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			UMBRIEL SAYS I’M SO GOOD WITH PLANTS because I’m as quiet as they are.

			He might be wrong. According to the oldest people here, green growths weren’t always silent: leaves once cartwheeled in the wind, and storms snatched branches from trunks with deafening cracks. But these plants surrounding me are mute apple trees, strawberry bushes, and cotton shrubs with fibers and filaments of cellulose that would, if they could, complain about never anchoring in the earthen soil and never seeing the light of day, except through the carbon-reinforced glass of the Greenhouse 22 roof.

			I used to imagine their limbs lengthening toward the tantalizing sliver of a sphere along the horizon, trying to stretch away from this barren, cratered satellite and reach the Earth we all came from. I stopped sympathizing with them at thirteen, when I converted the energy of my childish fancies into relentless concentration in Primary Education. Now we come to the greenhouses after class to make extra money. I don’t try to understand the plants anymore. I just take care of them.

			“Phaet!” Umbriel says. Because my name’s pronounced “fate,” it sounds like destiny’s calling every time someone addresses me. “This one’s growing quickly. Can you bring me the stake?”

			He stands a few meters down the row of flowering apple trees, scrutinizing a branch that has gotten too long and upset the balance of the sapling. It looks like one of those old Earth buildings called “skyscrapers,” shrunken down and ready to tip over. Ironic, that name. We are closer to the sky than they ever were.

			To reach him, I leap across the plants between us. There are no grav-magnets above our heads, so acrobatics unimaginable in the rest of Base IV are possible here. I relish the sight of my billowing, white clothes until gravity pulls me back down.

			We strap a pole to the sapling’s trunk so that the lengthening branch doesn’t cause it to tilt farther. Umbriel’s awkwardly tall body resembles the skinny tree we’re disciplining, a likeness intensified by the matching green of his clothes. Smiling, I scoop smelly compost from a box with a small shovel and spread it in a ring around the base of the trunk.

			Moisture hits my scalp while I work: the spray nozzles in the ceiling have released water onto the left side of my head. Umbriel bunches his sleeve around his hand and uses it to soak up the droplets in my tightly coiled hair. “Let’s hope this dries before Dorado sees. Heh—aren’t you a waste of water.”

			H2O is dear to us; it costs three Sputniks for a one-liter canteen of the stuff to drink. If we’re lucky, Dorado, the head Agriculture specialist, who never enters the greenhouses himself, isn’t watching the cameras closely. He’s old, at least seventy, and dozes off on the job unless he’s shaking his cane at us clumsy young folk. In spite of the inconvenience we’ve caused him, I think he likes us.

			When we were eleven, Umbriel tripped over a pumpkin vine and landed face-first in a clump of Vaccinium-8, a bioengineered variety of fist-sized blueberries with savagely poisonous leaves. Dorado heard shouts of agony through the security screens, saw splotches of scarlet erupt on Umbriel’s skin, and summoned a team of Medics on the spot. It was a special case, he’d told us, because we were young; normally he wouldn’t call Medics for workers’ nonlethal accidents. That’s when I began hoping to become a Bioengineer—so I’d get to work on projects like reducing the plants’ toxin levels while increasing their nutritional content.

			I don’t usually slip up—and neither does Umbriel, not anymore. We trained under heavy supervision for three years before they gave us duties, and for good reason. Greenhouse plants supply the bulk of the base’s nutrition, as well as the cotton in our robes and the oxygen we breathe. Above my head, solar-powered filters dump carbon dioxide into the greenhouse and pump oxygen to the rest of the base.

			I’ll admit that I’m distracted today. This morning, my mother left for her job in the Journalism Department with circular blue imprints under her eyes. She hasn’t looked alert for a few days but has refused to say why. Apprehension has been thrashing around in my heart, unspoken and squashed down by my will. Regardless, I can’t hide my worry from Umbriel.

			“What’s bugging you? Not the flat-ended bees, I hope. The hive people had to harvest honey today. Neither species was very happy about it.”

			Umbriel knows that being surrounded by organisms—sprouting and growing and living—usually puts a serene, if not content, expression on my face. When the slightest crease appears on my forehead, he feels he must erase it with a joke or two.

			“I know—it’s that chemistry test. You probably bombed it. Your name’s going to flop off the top of the science-area listing.”

			Now he’s appealing to my pride by bringing up my Primary ranking, the reward for long nights of studying, of pinching my forearms to stay awake and mumbling formulae to drown out the complaints of my empty stomach. It’ll someday get me a job in the Bioengineering Department—and along with that position, state-of-the-art equipment to tinker with and design team members who’ll give me both respect and space to think. The entire base gave respect and distance to the Bioengineer who modified honeybee homeotic genes to strip the species of stingers. I, too, want to create something new with the tools nature has provided. I’d also earn an engineer’s high salary, though that’s secondary.

			As Umbriel straps another tree to a post, he studies me with eyes so dark I can’t tell where the pupils and irises meet. Stumped, he slaps his gloved hands together three times, as if dusting them off. It’s an old signal of ours. We’ll talk later, when there’s greater likelihood of privacy.

			“Guess you’re just tired, then,” he says.

			He taps the back of his left hand and turns it toward me. His handscreen—the circular layer of flexible polymer fused with his skin—reads 16:58. Two minutes remain until we can go home to the Residential Department, him to the Phi complex and me to Theta.

			When we’ve finished off the compost, we walk past other temperate fruit-bearing species to the perimeter of the dome. Our two-person transport, made of fiberglass embedded with carbon nanotubes, has a nose shaped like an old-fashioned bullet. It’s a retired Militia ship that has been stripped of its tinted shell and fitted with a storage bin on the rear, into which we pile our shovels, hoes, empty compost sacks, extra stakes, and soiled gloves. The thing miraculously didn’t explode in space combat or get piloted into an asteroid by some novice soldier during its fighting years. Today, it sports only a few scars where the self-sensing material grew back after being punctured by small particles.

			I take the driver’s seat and enter the password—6, 8, 8, 6—into a keypad, another relic from the past. Nowadays, secure access doors and vehicles all have fingertip scanners.

			Umbriel parks himself next to me, patting my shoulder the way he does when he’s not sure what to say. Last year, we took our first pilot’s tests, excited at the prospect of flying the endless distances between the Agriculture terminal and our assigned greenhouses instead of hitching rides with older workers. Because I had scrutinized the steering mechanisms—and studied the transport manual—I passed the written and practical portions in half the time allotted. Umbriel didn’t; he forgot the scientific names of the delicate plants over which we’re not allowed to fly and failed the written. I’m secretly glad that he can’t travel far by himself. For convenience’s sake, Dorado still assigns us to work the same plants at the same times.

			I crank the bottom-thruster lever all the way up. With a sputter, the old transport lifts us two, four, six meters in the air. I set the transport to lateral mode, push the joystick—I try three times before it stops jamming—and we’re flying over the garden below.

			Umbriel sucks in a breath, uncomfortable with me doing something as “dangerous” as piloting a transport. “I’ll never get used to this. . . . Next year I’ll pass that, er, exam.”

			I glance at him and laugh as he polishes his incisors with his tongue—our code for “blast, how dumb.” Not far from sticking our tongues out like annoyed little kids, which is precisely the point.

			There’s the familiar whoosh of cool air and the change of scent from plant fragrances to plastic and glass as we exit Greenhouse 22 into the main terminal of Agriculture. My eyes painfully adjust to the shift from soothing green to blinding white. The entire interior of Base IV is white, which best insulates us from the volatile temperature fluctuations of the Moon’s crust. My body slumps as the grav-magnets in the ceiling repel the diamagnetic water molecules in my system to make me as heavy as I’d be on Earth. If not for the magnetic force supplementing lunar gravity, everyone would shrivel from muscle atrophy or osteopenia.

			We zip past the greenhouses, each half a kilometer in diameter and climate controlled to suit its plant species. Greenhouse 17, tropical fruits; 14, cotton and indigo; 13, coniferous forest. Last year, when Dorado assigned us to 12, paddy crops, we wore bizarre rubber overalls and sowed rice, poking each other with muddy fingers whenever we finished a row.

			Finally, I park the transport in the lobby. Leaving the transport in its designated spot, we step out and enter the expansive Atrium, where Base IV’s complex network of hallways meets. Each of the six bases has its own departments needed for subsistence, from Agriculture, where food is grown, to Culinary, where it’s prepared, to Market, where it’s finally sold. Law, Defense, Sanitation, Recreation—they all serve concrete purposes in our lives. We always know where to go when we need something, but many departments are off-limits to nonemployees—like Journalism, where my mother works.

			Umbriel slings an arm around my shoulder. People push and shove, all wearing the robe colors of their respective apartment complexes. Scattered throughout are black-suited clusters of Militia soldiers, or as we call them, “Beetles.” Their shiny-visored black helmets obscure their faces, mimicking the reflectivity of insect shells.

			Wrongdoers must hide their activities from both the Beetles and the two-meter-high convex security mirrors that stretch toward the ceiling. Civilians are supposed to check the security mirrors and report suspicious activity to the nearest Beetle, but I’ve never seen any criminals in action. Maybe that’s because I don’t pay enough attention—I don’t want to approach the intimidating Militia.

			Headlines from the Luna Daily roll across the domed ceiling in block-shaped print:

			MISSION TO OBERON SUCCESSFUL—SAMPLES TO BE TRANSPORTED TO GEOLOGY LAB

			BASE III MILITIA HALTS EARTHBOUND ATTACK

			The capital letters on the high-resolution screens worsen the visual clutter, and the pulsing crowd makes my discomfort around large numbers of people impossible to ignore. Umbriel clutches me tighter, using his height and sure footwork to drive us through.

			STANDING COMMITTEE COMMENDS BASE I AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION

			Sometimes, the Committee—the six people, one from each base, who govern the Moon—directly addresses the public. I’m glad they’re not appearing on the news tonight, because they’d make my head spin even faster from fear. Whenever they give a public address, they use lighting that reveals only their silhouettes, turning them into towering black shadows. Hiding their features allows them to lead quiet lives outside of the government buildings; they also use pseudonyms. If I met the Base IV representative in Market, I wouldn’t recognize her.

			Fortunately, the chances of an unknowing encounter with a Committee member are tiny, because the Committee resides on Base I to facilitate meetings. The oldest Base is located all the way near the North Pole, on the rim of the Peary Crater. In contrast, Base IV is a few kilometers from the equator, on Oceanus Procellarum—one of the dark basalt seas formed by ancient magma deposits—and slouches against the wall of the Copernicus crater, which protects its western portion from meteorite bombardment.

			After exiting the huge dome and bumping along arched white hallways barely wide enough for me and Umbriel, we reach Theta, one of twenty identical apartment complexes. A four-meter-high letter “[image: ]” greets us out front. The can-shaped elevator takes us up to the eighth floor. At my apartment, 808, I press my fingertip to the scanner, and the doors slide open.

			We stop in the white cylinder of a bedroom I share with my sister to stow Agriculture’s shovel, trimming knife, and gloves under the shelf that holds my little moss garden. The stuff grows under the angiosperms in the greenhouses; Dorado considers it parasitic, so we pluck it away. But I once snuck some home, filled a tray with pilfered soil, and laid stripes of light green sphagnum and brownish cap moss across its surface. I’d get locked up if anyone found out I’m cultivating unregulated life-forms, but it’s worth the risk. The moss brings me peace in a life of constant studying, working, and looking over my shoulder. It’s the most low-maintenance companionship one could ask for, and it reminds me that things are more than what they seem. Its uneven clumps look like shrunken versions of Earth’s rolling hills, and the sporophyte stalks resemble trees. Not that I’ve ever seen the hills, except in old pictures. But I’ve tried looking, even though I know the Moon is too far away, by squinting at Earth through the greenhouse windows while the sun shone.

			My room is so small that when Umbriel and I sit on my cot, we see both the moss garden and our reflections in the desk mirror. I uncoil my hair and pick apart the braid, shaking loose the feeling that someone’s been yanking on it all day. Agriculture, like many of the scientific departments, expects females to bind our hair so we don’t shed or tangle it in expensive equipment. The style is a headache to create every morning and literally a headache to wear during the day.

			I lower my cheek onto Umbriel’s solid shoulder, but because our faces are pointy from daily bouts of hunger, the pressure soon hurts my bones and I have to sit back up. We both have tan skin from working in the greenhouses and eyes the same shade of onyx: mine long and sloped, his wide and penetrating. Our hair was the same color too, in our childhood, but now mine is shot through with silver veins, the tails of miniature comets hurtling across my head. The rest is dark as the spaces between the stars.

			Looking at my hair, Umbriel clicks his tongue. “Take it easy, will you? There’s a whole new section here that’s gray. I’m starting to worry about your worrying.” The fingers of his right hand untangle the knots at the ends of my hair—fingers that have vexed me time and again by snatching fruit off shrubs and depositing them in his pockets. For free produce, he’s willing to risk spending a few days locked up—though he’s gotten so good at evading security that I think he no longer worries about the danger.

			Before he continues the conversation, we sit on our left hands to cover the microscopic audio receptors on our handscreens. It’s a common practice, but I still grin for a moment. It’s always funny to me that people having the most serious talks look the silliest, hands firmly tucked under gluteals.

			Powered by our blood circulation, handscreens perform the functions of old Earthbound computers and link us to the Base IV network. Every five-year-old must report to the Medical Department, fall unconscious under morphine, and remain so while specialists fuse flesh with technology. We use handscreens to compute figures, read uploaded books, watch news broadcasts, and view other peoples’ statistics on demand; Medical also uses them to monitor our vital signs, like heart rate and body temperature. However, we can’t send messages or receive communications unless they’re transmitted directly from a department. And everyone knows—though the Committee doesn’t tell us—that in some undisclosed location, their agents listen to the multitude of handscreen feeds to root out threats to national security. Maybe the Committee’s okay with our knowing because it discourages bad behavior. I’ve never felt unsafe—but I wish they’d leave us alone.

			“What was bothering you earlier?” Umbriel says. “My guesses have all been wrong so far . . . Oh?”

			A third person appears in the mirror, fragmenting our short-lived privacy. We turn away from our reflections. Umbriel huffs in annoyance, but I don’t, not after I see who it is.

			My ten-year-old sister, Anka, stands at the door, staring at us with eyes identical to mine, except that hers glisten with innocence—and at this moment, fear. She could have been me five years ago, with her full cheeks and black hair, but she allots herself more words per hour than I ever did. I tug Umbriel to his feet.

			“Um, can you guys come out?” Anka’s voice is a nervous whisper, turned down to about five percent of its usual intensity. Her hands are clasped together, right palm concealing her handscreen. “There’s this weird boy. . . . The door light blinked, and I forgot to check the camera, and I opened up, and now he won’t leave.”

			No. We haven’t had an unexpected visitor since last year, when my brother, Cygnus, was quarantined for a vicious stomach virus. Three weeks later, Medical dumped him on our doormat, having hoisted away 20 percent of our savings for his treatment.

			I remember learning that Earthbound creatures like mice and birds have such high heart rates that their pulses sound like humming. I’d never thought that my own heart could take off at a pace that might rival theirs.

			But as the three of us tumble into the main room, it misses beat after beat. Saving them up for what will come.
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			THE ONLY NOISE IS THE FAINT WHIRRING OF our half-meter-tall maintenance robot, Tinbie, as he zips around on rickety wheels and sucks up debris. His eyes light up yellow in victory whenever he rids the floor of a particularly large chunk. But machines, even rotund benevolent ones, are insensitive in difficult situations.

			Cygnus crosses his arms over his chest, trying to make his lanky thirteen-year-old body appear imposing. Like Umbriel, he looks as if someone grabbed both ends of his prepubescent self and pulled. He holds his right shoulder higher than his left, a result of spending so many hours fooling around on his handscreen.

			Tinbie darts between my brother’s feet and circles the boy—almost a man—who faces him. Our visitor wears the ultramarine robes of the Kappa complex and the white cross badge of a Medical assistant. His hair shines like a roll of copper wire. And his right hand is fastened onto the left arm of my indignant little mother.

			I’ve always thought of her as little, regardless of my own size. Not only is she small compared to other adults, but she has a petite nose and the hands of a child. After years of pressing her lips together, sucking them in as if worried she’ll say something she shouldn’t, her mouth has become tiny too, a pink contour framed by deep creases in her skin.

			“Mom’s not sick.” Cygnus’s voice cracks in his agitation. “Don’t take her away.”

			“It’s a passing bug,” Mom insists, annoyed. “On its way out. Don’t squander a Medical room on me.”

			The Medical worker glances at the floor. “I’m sorry, Ms. Mira, but my supervisor told me that another assistant marked you as an infectious threat. Your handscreen sensor indicated that you had a fever of 310.7 Kelvin this morning. We’ve got to quarantine you.” His diminutive voice has a slight rhythmic lilt and a slow, muffled quality; he sounds like he’s talking through cotton balls.

			“No.” Anka grabs Mom’s limp hand. “You’re making that up.”

			As if taken aback by Anka’s impertinence, Tinbie tucks himself under the kitchen table, his vacuuming duties finished. Cygnus scrambles to put Anka’s meaning in gentler terms for the benefit of the Committee’s handscreen eavesdroppers.

			“Mr. Medical worker, there has to be a glitch in the system. She’s fine.”

			Frowning, Copper Head applies an adhesive thermometer to Mom’s forehead. His vertebrae are stacked one on top of the other, ironing out the natural arch of his back. But I notice he pulls back from Cygnus. Maybe he’s as nervous as we are.

			“She’s at 311 Kelvin now . . . no glitch, sorry to say.”

			This morning, I thought Mom was simply fatigued. But upon closer examination, I see that her breath is too fast and her complexion too pink, as if all the blood is trying to escape the surface of her skin. Why doesn’t Copper Head let her sit down? I compress my eyes and lips into a glare in his direction.

			Whoosh. The doors to our apartment slide open. I gasp, even though extra visitors shouldn’t come as a surprise after Anka’s outburst. My sister yelps; Cygnus shrinks away from Copper Head. Umbriel edges in front of me, chest squared to the new arrivals.

			“Is there a problem here?” In stride two Militia corporals, their special rank denoted by the yellow patches on their jackets. Their boots clack in unison as they finish walking. The shorter holds a glossy handgun by her side, her finger on the trigger.

			Copper Head looks bewildered by the Militia’s intrusion, but like the rest of us, he should have expected it. “I—I didn’t require backup. . . .”

			The taller soldier draws his finger across his throat, silencing Copper Head.

			I’ve never been this close to Beetles before, let alone officers. In the midst of my panic, what strikes me most is their cold efficiency, developed over years of patrolling, prodding, and pummeling. Not only have they survived Militia training, during which many initiates die of exhaustion, decompression, or sabotage, but they’ve either outplaced dozens of their former peers or fought their way to a higher rank. Maybe they’ve even traveled off the Moon in the name of serving the Committee.

			The taller corporal’s featureless head swivels as he takes in his surroundings: our bare walls, plastic furniture, spotless floor.

			“Ah!” When he spots Tinbie, he hurries to the table, squats beside the robot, and rubs the top of his cubic head. Tinbie emits a series of clicks. “Cute. I haven’t seen one of these since I was a trainee.”

			So much for efficiency. I will the corporal to continue indulging his penchant for antique robotics, thankful that we never saved enough money to replace Tinbie with a newer model.

			Across the room, Mom kisses the top of Anka’s head. My sister begins to whimper, and the corporal, forgetting Tinbie, swings around to point the handgun at her throat.

			I let out a hiss. How could anyone show more compassion to a robot than a human girl?

			Mom takes Anka in her arms, turning her back to the soldiers. She looks over her shoulder at them, teeth bared.

			“Usually we aim at the forehead.” The corporal’s pronunciation is distorted, his vowels too narrow. Although a helmet masks his face, I know he’s smiling. “I want to take out the brat’s voice box instead.”

			Cygnus jams a hand over Anka’s mouth, his face sallow and still.

			The corporal sends a violet laser beam into the wall by their heads. When my siblings hold each other closer, eyes shut tight, he cackles.

			“Beaters,” Umbriel whispers in my ear. The revulsion in his voice sets that word aflame. My throat convulses with disgust.

			Beaters—Militia members, usually higher-ranked officers, who adjust too well to positions of power—are a Lunar legend. No one starts out cruel, I’ve heard, but after years of answering to hardly anyone, these soldiers grow sicker than anyone they’re assigned to quarantine or imprison.

			“Every minute this quarantine is delayed,” drawls the shorter corporal, “heightens the danger surrounding Mira Theta as an infectious threat. Medical needs two or three months to treat her.”

			Umbriel squeezes my shoulders tighter, keeping me upright. The Committee quarantines sick people for treatment because in the cramped bases, infection spreads quickly. As Medical can fix anything else in a matter of hours, extended stays are reserved for life-threatening cases.

			The shorter Beater continues, “Her children may not see her or speak to her during treatment. Mira, come quietly.”

			“Ow!” Cygnus cries.

			Fighting to reach Mom, Anka has bitten Cygnus’s finger, but he grabs her again. Mom yanks her arm out of Copper Head’s grip and stumbles toward her youngest child. But before she can come within a meter of Anka, the corporals grasp her elbows. While Mom squirms, the taller soldier rams the butt of his gun into her belly. The other presses the tip of her weapon to Mom’s forehead, yanking on her earlobe with her other hand. The agony distorting Mom’s sharp face indicates that if she could do more than whimper, she would scream.

			How many times have the corporals performed this maneuver, amused by the helplessness of their prey? If these are the lower-ranking officers, the malice of their superiors—who take orders from the Committee and no one else—must be even more repulsive.

			Copper Head turns to me for the first time. His irises have the gray sheen of cold steel; they send shudders down my spine. He mouths, I’m so, so sorry.

			Stop apologizing, I want to snap. But I refrain—I don’t like talking to strangers, because my high-pitched voice makes me sound fragile. It might give the Beaters more ways to amuse themselves.

			Mom opens her rough, dry lips for the first time. “Just wait,” she rasps to me.

			Of course I’ll wait for her to come back. My siblings and I have never gone a day without seeing her. Now she’ll be away for at least two months.

			The officers drag Mom out of our home. Struggling against them with the remainder of her strength, she kicks Tinbie by accident. He topples over, clicks twice, and powers off. The yellow radiance vanishes from his eyes.

			Copper Head follows the Beaters, hands behind his back, eyes on the ground. Before the group passes through the doors, Mom gives me a hard stare, her dreamer’s eyes bloodshot. “You’ve always been ready for this,” she says. Then she’s gone.
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			I begin my life without Mom by looking backward. For nine years, this feeling has been first on my list of things to forget: impermeable stillness, a gnawing hollow between my lungs.

			Dad’s hands were rough when he showed me how to swing a chisel-tip hammer—against Mom’s wishes—but his arms were soft when he hugged me after I got it right. He brought home surface samples from his Geology Department lab and pointed out all the glittering crystals you could see if you held a rock up to one eye and closed the other. He spoke of the little things in our world people too easily overlook: the ever-changing clouds that blanket distant Earth, the spread of colors that appeared on a wall when he held a test tube of water to the sun. Rainbows without rain, and he made them just for me.

			He died. When he went to the Far Side to excavate the misnamed Love Crater, a ten-minute long, 5.1-magnitude moonquake tipped his supposedly first-rate topographical utility vehicle, shook and shook the thing until its pressurized interior burst. I was six.

			When we got the news via handscreen message, it felt like this. Only Mom and I remember that time—but I try not to, and she pretends not to.

			Anka interrupts my thoughts with a wordless wail.

			“We’re all sad, Anka.” Cygnus’s voice wavers. “Don’t make it worse.”

			“Yeah, and don’t you either.” Umbriel catches Anka’s hands mid-flail and kneels before her. “We’ll be okay. Your mom will be okay.”

			I approach them, unsure how to comfort my sister.

			“No, we won’t!” Anka sobs.

			“Shh,” Umbriel coos. “Phaet’s thinking hard. . . . She’s the smartest girl I know. She’ll come up with something. We’ll forget this whole Medical deal in a few months. Right, Anka? Right?”

			When Umbriel sees me hanging my head, his hand wraps around mine. My index finger traces circles around the new blister between his thumb and palm. He’s so accustomed to my presence, and to getting blisters, that he doesn’t notice.

			“Sorry,” Cygnus sighs through pursed lips. “I was being mean. . . .”

			“You’re always mean.” Anka’s voice has stabilized, to my relief.

			“Stop bickering and come over for dinner,” Umbriel says. “With Ariel and my parents. We can fix everything. Well, we can fix some things.”

			[image: ]

			After our quiet trek to the Phi building, the circular, white elevator opens onto their floor. In their apartment, Caeli Phi, Umbriel’s mother, cries loudly and wetly. Tears spill over her creased tan skin, giving it the sheen of polished wood. Her long arms set bowls and silverware on the table, repeatedly hug Cygnus, Anka, and me, and whirl with her body as she multitasks. She’s the closest thing to a hurricane we’ll ever see.

			Ariel, Umbriel’s twin brother, and Atlas, Umbriel’s father, stand dry-eyed in the living room, just out of the storm’s reach.

			“Oh dear, look at your hair.” Caeli’s a tall woman; she riffles through my mane with stubby fingers. “Even more gray. Ay, poor Mira—your poor mother . . . and no one to write the news, or cook, or watch over little Anka!”

			Atlas circles the kitchen table, pulling out stools for everyone. “Sit, sit, and we can talk this through.” A mid-level counselor in the Law Department, he’s accustomed to calming people in a civilized fashion, the first step of which is to have them take a seat. Atlas is tall, like his sons, but more solid; he serves as a human buffer when Caeli tells the boys off. Although the hair on the top of his head has seen denser days, he has the same thick eyebrows as Umbriel. I’ve never seen him use them to intimidate people, but I suppose he might in court.

			Everyone sits on a stool, covering their handscreens, except for Caeli. She bustles about, spooning onto each plate a mash of celery, carrots, and apricot-colored potato fortified with beta-carotene. After the storm comes the harvest, Dorado would say. Cygnus’s foot bounces with no predictable pattern; Anka squirms and sniffles in her seat. My siblings’ fight-or-flight reactions still haven’t run their course.

			Through a mouthful of potato salad, Atlas asks, “Have you three gotten an official notification from a department yet?”

			I shake my head. When a family’s situation changes—a death, an arrest, unemployment—its members receive instructions on how to proceed. Our message, when it arrives, won’t be pleasant. Without Mom’s work in the Journalism Department, we have no income but my pitiful earnings from Agriculture, two hundred Sputniks per month. Mom writes—she wrote—for the Opinions section of the Committee-funded Luna Daily. The Committee dictates which opinions suit the newspaper’s needs, so Mom never had to think on her own. No wonder they paid her only 1,200 Sputniks per month.

			I might not like all the Committee’s choices, but they’ve ensured the Lunar Bases’ survival on the ecologically hostile Moon. Tomfoolery resulting in leaks and broken filters—or an epidemic of illness—could kill off a whole base. They watch us to prevent catastrophes. We keep them in power, and they keep us alive—a good enough bargain for me.

			“Dad!” Umbriel’s fingers grip the edge of the table. “Couldn’t you wait to ask? They just took Ms. Mira half an hour ago—”

			“Who’s ‘they’?” Atlas asks.

			“Corporal Beaters,” Cygnus says. “I don’t know why they didn’t send privates.”

			Ariel and Atlas shudder.

			“That’s awful,” Ariel says. “And strange. You’d think corporals had more important things to do. Maybe the notification will explain—it should come within the next thirty minutes.” He frowns too, highlighting his resemblance to his twin. Unlike Umbriel, though, Ariel has pretty features and a slight frame, traits that make him seem younger. His skin is paler from staying out of the sun; even his lips are redder, like the peel of a Gala apple, and his nose rises to a graceful point. While Umbriel stares at people intensely, sometimes accusingly, Ariel gazes at them, his huge eyes closed halfway.

			Anka draws her knees to her chest. “I don’t want to know.”

			“Ay! Enough sadness. Eat, you kids.” Caeli takes her place on the last empty stool. “I spent all morning mashing potato.”

			As I squish a bite of salad with my tongue, a vibration rattles through my left hand; it travels down my spine, giving me the sensation that someone has dropped ice down the back of my robes. Anka’s and Cygnus’s shoulders jump to their ears. They’ve also received the notification.

			“Someone else read it,” says Anka.

			“Grits, my eyes must be coding wrong to my brain.” Cygnus holds his handscreen a decimeter from his eyes, blinking. “It’s from . . . from Shelter.”

			Atlas groans.

			I open the message on my handscreen, reading silently as Cygnus reads aloud.

			“CONDOLENCES FOR MIRA THETA’S MEDICAL CONDITION. REPORT TO THE SHELTER DEPARTMENT WITHIN TWELVE HOURS..2GIVEN THE DEFICIT IN THE FAMILY’S JOINT ACCOUNT AND PROJECTED MEDICAL EXPENSES, THIS IS THE OPTIMAL AND ONLY COURSE OF ACTION.”

			Translation: unless my family finds another way to support ourselves, we must give up our home and live in sordid Shelter, dwelling among vermin and disease and crime, and subsisting off the Committee’s meager handouts. To stay in Theta 808, we’d have to scrape together all the money to cover our dues to the Committee, rent, and Mom’s Medical bills in twenty days. It’s impossible. Part-time Agricultural assistant is probably the most lucrative job someone my age could hope for, and still the pay is not enough. Working in a high-paying Department, like Chemistry or Aerospace Engineering, is out of the question. It requires Specialization training, which I won’t complete until I’m twenty-three and have spent my required years in the Militia.

			We must obey Shelter’s directive. Cygnus knows it—and judging from her continued weeping, Anka knows it too.

			“They should live with us!” Umbriel blurts. “Please, Mom?”

			Caeli clears her throat. “My darling, we don’t have space for three more. As it is, there’s barely room for our family. . . . They can still come over for dinner, though.”

			“They can’t if they’re in that pit of a department,” says Umbriel. “Shelter residents need permits to leave.”

			“Umbriel, if we had the resources, you know we’d keep everyone out of there,” says Atlas.

			“Anything would be better than Shelter.” Umbriel grimaces before turning back to me. “Can’t you work more hours in Agriculture?”

			Anka shakes her head, examining a wad of cucumber on her fork, and pulls a sour face.

			“Not enough for Medical bills and rent and stuff. That’s with low estimates.” Cygnus pokes his handscreen, his elbows on the table. One foot is tucked under his behind; the other dangles from the stool. He’s not bobbing back and forth, which means he’s concentrating hard. “We’ve got 1,293 Sputniks. Food costs us four hundred per month; rent and Committee dues add up to a thousand. The projected cost of Mom’s treatment, medication and all, is a little over fifteen hundred. They’re going to send us an official message tomorrow, but I got hold of the numbers a few minutes ago.”

			He’s still working on his hacking skills, but in a few years I doubt any of the bases’ servers will be safe. Sometimes I wonder who is the greater liability between Umbriel and Cygnus. Umbriel steals food, while Cygnus steals information.

			“I could work in Sanitation full-time,” Cygnus offers. “Another four hundred Sputniks per month.”

			“You’re funny,” Umbriel says. “You’d have to be older and more . . . coordinated.”

			My brother will have to wait until he’s fifteen to meet the age requirement for Sanitation employment, and I’m glad. I grimace at the thought of him scurrying through dank tunnels under the base, surfacing only to disinfect public facilities and collect waste and turn it into compost. It’s tiring, thankless labor that would detrimentally affect his health.

			“Ha-ha. I’m overqualified in breaking and entering. They’ll never know it’s me.” Cygnus strokes a beard that isn’t there. Despite all the joking, he really thinks he can fake his way in. I love him so much when he’s being unreasonable.

			Atlas scoffs, drumming the table with the knuckles of both hands. He deals with many cases of underage workers; they go to Penitentiary for three or four days and then return to Primary with documentation of the crime defacing their handscreen profiles. “Well.” Cygnus stands, not bothering to smooth his crinkled robes. “I give up.”

			“Already?” says Anka.

			“I can’t think of anything, except illegal stuff.”

			Funny he should say that—because I can’t either.

			“You don’t think about much else,” Atlas says.

			Yesterday my siblings and I were normal, hardworking students; today we’re destitute, on the verge of becoming outlaws or Committee dependents. If Cygnus and Anka weren’t at my side, I’d allow myself a few tears and swear words. If we don’t check into Shelter within the next eleven hours and fifty-one minutes, the Militia will haul us there. There’s a chance Beaters will appear at our door again, one I’m not willing to take.

			Cygnus sighs, turning to Anka. “So let’s check out Shelter.”

			“Okay,” says my sister. “Ms. Caeli, thanks for dinner.”

			As Anka and I prepare to leave, Umbriel jumps from his seat. “Hold up! I’ll come with you.”

			“No!” Caeli rises, knocking over her stool. “Haven’t I told you never to go near that place? Please. Let Phaet take care of her own family.”

			“I don’t think he makes a distinction between hers and ours,” Ariel says.

			Caeli looks from one son to the other, bewildered. Although Umbriel often disobeys her, it’s rarely with Ariel’s support.

			“We’ll be fine,” Umbriel tells her. “Maybe Shelter’s not as bad as people say.”

			He’s wrong. It’s worse.
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			SMOKE RESIDUE AND OTHER GRIME HAVE stained Shelter’s ceiling a mottled brown, but the filth is nothing compared to the stench rising from open excretory pots and bodies that haven’t entered a shower chamber in eons. The floor is lower in some places than others, and yellowish liquid sits in the depressions—not flowing, not even rippling. It’s sitting, just like the people—if one can call them that—around the cavernous space.

			They cover their flesh with scraps of robes that have lost their color and display brown stains like those on the walls. Nearby, two people scuffle for a dilapidated cot, even though it looks hard as petrified wood and about as comfortable as the floor; one surrenders, his nose pouring blood. Other residents huddle together and shiver, cocooned in raggedy blankets. Shelter’s as chilly as a Culinary Department refrigerator; the Committee sends this place just enough heat to keep its inhabitants alive.

			When the dinner buzzer goes off, able-bodied residents—60 percent or so—scramble to line up at an enormous black tub in the center of the dome to be served brown vegetables. A girl about my age shrinks from the groping hands of the man behind her, coiling around the malnourished baby in her arms. Poor thing has an oversized head and matchsticks for a body.

			Shelter workers ladle stringy food into people’s hands. Without utensils, the Shelter residents must eat like Earthbound beasts. Beetles stand by, using glass truncheons to strike those who reach into the tub for more. Often, ignoring the pain, the victims claw food out of their neighbors’ hands.

			Most people slouch onward. Younger ones cluster in circles to share pipes and inhale wispy black smoke. Dumb pleasure suffuses their faces. The Committee declared a ban on depressant drugs decades ago, but in Shelter they haven’t enforced it. Artificial satisfaction keeps these addicts from causing more dangerous kinds of trouble.

			On the far right side of the dome, Militia soldiers surround a transparent quarantine tent for the ill, shoving new additions in with the butts of their laser blasters. The people inside lie in restless sleep, punctuated by frequent shudders and the occasional moan.

			Anka and I shelter our faces with our sleeves.

			“I want to go home,” mutters my sister. Umbriel, Cygnus, and I refrain from pointing out that within the next few hours, this place will be home.

			In spite of what I’ve heard about Shelter before, I’m shocked the Committee allows people to live in total degradation. The Shelter Department should care for people without the means to care for themselves, but these residents are just in a holding area, waiting for death. Do people know how horrible things are here? If they did, would they be upset or keep ignoring what’s going on?

			Ripples of light roll through the crowd as the residents’ handscreens simultaneously receive an official message. Most people don’t bother to lift their arms. I peek at the handscreen of the man before me, whose blood vessels, visible through translucent flesh, loom dark against the artificial pigments comprising the message.

			REMAIN SEATED AS MEDICS QUARANTINE DISEASED INDIVIDUALS.

			“Phaet—we always knew that living here meant getting dirty,” Umbriel whispers. “Didn’t know it’d mean seeing Meds and Beetles all the time.”

			As if on cue, a herd of Medics strides through the Shelter dome’s back entrance. “If you have the streptococcus infection, please come forward,” says an older Medic with a lazy eye, his voice amplified through the speakers on the residents’ handscreens. “We know who has a fever and who doesn’t. Don’t make us come find you.”

			Groaning and spluttering, several lumps on the floor find their feet and stagger to the tent. Soldiers point them to empty spaces on the ground. Some avoid physical contact, while others use the butts of their guns to knock the Shelter residents into place. The Medics roll up their new patients’ dirty sleeves and inject antibiotics. Drug production and administration aren’t cheap, but I know why the Committee sends workers to treat Shelter residents and soldiers to keep them caged. It’s more efficient than taking each individual to Medical—he or she would be unable to pay the bill, anyway—and it prevents the outrage that would result if everyone in the dome got sick.

			“Hey.” Umbriel tugs my arm. “Beetle’s coming over.”

			I stand straighter as a young soldier approaches us. Her jacket sports the white circular private insignia, and her visor is pushed up so that her deep-set eyes, dreary gray like the lunar landscape, are visible. They’re not cruel eyes, just tired ones. A hollow surrounds each, likely resulting from strain and lack of sleep. She must be assigned to regular duty in Shelter, a job that’s mentally rather than physically taxing.

			Her chest heaves with an exasperated sigh. “You checking in?”

			“Still deciding,” Cygnus lies. There’s no decision to make—if we don’t move in now, we’ll be forced to return within a few hours.

			Something tugs the ends of my hair, gentle but insistent.

			“Shoo!” barks the private at whatever’s behind me. “Blast, Belinda, I’ll have your daddy tie you to his wrist if you keep on . . .”

			I turn around. A little girl steps back, tucking her hands under her chin. Moments later, she sneezes into them. She could be anybody’s child, fresh from playing in dirt—muck masks the original color of her skin and the precise proportions of her features.

			“Her handscreen profile says that her grandmother died last year,” the private explains. “Says she’ll touch anyone that looks like her.”

			Umbriel makes a grab for my arm, but I evade it and squat to get a better look at Belinda. Her smile, her movements—they’re quick, bright, and normal, like Anka’s when she was that age. I wonder how long they’ll remain that way, how much time Belinda has before numbness becomes routine and joy a hazy memory.

			Belinda draws her index finger from my right nostril to my chin, where I’ll have a frown line like Mom’s in thirty years or so. “Nothing there!” Her voice is a hoarse whisper.

			This isn’t the first time a child has puzzled over my gray hair and smooth face. I smile, and creases appear.

			“Found one!” Belinda rasps.

			“Good for you!” says Anka. She’s probably glad that there’s someone around who can look up to her.

			“Thanks,” says Belinda. “Are you big kids going to stay?”

			Anka laughs, flattered that she’s been called a “big kid.” “I don’t know.”

			“What’s it like on the outside?” Belinda asks.

			I feel a surge of pity for this child, who knows nothing but Shelter misery.

			My sister opens and closes her mouth several times, struggling to decide where to begin. “Outside of here, it’s—”

			The private interrupts her. “Belinda, why ask about the rest of the base when you’re never going to see it?”

			Shelter children must pass a rigorous exam to gain access to Primary. Odds say Belinda won’t try, let alone succeed.

			The private grabs Belinda’s wrist, saying, “Something sounds off about you.”

			Belinda cries out in pain.

			Fuming, I step between them, using my arm to break the private’s grip. Belinda hunches over her arm, whimpering; the private’s dull eyes light up with anger.

			Too late, I realize my effort was futile and idiotic.

			The private pushes me. “Back off. I could truncheon you for this.” Her hand seizes Belinda’s chin. “Open up, blast it.”

			Glancing from me to the private, Belinda drops her jaw.

			“Knew it. Those white dots . . .” The private—Gertrude Zeta according to the voice-recognition software on my handscreen—taps twice on the back of her left hand. “Quarantine!” she hollers into the receiver.

			An indigo blur—probably a Medic—bursts from the sick tent and sails across the floor, dodging clusters of people whose heads follow its trajectory. Sudden movements must be rare in Shelter, a place where life itself slows down until it eventually halts.

			“You people are going to put a kid in that tent?” Umbriel demands.

			Gertrude shoots him a look filled with equal parts annoyance and alarm.

			“Someone could roll over and squash her,” Umbriel continues, “and that’s the best-case scenario!”

			Near the sick tent, three Militia helmets swivel in our direction.

			Out of selfishness and fear, I turn to Umbriel and pretend to dust off my hands: Stop talking! People have gotten arrested faster for protesting less.

			Umbriel swallows the rest of his tirade. To my relief, the three Beetles across the room turn away, scanning Shelter for more obvious troublemakers.

			The Medical assistant skids to a stop at our side.

			“All right, Belinda.” Copper Head glances at my family and takes a step backward. He’s either too embarrassed or scared to face us. “I’ll bring you to the big tent over there. We have medicine just for you. Okay?”

			Anka points a quivering finger at Copper Head. “I thought we were done with you!”

			Dozens of Shelter eyes fix upon us.

			“Calm down, people.” Cygnus shows everyone his open palms. “Nothing’s happening.”

			Seemingly ignorant of the fact that her temper has already caused the Militia to appear at our apartment, Anka continues ranting. “Stop taking people where they don’t want to go.”

			Gertrude’s hand drifts toward her truncheon. I swallow hard, willing Anka to hear my thoughts; her disobedience could result in punishments ranging from a twenty-four-hour detention for her to additional surveillance for Cygnus and me.

			“And leave us alone!” Anka tells Copper Head, who holds his hands up as if surrendering.

			Although I sometimes wish Anka could flatten her emotions like I do, it would destroy me if she lost her vigor, that radioactivity in her belly. I want to grab her and Cygnus, spirit them out of Shelter, and ensure they never enter again. Here, Meds and especially Beetles could steal them at any moment, hide them in a tent or find some other excuse for separating us. And if they don’t, I’ll have to watch my siblings’ wills dissipate until all three of us are motionless lumps on the floor.

			“I promise you won’t see me anymore.” Copper Head applies an adhesive thermometer to Belinda’s forehead, just as he did to Mom several hours ago. His mouth curves into the faintest of smiles. “I’m to join Militia next week.”

			Anka’s face slackens as if he’s slapped her—despite her fury, she’s not above sympathy. Neither am I. For Copper Head, the next two years of mandatory soldiering will bring relentless competition, frequent boredom, and sudden danger on the Moon, the Earth, and in the empty space surrounding both. There’s a chance he won’t make it, as serious injury and death are not uncommon for new recruits. The Committee officially acknowledged the death of nine Base IV trainees last year—trainees, not active soldiers. Who knows how many more have died off the charts?

			“Open wide,” Copper Head instructs Belinda, ignoring Anka’s sudden tranquility. “Aaaaaah.”

			Belinda drops her jaw without moving any other part of her face. Light from Copper Head’s handscreen illuminates white spots on the scarlet throat tissue.

			“You’ve contracted the infection, but it doesn’t look too bad. Off we go!” Copper Head and Belinda shuffle toward the tent, her dirty little fingers in his big, gloved hand.

			Gertrude huffs, uncrossing and recrossing her arms. “You Thetas ready to finish this check-in? Need an answer from the head of the family.”

			Do I want to check into a life that’s no longer life? I’d give anything not to participate, to avoid even observing it.

			Maybe that’s why Copper Head
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