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			PROLOGUE

			MY MIND IS UNRAVELING, LIKE A knot being picked by agile, persistent hands. Deep in its center, I find threads of memories I forgot I had. One tug, and they loop me into images of the past.

			Mom and Dad are here, livelier than they’ll ever be again. I wish I could see their faces better, but I’m only a meter tall.

			“It’s about time, Phaet,” Dad says. He’s my giant. His hands can lift big rocks, but they’re always careful. He sets me on his lap. “Your little sister has a heartbeat now. Will you listen for me?”

			I press my ear to Mom’s rounded belly, which is growing day by day. Ka-thump, ka-thump, goes her heart.

			Bop, bop, bop! goes Anka’s.

			“It’s so fast,” I tell Dad, and then bend down to listen more.

			When I focus on the little heartbeat, I lose track of the big one. Mom’s. I concentrate hard, listening for the ka-thump, but it’s not there.

			“Mommy? Is your heart okay?” I demand, crawling onto her lap to put my ear to her chest.

			Her face is still. Peaceful, but still. I reach up to touch it. It’s chilly, like the metal of an Atrium security mirror.

			“Mommy?” I’m not going to cry. I don’t want to make Dad worry. “Mommy?”

			Screaming, I tumble off her lap. The tears start when I strike the floor—hard. Why didn’t Daddy catch me? He likes to lie on his back, balance me on his shins, hold my hands, and make me fly like a bird. Never has he let me fall.

			“Daddy, Daddy, we have to help Mommy!” I cry.

			No answer.

			Crumpled on the ground, he doesn’t look like a giant anymore. Somehow, I know he’s not playing a game—ashes, ashes, we all fall down. I crawl to him and put my ear to his chest, just as he taught me. Can you hear the thump, Phaet? It keeps us all alive.

			His heart, too, is silent.

			Violet light shoots across the room, bounces off the walls, the mirrors, the bodies of my parents. Hits everything but me.

			*   *   *

			I open my eyes to the real world’s darkness.

			“. . . Wes, get more morphine from downstairs!” It’s a woman’s voice, clear like a raindrop landing on a glass pane. “Hurry, she’s seeing things again!”

			A pinch on the inside of my elbow, and I’m back in my childhood home. Sixty centimeters taller, eleven years older. The white walls are there; the smells of fruit rinds, green onion, and bleach; the little vacuum robot, Tinbie, shiny and new, both of his yellow eyes lit.

			Maybe my family’s sleeping. I walk into my brother Cygnus’s bedroom, peer over the walls of his crib, and find nothing but a pile of white blankets. I run toward my parents’ room, hoping they’ll hold me close until this nightmare lifts.

			But behind the door, there are no voices. Not a wrinkle in the bedsheets.

			It’s quiet, as quiet as I’ve grown since they died.

			Except for a small sound that reveals itself shyly, warily. A sound that’s scared to ask for my attention—a sound that I can’t ignore.

			Bop, bop, bop.
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			Four months later

			THE WINTERTIME SUN MAKES A SPECIAL APPEARANCE to welcome Garnet River into the world. She’s a squalling pink newborn itching to escape the arms of her mother, a freckled woman who looks weak from childbirth but delirious with joy. Garnet’s father, a broad-shouldered fisherman with fluffy blond hair, tickles the baby under her chin. Her resulting sneeze is little more than a squeak. Cocooned in purple blankets, she’s adorable—the roundest human being I’ve ever seen. Her cheeks are two half-moons, her chin a crescent.

			There’s something hopeful about new life, whether it’s a seedling in the Lunar greenhouses or a yowling Earthbound baby. Garnet has every right to fuss—the movements keep her blood circulating, keep her warm. The stratus clouds that usually blanket Saint Oda may have lifted for today, but the cold hasn’t.

			All of the island community’s citizens have gathered in the Overhang, their outdoor auditorium scooped out of the side of a mountain. There’s a small platform at the far end, and beyond that lies the ocean. The stone floor slopes upward away from the stage, and a high ceiling shelters the auditorium from the elements. To the side, a disused off-white lighthouse casts its shadow across a thin sliver of the stage.

			Eiders circle overhead, cawing. The birds’ white wings are tipped with black; the color also appears on their foreheads and around their eyes. Their bills glint silver in the sun. Some birds dip down from the endless sky, fly low, and weave between glass orbs filled with seawater, which hang from the ceiling on hempen ropes around the room’s perimeter. Though they’re dull by day, the bioluminescent bacteria within them cast haunting blue light after sundown.

			On the stage, First Priest Luciana Pinto lays a comforting hand on baby Garnet’s forehead, calming her. Saint Oda’s leader has a broad nose, wide-set eyes, and medium-brown skin that seems to glow. Even though Pinto’s back is stooped from osteoporosis, the top of her head, covered in curly gray hair, hovers at least a meter and three-quarters off the ground.

			“God is closest to our children,” she says to the audience. She doesn’t have a microphone, but her voice carries fifty meters to where I’m standing, slightly beyond the middle of the stone auditorium. The Odans constructed their gathering place to refract and amplify sound waves, so noises from the stage bend upward and outward. “He weaves a part of his spirit into every living thing before its birth. And so the youngest among us have most recently received his blessing.”

			“Amen,” says the congregation. I move my lips but don’t make a sound. Odan services make me uncomfortable, since I’m breaking rules from my old life just by listening. On the Lunar Bases, the Committee outlawed religion because it would supposedly counter scientific objectivity. I’d love to believe in the Odans’ harmonious vision of the world, with its God who gives a bit of himself to every organism. I’d be happier. But it only takes one counterexample to disprove any theory, and I’ve come across several.

			If God is good, and there’s a part of him in all living things, why are the Committee members evil? If God is powerful, why couldn’t he stop them from killing my mother? And why won’t he drain away my grief? Sometimes, so much sorrow clogs my body that my tears can’t flow. I want the Committee—all six faceless murderers—to suffer as I have, as the Lunar people have. To experience hunger so complete that the pangs no longer register; to weather the pain of electric shocks and laser fire. To lose a loved one, if they’re still capable of loving anybody. What would their screams sound like?

			My desires shock me, and they’d appall the Odans, for whom needlessly harming another of God’s creations is the greatest sin.

			The only person who knows I’m not a believer is Wes, who’s standing on the other side of the Overhang with the rest of the men. His face is solemn and his eyes focus on Priest Pinto, but three fingers of his right hand toy with a loose string on his brown wool sweater, coiling it around and around. He saw the same things I did on the Moon—maybe even worse things—and now he seems out of touch with his countrymen’s beliefs too.

			We keep our doubts to ourselves.

			Priest Pinto raises her left hand. Three minuscule red dots—ladybugs—scurry across her palm. She rolls back the baby’s right sleeve. “Today, we accept this child as a citizen and a member of our congregation. With these three ladybirds”—the Odans’ name for the insects—“I join the divine in me and the city of Saint Oda to the divine in her. Let us welcome Garnet River into our midst.”

			“Amen!” we chorus.

			The three ladybugs scuttle from Priest Pinto’s hand to Garnet River’s. The baby squeals, delighted or simply tickled.

			I smile, remembering the scratching of the insects’ feet on the crisp November day when the Odans accepted me as one of their own. It’s the happiest event in my recent memory. Wes’s grandmother, Nanna Zeffie, spoke on my behalf: “Our garden has become more fruitful than I’ve ever seen it. The lass does wonders for God’s greenest creations—he blesses the work of her hands.” Her speech, along with Wes’s goodwill, convinced the crowd to vote in my favor. Immigrants like me must receive majority approval from the congregation’s adults to become citizens. If they had rejected me, Saint Oda would’ve sent me away. All the other places I could have gone—floating cities, nomadic pirate ships, the wilderness—would have been hellish compared to this haven.

			“Now let us pray,” says Priest Pinto.

			I bow my head with the women around me.

			“Lord, thank you for trusting us with this child. May she grow tall as a fir and sturdy as an oak. May she swim with the dolphin, fly with the eider, and run with the wolf. With your love, may she never find herself alone. Amen.”

			“Amen,” the congregation says.

			*   *   *

			The ceremony complete, the Odans mill about, congratulate Garnet’s parents, drop off gifts for the baby girl, discuss the good omen of a birth on a sunny day. Men and women from the opposite halves of the hall mingle. By separating the sexes during religious proceedings, the Odans claim, they minimize distraction from God. It’s one of many bizarre practices that make me wish I had a digital encyclopedia on Earthbound cultures. Now, whenever I want information, I have to ask someone instead of looking it up on my handscreen, creating much undue social awkwardness.

			I trail Wes’s older sister, Murray, as she moves through the crowd toward the River family. She and I made our own gift for Garnet; per Odan tradition, we’ll present it together.

			Dozens of eyes follow Murray, though she’s unaware of it. She’s tall—if she so chose, she could stand directly behind me without surrendering her line of sight. Sunlight illuminates her tangled hair, the color of parched soil, and the scar, pink against her pale skin, that runs from the left side of her forehead through her drooping right eyelid. I never asked what maimed her. When I first regained consciousness and saw Murray bent over me, I yelped, but I figured that the fear would go away if we didn’t talk about it. Besides, asking would’ve been insensitive. Murray healed my laser burn–riddled arm, stuffing it full of herbs and salves, and stayed by my side for weeks. The least I can do is respect her privacy.

			Lewis, her domesticated nightingale, perches on her left shoulder. He’s a brown bird the size of a fist, with a white breast and reddish tail feathers. Every few seconds, he ruffles his wings, tickling Murray’s cheek; she scratches his belly with one finger, and he chirps in delight. Pets are commonplace at Odan gatherings; today, several attendees carry falcons, frogs, or cats. At the back of the Overhang is an assortment of larger animals: dogs, cows, even horses. I can smell their damp stink from here, but no one else seems to notice or mind.

			When we reach the young family, I try my best to smile.

			“Fay and I made this for Garnet,” Murray says in her high, ringing voice. She holds out the hair clip she’s assembled. “Lewis helped too by shedding some feathers he didn’t need anymore.” The clip has two brown wing feathers on the sides and a longer, reddish tail feather in the center. A chain of pink seashells from clams, scallops, and snails dangles from the feathers’ quills.

			“As for the shells,” Murray continues, “Fay and I picked up whatever caught our eyes during our walks on the shore.”

			“Oh, this is lovely.” Willet turns the clip in her hands, admiring it from all angles. “Garnet’s going to wear it the moment she sprouts actual hair.” She strokes the white-blonde fuzz on her daughter’s head. “Aren’t you, my little duck?”

			Garnet snuggles against Willet’s chest and lets out a snore.

			“We’ll ask her again when she wakes up,” Garnet’s father, Larimer River, says with a chuckle. He and four of his brothers, all of whom have sunburnt skin and blond curls, supply and run Wes’s mother’s favorite fish stall in the marketplace. There’s a fifth brother, too, but he’s gone to the Moon as a spy, like Wes did. It’s odd, and sad, too, that several men from this beautiful city have had to leave it for the bases’ barren hallways.

			“I remember when you stood here,” Larimer says to me, “for your own induction. How are the snowdrops?”

			Earlier that day, Larimer approached me with his brothers and dropped four bulbs into my hand. “For you,” he said. “Snowdrops. They’ll flower in the winter when nothing else does. White against the white snow.”

			I’ve buried the bulbs like secret treasure, and I’m waiting for the shoots to appear. To answer Larimer’s question, I shake my head and shrug.

			“Lassie’s still got a frostbitten tongue,” Larimer teases me.

			I shrug off his comment, because he’s only trying to make me open up. Since I’m new—and different—most Odans don’t yet know what to make of me.

			But Murray doesn’t let Larimer off so easily. She puts a hand on my upper back and steps forward as if to shield me. “Keep mocking her and she’ll never thaw out.”

			Her smile is just wide enough to mask any aggression she might be feeling. Did people poke fun at her appearance when she was younger? She’s hyperaware of anything that might be taken for a taunt directed at me, catching things even Umbriel, my best friend on the Moon, might’ve missed.

			Facing me, Larimer’s wife shrugs. “Better not to say anything than sound like a nitwit.”

			“You know you love nitwits, Willet.” Larimer plants a kiss on her cheek.

			I give them a half grin, the most communication I can afford. Speaking more than a few words at a time would be dangerous. Wes tried to teach me how to talk like an Odan, playing with the pitch of every vowel before moving on to the next, but my efforts sounded like the clucking of the hens behind his house. My normal, consonant-heavy accent would trumpet my Lunar origins; the islanders here never forgot the invading Militia’s idiosyncratic speech, not in the nine years since the Lunars attacked, stealing grain, water, metals, and lives. We might be the only living things Odans detest, and we deserve it.

			Months ago, Phaet the fugitive, a Lunar rebel’s daughter, was reborn Fay, a former engine room slave from Pacifia. Since I’m Asian, like more than half of Pacifia’s population, it made the most sense. Wes told the Odans that he made an emergency pit stop in Pacifia, got caught trespassing in classified locations, and was slated for execution; that I—Fay—helped him escape his jail cell, and he brought me to Saint Oda out of gratitude. While this city welcomes immigrants from all over the world—Priest Pinto’s family came here only fifty years ago, from South America—most Odans are Caucasian and can trace their families back generations on this soil.

			Murray tugs on one of my silver-streaked pigtails, bringing me back to the present. “Snowdrops are your soul flower, Fay.” It’s strange to be associated with snow, something I’ve never seen. “You’ll see when they bloom. . . .”

			The crowd stirs, drowning out Murray’s voice. At first, I worry that we’ve lingered too long with Garnet’s parents, but the Odans are looking past us, at the ocean, where spots of light twinkle in the distance. They squint at the horizon, some pointing, others shaking their heads. Stern-faced parents hurry their children away to higher ground.

			“A mobile city?”

			“It must have already breached the Sanctuary boundary!”

			I follow their gaze, dread making it harder and harder to breathe. The lights on the horizon have grown brighter. I can make out various colors—scarlet, deep violet, glassy green—even though their glow is shrouded in smoke.

			The wind picks up, carries the rotting odor of sulfur to my nose.

			“Everybody move inland!”

			“Where is Coordinator Carlyle? Somebody call for him!”

			“Are he and his boys mobilizing yet?”

			They’re talking about Saint Oda’s law enforcement cohort, made up of twenty or so young men—called Sanctuarists—and led by Wes’s father. Unlike the Lunar Militia, the Sanctuarists are so unobtrusive that I sometimes forget they exist. They dress like civilians and rarely take people into custody. What’s more, the Odans love them. When Wes walks the city’s narrow footpaths, adults greet him by his first name, boys look at him in awe, and girls giggle into each other’s shoulders. But I usually stave off jealousy by convincing myself that these young women don’t really care for him. If they did, they’d know that he’d rather exchange blows with Lunar soldiers than banter with them.

			But there’s no laughter now. Several boys and men within the crowd are running about, shouting, or fumbling in their pockets. The Sanctuarists are assembling, but will it do any good? The disorder reminds me of the breakout from Shelter, the Militia chasing the residents and shooting them as if for target practice.

			The blood has stopped flowing to my toes. Disturbed, I shake off the memory.

			“Outsiders.” Willet holds her baby closer and shields Garnet’s eyes with her hand. “Fay, we haven’t had unannounced visitors since those demons came.” Demons: the Odan word for Lunars. “God forbid someone’s here to take the rest of us.”
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			“NO,” MURRAY MUTTERS. “THIS ISN’T REAL—IT’S fake, fake, fake.” Her thundercloud eyes widen—the right only slightly, the left until I can see every white striation in the gray iris. Like lightning. Her hand clutches the oval amber locket at her throat, an ornament I’ve never seen her without.

			“The last time this happened . . .” she says to no one in particular. Without warning, she runs uphill, stumbling over the stray rocks—and small children—in her path. The injury that disfigured her face also compromised the vision in her right eye, giving her poor depth perception. Above Murray’s head, Lewis flies in circles, screaming her alarm to the island.

			“Murray!” I call out, stunned and terrified that she’s leaving without me. Never in the five months I’ve known her has she failed to see me home. I’m torn between fleeing uphill with her and staying to learn something, anything, about what’s going on.

			Beside me, Willet argues with Larimer. “They certainly didn’t come to congratulate us,” she says. “I’m taking Garnet out of here.”

			He glances worriedly at the mass exodus from the Overhang. Bodies block every exit. “She’ll get jostled. Or worse, trampled.”

			“There’s a Pacifian ally only minutes from us,” Willet says through her teeth. “I will not let them ruin this day. . . .”

			Upon hearing the word Pacifian, I, too, take off running. My mind’s splitting along fault lines I thought had stabilized during my recovery, and it’s terrifying, this loss of control over my own consciousness. Get away and keep it together, I order myself. Living on Base IV, I learned to slip through crowds with ease, and the familiar rhythm of dodging bodies gets my synapses firing.

			This unknown city is an ally of Pacifia, the city-state Wes and I discovered is working with the Lunar Standing Committee toward some mysterious and terrifying goal. A floating metropolis with millions of inhabitants, Pacifia is the capital of the eastern hemisphere’s hegemon here on Earth. With half the planet under its control, its military could kick aside a city of Saint Oda’s size like a pebble in its path.

			That wouldn’t happen if Saint Oda allied itself with Pacifia’s archenemy, the city-state of Battery Bay. But Saint Oda would never cooperate with the biggest single polluter on Earth.

			An announcement from the approaching city—read by a grating female voice—thunders through the still air. “Odans, remain where you are. We are the municipality of Tourmaline, and we come in peace, bearing a message for all of you. We repeat: remain where you are.”

			Many Odans freeze, staring at the floating city as if down the barrel of a massive cannon. That might well be the case. Who’s to say that at this moment, Tourmaline doesn’t have metric tons of ammunition ready to fire at us?

			I run faster, the back of my neck prickling. The announcement’s amplification and commanding tone sound too much like a Committee address. My past has followed me here, even though I’ve run 400,000 kilometers away from the Moon, where everything happened.

			Passersby will think I’m retreating uphill, to the shelter of Wes’s family’s home; it’s what any young girl should do, for safety. But what if Tourmaline’s visit has something to do with me, a Lunar rebel’s runaway daughter? Given this island city’s connections to Pacifia and therefore to the Moon, that’s not outside the realm of possibility.

			Responsibility and morbid curiosity win out over self-preservation. Instead of disappearing into the tunnels weaving through the mountain, I run behind a boulder and toward the lighthouse. Hand over hand, I climb the tower’s creaky metal ladder. Overgrown layers of rust cover the rungs, and each feels jagged against my palms.

			I won’t be seen up here, fifty meters off the ground. And it’s doubtful I’ll receive an unexpected visitor. Odans avoid the observatory because they believe that the “restless souls” of those killed during the twenty-second century’s storms and the recent Lunar invasion reside there, scanning the seas for future threats to their kin. The Odans even keep away from the lighthouse’s base, as some have seen the “ghosts” of people they lost darting about there.

			Earthbound myths don’t faze me—or Wes. He told me that years ago, he snuck up here with another spy-in-training, Alex, to howl and moan, to scare people and laugh at their reactions. Nostalgia amassing in my heart, I imagined the two of them were like Umbriel and me.

			Umbriel was also a trickster. He’d drop worms down people’s shirts instead of tending the greenhouse plants.

			I’m glad Wes had company during his training. Alex, from an immigrant family, was two years older—the only Lunar agent close to Wes in age. Wes left for Base IV three and a half years ago, when he was fifteen, and Alex set off for Base VI ten months later.

			I reach the lighthouse’s tip and sneak into the back door. The observatory is octagonal and painted light yellow; old piping bulges from the walls like veins on an angry man’s forehead.

			The older Sanctuarists departed for the Moon years before Wes and Alex. Camden, the former Sanctuarist on Base I, hijacked the first Hemispherical Registered Processor, or HeRP, for the Odans’ Earth-to-Moon communications system. But he struggled to connect it with a midpoint receptor in the Alps. By the time he succeeded, the Militia had detected abnormal signals from his HeRP, and they captured him. Through the weeks of torture preceding his execution, Camden held on to the secret of his home city. Ironically, his death allowed twentysomething Micah River to pursue his lifelong dream of spying for Saint Oda. Though he wasn’t ready, he begged Wesley Sr. to let him take Camden’s place. Wes thinks Micah became a Sanctuarist to distinguish himself from Larimer and his four fisherman brothers. “He wanted to be different,” Wes told me. “To be a hero, whatever the cost.”

			A hero. . . . Not like me. I’ve been useless, and a liability.

			Shaking off the thought, I walk past a panel of defunct buttons and levers—the beacon hasn’t shone in a hundred and fifty years—and peer through a dusty window at the Overhang and the Odan harbor. I’m exhaling heavily from exertion; my breath fogs the glass, and I wipe away the condensation with my sleeve, which has a texture similar to that of human skin. My shirt’s made from yeast film. I still haven’t gotten used to the Odans’ bizarre natural products—moss carpeting, fungal medicine. But like so many traditions here, their manufactures are rooted in their faith. Odans work toward unity with all their fellow creatures. Why employ alloys and synthesized materials for any purpose, they reason, when materials from a divinely infused life form could serve just as well?

			On the other hand, Tourmaline, the uninvited city, gleams with artificiality. Scarlet, green, and violet lights block out the indigo sky. The reflections in the black water oscillate and swirl as the massive raft parts the ocean waves. For balance, the circular city has been constructed in the shape of an upside-down mushroom; the base slopes upward into interconnected buildings, and a cluster of golden skyscrapers rises in the center. Pounding, hysterical music plays, somewhere on the near side. It sounds as if all the computers in the Lunar InfoTech Department are shorting out at once. Most Pacifian allies are destitute, I’ve learned, but this one, with its colorful lights, seems decadently wealthy. Pacifia must have designated Tourmaline as an ambassador city to intimidate other states.

			A pair of silver-plated binoculars hangs above my head; I put the string around my neck, raise the lenses to my eyes, and focus them, the way Wes showed me last month. Now I can see people dancing—or rather, thrashing—to the beat, their clothing lighting up and powering down with their movements.

			Tourmaline scintillates like the gemstone that shares its name, but it also proves that brilliance is best presented in small quantities. Visually, aurally, the city is too much. So is the small group that now struts across the Overhang’s stage, their footfalls accompanied by jangling metal.

			The Tourmalinian soldiers are decorated in every sense: their pants are amethyst purple, their jackets emerald green, and their narrow-brimmed caps cinnabar red. Golden badges and frills cover their uniforms from their collars to their pant hems. A middle-aged brunette woman with an arrogantly arched back heads a unit of guards wearing red jackets with purple lapels. They carry meter-long muskets.

			At the sight, I suck in my breath; though the guns are primitive, they’re still an unwelcome presence on an archipelago that’s pacifistic to the core.

			If First Priest Luciana Pinto is affronted by Tourmaline’s militant display, she keeps the sentiment off her face. Sanctuary Coordinator Carlyle, a tall man with graying red hair and asymmetrical, skeptical eyebrows, stands four meters behind the priest, wearing his usual smart brown jacket with golden buttons.

			“A lovely day,” the Tourmalinian lady says. I hear every sharp note in her voice—the sound travels all the way to the lighthouse, demonstrating the incredible acoustic properties of the Odan amphitheater. Her tone implies that the evening isn’t inherently lovely, but lovely because she says so. The vertical lines around her mouth look like cracks in dried mud.

			In the sparse Odan crowd below, mostly made up of men, a copper-haired head shakes. Wes. I imagine him smiling dimly at the spectacle before us, even though I know he’d rather run straight at the newcomers to flush out the adrenaline. His fingers loop through the loose thread of his sweater and tighten it around his wrist like a handcuff. I wish I could untangle him before he cuts off his circulation. I wish he were next to me.

			“Saint Oda extends to Tourmaline the hospitality of the Lord and all the creatures in his keeping.” Pinto folds her hands, resting them on the belt of her scratchy-looking wool dress. “I don’t believe we have met. My name is Luciana Pinto.”

			“And I am Ambassador Everett.” The Tourmalinian wears what looks like a lime-green silk blanket wrapped around her waist and draped over her shoulder. When she moves forward to shake hands with Pinto, she takes tiny steps so that she won’t trip on the skirt.

			“What brings you here?” Pinto asks. “Trade? Do you require a place to rest?”

			“No. As you can see, our city provides more than adequate accommodation.” Mouth twisted in a condescending sneer, Everett sweeps her hand around, as if to contrast her glamorous city with Saint Oda’s primitivism. “We have not traveled far; we have been conducting diplomacy in Europe. Today, Tourmaline’s duty is to come here, on direct orders from the President of Pacifia.”

			A shudder rattles through the Odan crowd.

			“No need to fear!” Again, self-importance pervades Everett’s words. “Our visit is cause for celebration. The Pacifian alliance is welcoming Saint Oda, and allowing you to join us.”
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			THE ODAN MEN’S ANGER MATERIALIZES AT once. They puff out their chests like frigate birds and inch closer to the stage.

			“How profane!”

			“A military alliance? We renounced weaponry centuries ago.”

			“I pray for the souls within them!”

			They’re shaking their heads and glaring at Ambassador Everett. I’ve lived here only five months, yet I find that I’m offended, too. Although Saint Oda’s people have seen and felt war, they’ve never instigated it. They’ve only suffered and done their best to recover, to forgive. Joining the Pacifian alliance and taking part in the standoff with Battery Bay would run counter to the Odans’ instincts, like forcing blood to flow backward through their veins.

			On the stage, Wesley Carlyle Sr. moves swiftly to Pinto’s side. In the audience, his son raises a narrow tube to his lips, hiding it from view with his other hand. It’s a blowgun, used to fire hardened pine needles dipped in toxic wolfsbane—one of the only hunting tools permitted in Saint Oda. Blowguns are excellent weapons for Sanctuarists: small, all-natural, nonlethal. Should a Tourmalinian show aggression toward Pinto or his father, Wes can knock the stranger unconscious with a puff.

			Several other young men cover their mouths with their hands, among them Finley, Wes’s fifteen-year-old cousin, and Maurice, a nineteen-year-old Sanctuarist who’ll leave soon for the Moon.

			“Matters of state are outside my concern, Ambassador.” Pinto’s speech remains dignified, as does her posture. But through the binoculars, I see the skin beneath her left eye twitch. “I can help in the realm of spirituality, even hospitality—but never hostility. Please redirect your inquiry to Sanctuary Coordinator Carlyle.”

			With that, Pinto turns her back on Ambassador Everett and shuffles off the stage. The Odans look bewildered. I’ve seen Pinto act graciously to fussing toddlers, but today she insulted a lady dressed like an ancient Earthbound queen. It takes a lot to infuriate Pinto, and the Tourmalinians have done it in a matter of minutes.

			Wes’s father takes Pinto’s place at center stage and brushes something invisible off his shoulder before speaking. “You seem to have forgotten, Tourmalinian, that we have not communicated with another state in nearly a century. It will pain me to give you a lesson in Odan international affairs in front of my people, but it seems to be necessary. Do you remember the incident ninety years ago with New Joudo, your fellow Pacifian ally? And the oil wells at the border of Odan’s waters?”

			My stomach lurches. Saint Oda wasn’t always isolationist? No one mentioned that to me.

			“Of course I know the story.” Everett glares sideways at Priest Pinto. “What do you take me for, an uneducated Luddite?”

			Hissing from the Odans.

			“New Joudo tried to negotiate with your . . . tribe,” Everett continues. “When you didn’t cooperate, they utilized the oil wells—”

			“Seized,” says Wesley Sr.

			“Battery Bay swooped in, assaulted New Joudo, offered you an alliance—”

			“Which we rejected.”

			“—and took over the oil wells—”

			“Which we had never used!” Wesley Sr.’s face is the color of a blood orange.

			“And you let them, because in return, Battery Bay declared that . . .”

			The two finish together: “No state shall violate the sovereignty of the International Sanctuary of Saint Oda.”

			So Saint Oda benefited from Battery Bay’s help, even though its residents claim that they ignore the outside world, and always have? Do Odans play the international affairs game like everyone else? I rub my eyes, feeling cold disappointment in my gut. They have no other choice, I tell myself.

			“No matter. Pacifia knew that the cost of a war with the Batterers was not worth some xenophobic tribe’s oil.” Everett sniffs, staring down her wide-eyed Odan audience. “Now that your history has been so tiresomely elucidated, let me warn you: your ‘sanctuary’ is about to become an inferno. The cold war between Battery Bay and Pacifia is getting hot. And it will move here. Has Battery Bay helped you prepare? Has it warned you about what is to come? No. The Batterers are not your friends, as you might think. We in the Pacifian alliance will place you under our protection. We will modernize Saint Oda and give its people a fighting chance. Trust us—you will need to fight.”

			In the audience, several people nod, but the majority shake their heads. Wes practices aiming his blowgun, his eyes narrowed at Everett.

			“You are purely self-interested,” Wesley Sr. says. “The Odan archipelago is strategically located in the center of the North Channel. If we joined you, you would control the Irish Sea and the British Isles, where you have factories, reserve corps—”

			“Your city would never again be defenseless!” Everett cries, cutting him off. “Not even from Lunars. Pacifian intelligence has learned that the ‘demons,’ as you call them, mean to increase the frequency of their Earth invasions, which will endanger every city on this planet—even Pacifia, our great benefactor. Of course, this has escaped your notice.”

			She’s acting as if she knows nothing about the recent Lunar-Pacifian alliance. Maybe she doesn’t; the Committee’s kept it from the Lunar public, and Pacifia’s leadership may not have informed its allies yet either. Most Earthbound probably think that the Lunars wouldn’t touch their planet with a 400,000-kilometer-long pole.

			After Battery Bay led Pacifia in a failed attempt to democratize the warmongering Moon thirty years ago, the Lunars supposedly retreated into isolation. Without a common enemy, the Batterers and Pacifians have turned on each other. Each expanded its individual alliances in case war broke out. Pacifia pursued the less developed nations most degraded by centuries of free-market global trade, appealing to their ingrained bitterness. The capitalist and democratic Battery Bay labeled Pacifia a bully and set out to protect economic and political openness worldwide. Or so they claimed.

			Most people don’t know that without telling the Lunar populace, the Committee began using the Moon’s Militia to attack nonaligned Earth cities and seize their resources—cities like Saint Oda. Now Everett is using fear of Lunar brutality to persuade them.

			“The Lunars have grown even more barbaric of late.” Everett turns to one of the soldiers behind her, who holds a small black cube. “Play the video. They should know what happens to those who are captured.”

			The cube spins and clicks in the soldier’s hand and then projects a high-resolution image on the stone wall at the rear of the Overhang. At the activation of an electronic device, several Odans tsk their tongues in disapproval. But they all turn to watch the video.

			The boy is alone.

			I recognize my little brother one feature at a time. The blank eyes are the same shape. The mouth, if those cuts were erased, might resemble his. But the sunken cheeks, covered in bruises that bloom like violets . . .

			Cygnus is exhausted, bald, and horribly thin.

			Then the electric chair comes to life, and he’s in that white cylinder of a cell with a monster.

			My brother’s eyes scrunch shut. Beneath the electricity streaking across his bruised face, he’s screaming.

			“T two A one G—”

			The binoculars slip from my hands; the observatory floor rises to meet my knees.

			“Stop, please,” I murmur to myself.

			But Cygnus keeps hollering nonsense. “T two A one G three omicron C-E-T alpha C-O-L alpha P-H-E dodeca-chordata T two A one G three.” He gasps for breath; my heart lurches. “T two A one G three omicron C-E-T—”

			“That is more than enough.” Wesley Sr. plucks the cube out of the soldier’s hand, hurls it to the ground, and crushes it beneath his moccasin-clad foot. His face reddens as he points toward the ocean. “Out. Get out!”

			I look through my binoculars again. Many of the remaining audience members are fleeing the scene, their faces contorted and disturbed. The people that have stayed cluster near the stage, hurling words of condemnation at the Tourmalinian entourage. Never have I heard the Odans’ musical speech turn to wrathful howling.

			Ambassador Everett’s jaw quivers. “We only meant to—”

			Wesley Sr. looks at the audience and taps his lips with one finger. The scattered plainclothes Sanctuarists raise their blowguns to their mouths.

			The Tourmalinian entourage turn on their heels and retreat toward their floating city, Ambassador Everett glaring at the Overhang as she goes. At the last moment, her eyes seem to find the lighthouse, the look in them venomous enough to kill.

			I battle the overwhelming urge to shout, to run, to kick something and relish the pain. Instead of taking entire seasons to recover, instead of enjoying the company of Wes and the other Earthbound people I’ve met, I should have been clawing my way back to the Moon. I sit with my back to the lighthouse window, catching my breath.

			The Militia troops sent footage of Cygnus’s brutal capture to me and Wes as we escaped Base IV, and yet I didn’t turn back to save him. Guilt has caught up with me, but it’s months too late.

			The Tourmalinians showed the torture video to intimidate the Odans, but in doing so, they’ve stirred up a fierce energy inside me. I’m an arrow pulled tight against a string, and if I don’t fly toward the Moon before time runs out, I might splinter bit by bit.
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			I STAY IN THE LIGHTHOUSE, CURLED IN A ball, until night comes. When the temperature drops, tears freeze on my face. The Carlyles will worry about why I haven’t come home, but whatever Wes has to say, whatever Murray’s reactions or the Odans’ declamations against Lunars may be—I don’t want to hear it or be expected to respond.

			The waves advance and retreat, the sound like crackling electricity. To my ears, the keening of Saint Oda’s nocturnal animals resembles a young boy’s screams.

			When it feels like the next howl will light a fuse in my head, I slide down the lighthouse’s ladder, ignoring the potential for blisters, and begin to climb the mountain. Moments later, I reach a gaping hole in the rock face and duck inside.

			Saint Oda is a burrowing city. The interior of Koré Island, the central landmass in the archipelago, is shaped like a cone, with a spiral staircase leading upward. Murray says that both the stairs and the dwellings are modeled after the curves of a snail shell. The frigid air smells of brine; Odans find bleach and ammonia nastier than the gunk those compounds dissolve. During high tides, or when storms blow through, ocean water floods the lower levels. It happened just last month, leading homeowners and shop proprietors to complain at the city council meeting. People lived on a floor below the current lowest level as recently as fifty years ago, when the Earth was cooler and the sea farther down. Only crabs and eels pass through those rooms now.

			I emerge into the night air near the peak of the highest mountain. The bioluminescent bacteria in the glass bulbs cast their blue glow, brighter than yesterday. Murray must have fed them flour while I was gone. Despite her family’s stature, she’s expected to maintain the lighting near Koré’s peak and contribute labor to the community like any other adult.

			Far below, footbridges float atop the ocean, also glowing blue, bobbing gently with the waves. They connect the four auxiliary islands to each other and to this one. Usually, the vista strikes me dumb with its beauty; today, it impresses my eyes but not my mind. I’ve been stricken enough already. I wipe sweat from my forehead, looking up at the Moon while I catch my breath.

			Even if I climbed the highest mountain on Earth, I’d still be too far away to help Cygnus. Somewhere on Saint Oda, a wolf cries, and all I hear is my brother’s pain. Earth is taunting me, and it feels like yet another sign that I belong back on the Moon. But although I’m absent, several Odan agents, Wes’s colleagues and friends, watch over their respective bases. If I could just talk to them . . .

			My feet pick up the trail again, energized by a new idea. I keep my eyes turned upward. Unaware that a lost girl is watching them, the stars—and my cratered homeland—continue to shine against the dark.

			*   *   *

			Unlike most Odan dwellings, the Carlyle family’s home isn’t underground. It’s not aboveground either: a hollow rock formation makes up three walls and half the ceiling, while lumpy glass shields the rest of the interior from rain and wind. In the absence of mechanized industry, Wes explained, people made these materials by hand. Primitive, a Lunar would say, but I find it charming.

			The house is only quasi-subterranean—with one glass wall—because the Sanctuary coordinator needs high ground and an excellent vantage point. Not that Saint Oda is often attacked, but Odans want at least one person to remember that it’s a possibility.

			The front door is a wooden block dyed green with foxglove leaf extract. I pound my fist against it until Murray swings it open. Her expression is standoffish and stale, and her gaze dodges mine when I try to make eye contact.

			“Cheep! Cheep! Chirrreeeep!”

			Having announced my arrival, Lewis rises off of Murray’s shoulder and coasts into the kitchen. As he swoops across the dinner table, a gigantic hollowed-out tree stump, his wing knocks a clay dessert bowl to the floor. Crash!

			I stumble into the entryway. Wes’s parents take in my disheveled appearance, and their jaws settle, firm, like they’re cast in iron. In the corner, Nanna Zeffie, an old woman with spectacles and white hair that coils like sheep’s wool, looks up from slicing an elderberry pie and frowns.

			“I told you she would come home, Murray!” Emberley, Wes’s eight-year-old sister, says, taking Murray’s hand and skipping around her in a circle. “Knew it the whole time.” The young girl’s hair is the upbeat orange of tiger lilies, even in the blue light. Beside her, Murray turns her face toward the shadows.

			The youngest Carlyle, six-year-old Jubilee, blinks at me. She’s the most like her parents, the hardest to impress.

			Wes rushes forward as if he’ll embrace me. Remembering our audience, I raise my hands to prevent a high-momentum collision, and he touches my elbow instead. My heartbeats grow too frequent, and not only because I’ve been running.

			“Don’t scare me like that again,” he whispers. “That video smelled like bait.”

			I look down at the muddy hem of my skirt.

			“I’m sorry. That was inconsiderate. There was no way you could have prepared for those . . . those images.”

			“Did you say something, Wes?” Murray’s voice is higher than normal, as if her vocal cords have been stretched too tight.

			“Don’t worry about it.” Wes has used that phrase at least twice a day since we arrived. He picked it up from me—without fail, it shuts down unnecessary or unwanted conversation. But as I’ve learned through hard experience, it also keeps people at a distance, and I’m not sure if Wes will want that in the long run.

			“Calm down, Marina.” The house’s matriarch rarely uses Murray’s full name. Square-jawed and stout, Wes’s mother, Holly Carlyle, rises slowly to her feet. The gray color of her dress highlights the silver at the roots of her brown hair. “Emmy, Julie, sit down and finish your supper.”

			Mrs. Carlyle uses the same cajoling tone to address her little girls as she does with her grown daughter.

			I’ve missed dinner. Every day, at exactly eight “p.m.”—or 20:00, as a Lunar would say—the Carlyles gather around their circular wooden table, clasp hands, and recite a prayer to thank God for the plants, animals, and fungi that lost their lives or tissues so the family could eat. Tourmaline’s visit hasn’t disrupted this routine—until now. Wesley Sr. looks anxiously at his two younger daughters and clears his throat. “In fact, it’s Emmy and Julie’s bedtime.”

			Nanna Zeffie stops cutting the pie midslice, parks the knife in the golden crust. “I’ll tuck them in.”

			Next to me, Wes gulps. Mrs. Carlyle, Murray, and Wesley Sr. must want to discuss the day’s events. I brace myself for the scolding I’ll get when the little girls and their grandmother are out of earshot.

			“It’s getting cold, Nanna,” Wes stammers, trying to spare me. “Fay and I could help you stoke the fires in their rooms.”

			“You’ll stay right here, Wesley.” Mrs. Carlyle’s voice grows shriller. “And so will Fay.”

			“Mother!” says Emberley. “It’s not nine o’clock yet. And I’m not tired!” She pouts and points at the huge analog clock by the wall. It’s so old that its wooden bits are rotting at the edges. The name “grandfather clock” suits it perfectly; Wes told me it dates back to the twentieth century. At that time, I suppose, it was acceptable to use a tree’s worth of wood to construct a mere timepiece.

			“You’re never tired, Emmy.” Nanna Zeffie shuffles toward her, tugging a pouting Jubilee by the hand. “Time for bed.”

			Jubilee fixes me with a tight-lipped glare that seems unnatural on her plump face, as if she knows I’ve caused her early imprisonment. Then she disappears down the hallway with her sister and grandmother. I hear their slippered feet climbing the spiral staircase to the second floor.

			I can’t bear to look at the Carlyles, so instead, I direct my gaze to the wall above Murray’s place at the table. Hanging there is what looks like a photograph of a teenage girl, except her features look smudged and the shadows don’t fall quite where you’d expect; it must be a painting, an Earthbound image that I know takes longer to create. The girl in the picture has dark skin with a luminous pallor and thick black hair that hangs in a braid over one shoulder. Her big eyes seem to see everything—sometimes they follow me around the room—and her unyielding lips are pressed shut.

			I’ve looked at her countless times: when Wes’s mother needles him about his interactions with Odan citizens, when his father asks about the minutiae of his exercise routine, when Murray tries to mediate their conversations and the whole scene melts into heated argument. But no one has ever explained who the girl is or why her picture hangs here.

			When I can no longer hear Nanna’s or the girls’ footsteps, Wesley Sr. begins to speak. “Fay. Explain yourself, and the quicker you are about it, the sooner you can resume your customary silence.”

			I nod, hoping I look calmer than I am.

			“Why didn’t you return to the house with Murray when Tourmaline dropped anchor? And why did you stay out so long past sunset? I thought you had heeded our warnings about our island’s nocturnal wildlife.”

			Brown bears, wolves, and wild boars roam Saint Oda at night; the Odans consider themselves blessed, as these species nearly went extinct elsewhere. But the predators occasionally attack the city’s people, whose faith forbids fighting back. Wesley Sr. knows I’m terrified of these unfamiliar creatures. Flat-ended bees were the most dangerous creature I ever encountered on the Moon.

			As if seeking help, I lock eyes with the painted mystery girl. I can’t risk exposing my Lunar identity by admitting that the boy in the torture video was my brother. Although the Odans treat every living thing peacefully, we are the
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