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			I’VE BEEN ALIVE FOR SEVENTEEN YEARS, BUT I collected most of my identities in the past two. Stripes, Girl Sage, Fay, Moon’s Most Wanted.

			Phaet. The one name I’ve carried all this time has fallen into disuse. I only hear it now from the people who knew me as the silent, unthreatening girl I used to be.

			Most days, it’s hard to keep track of the people calling my various names during strategy meetings, political rallies, and slapdash training sessions for new rebel soldiers. Dovetail’s twenty-six thousand members know about me, but they don’t know me. Otherwise they’d understand how only a few of them can overwhelm my senses. Although they might imagine me idling on the job, perhaps dreaming about past or future days, I’m really figuring out which way to turn my head.

			Today, though, chaos liberates me from my usual responsibilities. The Dovetail fighters in the ships around me are shouting over the intercom even as they steer their Pygmette speeders through a laser storm, driven by survival instincts and their mission to free the Moon—and, eventually, the Earth—from the Lunar Standing Committee’s grasp. From restricted expression, surveillance, rigged elections, and killings. Long before the revolt, we’d all gotten sick of the killings.

			In their panic, my comrades don’t ask me for orders; they simply react. I’m just another pilot to them—and to our Committee-loyal enemies, who see a ragtag cluster of ships, more rebels they must reduce to a bloodstain on the lunar regolith. I’m one more pawn to flick off the chessboard.

			That’s all the Moon has become. A vast, tricked-out chessboard.

			A blast of purple light stings my eyes, and I slam on the rightward thrusters. Our ship—a two-person Pygmette—jerks to evade the laser. A loyalist Omnibus ship, which can hold up to two hundred people, zips off to the left. Alex, my copilot, sends a missile chasing after it and curses colorfully when he misses.

			“That laser could’ve shaved off our hull, Dove Girl,” he quips in his odd Earthbound accent. “Don’t get us shot down when we’re almost there.”

			Alex’s speech differs from his, but the similarities dredge up old memories and make me ache for someone who’s half a million kilometers away. I like Alex, but at the least convenient times, his mannerisms and even his sense of humor cut to my heart, highlighting the hollowness left by Wes Carlyle’s absence.

			“Base VI is in the next crater over . . .” Alex glances backward. “And someone’s behind us. Someone who’s not a friend.”

			Checking the rearview screen, I see a five-person Destroyer ship tailing us, one without a red stripe across the nose to indicate Dovetail affiliation. From that angle, the loyalist crew could use us for target practice.

			Get it together, I tell myself, and don’t let anyone get that close again.

			Jamming my thumb down, on a button, I pull the Pygmette into a 180-degree turn; Alex sends another missile careening into the enemy Destroyer.

			The craft tumbles onto the dull gray regolith and comes to rest belly up, like a fruit fly’s carcass. I start to sigh in relief but stop mid-exhale when a pulsing pain rattles my cranium. I shouldn’t have stayed up half the night planning and expected to fight at dawn without an on-and-off killer headache.

			Alex doesn’t notice my grimace; he seems preoccupied with events in his own head. Our recent victory forgotten, he shifts around in his seat as if it’s burning.

			“The closer we get, the more I want to turn back,” he says, helping me steer the Pygmette into the shelter of a small crater overlooking Base VI. “Hasn’t been long enough since I booked it out of the Singularity with my tongue all tangled up. Didn’t even warn my lab friends that I had to go.”

			Three months ago, Alex Huxley, Earthbound spy, steered a limping Pygmette—or “Pig,” as he angrily called it—onto Base IV, the sole settlement under Operation Dovetail’s governance. After we revolted against the Committee, our home base was nicknamed the Free Radical.

			Alex bolted as soon as his employers in the renowned Base VI Astrophysics Department scheduled a speech analysis test for him, and I understood why as soon he opened his mouth. He leaves h’s off the beginnings of some words and r’s off the ends of others; he usually forgets to pronounce his t’s and overemphasizes them when he remembers. Although Alex says his accent betrays both his Caribbean childhood and his Odan adolescence, all I hear is strangeness. When Alex is calm, he imitates Lunar speech well enough, but he would’ve lasted about five minutes under pressure from the authorities.

			Returning to Base VI—commonly known as the Singularity, because it’s a “black hole” of physics and astronomy research—has put Alex on edge, and in such close quarters, his mood affects mine. With my heartbeat in my throat, I adjust the camera above the Pygmette’s windshield so it peers over the edge of the crater in which we’ve hunkered down, and the Singularity’s majesty comes into focus on the dashboard’s video feed.

			The nine-thousand-meter-wide dish of a telescope, hollowed into the Crater Daedalus, stares out like a blank black spider’s eye. Researchers use it to look immense distances into space, at places so remote I can’t wrap my mind around the numbers of kilometers. A thick metal ring containing living and working quarters surrounds the satellite dish, which is in turn surrounded by a thinner copper tube called the Pandora Particle Accelerator, or PaPA. Inside, scientists are studying matter’s fundamental components, seeking more and more specific answers to the question, “What really makes up everything we know?”

			Unlike the other five bases, which started out as food and energy production stations, the Singularity was constructed primarily as a research post and isolated on the Moon’s Far Side. To threaten its scientists, as we’re doing now, is a crime.

			I try to ignore the twisting feeling in my gut. “Hardly any loyalist ships above Singularity,” I say into my headset. “Only two, maybe three Destroyers near the satellite dish.”

			As we’d predicted. We scheduled this attack the day after an enormous dispatch of Singularity Militia to Earth; the Committee’s fighting a two-front war now that its Earthbound ally, Pacifia, has engaged its longtime rival Battery Bay in the fight for the Earth and Moon. The loyalists’ multitasking is probably their only weakness, and we’ll continue to exploit it.

			“Cool. Just a few ships? That means Alex got the date right.” The whine of active wing artillery blurs Yinha Rho’s words. Now the leader of Dovetail’s armed forces, my friend and one-time Militia instructor must command our entire military operation as well as fight in it. Her Pygmette cruises behind ours, releasing projectiles.

			Hands steady on the controls, I steer us up and out of our hiding place, over a rocky rill, and into the enemy’s line of sight. A dozen more two-person Pygmettes, three Destroyers, and two much larger Omnibuses follow.

			“Thank me again later, Yinha,” Alex drawls. “Once you make sure my head’s still in one piece. Shouldn’t be hard—Medical’s got tape and glue at the ready if something gets past my helmet.”

			I give him a thumbs-up and an uncomfortable smile. Several weeks passed before I learned the difference between his amusement, which he covers up with sarcasm, and genuine annoyance. When he’s entertained, his long, curling eyelashes shiver, and his dark skin subtly flushes.

			“Lovely. Now we’re all picturing Alex’s fractured skull,” Orion says into our headsets. His Pygmette pulls ahead. “Just what we needed before an invasion. Tell me, Alex, do all Earthbound get sidetracked this easily?”

			Next to me, Alex stiffens, and we hear Yinha groan. Although Orion has never liked the Earthbound, I’d have thought my old Militia friend would avoid creating tension for the duration of the mission . . .

			Flash. A white beam thinner than a strand of hair slices through my vision; it seemingly scalds my brain. A scream passes between my lips.

			“We’re okay, Dove Girl, we’re okay . . .” Alex mumbles soothingly.

			But I’m still rattled. Even after I shut my eyes and rub them hard, I see a reddish gash in the blackness.

			“That one barely missed us!” shouts Nash, another Militia veteran in the Pygmette with Orion. “A hair to the left, and this Pig would be cinders by now.”

			Whatever people’s opinion of Alex, his nickname for the smallest Lunar ship has stuck.

			Another ray, silent like lightning unaccompanied by thunder, flashes in front of our Pygmette and cleaves through the Destroyer to our left. The shark-shaped ship tumbles downward and crashes, scattering bits and pieces over the lunar surface. Fleet members cry out, murmuring our fallen comrades’ names—Levy, Nijima, Mayuri, Rhea, Asgard. No one I knew well. But listening to our new recruits’ screams brings me to the edge of grief, and I ride it over. Names turn statistics into people, the people who are dying every day for Dovetail’s cause.

			Even as a storm of sorrow gathers in my heart, I resist the urge to mute my headset. I need to be here for Dovetail’s recruits, who are experiencing the sensory overload of their first real battle, or are readjusting to combat after years on hiatus. Many began their service five months ago, when Dovetail instituted a comprehensive military recruitment and training program. First there were volunteers. Then there were draftees: able-bodied individuals age eighteen to forty, preferably ones who’d completed Militia training. Whether they remember how to fight is a different matter altogether.

			Soon we forced seventeen-year-olds to join—and then sixteen-year-olds. If we continue to sustain losses, Dovetail might have to go even younger, to fifteen: Cygnus’s age. My brother. With the way he’s been since Umbriel and I pulled him from the Committee’s clutches, I can’t let that happen. Dovetail’s leaders might grant him an exemption for reasons of mental health, but I won’t count on their mercy.

			Then turn this battle around, I tell myself.

			White flashes are fracturing the sky at greater frequency now. They originate from a point on Base VI’s outskirts, where subatomic particles circle the settlement at near light speed. When I realize what’s happening, every instinct tells me to turn back and order everyone else to follow. Instead, I call out: “They’ve weaponized the particle accelerator!”

			“What?” Yinha’s voice crackles in my headset. “The atom smasher?”

			“It’s a big, circular tube lined with electromagnets,” Alex drawls. “They’re probably adjusting those to aim at us.”

			Ingenious. But it makes me sick. Instead of producing knowledge, the Committee’s cronies are engineering death.

			“Shave off altitude now, and fast.” Alex sounds annoyed, not panicked in the slightest. “Fly close to the telescope dish so they’ll quit lobbing protons at us.”

			I fire exhaust upward, and our Pygmette drops below the Crater Daedalus’s lip with gut-wrenching speed. Sure enough, the PaPA ceases firing; even the Singularity’s loyalists still have the sense not to shoot at the most powerful radio telescope ever built with the most advanced accelerator in existence. That would only endanger civilians.

			A headset feed fizzles out, and ship fragments fly into my line of sight. Another ship down, I think, chains wrapping around my heart. In retaliation, a Dovetail ship takes down a loyalist one, sending it crashing into the regolith, but those brave teammates meet with two missiles to the left wing.

			As the second ship goes down, I have to reach inside my helmet to wipe my eyes.

			Our breathing labored, our minds rattled, we push on. Because the soldiers’ sacrifices have cleared the way forward, it feels anticlimactic and wrong when Dovetail reaches the entrance at the telescope dish’s lowest point. Like we’ve discarded our comrades’ lives to get here.

			The airlock gates open downward, feeding us into the Singularity’s center. That’s one success today: despite everything that went wrong on our journey, the undercover Dovetailers stationed here have managed to hold up their part of the plan.

			Our nine Pygmettes, two Destroyers, and two Omnibuses descend inside, taking turns riding an elevator leading into the hangar. The Singularity’s Defense Department is smaller than that of the Free Radical, and since most of their Militia is on Earth, we’ll never have a better opportunity to invade.

			At least that’s what we’ve been told.

			I touch our Pygmette onto the elevator, and it begins to jerk us downward, away from the stars and into the unknown.
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			AS SOON AS I STEP OUT OF THE PYGMETTE, dense laser fire bars my way. It’s as if the whole base is clustered here, fighting us.

			Overwhelmed, I duck behind the fuselage and nearly crush a small, ashen-faced Dovetailer who’s clutching a Lazy—a deadly weapon that can shoot violet lasers—for dear life. He must be a year or so younger than me and fresh from our “training” program.

			“G-g-girl Sage, don’t make me.” He grabs my sleeve, his fingers stiff from terror. That paralysis could kill him in battle. “Don’t make me walk into that.”

			But he can’t stay here either.

			I take his trembling hand and stare into his unblinking brown eyes. “We’re going to run into it. Stay with me, all right?”

			Hand in hand, we dash into the laser storm, from which there’s sparse shelter. The hangar is nearly empty of ships, and the ones that I see are old models, hardly spaceworthy. Their wings are bent at strange angles and wires poke through gashes in their hulls.

			The young soldier and I let go and roll under a Pygmette with a busted windshield. As we catch our breath, I take a hard look around, my hopes sinking with every damaged vessel I see. So much for adding to our fleet. Even if Dovetail takes this base, we can’t use its ships. I should’ve expected this. The Singularity garnered fame for its research, not its Militia; that’s the domain of Base I, the Moon’s capitol, and Base III, home of the Moon’s uranium mine.

			This place has no shortage of hostile humans, though. They’re concealed at the moment, hiding in dark corners and under ships, but they’re blanketing the place in violet. We have to break through the hangar and into friendlier territory or this mission will fail, leaving us imprisoned or dead.

			“Did the General call all the troops back from Earth, or what?” Nash shouts from above me and the scared new recruit. She’s crouched under the ship’s dashboard to avoid getting hit through the cracked windshield.

			“Not all of them,” I say, surveying the black-suited loyalist soldiers spread throughout the hangar. If the gore disturbs them, their glassy opaque helmets don’t let them show it. “But someone’s commanded them to shoot everything they’ve got.”

			“Hmph. Let’s hope this really is everything, and there isn’t more ammo around the corner.”

			On every side, hundreds of Dovetail troops pour from the two Omnibuses and then scatter, shouting and flailing, their haphazard training forgotten. Ours isn’t an army; it’s a swarm. Some troops aren’t young anymore, and they lack the youthful Militia’s rapid-fire responses. Others, like the boy still trailing me, are so young they should’ve stayed home. Most fighters wear old Militia jackets and pants that we’ve sanded down to a dull gray color—it’s meant to be silver, but we didn’t have the resources to dye it. Other Dovetail troops fight in colorful civilian robes, which trumpet their presence and offer little protection from enemy weapons.

			A few meters ahead, Yinha raises her fist, attempting to rally the Dovetailers. She has switched her Pygmette to its indoor combat settings; it’s shed its outer shell, and its wings have folded in. “Hold the ranks. Shields up! Advance!”

			Get up, Phaet. This is what you’re here for. Shield in one hand, knife in the other, I lunge from my hiding place as the loyalist troops surge forward. Now that they’ve broken cover, their numerical advantage hits us full force. They have enough troops on the floor to crush any hope of breaking through, and several more units perch atop spaceships, firing down from above.

			“Sage! Help!” the young soldier screams. A Militia soldier’s gloved hand wrenches his head back, and the soldier’s laser finds its way into his chest.

			Before I can think, my half-meter knife buries itself in his attacker’s shoulder. The female loyalist soldier sways, then collapses, taking the boy soldier down with her. She’ll wake up screaming in pain, but at least she’ll wake. No one can say the same for the boy. I’ve seen enough laser deaths to know that my companion is gone.

			Muting my headset, I empty my lungs in a cry of despair.

			Nash doesn’t miss it. She drops down from above me, draping a strong arm around my shoulders to pull me to safety and then to embrace me.

			“Phaet, you were there for him. You tried, you really did.” Her dark, familiar eyes ground me in the moment, make me notice the things that are constant, not changing.

			“I was supposed to protect him,” I whisper. I should be protecting all of them. But it’s getting harder.

			Our already-small attacking force dwindles. Unless we can show ourselves to the Singularity’s residents, and they give us the support we’ve hoped for, we won’t survive—let alone take the base.

			More Dovetailers follow Nash and me into the open hangar. As she falls back to let me lead, a cone of them gathers behind me, pushing me deeper into the melee. Featureless enemy helmets are all I can see; the blankness makes it easier to fight them. When I think of them as human, I make mistakes.

			My knife sneaks between plates of armor, sinks into flesh and blood, injures many but kills none. Before every battle, I remind myself that I’ve murdered one person—an unknown Lunar recruit who died on Saint Oda’s shores—and that one is too many. I swore not to increase that number, but as the weeks drag on, it’s getting harder and harder to keep that promise.

			I survey the scene. A few loyalist troops have fallen back; the ones that haven’t push on despite nonlethal but surely excruciating gashes and projectile wounds. They’re good fighters—better than ours. Only experienced soldiers can fight through those injuries.

			Grateful for the visor over my face, I let panic arrange my features into a desperate grimace. My knife bites into a forearm and a shoulder muscle, knocks a laser blaster out of an enemy’s hand.

			“Oi, Dove Girl, give me a hand here!” Alex’s voice sounds from inside my helmet. I see him three Destroyers ahead, perched atop the ship’s left wing and facing down a squat enemy soldier. “This pest could use a nap, don’t you think?”

			With my left hand, I get out my tranquilizing gun and send a dart, known as a “Downer,” into the soldier’s kneecap. He lunges at Alex but stumbles as his leg goes numb. Alex side-kicks him into the fuselage; soon he’s slumped against it like a drunkard, unconscious.

			“Brilliant.” Alex pushes the soldier through the hatch on top of the ship. “I’m using his fingerprint to fire this baby up . . . We’ll fly into the hallways soon.”

			True to his word, Alex makes the Destroyer heave backward. He slides out through the repair door on the ship belly’s left side and rolls when he lands. Each second stretches out, long and suspenseful, as the ship picks up speed. The wheels begin to whistle—and then the forked tail tears into the hangar doors.

			Crrrunch! The doors buckle, and the troops nearest them push the totaled Destroyer away to reveal a circular hole about two meters in diameter.

			“Out! Into Defense!” Yinha barks, satisfaction lacing her sharp words.

			Some of us on foot, some in converted Pygmettes, we burst through the jagged hole in the hangar doors and run straight into the Defense Department’s hallways—and another conglomeration of Militia troops. Our steps are accompanied by the flat, female voice of a computer: “Attack on base. Terminate all experiments and proceed to the nearest rendezvous point immediately. Attack on base. Terminate . . .”

			“Get Phaet into the hallways!” Yinha hollers over the noise. “And make sure everyone recognizes her!”

			Since the fighting in Defense is at such close range, the loyalists don’t dare create a laser-storm. Dovetailers shove their way through the dilapidated military stronghold. The place is a low-ceilinged warren of hallways with historical firearms on display as if in a museum.

			Finally, we make it into the Singularity’s interior, which is dark like a planetarium. The first department on our right is Astrophysics, the front door a glowing blue hemisphere with a panel that slides back to allow entry. It’s a model of a giant star, millions of times as massive as our sun. White eddies swirl across its surface: storms that could engulf a nearby planet.

			Alex sprints ahead, enters something into a keypad next to the star-door, and pounds on it for good measure. Seconds later, it opens, and two women in their late twenties gesture for us to hurry into the dimly lit, low-ceilinged entryway, taking shelter from the battle. Inside, they flash us the Dovetail sign with their hands: thumbs interlaced, fingers spread wide like wings. They have similar inquisitive eyes and short bobbed haircuts, but one has electrically pale features while the other is tan-skinned and black-haired.

			The Singularity’s crawling with Dovetail allies, Alex told us during the briefing. Some of my coworkers can’t wait a second longer for freedom.

			When Alex bends down to crush the pale woman in a hug, I realize she’s sitting in a metal battery-powered hoverchair with landing cushions that float several centimeters above the ground. The metal of the chair probably interacts with the base’s grav-magnets, which repel the water in our bodies and create the illusion of greater gravity. In this woman’s case, it allows her to hover. Her right hand rests on a joystick attached to the armrest.

			The tan woman leans forward and whispers something in Alex’s ear.

			“Friends,” Alex calls to us, “meet some more friends. This is Rose Mu”—he points to the pale woman—“and Mitchell Mu”—the tan one. “They were Astrophysics’ cybersecurity team until about a minute ago. I wouldn’t have survived a week here without them.”

			Rose glides alongside me, smiling and squinting slightly. She looks familiar; I suspect I’ve seen her in old news broadcasts. Her eyes, a misty blue gray, are fringed by lashes like frost, and they make the back of my neck prickle. One front tooth looks recently chipped, something that the Singularity’s Medical Department should’ve fixed as soon as it happened. They probably haven’t because the Committee reduced supply shipments after small incidents—a secret meeting here, an assault on a lone Militia soldier there—began to crop up.

			“Phaet?” Rose touches my forearm, fingers light like moths. “The living legend.”

			“Stuff it, Rose,” Alex says. Turning to me, he mutters, “She cracked Battery Bay’s top classified network at fourteen.”

			My jaw falls open, and I stare, dumbfounded. That’s why I recognize her. She must’ve won some Committee award, and I watched the televised ceremony. That makes Rose one of the genius hackers we were hoping to find here.

			Rose disregards Alex’s comments and my astonished face. She gestures toward her sister. “Mitchell probably wants to say hello too, but she’s shyer than I am. Also more focused, and less fun—”

			“Come on, Rose,” calls Mitchell, jogging next to Alex. “Let’s fight now and make friends later.”

			She sounds . . . tired. Weak and hungry. Both women do, in spite of their excitement. Their faded lavender robes hang loosely on their frames. Taking a peek through the translucent door, I see that the other Singularity residents look similar, and know that this place doesn’t have enough food for itself, let alone for Dovetail. My heart sinks.

			“Down this hallway,” Alex calls. “Let’s capture some Committee cronies!”

			Rose floats nearer to Mitchell and Alex, who are gathered around a wide air vent in the floor. Yinha and I stand guard as the three of them pry up the grate—Rose grabs an edge with her left hand and pulls her hoverchair’s joystick back with the right. One by one, Alex, Mitchell, and Rose disappear inside. They’ll begin tracking down the Singularity’s leadership, which our reports indicate has hidden in one of the interconnected scientific departments.

			The rest of us exit Astrophysics the way we came and move farther into the base’s claustrophobic interior. Since the radio telescope built atop the colony imposes spatial limitations, Base VI lacks IV’s wide corridors and expansive domes. The comparatively tiny Atrium is a cylindrical room a hundred meters in diameter and five meters high. Along the perimeter, different scientific departments’ sliding doors open into labs and boardrooms. As a whole, the structure resembles a small-scale panopticon.

			I run in the front line. The transparent alumina helmet some Materials engineers designed for me means the Singularity’s residents can instantly identify me. Their eyes, and then their fingers, point at my hair, which is more than half silver now. The fading color doesn’t concern me, though Dovetailers have said they’re worried that I’m in poor health. It makes me look as weary as I feel.

			The transparent helmet was the brainchild of Sol Eta, Mom’s former colleague in Journalism and Dovetail’s public relations coordinator. “Instant recognition!” she said. “Seeing the Girl Sage’s hair will galvanize everyone around you.”

			The Singularity’s civilians react as we hoped. “The Girl Sage is here!” they shout. “Dovetail’s come for us!”

			But the patrolling Beetles punish them for it. A Sergeant several meters in front of me smacks an awestruck teenage girl across the face with an Electrostun gun. Blood dribbles from her left nostril. “Quit that talk and get back,” the Sergeant barks. “They’re terrorists.”

			A nearby boy—probably the girl’s friend—tries to pull the much bigger Sergeant away from her. The Sergeant zaps him with his Electrostun, turning back to his black-suited Militia troops before the boy’s head hits the floor. The girl screams; the Sergeant ignores her too. “Get Theta first,” he tells his unit.

			But the crowd rushes in, enraged by the loyalists’ assault on their own. Civilians wrench Lazies from soldiers’ hands, drive fists into chest armor, shout for bystanders to join in. Our allies look almost comical next to our enemies—exhausted, undernourished, pathetic—but sheer numbers turn the battle in our favor. Although their reckless fervor endears them to me, it makes the scene painful to watch.

			The soldiers that evade assault are firing violet lasers my way. But I’m prepared. When I squeeze my left hand into a fist with my fingers around my thumb, microscopic mirrors swing out of my suit’s gray fabric. Although my skin heats up, the clothing reflects the brunt of the laser blasts back at my attackers.

			This uniform is the most valuable thing I own—and my first real engineering project. Three months ago, a Committee attack sent a Dovetail satellite crashing down near the Free Radical, shattering its ultra-thin, reflective solar sail. I spent long nights in an engineering lab, breaking the fragments into even smaller pieces and attaching them to my Dovetail uniform. An engineer helped me perfect the mirrors’ flipping mechanism, and my brother wrote code so I could control my suit with hand motions.

			Cygnus. I must return to him, to my sister, and not empty-handed.

			The lasers reflected by my suit either strike or blind my opponents, forming a pocket of open space around me. I take advantage of the visibility to fire a Downer into a loyalist’s thigh. As he collapses, knocked out by the tranquilizer, I wrench the ballistic shield from his hands. Hunkering down behind it, my back protected by my troops, I set my gun in long-range mode and pick off enemy soldiers, targeting the ones with civilians in chokeholds or handcuffs. My heart beats steadily, and I’m grateful for every pulse. How could I live without this suit? It works so effectively that Asterion Epsilon, the newly elected leader of Dovetail’s territory, wants a suit made for every member in active service—eventually. The cost in time and materials will be enormous.

			Is my life worth more than other soldiers’? I don’t like to think so, but the proof is right here. The loyalists’ violet lasers gather most thickly around me.

			Protected by a ring of Dovetail soldiers, I run to the Atrium’s center, where a stark black sculpture about three meters high rises from the floor. It roughly represents a black hole, a real “singularity” in space-time. Two rings of white metal intersect, one oriented vertically and one horizontally, with nothing but darkness in the center. I grab one of the rings, using momentum to swing myself back and forth until I’m up and standing on top of it.

			The situation looks promising. Dovetail troops have surrounded pockets of struggling civilians, protecting them from loyalist Militia. We’ve taken the hallway’s center and pushed the enemy back against the walls.

			Okay, I think. Time to talk. Deep breaths. Shoulders down. Look at their hairlines so that you seem to be making eye contact.

			“Militia of the Singularity,” I call. My high-pitched, timid voice echoes through the cramped space. The Dovetailers here have hooked up my headset to the speaker system, and it makes me sound more authoritative than I feel. “You’re outnumbered. Your leaders have left you for dead. Disarm now, or Dovetail will turn your own weapons against you.”

			The few Beetles left standing respond by training their Lazies on me; their violet laser fire glances harmlessly off my suit. They look at one another, befuddled and scared, and check their belts for other weapons that might work.

			“Base VI is ready to join IV as a free city.” I’ve practiced this speech dozens of times, but my tongue still threatens to trip over every word. “You are the Moon’s best Physicists, Mathematicians, Software Engineers, and more. Dovetail welcomes you with open arms. You . . . you’ve chafed against the Committee’s restrictions on your intellectual freedom for long enough—assigning you experiments, censoring your publications, disrupting your children’s education with Militia training.”

			I see nods, the sparks of repressed anger in their eyes. It gives me hope—and the courage to keep speaking.

			“So I beg you: take action against the Committee. Help us capture Hopper Gamma and bring her to justice.” According to hearsay, the woman who replaced the Singularity’s deceased, feral-eyed dictator Wolf Omega as representative is tamer—and smarter—than her predecessor. “Help us send the last of the loyalists fleeing to Base I. Are you with us?”

			A meek chorus of affirmation, punctuated with a few strong yells. I’ve reached the script’s end, but the situation calls for improvisation. “You can say what you mean now—you don’t have to be afraid.” I suck air into my lungs and put wind behind my words. “Are you with us?”

			This time, their shouts are so powerful that they resonate in my bones. As I dismount from the black hole statue, the Singularity’s population begins striking the last Militia stragglers with fists, feet, knees, and elbows. Just as we hoped, the base’s meticulous order has disintegrated, leaving the place not only messy but vulnerable. Dovetail will have to restore it, on our terms—or the base might not last another day.
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			ACROSS THE ATRIUM, THE THREE-METER-HIGH doors to the Nuclear Physics Department blow off their frame. Sizzling and shining, the metal blocks send a throng of civilians and several Dovetail fighters stumbling backward.

			After that, dead silence.

			When the curtains of smoke lift, they reveal five Dovetail members and Mitchell and Rose clustered around where the department entrance used to be. Dovetailers from the Free Radical restrain prisoners in magnetic handcuffs; half of them have already given up struggling. In front, Alex holds the chain around a short, elderly woman’s wrists with his left hand. His right wields a Lazy, the tip jammed against the captive’s forehead.

			Hopper Gamma, the interim Base VI representative. Her face, with its button nose and weak jaw, is youthful, not what I’d expected of Wolf Omega’s replacement. But I’m careful not to underestimate her. Because she headed InfoTech for decades in Base I, the Moon’s capital, Hopper’s mind is a labyrinth of secrets. Those child-like eyes are piercing and clear.

			“Great place to hide, Nuclear, with all those giant magnets and lasers sitting around.” Alex sounds bored, but there’s an electric current running beneath his words, an intensity that I almost never hear from him. The old woman in his grip whimpers. He sneers. “Don’t worry; we won’t kill you. Dovetail’s after the puppeteers, not the poor minions tied to the strings.”

			Sol Eta asked me to deliver the final victory speech, but Alex begged me to let him do it. I surrendered the duty without hesitation. My mind is still whirling from my words earlier. Phaet Theta didn’t know how to shout. But this person I’ve become? She has no choice but to propel her voice into every crevice in people’s minds.

			Now Alex hands Hopper off to two Dovetail fighters. “Load her up—we’ll take her home as a souvenir.”

			The soldiers grasp our prisoner’s elbows and sweep her off to the side.

			“I rotted on this base for more’n three years with the lot of you,” Alex says. “Worked as a data monkey till my eyes bled. These two”—he points at Mitchell and Rose—“made it bearable by hating it too. Cobalt in the next solar system over? Committee wants it for weapons, not pretty blue face paint, as some of us may have hoped.” Grim chuckles from the crowd; Rose laughs a bit too loudly, and Mitchell shushes her. “The Dovetail life’s better. Take it, or we will take you out.”

			Stepping to the front of the crowd, I toss a grenade-sized firecracker upward. It spins like one of my daggers, exploding at its zenith in a small flare of black, silver, and red—the colors of the rebellion.

			The girl named after the Dove star has marked Dovetail’s territory.

			But after the embers float down, there aren’t cheers. No movement. Just thousands of eyes staring at the black hole statue, which is now lit.

			“We are disappointed in you, Base VI.” The voice is slick, smooth, spine-chilling. The center of the black hole projects a hologram of four shadowy figures, towering above us and filling up the pitifully small space. The four faceless Committee members who aren’t here. To see them dwarf the stars drains away every bit of happiness I have.

			We should’ve disabled signal transmission from Base I, the capital, as soon as we got here.

			“Despite your intelligence, you have joined the side of chaos. Of increasing entropy,” Hydrus Iota, the Base I representative, goes on. “We only wanted to restore order to the Moon and bring it to the Earth—so that no climate or resource wars ever happen again. Anywhere.” What about the catastrophe happening right now? I want to interject. “But you do not want the same perfect world. And because of your astounding betrayal, we will never let you forget that you are surrounded by instruments of our power.”

			He lets the words sink in, lets us picture the nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons orbiting the Earth and Moon, lets us imagine the chaos if they used one here.

			“I’m with you, Committee!” shouts a man’s voice from the back of the crowd. Senseless loyalist.

			“We want you back!” someone else hollers. “No more hunger, no more chaos!”

			Soon, other voices—those of dissent—overtake the loyalists, but their words echo in my head. They think life was better before, when they weren’t hungry and afraid of what Dovetail would bring . . . I can empathize with that. But having the Committee back? That’s the easy way out, and it’ll only lead to tyranny.

			Suddenly, the entire base shudders; small dust clouds fill the air, as if in a moonquake. People drop to the ground and cover their heads, a reflex honed through many emergency drills. Fear roils through me again—a moonquake killed my father, and so many of my worst memories are associated with them. But this isn’t a moonquake. After the first tremor, there are no more.

			“A mini-nuke!” people are calling. “They dropped a mini-nuke on Recreation!”

			The Committee’s shadowy heads nod, once. They attacked the base, I think in horror. They attacked the base, in the spot where children play.

			“That is all . . . for now,” Hydrus says.

			The holograms disappear, and for many moments, the only sound I hear is the pounding of my own heart.

			Afterward, there’s hardly celebration. Dovetail’s soldiers, shaken by the Committee’s threat, carry body after broken body—rebel and loyalist alike; they all look the same—to the Singularity’s Medical Department, which is both understocked and understaffed. Some loyalists manage to zip away on Pygmette speeders, and Yinha barks at us to let them go. No point in risking more lives to capture aging rich people who (we hope) can’t help the Committee much.

			I help move an unconscious Militia soldier out of the way; I support her feet, while a balding man with a patchy beard and deep-set frown lifts her by the shoulders. “About time you Dovetailers arrived,” he says, cracking a smile. “You’d better start shipping water and food over here or we’ll have to visit the Free Radical and take it ourselves.”

			He’s joking, but it puts me on edge. Dovetail counted on restocking our dwindling rations with this base’s supplies. Instead, it seems we’ve got to provide for them too. How many hungry mouths did we add to our ranks by taking the Singularity? Dovetail will need to capture another base, and soon. The thought makes me hang my head in exhaustion.

			“I thought the Singularity would have . . . more,” I say dumbly. “More of everything.”

			The man scoffs. “You think the Committee would let us keep our supplies once we started making trouble? They took the food we grew, the clothes we made, sent it all to the more obedient bases. What was left the Beetles hoarded away in the Defense Department. Took some to Earth when they fled yesterday, and they’re running away with the rest as we speak.”

			Earth. I think of Saint Oda, where finding food was as simple as walking through Wes’s backyard or wading into the sea. Where clear water bubbled up from the ground. That city’s an ash heap now, but Earth is still a planet of plenty, a planet that could help us . . .

			If only Battery Bay, the rival of Pacifia, the Committee’s ally, hadn’t rebuffed our every communication with either radio silence or a sharp warning not to contact them again. Messages communicating our goodwill haven’t undone decades of distrust. Friendly Lunars? To the Batterers, that’s an oxymoron.

			“Sage,” the man says, lifting me out of my rumination. We’ve reached Medical and drop the Militia soldier off nearby. “Look at this base, at that flag. Isn’t she a beauty?”

			Slowly, I raise my eyes. Civilians are unfurling Dovetail’s banner from the ceiling: a silver-and-red bird on black fabric. Silver represents the Moon, black the empty space surrounding it, red the blood shed by the Committee. I hook my thumbs together and spread my fingers over my heart, pride filling me up. My little sister, Anka, whose name means “phoenix,” created the banner design.

			A majority of the Dovetail company will stay here to strengthen our hold—mostly new recruits and their superiors. Alex, Yinha, and I board the one Omnibus bound for home. The Dovetail leadership needs us there, and my family needs me. Or is it the other way around? The longer this war drags on, the more I depend on them to help me feel something again, especially after battle. To dissipate the numbness. I keep them safe, and they keep me human.
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			THE OFFICERS’ DECK OF THE OMNIBUS BUZZES with conversation. Across the aisle from me, Yinha speaks with Rose, who’s traveling home with us to the Free Radical to advance Dovetail’s espionage efforts. Yinha’s stopped taking notes; with a half-smile, she listens to Rose’s soft voice and watches her slim white hands gesticulate. Rose uses them often when she talks, more than compensating for her legs’ stillness.

			Yinha’s never looked so . . . okay after a battle. Perhaps it’s Rose’s hacking pedigree, the fact that she and Singularity recruits like her give us an edge against the Committee. Or maybe it’s something else. If Rose can make Yinha smile despite recent bloodshed, then she deserves a place among us.

			Nearer the flight deck, clustered in a ring of seats, several Dovetail officers send rapid-fire updates to our leaders on the Free Radical. We’ve captured the most important loyalist leader, Hopper Gamma. Some lesser ones have fled to Bases I, II, III, and V. An amazing victory, but we’d be foolish to dwell on it, lest the Committee take back lost ground while we’re distracted. Already, the Dovetail leaders are discussing our next moves.

			More battle. More death. The thought of killing again sickens me.

			Suddenly, I am not only alone but also devastatingly lonely.

			Seeking someone—anyone—for company, I cross the narrow, low-ceilinged room, applying little downward force on the floor so that in moon-grav I don’t bounce too high and hit my head. Two-thirds of the ceiling’s lights are off to save hydrogen fuel. Alex sits alone in a dark corner, next to a window. Through it is dark, unknowable, unending space; Mars, a small dot, flashes rusty red amidst the blackness.

			Alex is applying black dye from a narrow cylindrical object to a stack of bound paper: the ancient Earthbound writing method. His hands and feet are too big for his body, making him look clumsy when he’s not fighting. He’s tall, but he looks shorter sitting down because of his disproportionately long legs. He crosses them, one foot bouncing up and down.

			To avoid annoying him, I sit down a meter away without saying a word.

			“You know, Dove Girl.” Alex doesn’t lift his eyes from his work. “I write with pen and paper to repel snooping eyes, not attract them.”

			From the inflections in his voice, I know Alex is trying to amuse me. With rebels and loyalist hackers engaged in a snooping war, non-digital records are more secure than handscreen and HeRP files. Information about strategy, about leaders, soldiers, and their families—that is, information about anyone—has become more valuable than drinkable water, and both sides know it. Even though we have cut off Base IV from the Committee’s network, knocked out all their cameras, and put up multiple firewalls, Dovetail still encrypts every communication, of which there are few. Ninety-nine percent of our discussions happen face-to-face.

			“What disruptive things are you putting in there?” I mean to tease Alex, but my voice sounds morbid. The Committee punishes the crime of “disruptive print” with quarantine, imprisonment, heavy fines, and execution by laser fire, as I learned a year and a half ago. After my mother penned Dovetail’s manifesto and got caught, I had to watch the government destroy her life one step at a time—and was powerless to stop it.

			“I’m recording how it feels to fight.” Alex sounds downcast as well. “Sights, sounds, smells—and emotions. The conflicts beneath our skin, the ones Journalists leave out of articles, because they’re ‘subjective’ or too difficult to wrap up in words. I’ll give you an example. Medium hate feels hot, but intense hate feels cold. Did you know that?”

			I’d rather avoid such emotions altogether. But, like anyone, I fail. Often.

			“There’s gotta be someone you hate with all your atoms and more,” Alex says. “Even you, Dove Girl.”

			Especially me. I medium-hate the Committee members, the General, Corporal Cressida Psi for tormenting my family; my head heats up when I think of them, so much that I can almost hear gray matter sizzling in my skull. But at the same time, I understand their reasons for doing what they did. In some sick way, I even empathize. They love order; they think the only way to preserve it is by holding power over countless individuals. They’re evil, but they truly believe they’re working for  the common good.

			The only person who turns me frigid with hate is the thing who seduced Wes’s sister, Murray; killed his teammate; and convinced Wes’s father to send me on a suicide mission after old secrets came to light. Then, because he couldn’t have me ruin his perfect reputation on the Moon, he decided to destroy me—and nearly succeeded, luring me into the Committee’s clutches under the guise of helping my brother. Remembering Lazarus Penny numbs my conscience with frostbite; hate twists my features at the mere thought. Were he around, I might slide a dagger between his ribs and not feel a thing.

			Alex scoots away from me, holding his hands up in self-defense. “You see what I mean? As soon as you remembered your little devil, you went from peace ’n’ hearts Dove Girl to the scariest ice queen I ever saw.”

			“‘My’ little devil is your philosopher of a former teammate.” My voice is a monotone; my tongue refuses to utter his name aloud.

			Alex snorts. “Lazarus, a philosopher? He spends too much time admiring his own face to have any left for navel-gazing.” Then Alex’s face turns serious again. “He’s had a hard life, Phaet. No one taught him what love is. Not even his parents. He fled to Saint Oda looking for it—showed up covered in scars both on his skin and beneath it. But he left their abuse far too late. All he wants is to come down on the right side of history, with the Committee, and he confuses that wish for being loved by the world.”

			I look away, and Alex stops talking. It’s too strange to think of Lazarus as starved for love, as having longings of his own. My ears seem to reject any sympathetic words for the charming snake who betrayed me and everyone I care about. Who has he gotten in with now? I wonder, my heart thumping with anxiety. The Committee, most likely, but he could also be hiding on a Dovetail base . . . or even on Earth.

			“I understand your hypothesis about temperature dependence on hate intensity,” I snap at Alex. “We can move on.”

			“Nerd,” Alex mutters.

			“Recording feelings still seems . . . unnecessary. To me.”

			“Even for posterity?” Alex blows on the ink to dry it and snaps his notebook shut. “Ariel Phi’s a Lunar like you, yet he thinks it’s worthwhile.” These past few months, Umbriel’s twin brother and Alex have spent hours talking in their free time. Probably about abstract, impractical issues like these.

			“Someday I’ll write a story that’ll transport people into our minds and souls,” Alex continues. “They’ll live as we live by reading my words. Nitty-gritty details don’t have to be true, but the feelings do.”

			I blink at him, wondering how anyone could think of posterity when day-to-day survival is so uncertain.

			“Planning gives me something to live for.” Alex crosses his long legs on the bench. A stray beam of sunlight sneaks in through a window, highlighting every pinch in his facial muscles. “City’s gone, family’s dead. You still have a brother and a sister, Phaet, so you don’t know how dry and empty life is once they’ve wiped all your blood off the face of the Earth. Every last drop.”

			I wince, aching for him. When Pacifia and the Militia jointly invaded Saint Oda nine months ago, the Pacifian army murdered Alex’s family. They surrounded their grain and vegetable farm, spraying fire onto the crops at the edge, and then moved in and killed survivors.

			I remember those flaming fields. I took the smoke into my lungs.

			And I hate that Alex’s suffering makes me feel fortunate. Will the guilt ever leave? Even if I saw the Odans settled again, and safe, I’d know that innocents—including Alex’s entire family—died due to my oversights.

			“I’ll tell you a secret, Dove Girl. Before I met you, I hated you. The Lunar castaway who brought the wrath of the Committee and Pacifia down on Saint Oda? I thought it was typical selfish demon behavior, and I was going to write you off forever.”

			“I’ve been wondering why you didn’t,” I whisper.

			Alex shrugs. “You were an idiot, not a fiend. And on top of that, Wes cares about you, and he doesn’t care about just anybody.”

			Wes . . . I must’ve meant something to him when we trained in Militia, laughed together while drunk on the stars above, traversed the Earth’s wide ocean, shared a kiss that tasted like smoke. But half a year has passed, and we’ve had more important things to do than reminisce, especially when remembering is so painful.

			“Wes is the only person I have left,” Alex says. “My Astrophysics friends—and don’t tell this to Rose—they’re amazing, but they mostly just helped pass the time. They don’t know me; I couldn’t let them know me. Not like Wes. If he wanted me to help you out, by God, that’s what I’ve got to do.”

			Part of me wants to change the subject, to forget Wes, at least for the time being. Another part—the masochistic part—enjoys this conversation. It proves that Wes is real, not some golden being my brain conjured up.

			“I wish we could hear from him,” I say. “Even if it was computer code saying he’s all right.”

			“He’d probably write us in zeroes and ones,” Alex says, a small smile on his mouth. “Using binary just to mess with our heads.”

			“Or to show off,” I agree, remembering Wes’s technical brilliance and occasionally irritating jokes.

			Dovetail has discontinued communication with him. The loyalists had infiltrated the Odan Earth-Moon communication system and could use anything we said as a weapon. It was for everyone’s good, but
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