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Prologue
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Tane sat on a ledge in Mercury Island's weight room, hunched forward with his elbows on his knees. He was a big man with bronze skin and muscles that hinted at his super-powered strength. A headset was nearly hidden by his shoulder-length dreadlocks.

Twenty feet away, three iron spheres the size of houses hung on monstrous chains, swaying imperceptibly to balance the floating island in midair. A staircase zigzagged down one wall, leading to the floors below. The only light came from a ring of glowing white crystals around the distant ceiling, which barely dispelled the gloom.

In Tane's headset, Mercury Island's artificial intelligence spoke quietly. He was named Ramussan, had a voice like a radio DJ, and destroyed intruders with extreme prejudice. This was the first contact he'd had with the island's newest Guardian.

"As you can see, sir," Ramussan was saying in low, reverent tones, "the invader successfully repaired most of the island's systems. The top two floors are functioning at one hundred percent. The third floor retains some damage, but I was able to repair the Atlanticite reactor successfully."

"What about the bottom two floors?" Tane said, his voice echoing in the huge room.

Ramussan hesitated. "I have been able to retain control of the repair drones the invader sent into the power center. I will direct them to repair what I can."

Tane grunted. "Good enough, I guess." A huge pressure seemed to weigh on his shoulders. Mercury Island's launch into the heavens had caught the attention of friends and enemies—especially enemies. An immense airship belong to megacorp National Weapons Enterprises was on its way to seize control of the island, and probably murder Tane and his team along the way. At any rate, NWE's threats had sent Dr. Max Regulus running for cover, and he was the resident mad scientist and robotics engineer of the Atlantean Isles.

"What's the ETA on the NWE ship?"

"Five days, eleven hours," Ramussan replied.

"Can we take them?"

Ramussan didn't answer immediately. "That ... depends ... on whether the mechanic can repair the Messenger cannon."

This was an enormous energy cannon that occupied the core of the island's central mountain.

Tane massaged the bridge of his nose. "How bad is it?"

"Oh, well, you know." Ramussan sounded overly light-hearted. "Three hundred years of neglect isn't kind to delicate electronics. He'll need parts."

Of course Broden would. The island was a mile in the air. It wasn't like they could run home to grab a few things. Plus, Broden was only fifteen. While he was the team's mechanical genius, even he couldn't repair a mile-long energy weapon in five days.

"Do you have a list?"

"Broden is updating me as he explores the cannon. So far he has flagged fifty-seven items. Many we can repurpose from the invader's robots that I destroyed."

Tane sighed and stared into space. Surviving an attack from a ship carrying a robot army seemed impossible. "You know, I just wanted my island back. I didn't want to take it to war."

Ramussan said in a low voice, "There are entities who have searched for it for many years, sir. You found it first by a slim margin."

Tane gazed at the balance weight without seeing it. He had only found the island because of a storm that washed an Atlanticite crystal ashore. Through it, he had felt the pull of the island's Master Sapphire and Maria's silent plea for help. He hadn't meant to be made the Guardian, but now he was responsible for the island, his friends' lives, and possibly the lives of everyone in the Atlantean Isles. 

Tane clenched his fists. "Ram, I'm going to do whatever it takes to save my friends and the island. No matter the cost. NWE better watch out."

"You've been Guardian how long?" Ramussan said. "A few days? You're already talking like one of the best. Be careful of making such vows. You may be forced to keep them."

"What, to save my friends?" Tane said. "I'd be a coward if I said otherwise, Ram. I'm serious."

The AI made a sound like a sigh. "If you only knew how many Guardians made that exact vow ... and it cost them their lives. I'll support you as well as I can. You're my Guardian, now."

Tane hadn't expected an AI to sound so mournful. He sat there a moment, nonplussed. "Uh ... okay. You don't talk like a computer."

"Damn right, I don't," Ramussan replied. "And you're lucky I have the ability to reason counterintuitively. Otherwise, I'd have killed you and your whole team by now."

"Because that's not terrifying or anything," Tane said dryly. "So, oh murderous computer, how do I defend Mercury Island? What do I do first?"

The AI's response was decisive. "Find Maria, sir. She's part of the island, and she is safe nowhere else."
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Chapter 1
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The day Mercury Island floated into the sky was the greatest day of Gladiolus Lark's life.

The morning began the way it always did—with her mother's voice. "Rise and shine, Glad."

Gladiolus hadn't been asleep, not really. Curled on her cot in the corner of their three-room shack, she had been dreaming of flying. Not on an airplane or a glider, not with wings, just ... flying free through the air, with the clouds billowing beneath her. Out in the sky, nobody knew she was dying.

Now she climbed out of bed, pushing back her knee-length hair, glossy black, like a cormorant's wing. It was the one beautiful thing about her. As she brushed her hair and pleated it into braids, she checked her left eye in the mirror.

The pupil was completely clouded, with red lacing the iris. Inflamed blood vessels covered the white of her eye. When she closed her good eye, the bad one saw wavering colors that weren't there—auroras of green and white that didn't match the light in the room. She wiped away blood-tinged tears and secured an eyepatch over the monstrosity—an eyepatch that did nothing to keep that eye from seeing the ghostly lights. It was called Crystal Eye and there was no cure.

She had a breakfast of bread and butter, then took her shovel and bucket outside to hunt scrap. 

"Don't talk to strangers," her mother told her at the door. Her mother, Poppy, was a thin, twitchy woman, her eyes stretched too wide with worry. "Don't let the salvage crews see where you dig. Don't draw attention to your eye."

Gladiolus kissed Poppy's cheek. "Yes, Mother. I'll be careful."

Glad never spoke to anyone in their small town of Pilings, even though she knew most of the villagers by sight. They avoided her in return—the half-Nevelf half-Atlantean with the ludicrously long hair and the eyepatch.

She stopped by a small shrine on her way through the trees down to the sea cliffs. She touched the little dry stone bowl beneath a weathered statue. "Grant me good luck in my hunting today, Lord Fith. I'll share my takings." Gladiolus always kept her word to the god, sharing whatever food or drink she was able to buy with her scrap money. There was a much larger statue deep in the jungle that was said to convey messages from Fith himself. Someday she would find the way there and speak to it. Maybe it could cure her eye before ... well. Maybe it wasn't wise to hope too much.

There were a great many coves and cliffs on the eastern side of Bygone Island. No fine sandy beaches to attract tourists, like those of the west side. The east side boasted one small, rocky beach, often strewn with rusted machine parts that discouraged anyone from going barefoot. Their town was so insignificant that not even Dr. Regulus bothered with it. Gladiolus secretly wished he would, just to see what would happen.

Talk to no one, her mother had instructed over and over. Don't let them close enough to see your eye. 

Gladiolus never looked at anyone, save sideways, through her long braids, hiding the eyepatch and the red tears that trickled from beneath it. Crystal Eye was an abomination, the doctor had told her mother. She would be dead within a few years.

But she didn't think about that much. Today she walked south, following the curve of the coastline. There wasn't much scrap left on the beaches, so she had been digging in the sandstone cliffs opposite Mercury Island. Enough broken metal had come to light to pay rent, with enough left over to buy food. 

As she walked, she swung her bucket and hummed, gazing at the brilliant blue ocean, the wash of cirrus clouds like great sprays of feathers. Mercury Island was blue and green, its forests giving way to a central mountain peak of bare stone. Often she wished she could swim to it, explore, hide from the world. Her Crystal Eye showed her the outline of the island in faint pink. Lately, there had been shafts of gold, too.

Glad climbed to her spot among the cliffs, set down her bucket, and began digging. It was hard work, but mindless. She had time to wish, as she often did, that she could run away, leave everything behind, go out and live life. She had so little time left—maybe two years, if the disease didn't spread too quickly. But she couldn't leave her mother and aunt. It took all three of them to gather enough scrap to live on.

A long strip of gleaming metal came to light, hardly rusted. Glad tugged it free and deposited it in her bucket. As she lifted the shovel again, the ground trembled under her boots.

She froze, gripping her shovel. Earthquake. The ground rippled, sand cascading down the cliffs around her. She cautiously stepped into the open, so if one collapsed, she wouldn't be buried. Despite her relative safety, her heart beat harder.

The quake went on, growing worse and worse. A distant crashing drew her attention. Glad turned to face the sea.

Mercury Island was moving.

She gasped, dropping her shovel, covering her mouth with both hands. The island was rising out of the sea, slowly, impossibly, water streaming from it in white sheets. Her Crystal Eye saw blinding bars of red and yellow light flashing from it like floodlights.

The earthquake intensified. Glad stumbled to her knees and sat on the rocks. What was happening? Why was the island moving and glowing like that? Fear of the unknown welled up inside her—but along with it came an unreasoning wash of joy. She threw her arms wide and laughed without understanding why. The island that she had seen every day of her life was clawing its way out of the sea's heavy embrace.

Mercury Island rose higher and higher, revealing its stony underbelly like a series of inverted mountains. Glad watched, still laughing, tears blurring her vision. Was she weeping? She didn't understand and didn't care. It was the most wondrous, fantastical sight. 

The island, free of the sea, rose into the sky, clouds forming around its central peak. Waves beat against the coast, wetting Gladiolus where she sat. She didn't care. She sat there, rocking back and forth, laughing and crying by turns. Something amazing had happened without explanation. It was a miracle from Fith himself.

The island didn't fly away, as she thought it would. It found an altitude it preferred, about a mile up, and hung there in the blue. Clouds piled around it as it created its own weather system.

Slowly Glad calmed. She climbed to her feet and retrieved her shovel. Even in the face of miracles, work must still be done. She walked two steps toward the cliffs and stopped. Someone was crying nearby.

Who else had witnessed this incredible sight? Her wariness of people warred with her desire to have the miracle confirmed by other eyes. Glad peeked around the rocks. 

A teen girl in a tattered hospital gown sat on the beach, doubled over, clutching herself and crying in a deep, choking way, as if in pain. Tangled blond hair cascaded down her back. 

Glad hesitated. Would this girl hate her for her eyepatch? She nervously wiped her cheek, hoping it wasn't too stained.

She picked her way through the rocks to the girl. The girl took no notice of her, doubled up, as if cradling a wound.

"Excuse me," Glad said. "Are you hurt?"

Her voice was barely above a whisper. The teen girl heard it and looked up. Her eyes were the color of the sky at noon. Violent light flickered inside them, unnatural, chaotic. It looked alarmingly like the lights Glad saw through her bad eye.

"Who are you?" the girl asked.

"Gladiolus," Glad replied, before remembering that she wasn't supposed to tell anyone her name. "I—I heard you crying. Are you—do you need help?" She couldn't look at those terrifying eyes. She focused on the girl's dirty left hand, instead.

The girl gulped a sob and wiped her eyes on her gown. "I'm Maria. He left him to die. I had to punish him."

Glad took several steps back. Punishing someone? This Maria must be insane. She had obviously escaped from a hospital, and she must be dangerous.

Maria took her by surprise by pointing at the floating island. "Look at it! It's beautiful!"

Glad glanced at the distant blueness of Mercury Island. "Yes, I saw it rise. It was wonderful." The words were too small for the amazement of the event. But talking to a stranger had made her painfully self-conscious. She wanted to cover her eyepatch with both hands.

"It was." Maria dried her face on her gown. She struggled to her feet. She had no shoes, which was unfortunate on the rocky shore. She gazed around forlornly. "Where are we?"

"The east side of Bygone Island," Glad replied. 

"I need a place to rest," Maria said softly, swaying a little. "Is there a place nearby where I might stay?"

Glad imagined her mother's face to see her bringing a crazy white girl up the path. But she had also just witnessed an island float. Right now, anything was possible. The rules had changed, although she couldn't grasp how.

A rogue wave washed across the beach, slapping Maria's bare feet with foam. She gasped and staggered. Glad leaped forward and caught her arm before she could fall.

Light blazed through her eyepatch and into her Crystal Eye. This time, other sensation accompanied it.

Maria was not human. She blazed before Glad in a pillar of light, spirals of energy flickering off her. Around their feet curled water that was not water. It was the transparent feeler of an immense monster that sought Maria. And it had touched Glad, too.

Glad yanked her hand away with a gasp. The wave had already sucked away, back down the rocks into the sea. But something was foaming out there, breaking among the rocks.

"Can you run?" Glad whispered.

Maria nodded and held out a hand. "Be careful. My control's not so good when I'm tired."

Glad took her hand, and this time nothing happened. She tugged the girl up the beach, along a trail to the top of the cliffs. Down below, more waves climbed the beach, completely different from the rest of the tide, which was going out.

"What is that?" Glad panted. "What's in the water?"

"An angry being," Maria gasped, clutching her chest. "He knows where I am."

Glad tugged her along, a terrible horror growing inside her. It was like swimming in the sea and spying a vast shark-shaped shadow passing beneath her. She wanted to ask more questions, but she didn't know what to ask. Instead, they fled, ducking into the trees.

They left the angry water behind them. After a while they slowed to a walk, Maria breathing heavily. Glad kept her eyes on the ground. Even now, she kept catching glimpses of light from Maria with her Crystal Eye. She was touching the hand of an angel. This must be Fith's answer to her request at the shrine that morning. Glad had always been able to see the magic shards inside of people that granted them their powers. Most people had one, large or small, of all different colors. But Maria was different. Her entire body seemed to be one giant shard.

She stopped walking and faced Maria. "I saw what you are."

Maria pushed back her tangled hair and regarded her companion. "I felt when you did."

"You're an angel of Fith," Glad said.

Maria's mouth dropped open, the blue depths of her eyes troubled. "No—I'm no angel, Gladiolus."

Glad lifted her head and studied her doubtfully. "But ... but I saw you. You're a being of light and magic."

"That may be so," Maria replied. "Yet I am not an angel, although perhaps I have not gone unnoticed by Fith. Come. Tell me about him."

They walked on. Glad hung her head, confused and embarrassed at being so frank. "How do you not know Fith? He's the over-God of Atlantis."

Maria sighed. "I wasn't educated on the Atlantean gods."

"Educated? Like a regular person? But you can't be." Glad blinked at her. "I saw you all ... changed. And that thing in the water wants you."

They looked out at the ocean. The waves were far out, normal for low tide. It was impossible to tell if a monster lurked beneath them.

"I am the Master Sapphire's daughter," Maria said in a low voice. "Begotten of science and magic. I must go to Mercury Island, but right now I haven't the strength."

Shivers raced through Glad at these words. Maria was strange, insane, yet power burned within her that attracted Glad like a moth to a lantern. She opened her mouth to say something profound, but all that came out was, "How? Can you fly there?"

Maria smiled and didn't reply. Instead she scanned the trees of the forest, as if hunting for something. "I have a friend who will take me there. But he behaved badly."

"The one you punished?"

"Yes."

Glad was afraid to ask how a magic angel might punish someone. Instead, she said, "My house is up by Pilings, if you want to rest there for a while."

"That sounds lovely," Maria murmured.
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Chapter 2
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Deep in the jungle, a man in all black with red streaks in his hair sat on the ruined steps of an ancient temple. The bricks were buried in drifts of leaves, and tree roots had forced some of them apart. Still, nothing but lichen marred the statue.

It was a life-sized statue of a seated man, made with one hand outstretched. Blue lights lit its eyes and flowed through fiber optic cables that ran through the stone. Cirrus sat with his back to it. He knew very well what the Speaker did if you gazed into its eyes too long. But he could still communicate with it.

"I could make you Island Crew," it wheedled in his head. "You would make an amazing Wizard."

"I don't want to join their stupid island," Cirrus growled through his teeth. "I need you to make Maria love me again. Just me."

"I have no control over matters of the heart," the Speaker replied.

"But you can mess with people's heads!" Cirrus exclaimed. "Put memories and compulsions! So you could do that much. Remind her that I'm all she has. I'm the most important."

The Speaker didn't reply.

Cirrus growled and dug his fingers into the red stripes on top of his head. He had waited so long for his sister to awaken—thirty lonely years—and now she was back, and he was being forced to share her. He was tied to her telepathically, through their shared DNA, through the symbiotic magic aura exchange. He should be the most important person in her universe. Instead, she accepted strength from that imbecilic muscleman and a stupid cyborg. A cyborg! It wasn't fair.

Hunger and thirst gnawed him. He had spent almost a whole day and night in the secret underground lab, reliving nightmare upon nightmare. Perhaps that was one reason for his anger.

Cirrus rose to his feet and stalked off into the jungle. A while later he returned with a spiky, watermelon-sized fruit in his arms. He threw it against the stone steps. It split open, revealing a row of yellow, fleshy fruit like yellow bell peppers. He dug one out and bit into it. It tasted like a banana. After living in the jungle for half a lifetime, he knew how to find food.

"You know that I make no moral judgments," the Speaker said. "I cannot tell you whether these desires are bad or good. But one person is not the property of another."

Guilt touched Cirrus's heart. "I'm not saying she's my property. I just want her to love me." He didn't mention the fading welts across his back where she had struck him for abandoning Tane. He knew he had deserved punishment. It had been reprehensible to leave him as the ocean burst in and drowned the ruins.

"She does love you," the Speaker said. "But love is not something to be hoarded. It spreads and grows. Is she not allowed to extend this grace to others as well as you?"

Cirrus didn't answer. With food came calm, and with calm came regret. Although he still passionately, violently wanted Maria's entire attention, now he had an inkling that perhaps he was being selfish.

As he finished eating the jackfruit, Maria's voice came into his head. "Cirrus, dear. I've gone to a town called Pilings to rest. Please don't stay away too long."

He rose to his feet, nodded to the Speaker, and set out through the trees. He knew of Pilings—a crappy little village of dirt-poor people. Why had Maria gone there?

***
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AS GLADIOLUS ESCORTED Maria to her home at the edge of Pilings, her main thought was that they must not be seen. A tattered girl dressed in a hospital gown would attract attention of the wrong sort—the kind her mother feared so much. Glad led Maria around the town, following paths through the trees, where the dense green growth concealed them.

Their journey went well, but light troubled Glad's Crystal Eye. Another blazing figure of light was in Pilings somewhere, only this figure was dark red, like a banked fire—some kind of powerful shard blazed in the center. Their blurry glowing shape appeared no matter how many trees or buildings were in the way. It disoriented her—she had to close her left eye to focus on where she was going. Her bad eye ached.

"Are there others—like you?" Glad panted to Maria.

Maria stopped to pick a thorn from the bottom of her foot. "No. I'm the only one of my kind."

"Well, someone else in the village is all lit up the way you are. Except red, not white."

Maria straightened, eyes wide. She gazed toward the village, unblinking, for a long moment. "One of them is already here," she murmured. "We must not be found, and I am weak."

A chill passed through Gladiolus. She pushed back her long braids. "Hurry. My house is right up the hill."

Nobody was home when they arrived at the little clapboard shack. Gladiolus's mother and aunt were out digging and wouldn't be home for hours yet. Responsibility prodded her—she had left her bucket and shovel back at the cliffs. Well, no time to retrieve them. She led Maria to their one easy chair, much faded, but still comfortable. Maria folded into it with a sigh.

Gladiolus stood there for a moment, lost. What would Mother do? Offer their guest refreshments, of course. She poured a glass of water and hurriedly sliced a mango. Their mango tree had produced a bumper crop that year, and piles of them stood in a basket by the door. Maria ate the yellow slices slowly, frowning at the strong, sweet taste.

The red figure outside was moving their way. Glad dithered. Her mother was the one who knew what to do in scary situations. Glad just went along with it. She made herself stand still and think. If they needed to run, then Maria needed real clothes.

Glad raced into her mother's room and opened a cedar chest where they stored their winter clothes. She found a blouse and pants that might fit Maria. She and Glad were about the same size.

Maria smiled as Glad returned with the clothes. "You're too kind."

"We can't stay here," Glad replied, looking through space at the red figure with her Crystal Eye. "They're coming. I think they're pretending to look around."

Maria gazed at her for a long moment. "Your eye ..."

Gladiolus automatically covered her eyepatch with one hand. "It's nothing."

Maria only gazed at her, like her mother waiting for her to confess to selling scrap to buy candy.

"I have Crystal Eye," Gladiolus said in a rush. "It lets me see things. But it'll kill me."

"You poor thing," Maria whispered. "Perhaps ... but no, there's no time. Do you see any other glowing people?"

Glad turned in a circle, scanning the wavering, aura-tinged world with her blind eye. "Yes. Out in the jungle is a guy with a lot of red and blue in his shard. He's like ... fire."

"That's Cirrus," Maria said with satisfaction. "Is he coming?"

"Yes. But the red person will be here first." Glad couldn't explain her instinct to protect Maria. Perhaps it was the girl's helplessness, or the way she stared around with mild confusion. Perhaps it was the way that Glad's right eye saw her as a human, but her left eye saw her as a brilliant angelic figure. After spending so long suffering illness, her vision slowly being replaced by strange lights, and the crippling headaches that came and went—it was refreshing to look after someone else.

Maria changed into the borrowed clothes. They were a little short—too much ankle and wrist showed—but they fit far better than the hospital gown. Glad checked the oncoming red enemy and seized a moment to brush Maria's hair. 

"We need to move toward Cirrus," Maria murmured.

Glad nodded. The red person was moving purposefully in their direction now. This Cirrus, on the other hand, was wandering here and there, as if he couldn't figure out where they were.

Glad took Maria's hand and slipped out the back door. They had a small yard ringed with fruit trees. Glad opened the back gate and ushered Maria through. The red enemy had almost reached the shack's front door.

The two girls darted along a narrow path through a banana palm grove, arms raised to shield their faces from the broad leaves. Glad knew all the paths here. She guided Maria onto a side path overgrown with elephant's ear and followed it into the jungle. The glowing Cirrus person drew nearer rapidly.

So did the red figure. Glad looked over her shoulder. The red person turned out to be a woman in stylish clothes with dark skin and white hair. She jogged after them, cradling a large pistol with a silencer in both hands. Her eyes were fixed on Glad and Maria.

Glad's heart twisted sickeningly. What could she do against an armed enemy? Maria was staggering and panting on the rough ground. Her bare feet were cut and bleeding. Glad cursed herself for not finding any shoes.

The woman put on a burst of speed and caught up to them, raising her pistol. Glad leaped between the woman and Maria, arms spread, hair flying around her like a cape.

They stood there like that, all three of them panting. The woman slowly straightened, still cradling the pistol, as if she knew her quarry was unarmed and needed no further threatening.

"That was fun," said the woman. She blinked at Glad. "You're not on the roster. Who are you?"

Glad had no idea what this meant. "N-nobody," she stammered. 

The woman waved the pistol at her. "I don't need to kill you, kid. I only want the blonde."

"To kill her?" Glad blurted.

The woman laughed, her eye teeth a little too pointed. "I'm taking her alive. She's too valuable to kill. Step aside, now."

Glad glanced into the jungle. The blue and red flame of Cirrus was racing toward them.

Maria seemed to see it, too. She laid a hand on Glad's shoulder. "It's all right. I'll come quietly. Move slowly." Her fingers tightened a little on the last word.

Glad stepped aside with huge, exaggerated slowness, dragging her feet through the leaves. The woman waited, one toe tapping. She stared at Maria as if she was something rare, amazing, and worth a large sum. Her fingers drummed against the pistol's silencer.

Footsteps crashed through the brush to their right. The woman whirled, lifting her gun.

Glad grabbed Maria's arm to shield her again. A black-clad figure leaped out of the trees and threw itself at Maria. The woman spun and fired, the gunshot astonishingly loud, even with a silencer. The man coughed, then whispered, "Phantom leap."

Glad was yanked off her feet and thrown through space. Colors blurred around her. Pain stabbed through her Crystal Eye. She tried to scream, but no sound came out—

Darkness. Echoes. Glad still held Maria's arm. Maria bent over the man in black, who was wilting to the floor. "Cirrus! Blast that woman—Guardian, to me!"

Footsteps clattered on stone. Voices rang out in a confusion of echoes. Glad fumbled backward until she touched a stone pillar, and hid behind it. Not only was it too dark to see, but her Crystal Eye showed nothing but blinding light. With one eye seeing light and the other seeing darkness, she was quite blind. The air in her nose was cool and dry—quite different from the tropical humidity of the jungle. She was indoors in a very large space, like a cave, or a church.

Many voices exclaimed over Cirrus's condition. Maria explained that he had been shot while trying to rescue them. Someone called KalOS was summoned to attend Cirrus's wound. Judging by the voices, there were two males and two females in attendance
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