to reach for him. This close, he looked the same, right down to the scar at the corner of his mouth. He wasn’t mine, but he was proof the real Simon was waiting for me, somewhere in the multiverse.

			He reached for his wallet and pulled out the origami star I’d given him the night we first kissed. The Key World’s frequency drifted from the dark green paper, strengthening as I took it from him. “You said you weren’t coming back.”

			I’d broken off our relationship—which wasn’t really a relationship at all, just a series of brain-melting hookups—to be with my Simon. But like every other time I’d messed around with the multiverse, my plan went sideways. The Original Simon had seen the breakup. He’d seen everything. Half-Walker himself, he saw through his Echoes’ eyes any time they interacted with a Walker. All the times I’d kissed this Simon, the real one had experienced it as a dream; when he found out, I’d nearly lost him.

			Now, maybe I could use it to find him.

			“Simon.” I laced my fingers with his, star pressed between our palms. “I need you to wait for me.”

			“I’m done waiting,” he snapped.

			I ignored the words and focused on his eyes, a darkly gleaming blue. “Hang on a little bit longer. Wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, keep doing it.”

			“I’m right here,” he said, confusion softening his expression.

			“Listen to me. I will find you. I’ll figure it out, but you need to leave me some breadcrumbs.”

			Tears gathered on my lashes, and he used his free hand to sweep them away. “Del . . .”

			“I’m coming, I swear. I will find you, and we’ll fix this, and we’ll be good.”

			“You’re crazy,” he said, but his fingers stayed twined with mine.

			Was I? We’d done so much damage to the multiverse, his signal disrupting world after world . . . could my message get through?

			I held his gaze, searching for some flicker of understanding, some sign he’d heard me. Nothing. I’d just have to believe.

			We both would.

			He slid his hand along my neck, drew me closer until our foreheads touched. “Tell me how to help.”

			“Listen,” I said, dizzy from his nearness. “I’m not kissing him. I’m kissing you.”

			I touched my lips to Echo Simon’s for the briefest moment—a promise more than a kiss, and my heart began to crack, a million tiny fault lines threatening to break wide open. And then, because I couldn’t bear to say good-bye, I ran.

			•   •   •

			Losing Simon had turned the music of the multiverse muted and flat. As I raced up the stairs, reality came rushing back. I’d Walked the Echoes since I was a kid, and no matter how changeable the ground under my feet, I’d always found a way forward. Now I had a destination: Simon, wherever he might be.

			I skidded to a halt outside the library and slipped inside, heading for the stacks. Tucked amid the biographies stood the pivot I’d arrived through. The air shivered and hummed where the skin of the world had split. I reached for the rift, felt it widen as my fingers hooked along the edge.

			The library doors banged open. “Del!” Simon shouted, only to be shushed by the librarian. Through a gap in the shelves I caught a glimpse of him, raking his hands through his hair in frustration. His gaze swept the room.

			Time to go.

			I lunged for the Key World’s frequency, and the pivot closed around me, the familiar sensation of too-weighty air pressing against my skin and filling my lungs.

			An instant later I was home—same library, different books, and no Simon. For the first time in weeks, his absence didn’t fill me with despair.

			I’d find him soon enough.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THE TRANSFORMATION FROM ANONYMOUS TO notorious is a surprisingly quick process.

			Before I’d starting dating Simon, no one in my school cared who I was or what I did. I was marking time while my teachers marked me tardy, and the rest of the student body didn’t mark me at all.

			These days, everyone knew who I was and what I’d done: the last girl to kiss Simon Lane, the one who’d driven him out of town.

			They were right about the kissing, anyway.

			The truth of Simon’s disappearance was as far beyond them as he was from me, so I let them believe the whole story and kept the truth buried alongside my grief.

			Truth and grief and love, three cold, furious stars that set my course and sent me searching.

			The problem was, I wasn’t the only one.

			•   •   •

			I kept my eyes down on the way to the music wing. Reminders of Simon lingered in every corner. Phantom voices, memories clinging like cobwebs, glimpses of people who had his height but not his heart, his long legs but not his laugh. No matter how hard I looked, he wasn’t here.

			My footsteps reverberated down the curving hallway. As I reached for the doorknob of the music classroom, someone shoved me from behind. I went sprawling on the tile, banging my knee and slamming my elbow. My whole arm sang from the impact, my fingers going numb.

			“Watch it!” I scrambled up, cradling my arm, and whirled to see who’d pushed me.

			Bree Carlson. Of course. Silky hair and wide eyes and a ­honeyed voice hiding a poison tongue. Confident she was Broadway-bound and talented enough to make it happen. Simon’s ex.

			One of many exes, to be honest, but the only one who’d tried to win him back. She took a step forward, deliberately crowding me.

			“What is your problem?” I snapped.

			“You are,” she said, her voice higher-pitched than usual. “Where’s Simon?”

			“He moved.”

			“He didn’t move,” she snarled. “It’s been more than a week, and nobody’s heard a word from him. He won’t answer any texts. He left his dog. He left his car. He left in the middle of the season without a word to his coach or his team. He would never do that. I know him.”

			“Simon knows a lot of girls.” I shook my head with mock pity. “All of them just as well as he knows you.”

			But they didn’t know him. Not the way I had.

			“The two of you disappear, and now you’re waltzing around like nothing’s changed. Nobody would have missed you,” she added, lip curling. “But his whole life is here. Why are you back instead of him? What did you do?”

			I left him. She was right—everything Simon loved was here, and he’d given it up, and I’d let him. The guilt dragged at me more every day. I slung my bag over my shoulder and reached for the doorknob, the ever-present ache in my chest climbing into my throat.

			She shoved me again, but this time I was braced for it. I swung my backpack at her shoulder, feeling it connect with a thump.

			Bree shrieked and clawed, snagging a fistful of hair. Her nail raked my cheek and I swore. It felt good to fight, to finally give action to my anger. I rammed an elbow into her stomach. Hit her with my bag again. Shoved until her spine hit the cement-block wall, and shoved again for good measure.

			Walkers rarely need to fight, but younger sisters do, and Bree had nothing on Addie. She blinked back tears and panted, but went still.

			“Get this straight. I didn’t do anything to Simon.” I stepped away. “And if you touch me again, you’ll need another nose job.”

			She shook back her hair, voice wavering. “Where is he?”

			“I don’t know.” Admitting it hurt worse than the scratches she’d left.

			“Del! Bree!” Ms. Powell, the music teacher, strode toward us. Her normally cheerful face was creased with concern. “What’s going on here?”

			“She attacked me!” Bree said. “I was just standing here and she went crazy. She’s unstable.” She raised a trembling hand, letting a few tears fall before wiping them away. Despite having a good five inches on me, she managed to make herself look small and vulnerable.

			Bree played all sorts of roles in school productions. The helpless victim was another act, and any other teacher would have bought it.

			Lucky for me, Ms. Powell wasn’t like the other teachers. She was a Free Walker—a rebel working to undermine the Consort, our leaders. Yesterday she’d told me Simon was alive, and my Walk had proved it. Now I needed answers, and she had them.

			Her expression gave nothing away. She inserted herself between us. “Do you have any witnesses?”

			Bree shook her head. “But—”

			Ms. Powell cut her off. “The minimum suspension for fighting is five days, I believe. For both parties.” She paused to let that sink in. “Aren’t auditions for the spring musical this week?”

			Bree’s nostrils flared. She leaned around Ms. Powell, saying, “Everyone knows it’s your fault, you violent little freak.”

			“That’s enough,” Ms. Powell said. “Bree, I’ll see you in class. Use the rest of the lunch period to cool off.”

			Bree turned on her heel and stomped away.

			Ms. Powell unlocked her door, waving me in. “After you.”

			Once I was inside, face-to-face with the only person who had answers, my questions wouldn’t come. I sat at the battered upright piano, resting my fingers on the cool ivory keys, not playing a note.

			Ms. Powell’s classroom was lined with shelves of instruments and cabinets full of sheet music. The piano was tucked into the far corner, angled so she could keep an eye on the class; a door in the opposite corner led to her office. Untidy rows of desks filled the center of the room, a lectern was at the front, and she leaned against it, watching me expectantly.

			“Bree started it,” I said.

			“She got you pretty good.” She gestured at my stinging cheek. “You wanted to talk?”

			I swallowed, unable to find the right words. Finally I blurted, “Powell Station is in Seattle.”

			Traditionally, Walkers were named after big pivots in their hometowns. But it was always their first name, never their last. I hadn’t thought twice about Ms. Powell the orchestra teacher. Like an Original, I’d seen what I expected, not what was real—and Ms. Powell the Free Walker had used my weakness against me.

			“Seemed fitting,” she said, giving her baton an experimental flick. “A Powell at Washington High.”

			“It’s not your real name?”

			“Real enough.” She raised her eyebrows, a mild reproof. “I’m assuming you have more important questions than my name.”

			I gripped the edge of the piano bench to keep from shaking. “I saw him. One of Simon’s Echoes.”

			The corner of her mouth twitched. “Doughnut Simon. Cute.”

			“You were right. He’s not terminal.”

			She inclined her head. “And?”

			“How is that possible? The Consort confirmed the cleaving. Did he outrun it?”

			It takes time for a world to unmake itself. When a Walker cleaves a branch, cutting the threads connecting it to the rest of the multiverse, the destruction isn’t immediate. A major, complex world could take days to fully disintegrate. I’d told Simon to run, hoping I could find a way to return and save him, but it had been a wild, foolish hope, like trying to stop a tornado with your bare hands.

			Ms. Powell shifted. “Not exactly. The important thing is that he’s safe.”

			Joy rushed in, heady and bright, and I leaped up. “Can I see him? Can we go right now?”

			“It’s not that simple. We need a little time.”

			I thumped down again, my happiness snuffed. “We? The Free Walkers, you mean. You’re the ones who got him out? How did you do it?”

			“Carefully.” Before I could press for specifics, she held up her hand. “That’s all I can tell you for now. You’re going to have to trust me.”

			“Trust you? You haven’t even told me your real name. You’ve been watching me all year and you never said a word.” I paused. “Mr. Samson didn’t want to retire, did he? You bribed him, or threatened him, or something.”

			“Hardly. He retired and we took advantage of the situation.” Ms. Powell brushed at her cloud of wiry blond hair, impatient. “I wasn’t sent here to watch you.”

			I snorted, and she peered at me through her cat-eye glasses. The lenses were Coke-bottle thick, but now I wondered if she even needed them. If anything about her was what it appeared. She’d shown up at the beginning of the school year and fit in perfectly.

			Too perfectly.

			Only a Walker would be able to blend in the way she did. We were experts at hiding in plain sight.

			“My assignment was to monitor Simon. You were . . . a happy coincidence. A bonus.”

			I blinked. Simon? I was the one who could Walk. Simon couldn’t even hear pivots. The Walkers didn’t know he existed—his father had made sure of it.

			Maybe his father was the key.

			“Because his dad was a Free Walker?” Was. Dead for seventeen years, captured by the Consort and executed for treason. Until a month ago, Simon had no idea.

			“Gilman Bradley was a good man in an impossible situation, much like his son is now. He was captured as part of a broader attack against the Free Walkers. It’s taken us years to recover. It was imperative we not engage with Simon, for his own protection, but we’ve needed to watch him more closely as he’s aged.”

			“You knew about his signal flaw?”

			Everything in the Key World—people, objects, oceans—resonated at the same perfectly stable frequency. As a Half Walker, Simon’s signal was unusually loud, so he created more Echoes than most people. For reasons we couldn’t understand, his signal carried a flaw that was amplified and transmitted through the multiverse, affecting any world containing one of his Echoes, growing increasingly unstable over time. It’s why he’d cleaved himself—to silence the damaged signal and stabilize the worlds.

			And the Free Walkers had known about it. We’d thought Monty was our only option; the only person we could trust, and it had backfired horribly. The familiar anger swelled and found a fresh target.

			“Why didn’t you help him? Why didn’t you say something?”

			“We didn’t realize the flaw would become such a problem; once we did, we weren’t sure we could trust you. This conversation alone is a huge risk.”

			The feeling was mutual. If the Consort knew I was talking to a Free Walker, they’d throw us both in an oubliette. But desperation trumps caution, especially when your hand is lousy to begin with. “You let me think he was dead!”

			“Yesterday was the first time you’ve shown up for school since the cleaving,” she said. “Besides, we weren’t going to endanger our network and our most valuable asset before we were certain you wouldn’t reveal us to the Consort.”

			“He’s not an asset,” I said, shoving away from the piano. “He’s a human being. And we both know the Consort would kill Simon the minute they laid hands on him. I’m not about to go running to Lattimer.”

			“Glad to hear it,” she replied.

			I folded my arms and studied her. She was too calm. She’d known exactly what I would do when she dropped her bombshell, and she’d prepared for my reaction.

			But she was right—telling me was a risk, which meant she was expecting a payoff.

			“You didn’t tell me because you felt sorry for me. What are you after?”

			Nothing makes you more vulnerable than ignorance. Mine had allowed Monty to manipulate me, and I wasn’t going to repeat the mistake. Besides, it’s always easier to bluff when you know the cards you’re holding.

			Ms. Powell set the baton down, her eyes behind the thick glasses boring into mine.

			“We want you to join the Free Walkers. Help us destroy the Consort.”

			“You’re joking,” I said, a too-nervous laugh bubbling up. “You can’t destroy the Consort. It’s suicide.”

			Without the Walkers, the Key World would be destroyed. Without the Key World, the multiverse would crumble.

			“Not just suicide. Armageddon. You people really are crazy.” I edged toward the door, but she moved quickly to cut me off, holding her hands out as if trying to calm a spooked animal.

			“We saved Simon, didn’t we?” she said. “Is that something a bunch of crazed anarchists would do?”

			I paused.

			“Think about all the lies the Consort has told you, Del. All the secrets they’ve kept. Is it such a stretch to think they lied about us, too?”

			She took a step toward me and I eased away, nearly tripping over my backpack. “We’re trying to save the multiverse, and Simon as well. But we need your help.”

			Walkers are trained to think about consequences. Every action has a consequence; every choice makes a world. I wasn’t even sure what Ms. Powell wanted me to do. But the only thing that mattered was getting back to Simon. I’d save him, then deal with the fallout.

			Before I could reply, the bell rang, and we both winced at the noise. “Think about it,” Ms. Powell murmured as my classmates began trickling in.

			“Missed you at lunch,” Eliot called as he set his books on the desk. I came around the side of the piano, and his mouth dropped open. “Your face!”

			In my shock, I’d forgotten about Bree’s scratch. I ran a finger over my stinging cheek. “Is it bleeding?”

			“A little.” He grabbed a tissue from the top of the piano and handed it to me. “What happened?”

			I rolled my eyes. “Bree.”

			“You need to go to the nurse,” he said.

			“It’s nothing,” I said as Bree sidled into the classroom. I bared my teeth at her. “It won’t happen again.”

			She blanched as she took her seat.

			Gently Eliot turned my face to inspect the marks. “It looks terrible.”

			“Thanks. I’m not self-conscious about it at all.”

			His hand fell to his side, his voice turning overly casual. “You never said where you went during lunch.”

			I tipped my head toward the front of the room. “Needed to ask Ms. Powell a question.”

			“Some question. I waited all period,” he said. “Were you Walking?”

			I avoided his eyes, but I couldn’t hide the bitterness leaching into my words. “Where would I go?”

			I’d loved Walking, once. Infinite worlds, infinite possibilities. The freedom of slipping through Echoes, witnessing the power of a single choice unfold. But the thing I loved had taken the boy I loved, and the shining possibilities had tarnished. Even if Walking brought me back to Simon, the damage was done.

			“Wish I knew.” His tone changed, determinedly cheerful. “What were you asking Ms. Powell about?”

			Lying to your best friend, even for a noble reason, is never a pleasant feeling—and I’d had plenty of experience doing so. Eliot had risked his life and his future with the Walkers to help me. I wasn’t going to ask him again. And a small part of me worried that if he knew I was looking for Simon, he’d try to stop me. So I lied to Eliot, and I lied to myself, saying it was for the best.

			“My composition,” I said. “I’m supposed to perform it for the class, but I need someone to play the counterpoint.”

			“No problem. I’ll do it,” he said as the final bell rang.

			The thought of anyone else playing the song Simon and I had written together felt wrong. It would sound wrong, even if Eliot hit every note.

			Still, he looked so eager to help. It was another attempt to prove our friendship was back to normal, but the effort only highlighted how far off track we’d gone.

			Now that I knew the truth about his feelings, I could see the signs and hints I’d missed for years: The casual touches that unsettled him, the way he watched me when he thought I wasn’t looking. The way he bristled, ever so slightly, when someone mentioned Simon’s name. The way he treated me like something fragile and rare.

			I wasn’t fragile, but our friendship was. I was cautious now, in a way I’d never been, questioning my every move. I swung between extremes: too awkward, too familiar, too remote, too warm. Terrified I’d lead him on, terrified I’d lose my best friend.

			Terrified I already had.

			“Sounds great,” I said, mustering a smile as Ms. Powell started class. She avoided my eyes the entire hour, her genial, frazzled teacher’s facade firmly in place while we reviewed for a test. Only when class ended did she look my way.

			“Del, a word?” She glanced at Eliot, hovering nearby. “I’ve got time after school today, if you want to work on the Debussy piece.”

			“I do.” I touched the fine silver chain around my neck, the pendant my Free Walker grandmother had left me. Answers, finally. “Thanks.”

			“My pleasure,” she said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

			Not as much as I was.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			WORLDS ARE MADE BY CHOICES both big and small. A pivot forms the instant a decision is made, but it takes on its final resonance gradually, as consequences unfold. Deciding between a hamburger or a hot dog seems minor—but if you choke to death on the hot dog, the effect is huge, and so is the pivot.

			High school is full of choices. Some feel monumental but aren’t; some feel insignificant but alter everything. Originals don’t notice pivots. They move through life seeing only the consequences that affect them directly. Walkers, on the other hand, can’t create worlds. We can only visit them. It’s for the best; other­wise we’d be paralyzed by the weight of our decisions.

			Ms. Powell’s choice to tell me about Simon hadn’t made a new world, but it had scrubbed this one clean. It had helped me shake off the haze of sadness and self-pity I’d been lost in, and it felt good.

			Except for the part where I had to lie to Eliot. Again.

			“You’re sure you don’t want me to stick around?” he asked, zipping his coat. The bulky parka obscured the breadth of his shoulders, but not his uneasiness. “We could practice the duet once you’re done with Ms. Powell.”

			“We can practice at my place,” I said. “I’ll call you when I get home—unless you want to come back and give me a ride.”

			“Now you’re just being lazy.” He grinned.

			“It’s freezing.” The weather had turned while I’d hidden away in my room. No snow yet, but the cold was bitter and relentless, stripping the last of the leaves from the trees, forcing me into even more layers than usual. “I don’t know why you won’t drive to school. You’ve got the car.”

			“Do you know what the administration charges for parking permits? Do you know how many movies I can buy with that money? If you hate walking that much, get your own license.” He paused, as if he’d heard his own words for the first time. “Regular walking. Not ours. I didn’t mean—”

			“I know.”

			He didn’t move as the hallway emptied around us. “Do you? Hate Walking?”

			“Kind of pointless,” I said. “Nobody hates gravity, right? Same thing.”

			“Gravity’s a constant. Walking’s a choice.”

			Simon was my constant. If Walking helped me find him, there was no other choice.

			“Go on,” I said, giving him a shove to lighten the mood. “If you don’t quit hovering, I’m going to return the favor. Sneak into your room and smother you while you sleep.”

			“I’d rather you not smother me,” he said with a strange half smile. “Sneaking into my room’s okay, though. Any time. Open invitation.”

			I drew back. “Eliot . . .”

			“Relax, Del,” he said, shoulders dropping. “I get it. I’m not going to chase after you while you’re still in mourning.”

			“I’m not!”

			He shook his head. “Simon’s gone. I know you need time. That’s okay. I’m not going anywhere.”

			My throat ached, but instead of telling him the truth, I said, “You deserve better.”

			“We’re the best, right?” he asked, and I nodded mutely. “What could be better than best?”

			“But . . .”

			He held up a hand. “I just declared my intentions, Del. Give me a few minutes to feel like the hero before you shoot me down.”

			I couldn’t help laughing, and a smile broke across his face.

			“Ms. Powell’s waiting,” I said, waving vaguely toward the music wing.

			“Yeah.” He nudged up his glasses, shifted from foot to foot as if uncertain how to end the conversation. I could practically see him sorting through the possibilities: Handshake? Hug? Wave? Pat on the shoulder? What was the message hidden in each?

			Finally, he slugged me in the shoulder, with a sheepish grin. I rolled my eyes and punched him back, just as gently.

			“Later,” he said, and headed out.

			Navigating our friendship felt like crossing a minefield without a map, testing every step, a single offhand comment enough to set off an explosion. But I cared too much to stop searching for a way through.

			Hefting my violin case, I started for the music wing, but not before I caught sight of Bree at the end of the hallway, arms folded and eyes narrowed. I flashed her a toothy smile, flipped her off, and headed to Ms. Powell’s office.

			Answers, finally. Ms. Powell knew where Simon was. She might even take me to him.

			Her classroom door was closed, and I took a moment to settle myself, smoothing down the unruly tangles of my hair. Deep in my chest was the tiniest ember of hope, brightening with every second. Before it could flare up and burn out, I pushed open the door.

			The room was empty.

			I’d never noticed how different her class sounded. Most of Washington High droned softly, like a beehive, the corridors and classrooms crowded with overlapping pivots. Ms. Powell didn’t generate pivots, and Simon’s ability to consolidate Echoes had eliminated many of the others. The result was a quiet room, interrupted by a few sharply ringing pivots. So many clues, but I’d been too dazzled by Simon and too distracted by my troubles with the Consort to notice.

			I ran my hand along Simon’s desk, listening. In his absence, my classmates’ pivots were creeping in again. But Simon’s pivots were louder than the rest. Each led to a world he’d created, simply by making a choice. If I crossed any of them, I could see his Echoes.

			I wanted the real thing.

			Memory flashed through me—Simon’s thumb brushing the corner of my mouth, an instant of startling, electric attraction. I pressed my fingers to my lips.

			“How did you get rid of Eliot?” Ms. Powell asked from the doorway, interrupting my reverie.

			I bristled at her tone. “I told him you were helping me with my phrasing in the Debussy.”

			“Good.” She locked the door behind her.

			“I don’t like lying to him.”

			“Measure eighteen is marked en serrant. You should be picking up speed there, not just volume. Try to match the two.” She spread her hands wide. “Now you’re not lying.”

			I bit back my protest. “Are we going to see Simon? You said—”

			“I said it would take time. A few hours isn’t enough.”

			A few hours was too much. “Then why am I here? You want me to help you? I’m not doing a damn thing until you can prove Simon is okay.”

			“You’ve heard his Echo,” she said, pulling her phone from her pocket. “What more proof do you need?”

			“That tells me he’s alive. Not that he’s safe.”

			“Simon is safe because we have very strict protocols for contacting each other. In the interest of keeping him safe, we’re going to continue following those protocols.” She gestured to a wavering rift on the far side of the piano. “Let’s Walk for a bit, and I can answer some of your questions.”

			I drew a deep breath. Like it or not, Ms. Powell had control here. I needed her on my side. I needed to play nice. “Okay.”

			She gave a satisfied nod and tapped her phone screen. A single, sustained note—a G-flat, mournful and wavery—filled the air. The pivot pulsed in response. I signaled when I’d fixed the frequency in my mind. Like riding a bike, I told myself. Riding a bike off-road and potentially over a cliff.

			Ms. Powell checked one last time to make sure nobody was watching from the hallway, and gave me a thumbs-up. “See you on the other side.”

			I saw when she caught the edge—a hitch in her movements and a slight curling of her fingers as she found the right Echo, widening the pivot as she eased inside.

			When she’d disappeared, I took one last look at Simon’s desk, envisioning him sprawled there, long limbed and laughing, and pressed my fist against my heart. Then I pulled myself through the pivot, following her lead.

			•   •   •

			On the other side the classroom was equally deserted. Ms. Powell was paging through the sheet music on the piano, waiting for me. Around us the frequency throbbed in a steady rhythm.

			“Who’s teaching if you’re not here?” I asked. Ms. Powell interacted with Original students and staff all day, but her impressions wouldn’t last in the Echoes—countless versions of Washington High were missing a music teacher.

			“Nobody. I keep a letter on my desk in the Key World, explaining my sudden resignation due to urgent family matters. It’s been here since the day I started, so every Echo that’s sprung up since my arrival has one. When administrators in those worlds find it, they hire a sub.” She shrugged. “It’s not strictly necessary, but we like to be inconspicuous, even in Echoes.”

			“Do all the Free Walkers masquerade as Originals?”

			“Very few, actually. We have people working undercover in every Consort—”

			“Even ours?”

			“Even yours. But the majority tend to live in Echoes. It lets us limit our interactions with non-Walkers, so the repercussions are more manageable. This is the longest I’ve been in the Key World in years.”

			“Don’t you get frequency poisoning?” Even the most stable Echoes would make a Walker sick over time. Minor bouts, like the one I’d suffered fixing an inversion, would put you out of commission for a few days. Major ones could rob you of your hearing and your sanity. “You should be a raving lunatic by now.”

			“We have ways to counteract it,” she said, toying with her earring. “I’ll show you later. For now, let’s focus on the cleaving. Or rather, the not-cleaving.”

			We wandered through the school. Class was out for the day, and while there were still people around, teachers and custodians, students with detention or clubs, none of them noticed us. I could see how living in Echoes was easier—and how lonely it must be.

			Ms. Powell stopped in front of the library. “Cut site,” she said, pointing to a bank of lockers. A place where an Echo had been cleaved. The only sign was a barely perceptible line a few inches in front of the metal doors, hovering like spider silk. Invisible, unless you were looking. “Have you ever felt one before?”

			“With my dad, when I was little. We’ve checked a few in training, too.”

			“How did they feel?”

			“Rough.” The pads of my fingers tingled at the memory. “Like burlap, you know?”

			“Cleavers cut the strings of an Echo and reweave the fabric of the parent world. Because it’s man-made instead of naturally occurring, the patch isn’t as finely woven as the surrounding fabric.”

			“That’s why cut sites are weaker? Because the fabric’s not as dense?”

			“Partly. You’ve learned about the energy transfer in your Consort classes, correct?”

			“The basics.”

			When an Echo forms, it creates energy, which circulates between the existing branch and the new offspring like sap through a tree. That energy bolsters the Key World, protecting it from unstable frequencies. When Cleavers cut the strings between two realities, they direct the energy back into the parent world, use the weaving to seal it inside, and allow the cleaved Echo to unravel.

			“One of the problems with cleaving is that not all of the energy can be harvested. Some percentage always escapes during the reweaving, so the cut site is never quite full strength.”

			I hadn’t heard that before. “Still better than letting an inversion take root. Or leaving the edges unwoven,” I said. “The energy would be wasted otherwise.”

			The smile she gave me was almost triumphant. “Not necessarily. Feel it,” she said, and pointed at the lockers.

			My hand inched toward the cut site, and the frequency around me quieted, the faintest of diminuendos. The air split beneath my touch, and the strings vibrated in perfect unison. Listening with my fingertips as well as my ears, I found the cut site. Instead of the coarsely woven fabric I expected, a line of tiny bumps pressed against my fingers, firm but resilient.

			“Knots,” Ms. Powell said when I twisted to look at her. “The threads are tied, not woven.”

			“This is a cleaving?” That couldn’t be right. But the odd seam was silent, like any other cut site.

			“A cauterization. The Echo on the other side of this cut site still exists.”

			I snatched my hand away. “How is that possible?” And if she was right, did it mean Train World, where I’d left Simon, was intact?

			“Cleaving requires that you cut all the threads at once—you need all the strings of a cut site free in order to weave the edges together. But a cauterization cuts only a few threads at a time, knotting each half. Once that’s done, the Echo is untethered.”

			“Doesn’t it unravel?”

			“No. Both sides are knotted, so both sides remain intact. The energy stays within the cauterized Echo, and once the seam is finished, it’s a completely independent, self-sustaining reality.”

			I reached into the cut site, examining the knots again, trying to sense the world on the other side.

			“You cauterized Train World?”

			“Yes. My team found Simon shortly after you and Addie returned. The process was a little trickier, because you and Simon had already cut the strings. As you know, he makes worlds stronger, which bought us extra time.”

			Exactly as I’d hoped. I pulled my hand free as my knees gave out. I slid down to the floor, my back against the lockers. “You saved him.”

			“We did.”

			I hadn’t believed her before now—not truly, not in my bones—but I did now, and the knowledge knocked loose a chunk of the sorrow I’d carried, dissolving it to tears.

			Ms. Powell was nice enough to look away while I pulled myself together. Once I did, I asked, “Can I cross over?”

			“Once a world is cauterized, there’s no getting through again. It will grow, and generate Echoes of its own, but there’s no going back.”

			“He’s trapped there?” Had she given me hope only to shatter it again?

			She touched my shoulder, her words a rush of reassurance. “We pulled Simon out before the cauterization was complete. He’s lucky we were monitoring him—it was a close call.”

			“So let’s bring him back,” I said, rising to my feet.

			“It’s not safe for him here. Not while the Consort exists.”

			“Then I’ll go to him.”

			“And join the Free Walkers?”

			Becoming a Free Walker meant living in Echoes, hiding from the Consort, leaving behind my family and Eliot and the plans we’d made. If I joined the Free Walkers, I wouldn’t just be a troublemaker. I’d be a criminal, and I’d spend the rest of my life running.

			“You make it sound like it’s all or nothing.”

			“There’s no middle ground here, Del. Either you’re ours, or theirs.”

			“Why don’t you tell people about cauterization?” I asked. “The Consort’s convinced you want to destroy the Key World because you won’t cleave. If you explain—”

			“You think they don’t know? The Consort knows all about cauterization, and it’s only made them more desperate to stop us.” Her gaze bored into me. “Tell me why the Consort cleaves.”

			“To protect the Key World from Echoes,” I said automatically, a response drilled into me from my earliest days.

			“Why else?”

			I thought back to all the textbooks I’d skimmed. “To harvest their energy and bolster the Key World.”

			“Exactly. They want to capture as much of the energy as they can, and they get it at the expense of the Echoes. Cauterization would cut off the supply.”

			“Then why cauterize? If we need that energy, why wouldn’t we continue cleavings?”

			“Because the Echoes need it more. They need it to live.”

			I looked at her blankly. “But they’re not—”

			“Echoes aren’t merely copies of Originals. You know that better than anyone.”

			I thought of Simon, of all the versions of him I’d met, each distinct and vivid and whole. “I know. They’re real.”

			“They’re more than real. They’re alive. The Consort knows it, just as they know cleaving—the great and sacred duty of the Walkers—is murder.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			SOME SONGS YOU LOVE FROM the instant you hear them. Six notes in, part of you rises up and says yes. Before the melody’s complete, before you’ve heard the lyrics or the bridge, something within you recognizes it as part of your soul, as if it’s been waiting for you all this time.

			Ms. Powell’s words were like the chords to a song I’d always known but never heard. Still, the logical part of my brain resisted.

			“Echoes aren’t alive. They don’t exist until their world has formed. They can’t survive unless they’re tethered to an Original. When we cleave, they don’t even notice they’re unraveling.”

			“With cauterization, they don’t unravel. Once the strings are knotted, the Echoes are as alive as you and me.”

			“That doesn’t make sense.” I didn’t doubt Simon’s Echoes were real. I’d watched one of them cleave, and the horror of the moment had stayed with me. But real and alive were different. Alive meant independent. It meant Simon’s Echoes could survive without him.

			It meant I hadn’t just cleaved Simon’s Echo in the park that day. I’d killed him.

			“When we cleave, they unravel. When we cauterize, they live. Even if their Original dies, a cauterized Echo can maintain their signal and live out a natural lifespan,” Ms. Powell said.

			A horrible thought struck. “Is Simon dead? I can hear his Echoes, but if he was in Train World . . .”

			“Simon’s alive. We pulled him out of Train World before we cauterized it, I promise you.”

			Relief washed over me, but only for an instant. “Wait. Are you saying the Consort’s been slaughtering Echoes? For years and years? My parents? Addie? Me?”

			Every Echo we’d cleaved. Billions of lives in each one, unravel­ing to nothingness. Billions dead, by our hands.

			My own hands began trembling so badly, my fingers blurred. I was going to be sick.

			I bolted for the girl’s bathroom and barely made it in time. When I was done, I sank down on the tile floor, spent and shaking, my breath coming in desperate pants.

			The door opened and Ms. Powell came in. “I’m sorry,” she said, crouching next to me. “I shouldn’t have sprung it on you. There are better ways . . .”

			“To say I killed a planet’s worth of people? Next time try a greeting card.” My stomach heaved again, but there was nothing left to throw up.

			“Come on,” she said, helping me to my feet. I hobbled to the sink and rinsed my mouth out, as if I could wash away the taste of what I’d done. Simon and Iggy, fading to nothingness as they played near the pond. A playground full of children. I’d killed them.

			I scrubbed my hands over my face. “It’s murder. It’s genocide.”

			“You didn’t know,” she said, handing me a towel, calmer and more reasonable than anyone should be. Then again, it wasn’t news to her. “Even most Cleavers haven’t been told.”

			I had known, deep down. From the minute I’d watched Park World Simon fade, I’d known cleavings were wrong.

			And they were still happening. “Do my parents know?”

			“I doubt it,” she said. “Outside the Major and Minor Consorts, very few people know the truth.”

			I gripped the edge of the sink. The girl who stared back from the mirror didn’t look like me. She didn’t look like a murderer, either, but it turned out she was both. “If it’s such a secret, how did the Free Walkers find out?”

			“A Consort physicist with a theory and a conscience. It was generations ago, well before I was born. The discovery created a schism within the Consort; in the end, those advocating cauterization were branded heretics. They fled to save their own lives. We’ve been considered traitors ever since.”

			“Why don’t you tell people? Every day you keep quiet, we cleave more Echoes. More people die. The Consort might be evil, but most Walkers are decent people. They’d stop if they knew the truth.” My parents would never allow it. God knows Addie wouldn’t.

			“Do you think we haven’t tried? We can’t force people to believe.”

			“You won’t have to force them. Just explain, like you did with me.”

			“You had the benefit of growing up with a Free Walker. Your entire childhood, Monty was counteracting the Consort’s influence. Haven’t you ever wondered why you and your sister turned out so differently?”

			Addie had been four when we moved in with my grand­father. She’d started school soon after, leaving Monty and me alone.

			“Monty wasn’t raising me as a Free Walker, he was manipulating me into finding Rose.” I clutched my pendant so hard the tines bit into my palm.

			She looked away. “He was also teaching you to value lives instead of taking them. He gave you tools that most Walker children never learn.”

			I thought back to the Walks we’d taken when I was little, the songs he sang, the tricks and shortcuts he’d shown me. All because I was his best, brightest girl.

			Or so I’d thought.

			“Hum a tune both deft and kind,” I murmured. “Monty wouldn’t let me cleave. He taught me how to tune instead.”

			“Cauterization’s not the only thing we do. Often, tuning a world is enough to protect it from the Cleavers, and it takes far less time.”

			“Why not cauterize every Echo? Set them free?”

			“Because the drop in energy to the Key World would leave it too vulnerable. Protecting the Key World and the Echoes is a balancing act. Until we convince the Walkers to stop cleaving, the best we can do is to head off as many cleavings as possible.”

			Addie’s project, I realized. Lattimer had asked her to help find the Free Walkers, and now I knew why. They were interfering with his cleavings.

			Gently she said, “It’s an imperfect solution, but we do the best we can. We cauterize the most unstable Echoes before the Consort can cleave them, and tune the ones we can save.”

			I leaned my forehead against the cool tile wall. “But if the Consort knows the truth, why are they still cleaving?”

			“Their only concern is protecting the Key World. If that comes at the expense of every other branch in the multiverse, so be it.”

			“Obedience, diligence, sacrifice,” I recited. The Consort’s watchwords.

			“The Consort views untethered Echoes as an abomination—people without souls.” Her mouth twisted. “As such, the idea of entire branches filled with them doesn’t appeal. It’s not only the physics they object to; it’s the ethics.”

			“So you want to take them down.”

			“Sometimes a world has to be torn down in order to make way for a new one. Remember, a Consort member usually holds his or her seat for life, and they choose their own successors. We’d hoped, years ago, that your grandfather would be named to the Consort. He was well-regarded by the woman who held the seat; he had the support of his colleagues. Nobody knew he was a Free Walker. Everything was falling into place.”

			Which was usually the time things fell apart, in my experience. “What went wrong?”

			“Lattimer,” she said. “We’d been so focused on Montrose getting the Consort seat, we forgot about the other two members—­but Lattimer hadn’t. He’d convinced them he was the man for the job, and promised to put an end to the Free Walkers as proof. On his orders, the Consort launched a massive, coordinated attack against us. They caught Gil, your grandmother went on the run, and Monty’s chance at the Consort seat disappeared along with her. Countless Free Walkers were captured and interrogated, which led to more arrests and more cleavings. It’s taken us years to recover, and we’ve learned our lesson. Caution takes time.”

			“And haste leads to unexpected consequences,” I said. Another proverb.

			“Exactly. Your textbook got that right, at least. Now you understand why we can’t rush off and see Simon.”

			The mention of his name sent me reeling again. I’d killed his Echo when I cleaved Park World. Every time my father and Addie cleaved, they killed people. My mom planned their Walks to help them kill with maximum efficiency. Eliot, my classmates, and I were all training to do the same. Our lives were built on murder.

			“You can’t blame yourself,” she said, as if she could hear my thoughts.

			I could, actually. I did. “Were you born a Free Walker?”

			“Yes. My parents left the Consort before I was born. I’ve never known anything else.”

			She’d never cleaved a world. Never killed anyone. Her sympathy was theoretical, and she had no idea what it felt like to carry that kind of weight.

			“All those people . . . ,” I said softly.

			“You had no way of knowing. Now you do, and you have the power to change it. You can help us.”

			“It’s not enough.” Nothing I did would make up for how casually, how thoughtlessly I’d ended lives.

			She shook her head. “The past is a hungry creature. If all you feed it is regret, it will consume you. Let it fuel you instead.”

			She steered me out of the bathroom and back to the pivot. As soon as we returned to the Key World, my phone started buzzing with texts from Eliot.

			“I have to tell him.” I needed to hear that the wrong I’d done wasn’t the entirety of who I was.

			“Not yet. It’s not safe.”

			“He’s as trustworthy as I am. More, actually.”

			“You’re an Armstrong.”

			“That’s Monty,” I said. “I’m a Sullivan.”

			“Not to us,” she replied. “Will you help, now that you know the truth?”

			Truth is as fluid as water, as faceted as diamonds, as flawed as memory. That’s what Monty always said. And my truth was, I would have helped them anyway, to save Simon. But now I would do it to save myself.

			“Yes.”

			She sagged with relief. “I’ll work on setting up the meeting with Simon. I know you must have more questions—”

			“I have a million questions,” I said. “So does Bree Carlson. She’s not going to quit looking for Simon.”

			She tapped the desk, skeptical and impatient. “Do you really think she’s a threat?”

			“I don’t think so. But . . . can’t you guys do something to get her off my case? She’s come after me twice today.”

			“I’ll see what I can do.” Ms. Powell took my hands in hers. “Are you sure you’re all right? Finding out about the cleavings is a shock.”

			My stomach twisted. Shock didn’t begin to describe it.

			My phone buzzed again. “Eliot,” I said, suddenly desperate to escape. “I should go.”

			“We’ll talk soon,” she said. “But in the meantime, you cannot tell anyone, Eliot included.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she continued. “Please don’t make us regret trusting you. It could ruin your chance to see Simon again.”

			I swallowed, nodded, and stumbled from the room.

			I couldn’t tell Eliot, but the knowledge of what I’d done burned in my veins like poison. I needed to get it out, to confess.

			Who did you confess to, if you had to keep a secret from the world?

			Someone from another world.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			DUSK WAS FALLING WHEN I reached the cemetery, despite the fact it was only late afternoon. The streetlights flickered on one by one, too weak to pierce the gloom on the other side of the wrought-iron fence.

			My breath hung in smoky puffs. I hunched my shoulders against the cold and peered through the bars, looking for a familiar shape. But the graveyard was deserted.

			The massive, rusting gate stood open a few inches. I tugged on it, wincing at the shriek of metal. I’d forgotten how loud it was, or maybe the shadows and silence only made it seem that way.

			The cemetery wasn’t large—tucked beside a neighborhood church and boxy older homes, bordered by a stone half wall and a row of trees at the back. Many of the gravestones scattered throughout were crumbling, or worn smooth by time and grief. Only a few were still legible, including a small marble rectangle set into the ground. Someone had swept away the old leaves, unlike many of the other headstones, revealing the crisp engraving.

			AMELIA LANE

			BELOVED MOTHER

			I knelt and traced the letters, listening to the pitch of this world, where Simon’s mother hadn’t escaped the cancer ravaging her body, and grieved all over again. This Amelia had been as real as the one I visited each day, and her son felt her absence as painfully as my Amelia did her Simon.

			“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “Nobody told me the truth, and I was too stupid to see it for myself, and now . . . I don’t know what to do.”

			I wondered how much this Amelia had known, how much of the truth she carried with her. Echoes held the memories of the lives they’d led before the choice that formed their world, so she would have remembered Simon’s father and her involvement with the Free Walkers. Would she have known that she was an Echo? Would she have felt second best?

			“I wish you were here. I wish you could tell me what to do next. I wish I’d known sooner, and I wish I could have saved you.” My breath hitched, and I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “I wish I could have saved all of them.”

			“If wishes were horses, beggars would ride,” came a familiar voice behind me, and I jolted.

			Simon—an Echo of my Simon, dark hair jaggedly cut, dressed head to toe in black, carrying a sketchbook and the weight of this world. He’d told me once that he came here every day to sketch. I’d hoped to catch him, but after everything I’d heard today, the sight of him was a shock.

			“What does that even mean?” I asked after I recovered.

			“It means . . . I don’t know, honestly.” His mouth curved as he helped me up, his dissonance rocking me back on my heels. “My mom used to say it whenever I wanted something I couldn’t have. I think it’s about how wishing is easy. Making it happen is harder.”

			I brushed at my muddy knees. “No kidding.”

			“What are you doing here, Del?”

			I looked at him then, the line of his jaw, the scar at the corner of his mouth, and longing and guilt clamped like a vise on my heart. Real. Not just real. Alive.

			“You remember me.”

			He patted the sketchbook under his arm. “I never forget a face.”

			I hadn’t told him my name, on my last visit here. He’d known it nevertheless, seen me before we touched, and I’d missed both signs completely. It had alarmed me then, but now I took it as a good sign. I searched his face for any indication that the message I’d sent through Doughnut World Simon had worked.

			But the light was dim, and my heart was heavy, and all I could see in his gaze was sympathy.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked.

			“I was drawing.” He hefted the sketchbook. “I lost the light, so I left. Came back when I heard the gate. What’s wrong?”

			“Who said anything was wrong?”

			The corner of his mouth lifted. “People don’t hang out in cemeteries unless something’s wrong.”

			“You do.”

			“My mom’s here. Can’t get much more wrong. Who are you grieving, Delancey Sullivan?”

			My head snapped up, and I wondered if one of my wishes had been granted. “Whole worlds.”

			He bent and removed another leaf that had scudded across Amelia’s grave, then took my hand and led me to the stone wall. “Tell me.”
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