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To everyone raising their voice and speaking the truth, even when the world wants lies






CHAPTER [image: ] 1 [image: ]


I LIVE IN THE VAULT of echoes, so I know how to listen.

Most outside folk think it’s completely silent here. I’ve seen them—the visitors who step through the massive arched door, mouths open in wonder. It’s so quiet, they marvel. I can’t believe we’re still in the city.

I understand why they think that. Outside, the city is full of bustling life: kids playing lavish, shrieking games of tag; merchants shouting out the price of juicy melons; musicians drumming and fluting in honor of one of the Holy Founders. Both times I’ve been outside, Chief Warden Veela had me wear special plugs in my ears and tinted lenses over my eyes. Even so, the hubbub made my ears ring. Compared to that, the Vault is a dim and quiet refuge.

But there are still plenty of noises, if you pay attention: the sulky mutters of the books behind their protective metal grilles; the scuff of a warden’s boots, warning me to get on with my work; or the noise I hear now, a light patter of slippers as another codex slips through the dusky aisles nearby.

Sometimes the Vault reminds me of an old-world myth I read at my study desk, about a boy who had to find his way through a maze of twisting passages in order to slay a monster that lived at its center. Not that there are monsters in the Vault, unless you count the gargoyles up on the seventh floor. But the rows of tall shelves can seem as endless and dizzying as a labyrinth.

In the story, the boy had a thread he unspooled behind him, so he could always find his way free. I don’t have a thread, but I’ve spent the past six years learning to navigate these twisting corridors. So I know that if I go straight, turn at the corner with the dent, then pass three more aisles, I could see if it’s Codex Kappa.

Codexes aren’t allowed to socialize with each other. It’s too dangerous. But sometimes Kappa smiles at me. Once, she even waved. I promised myself that next time, I’d wave back. I like Kappa. She has merry eyes, as if she’s always thinking of a joke. And her hair is bright red. Even shaved short, the color is a brave splash in the shadows of the towering shelves.

But by the time I work up the courage to move, the footsteps have whispered away. The other codex is gone, and all that’s left is a small, lonely ache in my chest. It’s silly. I’ll see Kappa and the other codexes in a few hours, when we all file into the dining hall for supper. Of course I can’t wave to her then, not with the wardens watching from every corner. But I can bring my cup and plate to the bin at the same time. Maybe I can take her tray for her, like Codex Zeta did for me once.

I catch myself sternly before I can spin any more elaborate dreams. It’s not my job to smile and make friends. Duty first, like Chief Warden Veela says.

Right now, that duty is checking the faint rattle coming from the air shaft above. Most likely it’s just grit, but I’m going to need to climb up and check to be sure. Veela always says that even the smallest jobs are important. You never know where corruption could creep in. Especially with the bloodstorms getting worse. There were two alarms just last month. The Vault will protect me, but I need to do my part to protect the Vault. It’s what I was born for. I have to honor that.

I’m about to drag over one of the small ladders when I realize I’m tall enough now that I don’t need it to reach the vent. It makes me wonder, not for the first time, how old I am. Eleven? Twelve?

I’ve been a codex for almost six years, but I don’t know how old I was when I was summoned. I have no memory of anything before the moment I woke up in Chief Warden Veela’s office, looking into her serene sky-blue eyes. Welcome to the Vault, Codex Delta.

That was when she explained to me how I had been chosen. Only a handful of children are ever born who can do what you do: hold an echo of the past inside your mind. She lowered her voice, like it was a secret for just the two of us to share. The echoes are the most powerful knowledge in our collection, but also the most dangerous. Which is why we need you to keep your echo safe. To keep it from ever waking.

Out in the city, people wear crowns of jonquilla flowers on their birthdays, eat sweet yam cake, and swim in the well of blessings. My own mother must have woven crowns for me. Taken my hand and led me into the cool waters. But I don’t remember any of it. No matter how hard I try.

Selfish, I scold myself. Chief Warden Veela says being a codex is the greatest honor a citizen could have. And maybe we don’t celebrate our birthdays, but we do celebrate our echo-days. We get a special cup of creamy spiced tea at breakfast and a melon cake after dinner. And sometimes, if we’ve been especially good, we might be granted an outing: a trip into the city, so we can truly understand how important our job is.

Like when Chief Warden Veela took me to New Horizon Park, and we had a picnic with a basket full of peppery radish sandwiches and bottles of iced lyricot juice and watched citizens flying current-kites for the Festival of the Final Flight. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Veela said. See how happy the citizens are? The Founders created Danak-Tol to be our home, and it’s our duty to keep it safe. To ensure the demons that destroyed the old world never return. That’s why you’re so important, Delta. Remember that.

And I do. But I also remember the grass tickling my fingers and toes. How my heart felt so light and billowy, as if I might fly up into the blue sky too. How I wished I could live in that moment always, just a normal girl.

I shove down the illicit longings. Better to focus on my work, on cleaning the vents that keep the air in the Vault fresh and wholesome. I grip the lip of smooth metal, then hoist myself into the shaft. Bracing myself against the walls, I scuttle up the sharp slant toward a distant spot of brightness.

The grating protest of the fan itches at me, growing louder. I see the cause as soon as I reach the top: a ragged blur tangled in the spinning blades. For a moment my throat goes tight. I once found a dead bird caught in a fan.

I want to turn around and slide back down the shaft, so I don’t have to look at another small, broken body and have my eyes sting and my chest ache with a feeling I can’t name. No one would know. Someone else will get this chore rotation next week. I could let them take the poor thing to the incinerator, to turn it into ash while they whisper a silent invocation to the Founders.

But I can’t. I hear Chief Warden Veela’s voice, as clipped and as cool as the marble of her floor. You have to be brave and strong. The city needs you. The Vault needs you.

Be brave, I tell myself. Be strong.

I need to remove the blockage, but the fan will slice my fingers to shreds if I try to do it while the blades are spinning. If I hadn’t been so busy thinking selfish thoughts, I might’ve remembered to use the glyphs below to turn them off before I climbed all the way up here. Now I’m going to have to go back down and do this all over again.

Unless…

It’s not against the rules, since I’m not actually speaking. And it’ll get the fan fixed faster. Even so, there’s a curl of unease in my chest as I purse my lips and give a low whistle. Then I wait, praying she heard. I don’t think I’m brave enough to try again.

My heart thuds for what feels like an eon before I hear the hum. A tiny silver arrow streaks into the shaft, then stops abruptly in front of me. Flick’s wings are a blur. Her small body hangs motionless between them, sleek and smooth, almost birdlike. But Flick wasn’t born from any egg. She’s a munk, crafted by the Founders centuries ago, her metal body marked with arcane runes that give her the power to move and fly.

I know she’s not really alive, but when I’m with Flick, everything is better. I have someone to talk to. Not with words—she can’t speak, and I’m a codex—but in whistles and gestures. Sometimes it seems like she doesn’t even need that. She just looks at me, her tiny eyes flashing blue, and knows.

Like now. Flick tilts her head, gives a tiny trill, then flits over to the wall beside the fan. I whistle back a warning. The blades are still spinning, churning, terrifying, and she’s so small, even if she is made of metal. But I should know better than to worry about Flick.

She hovers briefly, needle-sharp beak tapping at the stone, tracing one of the divine runes. The mark gleams briefly blue before vanishing. A moment later the hum of the fan begins to slow.

Flick returns, chirruping proudly. I want to tell her how grateful I am, but I don’t dare speak, not even here, high in the shaft, away from the shelves. It’s the most important rule of being a codex. Silence is safety. If I speak even a single word, I risk unlocking my echo.

I don’t know what that means exactly, except that it would be bad. The Founders led us here to Danak-Tol two centuries ago, to escape the poisons and diseases of the old world. My echo holds memories from that time—information too important to destroy but too dangerous to set free. If my echo ever wakes, it might infect Danak-Tol with that same corruption. I have nightmares, sometimes, of my lips opening. Of words spilling out of me in a cloud of darkness, turning the earth to ash and filling the air with poison smoke.

So I don’t speak. Instead, I hold out a hand. With the other, I dig into my pocket for the soft cloth Flick likes best. She gives a trill of delight, settling onto my palm. Her busy wings still, allowing me to see the rows of runes shimmering across the dull, dusty metal. She preens as I run the cloth over her, wiping away the faint film of dust.

By the time I’ve finished, the fan has stopped spinning. I can see that the ragged scrap caught in the blades is only a sheet of paper. Someone’s rubbish, stolen by a tricky breeze. Nothing to fear.

Flick lifts into the air, zooming curiously around me as I tug the paper free. I’m about to drop it into my sack to join the other trash I’ve collected, when one of the words printed on the rumpled surface catches my eye: DEMAND.

The big dark letters are so fierce, so sharp. So unexpected.

Why would anyone demand anything? The city provides everything we need. The Founders made it so—crafted it to be a paradise, a haven for our ancestors who held their faith so tightly and so bravely through the Crossing to this world.

But the word is right there, loud as a scream, making me flinch just to read it. Even so, my eyes follow the rest. Hungry for words that come from outside. I live my life surrounded by books, but these are new words, written by living people.


DEMAND THE TRUTH.

What is Governor Rast hiding?

What really causes the bloodstorms?

The citizens of Danak-Tol deserve answers, before…



I stare at the torn edge. Before what? A thread of unease stitches up my spine. I know the bloodstorms have been getting worse. I’ve never seen one, but we hear the warning sirens, even inside the Vault. A thin, high wail that makes my jaw ache and my pulse hitch. The last one was two weeks ago, during lunch hour. I remember the light from the high windows turning thick and ruddy before the metal shutters slammed closed. We were having glass noodle soup—my favorite—but my bowl was still half full when I brought it to the recycler.

I know it’s foolish to be scared. Chief Warden Veela says the storms aren’t really dangerous; they just make you a little sick if you breathe the dust—nothing the medicants can’t fix. And even that only happens if you ignore the warning sirens.

I scowl at the paper. When I was first permitted to read novels, Chief Warden Veela told me it was because she trusted me to know the difference between fiction meant to entertain and misinformation meant to deceive. This paper isn’t entertainment. It’s misinformation. Lies. I stuff it away into my sack, along with the other trash bound for the incinerator.

Flick whistles, hovering near the wall. I nod my head. She’s right—I might as well take the opportunity to clean the fan. The silvery metal has gone dull, coated in a thin film of grit, like Flick’s wings.

I get to work. But it’s hard not to let my gaze slide past the blades, out to the city beyond. Are there more posters? Who wrote those dark, shouting words?

The shaft is on the south side of the Vault, overlooking rows of smooth, whitewashed buildings. They look so neat and tidy. The air from outside smells of flowers and cedar smoke and frying onions. I hear the rattle of pushcarts, a barking dog, even a distant fluting of pipes. And voices murmuring. Much closer.

Craning my neck, I can see there’s a small courtyard below, hedged by lyricot trees and pots lush with pink and purple jonquilla. I’m not as high up as I thought—only a few feet above the top of the nearest tree. Close enough that I could reach out, past the still blades, to pluck one of the fruits.

I sweep stubbornly at the fan, sending puffs out the mouth of the shaft, making sure to clear every speck from the smooth metal. I don’t need a lyricot. The kitchen munks feed us three meals a day. Good, nutritious food to keep us healthy and strong for our duties. Just like the Wall protects Danak-Tol from the monsters out in the wasteland, our bodies protect the city from the echoes inside us.

When I was little and didn’t know better, I thought my echo must truly be a book. I used to tap my chest, my temple, my belly, feeling for the hard edges of the cover, wondering how they’d gotten it inside me.

But my echo isn’t paper and ink. And it doesn’t have any edges. It’s a vast, unreachable shadow, filling my mind like darkness eating the moon, squeezing all my own memories into a thin silver crescent. It’s necessary, Veela says. A codex doesn’t need to remember their past. They only need to do their duty and keep their echo safe.

The voices murmur on. One is deep, older. The other is as light and frothy as the clouds streaking the pale blue sky above. A child, younger than me.

It takes me a moment to find them through the screening veil of the leaves.

The old man sits on one of the benches. The little girl—I think she must be around six—is standing on tiptoes under the trees, reaching for a branch heavy with fruit. She gives a triumphant “Ha!” as one pulls free. Then she’s racing back to the old man to show him her prize.

I’ve finished my work, but something holds me there, watching the old man take the lyricot, then grin and ruffle the girl’s hair. He uses a small knife to slice it into golden sections. The two of them eat, the little girl nestled up against the old man, close as two books on a tight shelf. My chest aches, and I don’t know why. I had stewed lyricots just last week.

It’s silly, sitting here, watching something that makes me hurt. Flick clearly agrees. She zips over, hovering in front of me, blue eyes glinting. She’s right. It’s time to go.

A sudden shivering cry fills the air. My brain stutters, trying to place it. The wail sounds different out here, without the thick walls of the Vault to muffle it.

The bloodstorm siren.

It rolls across the city, an eerie ululation that sets my teeth on edge, my heart thrumming. Under my knees, the shaft vibrates as the great shutters begin to close, sealing off the windows above.

Smaller lids of metal begin to blink down over my air vent, only to clatter to a stop, beeping in complaint. I’m blocking the opening.

Outside the sky dims, a ruddy stain spreading from the west. The wind plucks at me, warning me back. I watch in relief as the old man and the little girl head out into the street, no doubt on their way to some nearby shelter. If it were truly dangerous, they’d be running. But this is Danak-Tol, the blessed city. The Founders built it to keep us safe and entrusted it to the governors to continue their work.

What is Governor Rast hiding? What really causes the bloodstorms?

I shake the words out of my head. Everyone knows what causes the bloodstorms. The Heretic. Or at least, she’s the one who set them loose two centuries ago to try to destroy Danak-Tol, after the Founders banished her to the wasteland. She’s long dead now, but she still has followers, the so-called scrappers, who insist on living out in the forbidden wasteland beyond the Wall, spurning this beautiful city that the Founders gifted us. I’m about to pull back and let the shutters close when I notice movement below.

It’s the old man and the little girl. What are they doing? They should be inside a shelter by now. Instead, the man races back into the courtyard, all the way up to the wall of the Vault, directly beneath me. He has the girl tucked against his chest, and he’s grimacing like a warden who just found a nest of threadmites at the back of a neglected shelf.

Everything is too loud: the wail of the siren, the bleating shutters, the wind whipping at me, thrumming in my ears. Dark clouds have swept every trace of blue from the sky.

Dread creeps through me. I try to remind myself of what Veela said about being brave, but it’s hard. The air tastes bitter, sucking every bit of moisture from my mouth. A great invisible hand has its chilly fingers wrapped around my throat. My heart rattles hard against my ribs.

Run! I mouth the words silently, but the old man only curls himself against the Vault wall, hunching his shoulders to protect the girl from the storm. My knuckles turn pale as I grip the blades of the fan between us. Run!

The word whispers through my teeth that time. There must be something he can do, somewhere to go. Someplace safe. That little girl is counting on him.

I catch a glimpse of the old man’s face. The desperate press of his lips. The wild look in his eyes. He can’t save her, and he knows it. There’s nothing more he can do. He’s just one man, alone in the storm.

Except that he’s not alone. I’m here.

Silence is safety. But can I just abandon the man and the girl to their fate? Surely the Founders wouldn’t want that.

I gulp in a breath, shivering at the risk of what I’m about to do.

Then I open my mouth and let the air whoosh out from my lips, shaping it into a single word: “Here!”






CHAPTER [image: ] 2 [image: ]


THE SHOCK OF MY TRANSGRESSION stuns me. Silence is safety. That rule has been drilled into me for as long as I’ve been a codex. As long as I can remember.

But I can’t take it back. The old man is already looking up, squinting, searching. His eyes find me, brows lifting in surprise.

I’m not used to people looking at me. Trembles shiver up and down my arms and legs, but I fight the urge to duck back. They need my help. I lean out between the blades of the fan, waving. The little girl shouldn’t have any trouble fitting through. It’ll be a tighter squeeze for the old man, but worth it, if it gets them both out of the storm.

The trees sway in the wind, branches whipping like the arms of festival dancers. Lyricots splatter plop-plop-plop across the flagstones. I smell them, honey-sweet. The old man runs to the wall below me. “Take her!” he shouts, shoving the girl up toward the shaft. Her ragged wail becomes a shriek of protest as she struggles to cling to her grandfather.

I catch her arms, tugging her through the gap between the fan blades. The air is thick and red as beetroot soup now. The old man coughs as he struggles to heave himself up.

Slinging the girl to the side of the ventilation shaft, I lean out again, trying to spot him. My eyes sting, no matter how I blink away the strange red dust. The way it swirls around me feels almost… alive. Like the flocks of glimmerswifts that fly over the Vault in great shifting clouds every night. I clamp my jaws tight, trying not to breathe.

Flick darts in front of me, shrilling even louder than the shutters. I ignore her. I can’t leave the man out there. But where is he? I can’t see anything except coils of thick red air. And an oblong lump, slumped against the wall below. It’s only when I see his eyes that I realize it’s the old man.

They stare up at me, wide and terrified, the only part of him that’s not covered in what look like wriggling red threads. Then another tide of crimson sweeps over him, and even his eyes are gone. He’s completely covered in the sinuous living dust.

A gust of wind slams me back into the air shaft. A cry slithers out from my dry lips, whispery, wordless, as the shutters snap closed, sealing the duct. Cutting off the horrible sight.

I fling myself forward. I bang on the shutters once. Twice. Then I press my ear to the metal, listening.

All I can hear is the raging of the storm.



My legs feel like jelly as I slide onto the floor of the Vault. The silence wraps around me like a warm blanket. I want nothing more than to find my room, my bed, and hide away until my heart stops drumming and my body stops shivering. Until I stop seeing the eyes of the old man, vanishing under a tide of red.

Instead I make myself turn and help the little girl down to the floor of the Vault. She hasn’t spoken, not in all the long minutes it’s taken me to lead us back along the air shaft. But now her big eyes lance into me, wide and dark. Tears glimmer on her round brown cheeks, catching the golden light of the hoverlamps floating above us.

“Where’s my grandpa?”

Her voice is piercing. Too loud for the Vault, where even the wardens speak in whispers. I raise a finger to my lips instinctively, but the girl doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. “I want Grandpa!” Her hands curl into fists, as if bracing for another storm. But her lower lip is trembling. “What if he gets sick? What if he—” A whimper. She draws in a long, soggy breath.

I want to tell her that he’s okay. To remind her about the medicants with their runic bandages and elixirs that can fix almost anything. All the same things Veela told me.

The little girl is still staring at me. “Why won’t you tell me?” She shivers, wrapping her arms around herself and glancing at the shelves. “Are we—Is this the Vault? Grandpa said we weren’t allowed in here. Only the wardens can enter the Vault. Are you a warden?”

I huff. Has she never heard of codexes? Doesn’t she know how we serve Danak-Tol too?

I should be more generous. She’s small and frightened and alone in a strange place. Just like I was when I first became a codex. I remember how vast the Vault seemed back then. How confused I was. I knew I should be happy and proud, and yet sometimes my eyes would sting for no reason. Sometimes I felt like a wind was whipping through me, blowing me apart like a pile of unbound pages. Like I was missing the glue that was supposed to hold me together.

A lump clogs my throat. I don’t know how to help the little girl. But I do know what helped me.

It was just a month after I first became a codex, before I had memorized the twisting patterns of the stacks and made a map of them in my mind. The duty warden had sent me on an errand to collect a volume for a patron, but I must have taken a wrong turn. I was lost. My heart thudded, and I clenched my jaw to keep from calling out, from breaking the first rule. But it was hard. Just the previous week, poor Codex Lambda had been tardy bringing a message to Chief Warden Veela and had to skip dinner as punishment. What if I was tardy? What would my punishment be?

Then I heard a song. A plaintive fluting call, coming from somewhere in the nearby aisles. So sweet and pure, it made my heart slow, made my belly stop trying to tie itself into knots. I thought maybe it was one of the younger wardens, whistling at their work. Or even another codex, more daring than me.

But when I followed the song, I found something else entirely: a tiny birdlike munk trapped behind the protective mesh sealing one of the shelves. She must have flown into the shelf when it was open, and someone accidentally closed it on her. When she saw me, she gave a loud whistle. I opened the screen, and she flew out, humming and flitting around me as if I were a long-lost friend.

I saved Flick that day, but she also saved me, and not just because she led me safely out from the maze of shelves. She saved me from fear and loneliness. That’s what the little girl needs right now.

I glance up. The ceiling above us is high and arched, with curved ribs of stone that glow faintly gold above the tall shelves. I haven’t seen Flick since we got the girl inside. Not surprising. She’s shy around other people.

I have to whistle twice before she answers, darting down to hover between us and giving me an admonishing chirp. Her wings are a humming blur, but she’s too curious to zip away. She cocks her small silver head, studying the girl.

The girl lets out a gusty breath. “I’ve never seen a munk like that!”

Really? I’d always wondered if there were other munks like Flick out in the city. We have lots of different munks working in the Vault—tiny maintenance munks that cloud across the walls when the paint is peeling; the jolly, round culinary munks; and squat, grumpy custodial munks. And the gargoyles, of course.

Her eyes are still wide, but wonder is displacing some of the fear. “What’s her name?”

I hesitate. Flick’s proper identification is etched onto her body: FL-1K. Not a real name; only markings the Founders put there. If there are other munks like Flick, they probably have similar markings. Maybe it’s prideful of me to turn the letters and number into a word, but I have to call her something. Everyone should be called something.

I make a flicking movement with my thumb and forefinger. The girl cocks her head. “Thumb?”

I shake my head, then make the motion again, this time against the sleeve of my tunic, as if I’m brushing away a clinging crumb.

The girl frowns for a moment, then her expression brightens. “Flick?”

I nod, grinning. She grins back at me, bouncing on her toes, and it feels like a ray of sunlight from a high window. Then she addresses Flick politely, touching one hand to her brow, lips, and then heart in a formal greeting. “Hello, Flick. My name is Zora Reesa. Thank you for helping me.”

She turns to me, clearly expecting me to respond. To give my name in return.

Something inside me knots tight. Codexes are like munks. We don’t have personal names. I’m the codex that holds the fourth echo, and delta is the fourth symbol in one of the old languages from before the Crossing. But I must have another name. The one my parents gave me before I was summoned to serve as a codex.

I can almost feel the shape of that name at the back of my throat. Can almost hear a soft voice whispering it in my ear.

But the sound I actually hear is the drum of approaching boots. Flick gives a low whistle before darting away just as Chief Warden Veela sweeps around the aisle, her long, pale robes whispering across the floor.

So in the end, I don’t have to tell Zora my name. The chief warden does it for me, towering over us, her expression as stern as one of the gargoyle munks who guard the seventh floor.

“Codex Delta, what have you done?”



The doors to the chief warden’s office clamp closed behind me. I hold my shoulders stiff and stand at attention, making certain I’m inside the ring of gleaming blue runes that run along the curved walls. A dull ache settles behind my eyes as the protective wards envelop me. I know the runes are there to help—to keep my echo asleep—but they always make my head hurt.

Chief Warden Veela doesn’t sit, even though her chair is soft and plush and velvety. Instead, she perches on the edge of her desk, her arms folded over her chest, watching me. She’s always so perfectly poised, like a line of crisp poetry, every limb and look precisely placed. It makes me feel messy, especially today, with my transgression hanging over me.

“You may speak, Codex Delta.”

Even with permission, it’s hard. I glance at the circle of runes. I open my lips, but all that comes out at first is a sigh. I cough, tasting grit. Dust from the storm. Will I get sick? My heart hums as fast as Flick’s wings. I’ve made so many mistakes today.

“Tell me,” she says more gently. “You know how important it is for the Vault to be kept secure—for you to be kept safe. I’m not angry at you. I just want to know what happened, so we can fix it.”

She may not be angry now, but she will be when she learns what I did.

Veela clicks her nails against the surface of the desk. Then she plucks a tablet from a neat pile beside her. The translucent glass shimmers with writing. “The maintenance munks report that the shutters on air shaft twelve didn’t close until approximately seventy seconds after the storm siren sounded. But there’s no indication of any malfunction.”

A quiver shakes me. I’ve never lied to Veela before. I’m not going to start now. “I was blocking them, Chief Warden. I’m sorry. But I was helping the girl—Zora—get inside. I wanted to help. It’s my job to help, to protect the people of Danak-Tol.”

Chief Warden Veela surprises me then, by smiling. It’s a sad smile, though. She shakes her head, setting the tablet back down. “Oh, Delta. I wish it were that easy.”

She beckons for me to come closer. My yearning heart leaps at the unexpected invitation. One of my first memories is of Chief Warden Veela running gentle fingers over my head, brushing the velvet of my skull. There. Now you look like a proper codex. Normally she keeps her distance from us. It’s only fair. She wouldn’t want any of us to think she had favorites.

A part of me wishes the other codexes could see me now, with Veela’s arm resting around my shoulders, drawing me beside her, close enough that I can hear the chiming of her earrings, the hum of the rune baton secured to her belt. I imagine I can even hear her heartbeat, slow and steady. Chief Warden Veela is an important woman, but always calm and serene. The sort of person you want to be in charge of a place like the Vault of Echoes. The sort of person you can trust to always do the right thing.

“I don’t need to tell you what you did wrong, do I, Delta?” she asks softly, kindly. “You’re smart. You understand how important you are. It’s your job to serve Danak-Tol, but not like that. What would have happened if you were hurt? Or got sick?”

I cringe. She’s right. It was foolish. If I was hurt, my echo might have woken. It might have escaped and let loose untold corruption. Veela once explained that my echo is like a very dangerous and powerful baton. Most people are too foolish to know how to use it without hurting themselves or others. That’s why only members of the ministry are authorized to access echoes. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. I mean it.

“I know you are,” she says, squeezing my shoulder. “How do you feel now?”

Her voice is still soft, but the question is sharp and heavy. It falls onto me, pressing down as I search myself for any sign that something has changed. What would it feel like if my echo woke up?

I’ve only seen it happen once. Codex Tau was a tall boy with amber skin and serious, dark brows. He was one of the older codexes at the time, probably almost sixteen. Maybe that was why it happened. Or maybe he made a mistake. Silence is safety. Whatever the case, one day he started muttering at dinner. I remember his eyes, wide, like he was trying to stare into the deepest, darkest night. The way he shook, quivers rippling up his arms, making his teeth chatter. The scrape of Chief Warden Veela’s chair as she thrust herself up from the high table at the end of the hall.

I didn’t see what happened next, because suddenly all the other wardens were shouting at us to lie on the floor and cover our ears. But I know how to listen. Even when I don’t want to hear things. Like screams. And moans. The sharp crackle of a rune baton. Then silence. By the time we were allowed to stand up again, Codex Tau was gone. One of the wardens brought his tray to the recycling station.

After that, there was a new Codex Tau: a little girl with round, freckled cheeks.

“I feel very well,” I say.

“Good. Let’s keep it that way, shall we? No more dangerous escapades. You don’t want to risk waking your echo, do you?”

“No!” My voice rises so sharply that the runes along the edge of the room flicker. I snap my mouth closed, shaking my head.

“Good girl,” Veela says approvingly. “I knew I could count on you, Delta. You understand what’s at stake. How important it is that we all do our part to keep Danak-Tol safe.”

But is the city safe? And what about Zora? The last time I saw her, she was being led away by one of the other wardens. “Is Zora okay?” I ask. “And her grandfather? He was still outside. He—” My throat closes. I see eyes vanishing beneath crimson dust, a slumped body covered in squirming threads.

“The girl is safe,” says Veela. “She’s on her way back to her family.”

Surely that means the old man is safe too. Veela would have said if he wasn’t. But if I don’t ask, I know I won’t be able to stop thinking about it. “And her grandfather? Is he okay?”

Veela’s brows tug together briefly, but her voice is smooth and reassuring. “I’m sure the medicants will take good care of him.”

I search her face. Is she lying? Guilt stabs me for even thinking it, but I know what I saw. And “take good care of him” isn’t the same thing as “make him all better.” I have to ask, even if it feels as if I’m using up my entire lifetime of words.

“So he’s going to be okay? They can heal him?”

Veela stands, pacing away from me. I catch a brief glimpse of her tight jaw, her blond brows drawn fiercely together. I shouldn’t have asked. Then she might have stayed where she was, with the warmth of her arm on my shoulders. It reminded me of the way Zora’s grandfather had held her close, like she was precious, like she mattered to him more than anything.

“I don’t know, Delta,” Veela says finally. “He’s very sick. He was exposed for a long time. He should have found shelter.”

“He tried,” I say, wanting to defend him. “But the storm came so fast. Why didn’t the Wall keep it out? You said—” I catch myself, ashamed of how close I’ve come to accusing Veela of lying. What’s gotten into me?

Veela’s shoulders hunch, then drop. “The Vault will keep you safe, Delta, so long as you’re a good codex and do your duty.”

“What about the rest of the city?” I feel like a bottle of lemon fizz that’s been dropped. Now that I’ve asked one question, a hundred more are bubbling up, trying to escape. It’s a good thing I’m inside the runes, even if my head is starting to throb with pain. This is the most I’ve ever spoken at one time. I think even Veela is getting frustrated. She’s been silent for too long. I can hear her draw in a long breath, like she’s steadying herself.

When she turns back to face me, her expression is serene again, her eyes the same clear, limpid blue as the runes surrounding us. “Governor Rast will keep Danak-Tol safe,” she says firmly. “He has a plan. And he needs you and me and everyone else to do our part to help.”

“How?”

Veela tilts her head, considering. “Do you know why so many books in the Vault are kept behind wards, Delta?”

“Because the knowledge in them is dangerous,” I say.

Her smile warms the cold knot in my core. I don’t want Veela to be angry with me. “Exactly,” she says. “Some information is like that. We need to keep it safe, so that it’s not misused. So that it doesn’t upset people. Can you imagine, Delta, what would happen if the citizens of Danak-Tol thought they were in danger? If they started to doubt Governor Rast?”

I don’t need to imagine. I still have that angry paper crumpled in my collection satchel. “They’d be upset. They’d be afraid.”

“That’s right. And we don’t want that, do we? Not when Governor Rast has a plan to take care of it. That’s why it’s our job to make sure people don’t panic. To help them trust that Governor Rast will do his job. Can you do that, Delta?”

I nod, tight-lipped. If I open my mouth, I’m afraid another question will leap out. What she’s saying makes sense. Except… it sounds like she’s saying that it’s okay to lie if you’re doing it for a good reason. Is that true?

“I know it’s hard,” says Veela. “You’re young. The Vault can be a lonely place. You might even wish sometimes that you weren’t a codex.”

“No!” The word surges out of me. I am lonely sometimes, but I love the Vault. I’m proud to be a codex, knowing that what I do matters. Because of me, the echo I carry is safe. It can’t hurt anyone. And maybe someday a wise man like Governor Rast will need its power to do something good, something that will help all Danak-Tol.

“It’s okay, Delta. Sometimes I wish I weren’t a warden. Our jobs aren’t easy. Nothing truly important ever is.”

My heartbeat slows slightly when I see her smile.

“And it is important,” she continues. “The Vault of Echoes holds all the knowledge that the Founders left us. Much of it is dangerous, yes, but even dangerous things can be useful. Governor Rast relies on us to keep the echoes safe, in case he ever needs to call on them.”

I nod. It does happen, though rarely. Most codexes never have their echoes read. They spend their term of service guarding the knowledge, and once they grow too old to safely hold an echo, they pass it on to a new codex and retire, returning to their families out in the city. Only two codexes have been summoned by the governor in the past six years of my memory. Both retired immediately afterward. Veela says that even with the proper protocols, awakening an echo is a hard task that leaves a codex too drained to continue in service.

Sometimes I dream about being summoned. A part of me churns with curiosity. But there’s little chance that Governor Rast will ever risk waking it, not unless he has no other choice.

Chief Warden Veela is watching me, her blue eyes intent. Guiltily, I shove the thoughts away. I have my duty, and that’s enough. I straighten my shoulders. It’s not my place to ask questions. I won’t shame myself any further by dwelling on my own concerns. “I’ll do my duty, Chief Warden Veela.”

Her lips tighten, and I’m afraid I’ve said the wrong thing, but a moment later she’s smiling, banishing my worry. “I know you will, Delta. You’re one of my best. A credit to the entire Vault.”

A glow of pride fills me. I lean toward her, like a sprout in the sun, but she doesn’t reach out. She seems to be holding herself very stiff. “And it seems I’m not the only one who thinks so. You’ll be excused from your duties tomorrow for an outing.”

I blink, surprised and delighted. My echo-day isn’t for another month. “With you?” Hope thrums in my chest. Of course it’s an honor to go on an outing no matter who your chaperone is. But Warden Sandre picks his nose and Warden Btelle always takes his codexes to see the sanitation center. And neither of them has ever smiled at me like Veela does. Like I actually matter, not just the echo I guard.

“Yes.” She softens, smiling at me. “Governor Rast is hosting a gathering tomorrow at the Hall of Names, for the First Founders’ Day. And he wants to meet you.”
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THE SKIFFER HUMS BENEATH ME as it carries us through the streets of Danak-Tol. The vibration makes my teeth itch, but I don’t care, distracted by the wonders drifting past. Veela has the skiffer hood up for safety, but the dome is as clear as glass. It makes me feel like I’m floating inside a bubble.

I’ve lost track of where we are. The city is vast, and all I really know about the layout is that there are four districts, each anchored by a landmark building. There’s our own Vault of Echoes, which I can still glimpse behind us, a dark spear against the last glow of sunset. As we swish past intersections, I see the golden domes of the university to our right and the silver pyramid of the capitol building to our left. But there’s still no sign of our destination. The Hall of Names stands in the far north of the city.
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