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            ONE

          

          
            BILQUIS REBORN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EARTH YEAR 3410 CE

        NEW HOPIAN YEAR 712

        HEAVENLY GANGES aka THE MILKY WAY

      

      

      A star whirls in sapphic dance with another in the vastness of the Milky Way. She is massive compared to the star that still warms Earth, perhaps twenty times larger. Give her a number or call her Bilquis—she is indifferent to labels. Like all stars, she and her companion have been slowly consuming themselves. She creates helium in raging storms of quantum explosions, fusion on a colossal scale that releases enough energy to easily outmatch the crushing gravity of her substantial girth.

      But lately her infernos have been dimming. Too little hydrogen remains. Outward pressure from her billowing plasma weakens.

      Gravity is implacable, unforgiving.

      When the tipping point is reached, she falls into herself. The collapse takes mere seconds. Her once vast gaseous edges slam solid, tense. Chain reactions transform helium. She is weighed down with heavier elements, each giving her less and less in return—carbon, oxygen, silicon—until finally, she creates the one that takes but does not give: iron.

      Iron suffocates her shrinking core in the blink of an eye.

      Bilquis inhales herself. Crashes inward like lava forced into lead-filled lungs, like an asteroid belt sucked to a planet’s core. She implodes with unspeakable force and speed. Atoms compress to the screaming point. Gravity forces electrons to violate their boundaries, squeezes them into protons; boson or fermion, their charges gone. Bits shear off. Nothing about this process is voluntary.

      It is too much. Everything too near, too hot, too⁠—

      Bilquis explodes.

      She has spent an eternity fusing her core. In microseconds, she flings much of it away, expanding as rapidly as she had collapsed. Shockwaves reverberate at pressures and speeds reminiscent of her own birth. She creates again, briefly: nickel, silver, tin and every element in between. Her possessive gravity clutches, seizes, clings; succeeds in holding her together.

      When the maelstrom subsides, she spins faster, burns hotter. Her magnetic fields have increased by orders of magnitude. Her traumatic near-death has pulled her companion star within reach. Bilquis reels in outer layers of its plasma onto her own unsettled, roiling surface until again, it is too much.

      Jets erupt from opposite sides of Bilquis’ superheated form. The brief flare is a brilliant light show as gorgeous as it is vicious.

      Stars are seldom immortal. Lucky Bilquis has become a phoenix. Reborn a pulsar, she is a rare jewel in the night sky.

      Whipped by an unstable magnetic field, the superheated plasma she ejected into space rockets through the cold vastness that is mostly but not entirely empty. One of those beautiful, deadly particle streams strikes a planet humans dubbed New Terra a mere 900 years earlier. The earth-like sphere’s magnetic field is no match for the blast, which doesn’t even slow as it strips away New Terra’s atmosphere and incinerates everything it touches on the planet’s surface.

      New Terra may phoenix someday as well, but it will take eons, even with terraforming. Its ability to support mammalian life is gone.
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        * * *

      

      Even light has its limits, such as speed. It takes time for the brilliance from the rebirth of Bilquis to travel to areas that are populated with minds. When it finally arrives, it is, like all information, interpreted differently depending on the motivations of the viewer.

      One powerful being, fascinated by what they learn looking through others’ eyes, lacks the ability to sense starlight. So Bilquis’s flare does not stir their insatiable curiosity, though its consequences will reverberate through their orbit for millennia.

      Also unaware is a brooding female beneath the surface of planet Vasom. She only has eyes for her unusual lover. He watches with satisfaction as she takes a sip of the green beverage he has offered her. That swallow will have as many ramifications for the solar system’s residents as does Bilquis’ rebirth.

      Elsewhere on Vasom, a couple celebrating in a dark bay delight in Bilquis’ short-lived brightness in their sky. They twine teal tentacles tight as they float in the cold water, sharing joy and raw mollusks under the stars. Perhaps their children will investigate. They’ve just convinced their spaceships to begin wider exploration, beyond the known planets.

      Far away on planet Taequa, a servant hurrying over the cobblestones through the blessedly cool pre-dawn air glances up, sees the flare among the stars, and sinks her talons into her fur. Is this yet another ill omen for her people?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Much later, an insomniac astrophysicist on the generation spaceship New Hope gazed in wonder at the brilliant light, thinking about the studies he can do with the captured data. It took him an hour to think to check the pulsar’s path. When he did, he fell to his knees, swearing. Vomited bile. Checked his math and the many instruments trained on the fried planet. Finally, he woke the head of planetary research and the ship’s captain.

      Seven hundred and thirteen years after its launch from Earth, the New Hope hurtled onward toward New Terra.
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            HOPE, SHATTERED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ABOARD NEW HOPE

        NEW HOPIAN YEAR 713

        SECOND MONTH’S FIRSTDAY

        REMEMBRANCE BREAKFAST DAY

      

      

      Five hours after the captain’s rude awakening, the non-hibernating residents of New Hope began their day.

      In the noisy cafeteria kitchen, Harriet Pangea broke apart freshly extruded cutlery and chatted with the dishwasher, using her volunteer shift to recover from the morning’s spat with her husband. Why could he not leave their youngest alone? Some days she wished they’d not had children at all; they’d been so happy alone.

      The mission requires sacrifice, Harriet thought, and sighed.

      The air carried the clattering, sizzing, slapping sounds of food preparation, and mouth-watering smells; spice-coated fried ’hoppers, simmering congee, frying tortillas, sautéed mushrooms, and piles of berries. A generous meal to break the fast of the First Month’s final weekend.

      In the insulating spaces of the hull, something flexed its tendrils and fed.

      In the large meeting room, six-year-old Lethabo fought to keep his empty stomach quiet during the closing ceremony for First Month’s final weekend. He and others have spent the weekend fasting while learning about, remembering, and grieving lives lost to ethnic genocides. A thoughtful child, Lethabo was more somber than usual. This weekend he learned why so many New Hopians participate in this tear-filled memorial. Roughly three hundred ship years prior, New Hope’s mission had nearly been destroyed by racist ideology pushed by a charismatic sociopath. It took them two generations to recover. New Hopians, descended from every member country of the United Nations of Earth, cannot afford to forget what happens when community is ruptured for personal gain, exceptionalism, hubris, or religion.

      Last night, young Lethabo had decided to honor the suffering of his ancestors by skipping the evening snack allowed the elderly and the young. He did not quite regret that decision, but he was now motivated to ensure no one else endured this horrible sensation.

      The event concluded with the reciting of the whole of the Community Accord. Lethabo added the words he knew into the flow, “...all are of equal value. ... differences ... exist, but we honor and support ... We find roles of service for all. ... We value the gift of every individual ...”

      The audio of the ceremony was broadcast across the ship. Back in the kitchen, a tinny communicator shared the closing ceremony’s audio. Clanking spoons and conversation stilled so all could hear, and join in the final words of the Accord:

      “Given our ancestors’ harrowing experiences, we disavow the label ‘human.’ We are Spacers. We live and die together.”

      When it is over, crickets chirped a raucous symphony in the protein ranch, Harriet’s regular work station, while her colleagues walked among their plexiglass containment areas, checking larvae for diseases.

      Volunteers and agriculturists in the neighboring vegetable fields gave an impromptu concert in the row crops, singing the working call and response, “ Ivinda ya Mbua,” as they harvested the lunch and dinner greens: purslane, collards, mâche and others.

      Near the center of New Hope, a sweating mentor answered questions posed by Marfa, an energetic seven-year-old on a neighboring treadmill. Marfa wanted to learn about the ship’s recycling process and the problems contamination could pose. The mentor took the opportunity to reinforce a lesson the child’s fathers had requested, “That’s why we wash our cutlery before we melt it to be re-used.”  She rocked her fist forward to show she had heard, though her wrinkled nose made it clear what she thought of that chore.

      In the Quartier Vivant, neighbors greeted each other with, “The hull is secure!” or, “May you never thirst!” in at least a dozen languages, sharing tea and other drinks at tables lining the wide hallway. A vivid, multicolor mural on the table side of the wall included the words, “Hydration is love.” Gossip, snatches of song, and laughter filled the air.

      Behind one of the still-closed doors in the neighborhood, two women discussed their coming day, their calligraphy projects, and the challenges faced by their new mentee.

      In a Quiet Quarter hallway three floors below, a teenager in a leg brace quietly sketched next to an open door while a friend plaited his hair. They listened to the teen’s parents singing songs of passage in the crowded apartment inside, where the family sat in vigil for an elderly uncle. The uncle had declared his regrets and made his fond goodbyes the day before. Now his thoughts slipped into dreams of his deceased wife, meaty mushrooms and immortality. His breath rattled to a stop.

      The tendrils stopped feeding and flailed, overcome to their basal filaments by grief.

      

      
        
        ABOARD NEW HOPE: QUIET SECTOR

        NEW HOPIAN YEAR 713

        SECOND MONTH’S FIRSTDAY

      

      

      Five doors in from the bedside vigil, nine-year-old Opal Pangea sat at the family table, biting her lip to stay focused as she created letterforms.

      Opal carefully laid her pen to the side, and scanned for any smears or drops in her work. She rubbed her right palm with her left fingers, easing cramped muscles. She’d been gripping her new pen too hard. Her knees hurt, too, from kneeling on the hard chair so she could reach the table. She unbent and rubbed them. She should have gotten a cushion, but her angry brain-bees had been loud this morning, pushing her to “Hurry, hurry, hurry!”

      Her new mentors had told her that with practice, focus would soothe her brain-bees. Told her to never rush. Told her, “True craft takes patience and time.”

      Time Opal understood. Mère and Père’s weaving could take months.

      Patience was harder. Patience was something her red-headed mother did not possess, although Père had plenty for them both. Unfortunately, his patience often took the form of waiting for days to tell Opal that she’d started something wrong and would have to do it all over, adding, “Maybe you’ll remember not to screw up next time.”

      It wasn’t like she could have inherited his patience; she tried to reassure herself. Like her sister and about half the children on board, she was a creche-child, created from the conservatory of Earth eggs and sperm. But she didn’t seem to be learning patience, either. Or much of anything that mattered to Père. That thought caught in her throat, stung her eyes. She made herself stop thinking. She read aloud what she’d lettered in her family’s language, French. She bent back over the paper.

      “Inspire. Breathe in. Find something blue. Hold the breath and appreciate one aspect you like about that object.” She and Mère had dyed a large batch of recycled fiber a pale blue two years ago. It had been a hard project, and a long one, but the two of them had worked together in an easy companionable rhythm that involved several songs. It was one of Opal’s favorite memories.

      “Exhale. Think of something soft. Hold the exhale while you imagine softness.” The congee in the community kitchen this morning had been filling and soft.

      “Inhale. What was your favorite meal last week? Hold. What did it taste like?” That was easy, last night’s fried termites. The cooks had come up with a new spice mixture that was kind of like five spice, only more woody-green. Everybody had raved about it.

      “Exhale. What music relaxes you? Hold. What sound is the most comforting?” Vocalists or drumming, because string and brass instruments sometimes set off her bees.

      “Inhale. What can you smell? Hold. What’s your favorite scent?” This ink smells a little like sulfur, she thought. Her favorite scent was the dusty musk of rice husks, because that meant a full harvest and she liked rice the best of all the starches.

      Opal had just finished inking “l’odeur.” The rest was lightly traced. “Exhale. Look around you. Hold. Name three things you see.” She looked up, turning away from the clutter of her parents’ loom-filled weaving studio, which in another dwell would be a family’s living room, instead seeking objects in the more calming, spartan kitchen: the portable burner, Père’s heirloom blue-white tea jar, their framed wedding knot.

      Her personal litany against anxiety was nearly done.

      Opal planned to hang it on the wall of the cluttered room where her sister was currently swearing and flinging clothing around. Opal smiled. Adamantine would strut out soon, all poised and stylish, sleek black hair gorgeous. That was just who she was.

      Her smile faltered. She was not Adamantine. She was not confident. She was short and dull and pale and a panicky disappointment with dishwater brittle hair who hadn’t been allowed her own hobby until her tenth anniversary.

      Thanks to Mère, she’d gotten it three weeks early, but it still rankled. Most of her cohort had been allowed personal hobbies from near-infancy. Terri, whose anxiety was arguably the worst on board, had four. Mère and Père said they always needed Opal to help with their weaving. But it was pretty obvious that Père just didn’t trust her to do anything unsupervised.

      And still didn’t.

      Before Père had left for his research office, he had told her he would inspect her calligraphy when he got home. “Prove to me you should be allowed such luxury,” he said.

      “Obert,” Mère had said. “That is her mentors’ job, not yours.” Her tone carried the electricity of a previous argument, her cheeks reddening.

      He stiffened, dark cheeks like broken stone, and snapped, “I have a meeting.” He had left without agreeing with her.

      He was still mad that Mère had agreed to the mentors’ barter without him. He didn’t think much of calligraphy. Or of the calligraphers. Opal couldn’t tell.

      Probably just because calligraphy was her choice. Her shoulders slumped.

      Père was brilliant, and respected, and had high standards. Opal was proud to be his daughter and tried to live up to his expectations. That had gone from hard to impossible as she got older. Nothing was ever good enough.

      She looked back down at her work. She could see every shaky serif, every less-than-perfect curve. Was this going to be good enough for Père?

      It would look better without the under-tracing, she thought. She should finish so it would be dry enough to erase them before he got home. She grabbed her pen and dipped into the squat pottery vial. In her rush, she forgot to drag the loaded pen across the lip.

      A big drop of ink fell from her pen as she pulled it over the paper. She jerked her hand left and away, but a huge splotch splashed down onto the left margin.

      “Non!” she cried out. She set the pen down on her scratch paper and burst into tears. She’d ruined it. Père would take her pen away. This tiny bit of freedom, gone. Why was she so stupid, so clumsy, so bad at everything?

      “Petite sœur, qu’est-ce que c’est ?” Adamantine danced out of their shared sleeping chamber. She leaned over Opal’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze, and sat Gengi, the stuffed tardigrade she’d made Opal as a comfort toy, in her sister’s lap.

      Opal grabbed him and kneaded Gengi’s comforting soft body between her fingers.

      “Fantastic! It didn’t land on your lettering.” Adamantine could see beauty in an overflowing toilet if she wanted to, or make a hangnail utterly destroy a joyful day. “How would your mentors fix it?”

      Opal took a ragged breath and tried to think of the finished works they’d shown her. Images of weird hybrid creatures, starry fields, fancy patterns came to her. “Oh. They would draw something to cover it up. An Earth animal, or a pattern, or a person climbing out of a flower. Something weird.” Something Père would hate, she thought, because it wouldn’t make sense.

      “Do that, then!” Adamantine wrapped her arms around her sister. “You can do well. We want Père to be proud of you.”

      Mère’s words. Opal missed Mère’s hugs. She couldn’t remember Père hugging her. She forced herself to be present, to hug Adamantine back. She calmed in her sister’s arms.

      “I have dance now. Until later.” Adamantine pulled away and skipped around the table.

      “Until later. Merci, grande sœur.” Opal stuffed Gengi into her pocket and turned back to her litany. She wiped her nib clean, staring at the splotch for the time it took for Adamantine to cross Mère and Père’s weaving studio in the neighboring room and go out into the Quiet Quarter’s central hallway.

      The blob of ink seemed less massive now, with five arms spreading out in symmetrical curved lines. Like a galaxy. Opal took a deep breath and set her dry nib down between two of them and pulled, adding another curving line that spiraled in the same direction, but longer, ending in a fancy curl. She added four more, one between each of the original splash lines.

      Now it really looked like a spiral galaxy. The lines she’d drawn sucked much of the excess ink away, making the drop less heavy, but it was still wet. Opal added distant stars up and down the left margin, using the blotch like an ink pot. In one place the star didn’t look right, so she turned it into another, smaller galaxy.

      She’d never had the chance to draw anything permanent before. And this was just for her. It felt like a luxury, a gift. The bees in her head quieted, and a sense of contentment grew. Maybe this was what her mentor meant.

      

      
        
        ABOARD NEW HOPE: RESEARCH SECTOR

        NEW HOPIAN YEAR 713

        SECOND MONTH’S FIRSTDAY

      

      

      A dozen planetary scientists entering the meeting room near their offices groused about the short notice they’d gotten for this morning’s meeting.

      “I couldn’t even get into my office!” one complained as they entered. “My door was security locked! Tate better have a good explanation.”

      Exobiologist Obert Pangea glared at the man’s back as he followed the group through the doorway. Whatever was going on was probably this man’s fault. Nothing involving the research of a planet they wouldn’t reach for four more generations could possibly be urgent, and this morning’s summons had interrupted his focus on a particularly complicated weaving pattern Harriet had strong-armed him into, all for his idiot offspring’s unnecessary calligraphy mentorship.

      Obert and Harriet wove for the family’s luxuries on the barter market, and as far as he was concerned, those trades should be limited to goods and services for the three family members that mattered. Sitting on that deeply held belief frustrated him. They’d spatted again this morning over something Harriet believed their pasty youngest had expressed an interest in. Idiotic.

      Opal was too stupid to do anything on her own. In truth, the girl should be iced for the good of the ship’s genetics. Not something he could say aloud; if he loosed his tongue to the wrong person, he could be iced himself. He’d faked his way this long, but that damned Accord was going to kill him.

      Obert flung himself into a seat and pinched the bridge of his nose, doing his best to nonverbally communicate, “I have a headache, don’t talk to me.”

      The door to the room clunked shut, followed by the click of its interior lock. Obert looked up in surprise.

      “We’re all here, finally.” Tate Dorofandu, the director of planetary research, turned back from the door panel. “Disable cameras. Stop any audio recordings. Absolutely no record of this meeting. Everything said in here from this moment forward is a shut-it.” He sat back down, pointing his heavy black fingers at several personal devices on the table with an emphasis that bordered on rude.

      “A shut-it?” Obert echoed in disbelief. Utterly bizarre. What in their work could possibly require a death-vow-sworn secrecy?

      He and his colleagues glanced at each other, bewildered. Exobiologists, chemists, physics experts, exogeologists, distance-sensing researchers and others, they’d researched, discovered, and debated together their entire careers. They commonly shared details they learned or confirmed about their future home with their fellow passengers. The group’s sole focus was research about the planet the United Nations had chosen as their destination. No one alive shipboard, save the Earthborn floating in their hibernation pods, would set foot on New Terra, yet even the most mundane detail the research group discovered about their descendants’ future home could be the focus of ship gossip for days.

      Obert reveled in that attention. He rarely bothered arguing with Tate, a precision-focused community builder, but he chafed at the nebulousness of this demand. “Maybe you could explain why first?”

      “I will explain. But the explanation is the shut-it.” Muscles bunched on Tate’s forearm as he clenched and unclenched his fists, something he did when deeply stressed. “Shut them off.”

      He looks exhausted, Obert thought. Or terrified? A ripple of anxiety ran up his spine and he mentally stomped on it. That was Opal’s problem; she wallowed in such weakness. He would not indulge in it.

      “Tate, do we need to sing for you?” someone asked.

      The director snapped his fingers in negation and began to rub his temples.

      Their communications tech bounced up and manually turned off the ship’s recording camera in the corner. Grumbling, people began to turn off their personal devices.

      Obert was among the last to comply. The mission comes first, he reminded himself. He remained deeply annoyed.

      Tate glanced around and verified their privacy was assured. Then he slapped his palm on the table. “New Terra lost its atmosphere in a gamma ray burst we recorded at two hundred and fifty-five-minutes ship time. It is completely uninhabitable.” Each word was clear but sounded ripped from his throat. His eyes closed.

      A moment of silence, and then the room erupted into noise: decibels of shock, denial, horror, and protests about such a macabre joke.

      Obert froze, fighting nausea. His belief was instant. Tate was not a joking man when it came to his life’s work, where he did not tolerate mistakes. Everything I’ve identified, my life’s work—gone.

      Eventually people took Tate’s heavy silence as a cue. When they quieted, he provided the proof. Several pieces of equipment had been live and caught the moment of contact. Tate had cobbled together a quick, crude model that illuminated the brutal impact of the stripped atmosphere all too clearly.

      Soft swearing punctured the tense silence as they took in the imagery, the abrupt shift in biosignatures.

      “All that life, gone,” one of the women said brokenly.

      “It’ll be thousands of years before the surface is habitable again,” another breathed.

      “And it will remain in the path of a pulsar,” Tate snapped. He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I only found out a few hours ago, and I’ve been vibrating from the possibility that someone—else—could have gotten to the instruments first. I’ve locked down all the equipment.”

      His elision of the words “someone less circumspect” was clear, at least to Obert.

      Tate continued, “All our research efforts will entirely shift, obviously. We must find a new destination. Captain Ximena has been included in the shut-it and, if you’re wondering, requested it. You cannot tell the community. You cannot tell your partners or your mentors, and certainly not your children and mentees. The panic that would result from this⁠—”

      Shouted objections drowned out his words. Several people slammed back into their chairs, protesting. A few leaned forward, imploring. All were arguing some version of, “You can’t expect us not to share this with⁠—”

      Obert closed his eyes and tuned them all out.

      A perfectionist by nature who devoted his hobby hours to weaving, Obert did poorly in situations he could not plan in minute detail. He preferred problems he could fix by pulling threads and reweaving, or repeating measurements and re-running calculations. Now, his future, his family’s future, his mission’s future had abruptly and irrevocably spun out of his control. He was simultaneously adrift and filled with a pure, unfocused fury.

      Saira Keo’s soprano tones cut through his focus. His rage ballooned.

      Saira’s son Rupert was the boy Obert should have had. A mathematics genius who understood physics concepts well beyond his years. Egotistical, as he should be. Obert reserved special contempt for the part of the Accord that insisted everyone was valued equally no matter their intellect. Nonsense! Anyone who could not do the necessary math, the science needed for research, was simply not as important as he was. Brilliance should be lauded!

      Saira frequently tore her boy down in the name of humility, out of a superstitious fear of sociopathy, all supported by the community Accord. Ridiculous. She took ancient ship history and applied it to her son. Rupert was too smart to attempt a ship mutiny.

      Obert had been quietly bolstering Rupert’s ego for years. Well, he wouldn’t hide that effort any longer. He straightened. Requiring genius to be humble resulted in mediocre pablum. He’d simmered for years, unable to convince anyone else of this, not even his wife.

      Harriet. His fiery, beautiful wife would never forgive him for keeping this news from her. But he would not argue with the demand for a shut-it. Harriet kept silent only if the secret mattered to her, and his daughters had precisely the kind of personalities his team could not trust.

      He doted on his talented eldest, Adamantine, but he was aware of her manipulative drive to ferret out people’s secrets. She would share this news to evoke reactions without understanding the consequences. He smiled. Adamantine’s quirks entertained him even as he acknowledged he could not allow it in this case.

      So the mission was doomed. It shouldn’t be a shock. New Hope was failing; he’d overheard a mech privately admitting they were nearing the end of their replacement parts after the last debris cloud they’d plowed through. They’d even had to repurpose the metal from some inner walls. Not much was left to use. It had been questionable that the mission would succeed as it was. Now? They would have needed to find a new location two generations ago to make a safe direction shift.

      Vaguely, he heard the familiar melody of a grieving song, his colleagues working their way towards catching up with his acceptance of reality. Very apt. His life, the entire mission was a wasted effort. Just as he and his wife had wasted their second opportunity to breed. The second daughter he still thought of as their lab mix-up, the fragile disappointment who should have been his son. Hearing this news, his timid youngest would just fall apart, crack like the fragile gem his father-in-law had named her for.

      It would be a relief to not have to coddle her any longer.

      “Obert? Pangea!”

      He opened his eyes. Everyone else had a hand in the air, and several stared at him with a compassion he found distasteful.

      “If you are ready,” Tate said. “We’re swearing the shut-it.”

      Obert raised his hand.

      Tate referred to his pad; he’d drafted the oath in advance. “We each swear or affirm that we shall keep all information about New Terra’s suitability for life among ourselves and ourselves only until we find a new home planet. We will die before betraying this oath.”

      Until our purposeless deaths, then. Obert droned with the rest of the team, “I so swear.”
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      The outer door opened. Adamantine must have forgotten something.

      Opal called out, “I fixed it, sœur, it’s working!”

      “Fixed? Just what have you broken now?”

      Opal froze. It couldn’t be Père. Père wasn’t due home for hours. But it was. He must have come home early to weave. Maybe she could clean everything away before he saw it. She quickly stoppered the ink vial, wiped the pen clean, and shoved both next to Gengi in her pocket.

      He didn’t linger in the weaving room, though. He stomped up to the table. His hand slashed down and ripped her litany off the table.

      “Non!” she cried out, taking in the torn edges still adhered to her work surface, then up at the litany, already crumpled in his hand. “You tore it! You ruined it before you even looked at it!”

      Père had always been severe, harsher than any of the other parents on board. It was because he had higher standards, Mère would say, with a slight smile on her lips, an unfocused look in her eyes. She usually interceded when he got too loud or too angry with his daughters.

      But Mère was not home. And Père was angrier than Opal had ever seen him, his forehead one solid mass of muscle, his normally dusky skin glossy, as if he had run back from his meeting. He’d been angry coming in the door.

      “This monstrosity is what you’ve spent all those hours on? What a waste.” He ripped the paper in half, watching her as he did it, a smile growing on his face. That malicious smile was familiar. He looked just like Terri’s brother, who faked anxiety so he could be privy to everything they said at support group, who delighted in making them both miserable. Who hated Terri, who hated⁠—

      Père hates me.

      Opal had spent every day of her life trying to please her father, and he still hated her. Her brain-bees screamed, and something else, something deeper, howled in pain, in anger. She’d been proud of that litany. The inside of her chest hurt, like a rib had broken. “You’re not being fair!” It came out a scream, the way Mère would reply to him during one of their fights.

      “Fair? Fair would be me having the son I deserve instead of,” he looked her up and down with contempt, “you.”

      The howling paused, startled. Her thoughts froze for a moment, silent. Opal stared at him. Her brilliant, demanding, perfectionist Père—all this misery he’d inflicted on her was because he’d wanted a child with different parts?

      The weight of years of trying to appease him, of constantly failing to be what he wanted, dropped from her shoulders as if flung. It was too ridiculous, and so sideways of her fears about him and herself that her astonishment spilled out.

      She laughed, a short bark. “That’s so stupid!”

      His entire body locked up.

      One did not laugh at Père. Or insult him.

      “How dare you,” he hissed as his muscles thawed, became liquid malice. “What did you even attempt to say to me?”

      Scary as he was, Opal hated him back. He’d made her miserable for a dumb reason. And she wanted her litany back, even if it was in pieces. She slid off the chair, landing awkwardly, and straightened. She faced him, gut churning. “Give me my project and I’ll tell you.”

      Terri had successfully pulled this trick on her brother last week.

      But Père was smarter. She’d just told him the calligraphy mattered to her. He stared at her, tearing and wadding up the pieces. His smile was gone. “We will recycle this.”

      “That paper will ruin the recycling. Which will ruin your weaving fiber.” Opal’s mind was clearheaded and cold, her bees silent. Maybe this is why Père spends so much time angry. It clears his mind.

      “Like that matters now.”

      “Now that you’ve suddenly realized I’m a girl?” she said acidly. In the back of her mind, she was stunned by her own audacity. “The recycling always matters. My mentors told me the ink should never be recycled. And they will want to see what I’ve done.”

      He looked startled, then his face tightened again, voice hardened with contempt. “You misheard them, and your output will never matter to anyone.”

      It fueled her indignation. She shrugged as if she didn’t care and shuffled closer.

      Père flung the wads into the recycler’s hopper. He turned, took two steps to its edge, and leaned over to hit the button on the side.

      She snatched the wads back out and hurried around the table, heading for her bedroom.

      He snapped upright, face boiling with rage. “What are you doing! You will recycle that!”

      Opal had told people—neighbors, mentors, a well-meaning counselor—that Père had never hit her.

      “Yet,” one neighbor had replied, adding, “Never hide violence. Ever.”

      As Père moved toward her, she knew yet had arrived. She was alone with a man who hated her, who seemed to want her dead or at least gone. Her bedroom wasn’t safe enough.

      Her brain-bees screamed. Run! Opal bolted, dodging looms and baskets of fiber. As she neared the outer door, she yelled, “Open! Fast open!” She squeezed between the spreading halves into the quiet hall beyond.

      “OVERRIDE! CLOSE!” he yelled. The sharp snap of the closure silenced his swearing.

      Opal would have laughed again—doors on New Hope wouldn’t open for five minutes after an emergency override closure—but she saved her breath. She needed to get to her mentors and then find a place to hide. It would be hours before it was safe to go home.

      If it ever was again.
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      It was the phren Voice’s first meeting of the minds, and excitement kept raising waves that rippled through his roan fur. The passengers and staff of the blinkship Hematite’s Hoard had been remanded to their sleeping or eating quarters, so he sat alone on the floor of the control room with the only active exterior port open.

      Gazing upon the sight of Planet Sem was an honor that thrilled him. The fact that the meeting had been called primarily due to a threat to all of semqu did little to chill that excitement. He kept himself quiet and tried to still his thoughts so they didn’t interrupt anyone or bother Hematite, his semqu companion, who was intently following the telepathic debate.

      Periodically, his excitement would spike and threaten to spill through Hematite into the flow of discussion. His patient semqu would calm his mind. Hematite seemed only mildly irritated by his lack of attention to two items under simultaneous discussion: Trye9’s routine request to move, and the more serious topic.

      The phren was young and needed to move constantly. Hematite had often encouraged him to take indoor runs and do gymnastics or dance, but today that was not possible. As the morning conversation tipped into the midday and finally sunset on Sem, the youth’s attentive posture went from sagging to writhing on the hard floor, trying to find a comfortable position. He cast longing glances toward the captain’s chair. His fur generated static that could damage the modeel, however, so he stayed where he was.

      Privately, he told Hematite, <I used to say the phren choir could sing a subject to death, but semqu take it to another level.>

      <We must be thorough,> they answered, clearly distracted. <We have benefited from and yet also suffered much from decisions made in haste.>

      Shortly afterward, the telepathic flow went silent. That was unusual. There must be a third, secret topic being discussed. Hematite’s Voice was curious, but the semqu also deserve privacy. Besides, he was far more interested in learning about any new resident on Trye.

      The silence was comparatively short. Most of the ensuing conversation was about who would coordinate with the Krufrugaan about the investigation into this new threat and its source—not a task this Voice was suited for, so his mind wandered again. He was startled when the aged aupoin Voice for Sem asked, “We are agreed?”

      The young phren scrambled on all fours into a formal attentive position again, and started combing his fur, asking Hematite, <All topics, then?>

      <Yes, we agree,> Hematite replied, focused and calm.

      The telepathic semqu had no need of such a vocal roll call, of course, but Voices couldn’t communicate with each other telepathically over much distance. It had become tradition to do a vocal litany of agreement ordered by age of semqu contact; Sem’s Voice first, then the Voice of the oldest-contact planet, and down to the youngest blinkship’s Voice. It had a soothing feel of elder-respect, order, and rightness that Hematite found deeply satisfying.

      The phren tried to appreciate it in the same way, but he was still self-conscious.

      “We are agreed,” said the modeel Voice for Vasom39, his hardcase swathed in a violet contented aura. Amusingly, he was the youngest Voice present, so the eldest contact’s proclamation came in adolescent tones.

      Hematite’s Voice rolled his eyes; of course they’d agree. Vasom39 had brought up the fraught subject, the knowledge of this dangerous substance. Though, he conceded, how that knowledge was to be dealt with had been an open question.

      “Boredom, gratitude to be complete here. We are agreed,” said the always blunt larsivian Voice for Ylas20.

      “We are agreed,” a grouchy older peqe said, for Taequa6.

      Hematite relaxed a bit. This peqe had argued the most, and mostly for their own people, rather than for their semqu, which had deeply irritated the others.

      The roll went on through the planets and then the blinkships. When it was the phren’s turn to speak aloud for Hematite, he said proudly, “We are agreed.” The instant he’d given his answer, and before the next ship’s Voice spoke, he asked Hematite, <Does Trye9’s request mean a baby semqu?>

      Gentle amusement buffeted him. <Yes, Voice, it means a baby semqu on Trye, though not until Tyre9 finds a suitable home. Once they are braided, we can visit and say hello if you like.>

      <I would!> Infant semqu were fun.

      <It could be a long time in your reckoning. We should arrange to visit your own people on Iyam more often. I think you miss phren babies more than you admit,> Hematite said.

      Memories of tumble-and-chase made them both warm for a moment. <I would not say no to visiting my nieces and nephews more often. But it is always a mixed blessing.> They always wanted him to stay, which he could not do. And he’d never have his own pyle, his own lovers, his own children. It was a soft ache, even now.

      <I am sorry you have regrets.>

      <No one gets all they want in life,> the phren said. <I enjoy your company, and I am more happy than many on Iyam. I am content.> Contentment met contentment. Then a wave of excitement buffeted him from his companion.

      <You should say nothing about this,> Hematite said. <But we may have many new babies in Se Collective soon.>

      <What? How?>

      <We’ve encountered something new!>

      Excitement, curiosity, and acquisitiveness poured from Hematite on their mental connection. Voice’s fur stood on end. Among phren, acquisitiveness was considered a deeply dangerous emotion, sometimes more dangerous even than resentment.

      <I have worried you, and I have not meant to.> Hematite almost seemed wounded. <I will tell you more when I can.>

      Fur smoothed, emotions calmed. <I trust the judgment of semqu,> the phren said. <And I trust yours. Whatever it is, I am sure it will be good for Se Collective, for us all.>
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      Opal raced down the main corridor, clutching the balls of paper to her chest. It was the mid-morning break; she had to dart between neighbors talking about shift change and sharing gossip and hobby tips. She ran past the first neighborhood gathering room and its sounds of Ukrainian conversation practice, and the second room’s Swahili. Some young dancers were showing each other steps in the hallway in line at the first corkscrew tube. Her sister was not among them.

      Homophones. What would she tell Adamantine? Think about that later. The wait would be too long here. Père could catch up to her. She’d have to take the second tube. She veered around them and jostled the end of a chain of four people braiding each other’s hair.

      “Sorry!” she called back.

      “Shh!” was the only response she got. She wasn’t sure if it was aimed at her or a group arguing farther down the hall. One of them yelled, “I’m telling you, blaseball was a bigger thing than fantasy football!”

      The second tube’s entrance was unoccupied. Opal jumped through the opening and found her footing on the moving staircase inside; it slowly spiraled her upward with the scent of sweat and blooms. The pollinator crew must have taken the lift before her. She clung to her paper wads tightly so the rising air wouldn’t pull any free, the need to hurry fighting the reality that she couldn’t go faster than the tube. She lurched out three floors up, bumping against the frame, which slowed the coil. The alarm bleated and then cut off.

      “Désolée!” she called again. She turned right, dashing through a wide hallway lined with tables and people playing board games. Her brain insisted on identifying each language, right or not: Yoruba. Tagalog. Hindi. Mandarin.

      A drum circle sprawled across the entrance to the Quartier Vivant. Chest heaving, she slowed to weave through without banging into people or their instruments.

      “Be easy, sister,” one of the drummers said, his ink-dark skin gleaming with sweat. “The hull is secure.”

      Several musicians joined her in the traditional response, “and nothing else is worth worrying about.” Her brain-bees hummed. No one needed to know she was running from Père, that would look bad. She bowed as well as she could to the thoughtful drummer and hurried on, trying to take slower, deeper breaths.

      Nearly all of the twenty doors she passed were open, the people inside calling hello, which required her to call back politely, twenty different variations: salut, hallo, skol... it felt endless and took air she didn’t have. When she reached the intricately decorated door of her mentors’ apartment, she allowed herself to look back down the hallway. Lots of people, but no Père. Maybe the door hadn’t released him yet.

      No one living in the Quartier Vivant with any desire for privacy had working verbal commands on the entrance to their homes. She stared at their door, lost about how to attract their attention. Her fingers were full and cramped from clutching all the pieces. Finally, she leaned forward and rapped the surface with her forehead. It hurt.

      No sound from inside. What would she do if they weren’t home?

      Her brain went sideways, snapping the way it did sometimes, brain-bees exploding into a spiky cloud, ominous enough to override her fear of Père. Footsteps approached, finally, but it was too late; she was shaking, her teeth chattering, by the time the door irised open.

      “I’m so sorry, désolée, I’m so sorry,” Opal babbled to Léa Delvaux, the elderly calligrapher who answered the door. Opal tried to bow without dropping anything.

      Léa said something, but Opal couldn’t hear it, couldn’t understand, couldn’t stop saying she was sorry. Eventually, the woman reached out and tugged Opal inside, placed a firm, wrinkled finger on her lips. Opal managed to close them.

      Père was not there. Yet as the door shut behind her, the walls of the densely packed room seemed to squeeze in on Opal. Her ears filled with music of a type she didn’t recognize, something full of many different instruments, loud. Artworks competed for wall space; embroidery, paintings, punch-work, a priceless ancient photo, and many calligraphic images all crammed next to shelves full of books and scrolls and a surprising number of plants. Every horizontal surface, including the floor and two visiting chairs, had piles of more of the same, with the addition of a few cups and plates close to the slanted calligraphy desks that were the primary furniture in the room.

      When Opal had visited before, the apartment had seemed so welcoming, so different than the still air and minimalist decor of her parents’ home. Today it was too much. Too much color, too much sound. She didn’t know how to explain, so she just whimpered and held out her hands.

      “What is it, Opal?” Léa asked.

      Her partner looked up from her desk and frowned. The elder of the calligraphers, Tem Chie Charna exuded a sense of peace that Opal had always longed for; one of the reasons she’d asked these two, rather than any others, to mentor her. There was nothing of Père’s temper or Mère’s fire in either of them. Grey-haired with a broad sepia face, Chie looked at her now with a watchfulness that Opal found unbearable.

      Opal pushed her burden toward them. “Please.” Her squeaked plea sounded pathetic.

      Their expressions softened to worry.

      Chie moved toward her, both urgent and gentle. The two women had to gently pry her crabbed fingers straight. Bits of the calligraphy paper fell to the floor. She bent to help the pair pick them up, fingers still like claws.

      “She needs tea,” Chie said softly.

      Léa left them, turning the music down as she went. A bit of the pressure squeezing against Opal eased.

      Chie took a piece of hardboard and covered what she was working on, carried Opal’s wads to her desk. Opal handed her pieces and watched Chie flatten them and puzzle the page back together. As the woman worked, the spiky storm in Opal’s head slowly receded.

      Chie traced Opal’s calligraphy with a forefinger before speaking. “This is fine work. Why is it in pieces?” she asked gravely.

      Opal sagged, relieved by the lack of censure in her tone. She blurted, loud, “Père tore—” the calligrapher winced. Opal stopped. She sounded hysterical. She tried to start over twice more, dropping her volume each time. “Père tore it up. He said I ruined it.” Opal pointed to the blotch.

      “Haiyo. He ruined it, not you. You did well. The spirals are a lovely idea. Arms of a creature, or a galaxy. Beautiful. Calligraphy has a long tradition of making mistakes into art.”

      “But it’s ruined now.” The spikiness grew, and she forced words out. She had to talk, she had to explain while she could. “It took me forever! And I liked it!” Suddenly she was crying, and that made everything worse. “When he tore it up, he threw the pieces in the recycler!”

      “Burnt rice and bitter tea.” Chie slapped her hand flat on the paper. “Did any⁠—”

      “I got it all. He—he didn’t believe me! I ran—” Her throat closed; he would make her pay for that. She swallowed, trying to contain her outrage, her tears. Being angry at Père was suddenly terrifying. “He said it didn’t matter.”

      “He had no right to do that,” Chie said firmly. “To not take your word is a breach.”

      Léa, coming up behind her, said, “He abused your creativity, Opal.”

      A wave of conflicting emotions crashed into her. Opal dissolved, sobbing. She covered her face in her hands and fought to pull herself back from the edge. Père hated her, but she could not shame him. Mère would not stand for that. Mère was all she had left.

      She’d said too much already, and Père would be coming here.

      Or would he? No. Père would not bother. She had never seen him display his anger outside the apartment walls. Any time she had messed up in public, he’d waited until they got home to yell at her. She wiped her face, apologized.

      “Tears are healthy, Opal,” Léa said, handing her a square of cloth. “Crying releases tension.”

      Opal took the cloth, wiped her face, and handed it back with thanks.

      “You may come here for your hobby hours,” Chie said. “That way no more damage will happen to your work.”

      “Oh! Thank you.” A tiny window of hope opened in her heart. She slammed it shut immediately. She and Père had fought over her calligraphy. He would not honor the mentorship bargain. Miserably, she added, “But I do not think that will work.”

      Chie’s lips compressed and she leaned back, looked at her wife.

      “Where was your mother?” Léa asked.

      “At the grasshopper ranch.” Harriet was an agricultural tech; her hours were as long or longer than Père’s, sometimes as long as six hours a day.

      “Would she have stopped this?” Léa gestured to the destroyed litany.

      “Probably.” Opal shrugged. She was so tired. “He would not have—” she stopped herself. She felt them waiting for her to finish the sentence, but she was worried now, wary, teeth resting on her tongue, staring at the floor. A thought raced through her mind—Père’s obsession with gender was like the mind police’s contagion. If he was deemed ill, he could be removed from the family. Mère would not forgive her for that.

      “Does she also scream at you?” Léa asked.

      “No.” Opal risked a peek up at Léa.

      Léa’s eyes had narrowed, her lips tight, her expression full of suspicion and anger that softened to concern when she caught Opal’s glance.

      Opal’s brain static went sharp and noisy again. She did not want them to focus on her parents. “Père has never gotten that angry before. It is not his fault. I am a problem.” The words sounded clunky. It was getting harder to catch air. She wasn’t running anymore. It should be easier.

      The two adults exchanged glances. “We will speak to your parents’ mentors.”

      “Oh! Oh, no. Please no.” That had happened once before, when Opal had unthinkingly complained about some harshness of Père’s to another adult. Her chest muscles tightened; her fingers tingled. A panic, she finally admitted. She should go, she didn’t want to burden them, not after all this. They’d been so kind. But she couldn’t have a panic in the hallway, either. Especially not with Père out there somewhere, still angry at her. She sucked air against clenching ribs. “That won’t be necessary,” she said, aiming to sound formal, calm, adult. She sounded squeaky and scared even to herself.

      “Opal. Listen to the words of the Accord,” Chie said. “‘We swear and affirm to value each other and the health and thriving of each member and the whole of the community. We honor the privacy and autonomy of each individual as long as they do not endanger themselves or others.’” She emphasized the last phrase.

      They were words Opal had heard many times before. “But also,” she said desperately, “‘We require consent before crossing boundaries.’”

      “Yes. Which your father did not do. He is harming your ability to thrive,” Chie said. “We do not do this for you, we do this for him, and for the community. It is our responsibility.”

      “Please, no! It won’t help.” She turned toward the door. Her throat was starting to tighten.

      “Do you fear he will harm you if we speak to his mentors?”

      “No.” Her reply was automatic, even as Opal’s mind flashed to Père’s contorted face, his fury. But he’d been angry with her before. He would calm. “He has never hit me,” she said. “I should go. I should not have bothered you. I should not have brought my woes to you.” There were gasped spaces between each sentence.

      “You did not bother anyone,” Chie said. “I appreciate your trust, Opal. I am glad you came. It was the right choice.”

      “I made tea. Will you sit and drink with us?” Léa asked.

      Was her vision going dark? It was hard to stay standing. She couldn’t pass out in the hallway. She slumped to the floor. “Yes.”

      “You were out of breath when you arrived,” Léa said.

      “I ran the whole way.” She’d forgotten to bring a gift for them, for inviting her into their home—did that apply in an emergency like this? Was it still an emergency? Was it ever? Had she just overreacted? The spikes in her head were greyer, and louder, and more menacing. Dimly, she heard Léa ask a question.

      “With your little friend in your pocket?”

      Friend? “Oh! Gengi.” Opal pulled the stuffed tardigrade toy out of her tunic pocket. The ink vial and pen came out with him, and she carefully set them aside on the floor before she pulled Gengi to her lap and mashed his segmented body in her fingers.

      “He’s so colorful. Is he soft?” Léa asked.

      “Yes.” Her sister had made him from recycled scraps of her parents’ weaving projects.

      “Even his eyes?”

      “No, they’re hard.” Buttons for eyes. “Black like my sister’s.” Beautiful, talented, smart Adamantine, who was everything she was not. Opal’s eyes were a green that Mère insisted was lovely. Opal thought they looked weird. Most people she knew had brown eyes. Adamantine’s were so dark you could barely see her pupils.

      “Does he make a sound?”

      “Just... rustling, maybe?”

      Léa handed her a small cup, warm, not hot. Tea. A barter luxury, to have tea at home, not in the cafeteria. They honored her with such a gift.

      Opal bowed her thanks for their generosity and sipped.

      “Is it sweet or bitter?” Chie asked.

      “A little bitter. Very good.”

      She knew what the calligraphers were doing; leading her through the sensory details that could help keep her grounded, hold the panic at bay: touch, hearing, sight, smell. The litany from her support group, the litany she’d rendered in ink. The one Père had destroyed.

      Panics were a sign of weakness, Père said, a symptom of a useless burden, a waste of food and oxygen, a human. A spacer should be better evolved.

      Adamantine and Terri said she wasn’t a burden, and these skilled women, her mentors, didn’t act like she was one. The support group had helped her; when the adult leader was there, she was better able to function. They all had panics too. Well, all but Tiani.

      Père was important; the work he did mattered. She was still proud to be his daughter, even if he wasn’t proud of her. Surely, he was right about the panic attacks? She just had to be stronger, rely more on herself. Maybe she could try being a boy for him. She almost laughed. What difference was there between boys and girls except body parts? If she wove or felted herself a penis, would that make Père like her? No. This was something she couldn’t fix.

      She dried her tears and sipped. Chie resumed her calligraphy. The music played softly. The space still seemed overwhelming, but more interesting and less threatening. The storm in her mind subsided and coalesced into the normal cloud of bees.

      The door opened and closed. She jerked and looked up.

      “Just Léa,” Chie said. “On an errand, and to the cafeteria.”

      “Not to his mentors? Please?”

      “We often eat at home; she is picking up our meal.”

      Chie hadn’t answered her question. They were principled women who valued the Accord in ways Père did not. They would go to his mentors. She needed to accept that and deal with it. How much worse could it get? A lot, probably. Spikes flashed; she couldn’t imagine what would happen. Whatever it was, it was her fault, again, she was the one who’d started this—no.

      No. She believed Chie and Léa about that part.

      Père was wrong. It was hard to wrap her brain around, to wedge into her view of her perfect father, but his furious confession helped. She managed it. He could be brilliant at work but stupid about her gender, and sure of himself about both.

      How was she going to cope? Her personal vibrated; probably her friend Terri. She ignored it; she couldn’t help anyone else right now. A plan began to form. Slowly, the spiky fuzz retreated. Her breathing began to return to normal. “I should go.”

      Chie cocked her head to one side, watchful. “Where will you go, Opal? I have been told your parents discourage you from visiting your neighbors. Is your father not still at home, still angry?”

      “Adamantine is at dance. I’ll go watch her.” She pushed confidence into her words; she wanted Chie to believe she was no longer afraid. And she did need her sister’s advice right now.

      “Ah. That is a good plan. You can return here if you wish, Opal. Remember that?”

      She promised to remember. But they were hurting her, too, as they tried to help, even if they did not understand. Opal formally thanked Chie for her mentorship as she left, asked her to thank Léa for her. She left behind her ink and pen. She did not expect to touch them again.
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      Adamantine didn’t want her at dance practice, and she was surrounded by possessive friends. It felt like forever before Opal could get close enough to whisper, “It’s Père, and it’s bad.”

      Adamantine pulled her into a corner, waving everyone else away. Opal explained as best she could.

      “He tore it up?” Adamantine was horrified and broken-hearted. “Are you sure he was really going to hit you?”

      Opal nodded, feeling like she was destroying her sister’s life. “I didn’t tell them that part. But they said they were going to talk to our parents’ mentors. About Père.”

      Adamantine swore, then paced for a moment, biting her nails. Then she grabbed Opal’s hand. “We need to hide you while he calms down. I know just the place.”

      To her surprise, her sister headed back to the Quiet Quarter. Adamantine had Opal hide in a neighbor’s doorway as she went into their apartment, then waved Opal inside, hustled her into their bedroom, and started flinging clothes around.

      “You ran out. He saw you leave. They’ll never look for you here,” Adamantine explained. “Especially not in my dirty clothes. And you’ll be able to overhear anything they say.” She gestured to the clothing nest she’d made on the closet floor.

      “I—”

      “It will work, petite-sœur. Get in.”

      Opal obeyed. Adamantine tucked Gengi next to her cheek and carefully covered her with a few shirts.

      “Perfect; you look just like a pile of my clothes. Now. I’m going to go back out and find out what’s going on if I can. I'll leave the door partly open. Stay here and stay quiet. Even if Mère comes home first. Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      It was quiet and dark and comfortable in the closet. Her sister’s scent lulled Opal into a sense of safety, made her realize how exhausted she was. Not long after Adamantine left, Opal drifted, half-asleep. She snapped alert when Mère came home, had to dig her fingernails into her palms when Mère called out, “Anyone home?” and came to the door of the bedroom. “Opal?” Mère sounded stressed.

      Opal felt guilty for not answering, but she kept her promise to her sister.

      Mère walked away. There was a scrape, chair legs on the floor. “Ah, Obert, my love, my everything. What have you done?” Mère swore, sharp and loud. Was she crying? It sounded like she was crying. “Why must you always blame her? She’s a child! It’s not her fault!”

      Not my fault. Not my fault. Opal curled her body around Gengi and wrapped her mother’s words tight around her heart.

      Mère quieted. Later, Opal heard the outer door, then Père shouting, “Do you know what that useless brat has done? Those mentors of hers claim I’ve violated that idiotic fucking Accord!”

      A person unable to live in accord with the Principles of Community could be asked to choose between vacuum-death or hibernation. This was not Père’s first warning, and everyone knew were no more hibernation pods available.

      Opal’s breakfast slammed into her throat. She fought the urge, counted breaths. She couldn’t throw up on Adamantine’s clothes.

      “They needed to get your attention,” Mère yelled back. “What were you thinking, shredding her art like that?” Another door closed, muffling their conversation. They must have gone into their sleeping chamber. The ensuing argument was unnerving because she could only make out a few shouted words.

      “Useless,” from Père.

      “Idiot,” from Mère.

      Opal couldn’t take it. She pushed the clothes aside, tiptoed to the outer door and slipped out again. She ran to the tube and up two levels to her friend Terri’s apartment. Standing at the door, hand raised to knock, she could hear raised voices inside.

      Was everyone having a horrible day?

      Interrupting a family dispute was rude. But where else could she go? She was too upset to eat, to go to the cafeteria. Her parents had made it abundantly clear that she was to only talk to her professional mentors about the subjects she was to learn. She couldn’t go back to the calligraphers. Anyone else she could talk to would want her to leave her family. Terri understood.

      There was a lull in the shouting. Opal took a chance and knocked.

      Tiani, Terri’s slim brother, answered. He glared down at Opal, and her stomach clenched. She tried to remember how she’d felt, facing down Père.

      “Called one of your so-called friends, did you?” Tiani turned to Terri. “You’ll still have to do your algebra later.”

      Terri huddled at the table, her curly brown hair haloed around her head, pale against her darker forearms.

      “You have to get better at math,” he said. “‘We acknowledge that our sciences keep us alive. We will ensure our sciences are kept alive, added to, and understood,’” he quoted with a smirk.

      Opal pulled on what courage she had left. “Are you sure you understand our sciences well enough to teach?”

      “Opal!” Terri jumped up.

      Out of habit, Opal tocked quietly so Terri could find her easily. Her weak vision seemed to worsen with stress. “Mentoring to someone’s best possible contribution does require the mentor to know their subject and want their student to learn,” she said.

      “Ooo, listen to the shaker!” Tiani stalked toward his sleeping chamber.

      Terri’s thin arms wrapped Opal in a humid hug that smelled of star anise. Opal inhaled deeply. When they cooked, Harriet and Père only used herbs, never spices. Opal followed Terri into her bedroom.

      Her friend closed the door, sinking against it. The skin under her eyes was three shades darker than her cheeks. “Thank you for coming, finally.”

      Guilt stabbed Opal. During the past week, Terri had messaged Opal every day to come visit. But Terri often forgot that other people had problems, too, and sometimes helping Terri triggered Opal’s own panic attacks. She didn’t want to tell Terri that. “I didn’t want to burden you with what’s going on with Père,” she said. “But after this morning—I have to talk to somebody.”

      “Let me tell you what’s going on with Tiani first. I’m about to kill myself.”

      Her heart sank. Terri talked about suicide about twice a year. Opal’s worries shrank as Terri shared hers. Tiani was smarter than either of his parents, and he’d outwitted them repeatedly, turning them against four mentors who might have done him some good, and taking out every setback on his sister. This week he’d been particularly awful because he’d talked their parents into letting him mentor Terri in all her subjects “as a test.”

      At least Opal had Adamantine in her corner.

      Two hours later, Opal hadn’t even mentioned Père, and she was deeply worried that Terri might try to end her life.

      Terri’s mother came home and insisted Opal go with them to the cafeteria for the evening meal, chattering endlessly the entire walk. Opal tried to get a word in about Terri’s misery several times but was shut out each time. Her mother insisted Terri only take half a portion, until one of the cooks noticed and refused to short her, and then Tiani sat between Terri and her parents.

      It was a miserable meal. Tiani monopolized the conversation, telling his mother how horribly Terri was doing with her previous mentor and how much progress he’d made with her today. Terri’s mother hung on every word, praising him for his devotion to his sister.

      “Liar,” Opal muttered.

      Terri’s mother compressed her lips. “We have family time planned this evening, Opal. You’ll need to go home now.”

      It blindsided her, and she flashed with an unsettling fury that immediately shifted into that cold clarity she’d had earlier in the day. If I’m going to die at Père’s hand tonight, I should do what I can for Terri now.

      Opal leaned forward. “You know that everything he just said is a lie, right? Do you hate your daughter so much you want her to kill herself? Is that why you constantly leave her alone with him? He abuses her all the time!” She was not quiet. She saw a man’s back stiffen at the next table. Tiani spluttered.

      Terri gasped and squeezed her hand.

      Opal hugged her. “I want you to live.” She looked at Tiani, who glared at her, furious. “We’ll all know it was Tiani’s fault if you don’t.” She stomped off, his protests squawking behind her as she left. His mother was defending Tiani when Opal stopped in the doorway. “Your parents should never leave you two alone, ever,” she shouted. The whole cafeteria heard her.

      Opal lost the bulk of her dinner in a communal bathroom on the way back to the apartment. One of the adults from the cafeteria caught up to her and helped her clean up. She demanded details, which Opal gave. At least someone would help her friend.

      “It sounds like we have failed both you and Terri,” the woman said.

      Opal locked up. The weight of what she’d done crashed in on her.

      This was what the calligraphers had tried to do for her. Would it make Terri’s life worse? Would Terri hate her now? Terri was her only real friend. Neighbors and community members had gotten so kind about not triggering her social anxiety that they ignored her for the most part, unless they were trying to protect her from Père, which never ended well. Opal could feel lonely and alone no matter how many people surrounded her.

      “If your father does anything in retribution, you must tell an adult. Any adult. The entire ship is supporting your family. Normally we would move the parent from the home, but in this case, our next step is either to move an observer into your home or move you to a more supportive family. You have that choice.”

      What? Opal finally recognized the woman as the ship’s new therapist. She couldn’t remember her name. “We don’t need that. I don’t want to leave my family. Mère, Adamantine...”

      “We will give you that choice. But you need to come talk to me weekly, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      They talked for a bit longer, arranging a time, and then Opal walked home in a bit of a daze. She stood outside her own door for a long time.

      “Do you need a song, or a meal, Opal?” It was a neighbor couple, a kind pair whose intelligence Père often insulted, at home.

      Opal gestured no, not trusting herself to speak.

      “Your Père is a cruel, mean, stupid man,” the man said, softly.

      She was shocked. Her eyes watered. “I—He⁠—”

      The woman patted her shoulder. “You are loyal. He does not deserve you. You never have to put up with abuse.” Anger radiated from her, so different from her normal demeanor that it stunned Opal. Her voice softened as she added, “We respect your wish to stay with your parents. But we would happily welcome you as a daughter.”

      “I... you are kind, but—” Opal gestured no, unable to say the word out loud, not wanting to hurt them for their kindness.

      “Just think about it,” the man said. “Our door is always open to you.” They glanced back at her as they went into their dwell. His eyes looked wet.

      Her community valued her. She’d always known that, but it was good to be reminded. Opal took a deep breath, steadying herself in the quiet of the hallway. Then she asked her door to open.

      It parted. Père and Mère sat inside, weaving. His lips tightened as she forced her feet forward, but he didn’t look up.

      Mère didn’t ask where she’d been, didn’t smile when she looked up from her work. “You don’t need to help us tonight, daughter,” she said. “You can stay in your room.”

      Opal hustled to her bed and wept in relief. She had feared that Mère would choose Père, tell her to find another family. But she hadn’t. Not yet.

      Père was stupid about the boy thing, and she hated him for destroying her litany. But he was still her father. She still had a family. She had a supportive sister. Her entire community supported her; she had places she could go.

      Life could be worse.
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      Père didn’t speak to her the next day, nor for the rest of the week. He didn’t show up for dinner the night of her tenth anniversary fête, and Mère acted like she didn’t expect him.

      Weeks of compressed lips and evaded glances became months.

      Neighbors and others took turns stopping Opal to chat. It startled her at first. Then she recognized a pattern in their conversations and guessed that the therapist or her father’s aged mentors had requested the conversations. But the interactions helped her feel less invisible, more a part of a larger community. She did her service and mentorship hours with more confidence.

      Given the sudden and near-constant support she met in the hallways, in her meetings with her vocational mentors and in the cafeteria, Père’s silence could have been a blessing. Instead, Opal was constantly on edge. She had nightmares where Père would look at her and the floor collapsed under her feet. She’d fall, bouncing past every mistake in her life all the way through the hull to the icy vacuum outside.

      She didn’t know if it was better or worse that the silence extended only to her. Adamantine suddenly benefited from an unusual outpouring of generous warmth from Père in everything from affection to listening to gifts. He’d certainly learned that he didn’t have to snarl at Opal to make the distinction in how he felt about his daughters perfectly clear.

      Mère’s lips would tighten at his profuse praise, and the way he would fall silent if his eyes happened to land on Opal, but she never addressed it. She would talk to both daughters, stressing their equality, but she never spoke to Opal about Père. Opal tried, once, and Mère cut her off. She didn’t try again.

      Opal went to the therapist weekly, and then monthly, for some time. She managed to keep her conversations with the therapist short and limited to her panic attacks. She could honestly say Père had said nothing mean to her when the therapist or others asked. She said no more, because she wanted to believe that Père was, in his own bizarre way, trying to change for her benefit.

      Terri didn’t see it that way. She and Adamantine were the only people Opal allowed herself to be completely honest with. Terri was living with a new family. She rarely messaged Opal anymore. She was as full of “everything is wonderful” as she’d once been with “everything is miserable,” and there was little room for Opal in either conversation, except criticism of Père, who Terri hated. She never talked about Tiani or her original parents. It was as if Terri blamed Opal’s father for her own broken family.

      The more Terri attacked him, the more Opal found herself defending him.

      She missed calligraphy but did not want to risk evoking that horrible day or making anything Père might judge. Instead she took up reading as her hobby. She spent hours buried in fiction, biographies of all sorts, even technical manuals about wastewater treatment and infrastructure on Earth, mining and drilling, which were fascinating and read like fiction. Oceans and continents were pure fantasy to her. She could not imagine the vast reserves of soil and rock the books’ subjects implied.

      One day the therapist leaned forward and said, “Opal, do you think there is anything else we need to talk about?” When Opal shook her head, she added, “You are free to come talk to me anytime. But I don’t think you need to come see me on a set schedule anymore. You should be proud of the progress you’ve made.”

      Opal left, her smile fading as soon as she turned the corner. She had skills she didn’t have before, but she didn’t feel proud. She felt like she’d narrowly escaped something dangerous: getting her father killed.
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      On the day of Adamantine’s fifteenth anniversary, the family dinner was tense for Opal and a celebration for the rest of the family. Their parents gifted her elder sister an elaborate red and black embroidered dress that must have cost them three massive rugs in trade.

      That cheered Opal a bit. Things must be going better, she thought. Père even teared up during his toast at dinner. Opal succeeded in not making a single noise during the meal, other than clapping when Adamantine made her wish. Père didn’t look at her once.

      She gave Adamantine her gift in their room, afterward: a small needle-felted black cat, shaped as well as Opal could into a panther, Adamantine’s chosen avatar.

      Adamantine turned the gift over in her fingers, expressing her delight. But then she leaned over and said, “I ask a boon for another present, if you’ll give it!”

      “Anything you want, sœur,” Opal naively answered.

      Words that would haunt her.

      “It hurts how different Père treats us. I want to get Père to love you again. So, for the next year, we’re going to work on you!”

      “Me?” Opal protested. “Why not work on Père?”

      Adamantine stared at her for a moment, and she stared back. The absurdity of her question hit them both. The two sisters started to giggle, and then Opal snorted, and then they were both howling with laughter.

      Mère came in, reprimanding them both for making too much noise, and they stifled their giggles under their blankets.

      “Seriously, though,” Adamantine said later, as Opal drifted off to sleep. “We’re going to start tomorrow.”

      Two weeks later Opal thought, “Hell is a sister who loves you.”

      Adamantine’s method of “fixing" her was to become worse than Père. She tried to direct Opal’s every waking moment, treating her as a personal programmable robot with corrective orders parroted from Père.

      At the table, “No, don’t sit like that. Sit up straight.”

      About a personal preference, “Answer the question asked, not the question you think I’m asking.”

      Folding laundry. “Do that over, it’s not perfect.”

      Following her in dance lessons, “Try to keep up.”

      Always in Père’s harsh tone. Her beloved supportive elder sister had vanished, replaced with a clone of her father, who detested her. Opal cried herself to sleep more often than not. Her sister’s face wasn’t dry, either, but nothing Opal could say would get her to stop.

      One twelfth month day, Opal huddled in a gasping ball on their bedroom floor, muscles locked in a full-body panic attack.

      Adamantine paced nearby. “I know you can do this!” her sister snapped. “Why do you keep falling apart?”

      “Adamantine.” Mère stepped into their bedroom. “Go help Père.”

      “I’m working with Opal,” Adamantine said.

      “You push your sister into a panic attack, and you call that helping?” Mère said. “We’ve talked about this. Obert is not a role model for how you treat Opal. If this happens again, I will move you into our bedroom and forbid you from spending any time with Opal at all. Go.”

      Adamantine whined and sniffed, but she left.

      After that, she waited until Mère was at the insect ranch before “helping” Opal. And she stopped before she pushed Opal over the edge. But just before. Opal spent most of that year anxious, looking over her shoulder, constantly on the verge of a breakdown.
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