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Risky Behavior
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Kendal lay in the grass and stared up at the evening sky, curving up and away to the left and right. This was ser favorite time of day. Se could just make out the stars peeking between the trees, between the dimming light panels, drifting to the right as the habitat ring slowly turned beneath them.

Whoever was running Environmentals this evening had outdone serself. As the light panels dimmed for the evening, they’d transitioned from bright white to cherry red, streaked with gold. Kendal appreciated a well-executed “sunset”.

Sunset. One of those points of light up there might be the Sun, for all Kendal knew. Se wasn’t entirely sure which direction Canterbury was pointing anymore. And, at this distance, all stars looked pretty much the same.

Se wished Mel were here to keep ser company, but se was working nights right now. This was their spot, a place to get away from everyone else and just talk. They’d been coming here nearly every day since they were kids.

Instead, Kendal was stuck here by serself, staring up at the stars, alone with ser thoughts. Always a dangerous combination.

Se’d never seen a star up close. No one on Canterbury had. Right now, the nearest star was something like four light-years away. People used to live on a planet called Earth that was so close to a star – to the Sun – that the light from it could cause first-degree burns if you weren’t careful. Hard to imagine that. Out here, though, the Sun looked like any other star: tiny, cold and distant.

Out here.

The middle of nowhere.

Light-years from the nearest star system.

And no other ships anywhere nearby. None since Darlington had left.

Canterbury had spawned Darlington long before Kendal was born, and it probably wouldn’t spawn another ship during ser lifetime. It was unlikely Canterbury would build another ship for, what, another three hundred years? Kendal was too young to have left on Darlington, too old to see the next. Se would live and die on Canterbury.

Ugh. That was a depressing thought.

Canterbury was a third-generation ship, descended from a ship called Britannic which, in turn, was descended from Argo. And this had been going on for quite some time. Gather up interstellar rubble, build a copy of your ship, send it on its way. On average, any given ship collected enough raw materials to build another ship every four hundred years or so. Then, half of the residents of the parent ship would leave on the child ship. Over and over, for thousands of years now.

Just based on Argo’s progeny, there must have been sixteen thousand ships out there when Canterbury launched. Sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four... doubling every four centuries. How long before the galaxy was full of generation ships?

Not that it mattered. Not that any of it mattered. Canterbury was the only ship Kendal would ever live on. The only ship se would ever see.

Se idly wondered, of all the millions and millions of people out there, wandering through deep space, how many were as bored and frustrated as se was. Kindred spirits se’d never have the chance to meet.

Se waved at the sky. “Hello out there! Just wanted to let you to know you’re not alone. Well, technically you are, I guess. So, um, never mind, then.”

Ser tablet bleeped. Se took it out of ser pocket, carefully unfolded it, then shook it out until it expanded to its full volume. A maintenance call from the horticulture ring. Malfunctioning robot. So much for watching the sunset. On the other hand, it’d be a welcome distraction.

Se folded up ser tablet, tucked it into ser pocket, and hailed a shuttle pod.

There were two ways to get between the two rings. One was to take a half-hour elevator ride up a spoke to the hub, a ten-minute ride along the ship’s axis, and another half-hour elevator ride down to the horticulture ring.

And then there was the fun way.

Se directed the shuttle pod toward the nearest aft-side airlock.

***
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Rowan lay on ser bed, perusing documents on ser hacked-together tablet. Ser standard-issue tablet lay next to ser, largely ignored. It was practically useless to ser, what with all the age restrictions placed on it. Granted, it’d become slightly less useless in a few weeks, when se came of age.

Se snorted at that. As if, the minute you turned eighteen, you suddenly became more responsible, and could handle more sensitive and mature content.

Not that any of that mattered. This tablet, the one se’d modified, bypassed all of that. Se could access documents and media that any adult could, and then some.

There was a tap on the door. Rowan quickly stuffed the tablet under ser pillow and picked up ser regular one, settling back down just before Lala Odell poked ser head in.

“Just checking on you,” se said. “Did you eat dinner?”

Rowan nodded. “Mm hmm. Over at Kendal’s place, remember? I’m sure I mentioned it.”

“OK,” ser lala said. Se nodded at Rowan’s tablet. “Reading up on gender assignment treatments, I see. Big day tomorrow, eh?”

Rowan tried not to cringe. Tomorrow se’d have to attend the first of six gender counseling sessions, leading up to ser eighteenth birthday. Like se needed counseling. Se’d known where se fit on the gender spectrum since se was a kid.

Se was an F20. Se felt like an F20. Se presented as an F20. Everything about ser screamed F20. Everything except ser actual physiology, which was stuck at a solid N. Se’d have to wait until se could begin assignment treatments before that would change. Six agonizingly long weeks and six tedious counseling sessions from now. And why? Because the ship’s Charter said so. You had to be an adult before you could begin gender assignment treatments and you had to attend the mandatory counseling sessions.

Rules and rules and rules. Rowan would have been perfectly happy had se received the treatments at sixteen, or ten, or even five. Se knew what se was, always had, and no amount of counseling was going to make a damned bit of difference.

“Yes, Lala,” Rowan said. “Big day.”

“You’ve got a reminder on your calendar?” Lala Odell asked.

Like se had a choice. The Gender Assignment center had already scheduled all six sessions, and pushed them to ser tablet’s calendar.

“Yes, Lala.”

“Good. Wouldn’t want to miss your appointment,” ser lala pointed out.

Se began to close the door. “Oh, and maybe you could tidy up your room a bit?”

Rowan sighed. “Yes, Lala.”

Se rolled out of bed and made a half-hearted attempt to rearrange the piles of clothes, gaming gear, and possibly-illegal tech scattered around ser room.

Se shook ser head. Parents.

***
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Kendal stood on the catwalk outside airlock B17, watching the stars drift by below ser. If se stood here long enough, the same stars would show up again. Every three and a half minutes,  like clockwork.

Se triple-checked the airlock se’d just come out of. Properly sealed. No leaks. All indicators green. Canterbury couldn’t afford leaks. Neither could Kendal, for that matter. Se checked ser pressure suit status panel. Green across the board.

The horticulture ring was only a hundred meters away. And it rotated at the same rate as the habitat ring, once every three and a half minutes. Thing was, it rotated in the opposite direction. Canterbury had to balance out its angular momentum, after all.

So, instead of the two rings running in sync, side-by-side, they whizzed past each other at six hundred meters per second. To land on the horticulture ring’s catwalk, you had to fling yourself backwards, opposite to the direction of the habitat ring’s rotation, and catch up with the other ring’s rotation.

If you launched from the catwalk itself, you’d just end up skidding along the walkway, tearing up your pressure suit and EVA pack. Instead, you had to climb over the railing, push off, and immediately hit the thrusters. Get it exactly right, and you’d latch onto the railing of the opposite catwalk and climb aboard. Get it wrong, and you’d wind up either hurtling away from the ship at high speed, or smeared along the outside wall of the horticulture ring.

In short, no one in their right mind would risk the jump when there was a perfectly safe (if slow) route using the ship’s transit system. So, naturally, Kendal did it all the time. Greer, ser supervisor, tended to frown upon such risky behavior, but stopped short at strictly forbidding it. And, to Kendal’s mind, not strictly forbidden was as good as sanctioned.

Kendal hung off the outside of the railing, waiting for the right moment. The malfunctioning robot was located about halfway between spokes 3 and 4, right by airlock C23. If se timed it just right...

Se pushed off, tucked serself into a ball, and lit up ser heavily-modified EVA pack. The initial acceleration nearly knocked the wind out of ser. It did pretty much every time. Se’d gotten used to it. Despite the force of the thrusters, inertia flung ser back, away from the ship. It was always a bit of a shock to see the ship recede from ser.

Once in flight, though, it was magic. A lot of folks would ride up to the hub and spend time in the microgravity lounges that lined the central axis of the ship. That? That was floating, at best. This. This was flying. Arcing across the gap, accelerating the entire time, with the two giant rings looming in front of ser.

Ser EVA pack, customized to give ser the extra boost se needed for the trip, had a real kick to it. It had to, if you wanted to bridge the gap and completely reverse your velocity vector before being flung out into space. It helped that Kendal didn’t weigh much. Less mass, less fuel needed. Still, to handle the acceleration, se’d built a neck brace into ser suit, and se had to keep ser arms and legs tucked in the entire time. And that only kept ser from dislocating several joints per trip. Even with all the precautions, it felt like se was being squashed flat, knees digging into ser forearms, arms pushing into ser chest, fists jammed into ser collarbone. Se could barely move, barely breathe. But it was so worth it. Twenty seconds of pure, bone-rattling, adrenaline-pumping acceleration.

From ser perspective, the horticulture ring to ser left slowed down, while the habitat ring on the right sped up. In ser head, se knew it was se who was changing ser speed to match ser destination, but it was hard to see that when you were in the middle of it, a tiny speck of dust drifting between two giant wheels.

Still pushing ser forward at full thrust, the EVA pack fired its left lateral jets, slowing ser approach to the horticulture ring. As the railing came within reach, se readied serself. Timing was everything and, as confident as se was, se still didn’t trust serself to cut the thrust manually. Se’d wired a tiny executive cortex from a disused maintenance robot into the EVA pack’s controls. Once se was in flight, it took over, constantly adjusting acceleration and attitude to put ser exactly where se needed to be.

As se approached the horticulture ring’s exterior walkway, the little cortex board shut down the EVA pack, freeing ser arms and legs from the crushing acceleration. Se immediately unhooked a strap on ser safety harness, and latched its carabiner onto the railing as it slid past. The strap yanked Kendal up and forward, leaving ser dangling off the outside of the catwalk. Se climbed over the railing and unhooked the strap. Not the most graceful landing but, after a lot of trial and error, this had turned out to be the most practical approach.

Se walked to the nearest airlock, legs still a bit wobbly and numb from the trip, and requested entry. While the air cycled out of the chamber, Kendal checked ser EVA pack’s status. Sixty percent fuel remaining. Nice. Plenty for the trip back.

When the exterior hatch opened, se stepped inside, closed the hatch, and started the repressurization process. Ser arms and legs tingled painfully as the numbness wore off. By the time se stepped into the horticulture ring proper, se’d spent twenty minutes in transit, and that included suiting up and stripping down again. Se left the pressure suit in a locker next to the interior hatch, and recorded ser eyeprint to lock it. Last thing se needed was for someone to come along and walk off with it by mistake. Se’d put a lot of work into that suit.

Se opened another locker, and pulled out a battered robot repair kit. When was the last time this thing was replaced? Hopefully it had everything se needed to fix the malfunctioning robot.

It was bright here. It was always bright here. Plants didn’t need to sleep. “The sun never sets on the horticulture ring,” se said to serself.

The horticulture ring looked so different from the habitat ring. Here, every square meter of space was covered in crops. No buildings, parks or shuttle tracks. Just dirt and plants. Housing and transportation were buried underground, where they wouldn’t interfere with the crops.

A massive, scruffy-looking aggie loitered on a nearby walkway. Se spotted Kendal’s repair tech jumpsuit and waved ser over.

“You got here quick,” the aggie – Peyton Fontana according to the name tag on ser overalls – said as Kendal approached.

Se hooked a thumb back toward the airlock. “I took a shortcut.”

Peyton looked at ser in disbelief. “You jumped between rings?”

Kendal nodded. “Beats going the long way around.” Se looked around. “Where’s the robot?”

“Over this way,” Peyton replied, leading ser down a row of tomato plants. “It was doing just fine, then just froze. It’s not responding at all. And, before you ask, yes, I tried turning it off and back on again.”

Kendal smiled at that. It tended to be the first question robotics techs asked on a service call. Se liked to give people more credit than that.

Se knelt down beside the little robot, not much more than a small wagon with a couple mechanical arms attached. One of the arms was extended halfway to the nearest plant, frozen in place, twitching ever so slightly. Se knew it was just a machine but couldn’t help feeling a pang of sympathy. “OK, let’s see what we can do for you.”

Se powered it down and cracked open the brain box.

As se worked, Peyton hovered. Kendal hated when people watched ser work. On the other hand, Peyton was kind of cute, in a scruffy, dirt-under-the-fingernails, could-use-a-shower kind of way. Hazards of working on a farm all day, se supposed. Se did have pretty eyes, though. That was a plus.

Speaking of dirt, the robot’s brain box was full of it. Mud, really. No wonder it had malfunctioned. Se flushed out the debris and had a look for damaged components.

“You really jumped over here?” Peyton asked. “I mean, I’ve heard rumors that some people did that, but I thought it was all just that: rumors. I never thought anyone actually did it.”

Kendal pulled a charred motor cortex out of the brain box. “I don’t know about ‘some people’, but I definitely do it. It’s a pretty wild ride. You oughta try it sometime.” Se sized Peyton up. “Probably need a lot more fuel, though.”

Peyton laughed. “No, I don’t think that’s the sort of thing I’d like to do. I mean, what if you missed?”

“I never miss,” Kendal replied, digging a refurbished motor cortex out of ser repair kit.

Se’d nearly missed a couple times, but se wasn’t about to admit that to Peyton. Se’d spent a lot of time practicing the jump using scale models, training ser EVA pack’s little brain to anticipate course adjustments, then graduating up to full-sized dummies, before finally trying it serself. Even so, the first few times were close calls. Se’d seriously wrenched ser left shoulder on ser third jump.

Se snapped the new motor cortex into place, then examined the brain box’s access panel. Cracked gasket. That explained the dirt and moisture buildup. Se stripped the gasket off the panel, and replaced it, making sure it fit snugly.

“But what if you did?” Peyton insisted. Ugh, seriously, se sounded like the voice inside Kendal’s head every time se prepped for a jump.

Kendal looked up at Peyton and grinned. “I guess you’d need to call for another repair tech, then.”

Se powered up the robot, pulled out ser tablet, and started to run a diagnostics check, just on the off chance that there was any secondary damage from the burnout.

Peyton shook ser head. “You are seriously weird, you know that?”

“It’s been pointed out to me on several occasions,” Kendal admitted. “Is that a bad thing?”

Diagnostics looked good. No secondary damage. Se powered the robot down again and closed up the brain box, making sure there was a good seal all the way around the gasket.

Peyton made a show of considering ser question. “No. I’m pretty sure I’m OK with seriously weird. I might even be OK with it, say, over dinner?”

Kendal smiled, ser back turned to Peyton as se powered up the robot. Se patted it as it trundled away. “There you go. All better now. Good robot.”

Se stood and looked up at Peyton. Se was really quite tall. Kendal was used to looking up at other people, but this was a completely different experience altogether. “That seemed like a very circumspect way of asking me out.”

“Did it work?” Peyton asked.

Kendal looked ser up and down. “Lunch,” se said finally. “Tomorrow. Noon. Malcolm’s.”

“It’s a date,” Peyton agreed.

“It’s lunch,” Kendal countered. Se picked up the repair kit and headed toward the airlock.

***
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It was dark by the time se got back. On the shuttle ride back to ser neighborhood, se wrote up a report on the repair job, adding that the repair kit at airlock C23 needed replacing.

Se returned to Morel Park, climbed the hill, and lay in the grass again, staring up at the stars. The light panels were fully transparent now. The only thing that blocked ser view was the ship itself. The spokes, the central axis, the far side of the habitat ring...

Kendal tried not to think about Peyton. Se did anyway. Not really ser type. Se was an aggie, for one thing. Not that there was anything wrong with agricultural technicians. It was just...

And then there was the whole gender thing. Peyton was definitely on the male end of the spectrum. Had to be an M40 at least. And scruffy. Let’s not forget about the scruffiness. Still, se was awfully cute. And those eyes. Damn.

Se really needed to talk to Mel about the whole Peyton thing. But se’d still be at work. It’d have to wait until tomorrow.

One of the stars winked out briefly. Odd. Kendal sat up and looked in the direction of the star, squinting – as if that would make it easier to focus on or something.

Was someone up there, working on the light panels at night? Unlikely. That sort of maintenance was definitely a daytime job. No point fumbling around up there in the dark. The light panels were so high, falling off one would mean certain death.

On the other hand, jumping off one with some sort of winged apparatus might be fun.

Se lay back down and stared up at the stars again, briefly making a note on ser tablet to look up ancient gliding technologies.

***
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Mel sat at ser station and flipped though the long-range collision threats. Dust, dust and more dust. Nothing bigger than a grain of sand. Well, nothing other than a “Kendal-sized object” flitting between the ship’s two rings a while ago. Kendal did this so frequently that it had become a running joke in Navigation.

Beyond that, though, nothing but dust. And the shielding could handle anything smaller than a pebble. Se’d spent endless hours as a kid, watching the flashes of light from interstellar dust being vaporized in the near-transparent field.

Right now, Se had the Nav department all to serself. Late shift. Se looked at the time. Four hours left. Ugh. Se really just wanted to get out of here and crawl into bed. Kapel had better not be late relieving ser.

Se’d nearly nodded off at ser console when an alarm jolted ser upright. Camera F37 had logged an occultation. Se pulled up the display and tapped “Playback”. Se watched as a star winked out briefly. Se set the video playback on a loop. Wink, wink, wink. Se entered the inclination, azimuth and duration into ser console. The radar and lidar scans came up empty. Nothing large had been logged in that area of the sky recently. Hell, nothing bigger than the size of ser fist had been spotted anywhere for ages.

Wait... camera F3 should have picked up the same event. The two were on opposite sides of the ship, and scanned the same area of the sky. Mel pulled up F3’s logs. Oh, wonderful. Down for repairs. Data from two cameras would’ve given ser some information about the distance and size of the object. But one camera? That didn’t provide anything useful.

All se had to go on right now was the length of the occultation. Without knowing the distance and velocity, there was no way to tell how big it was. It could be huge, far away and fast, or it could be a speck of dust drifting across the camera lens.

Mel fumed. The whole point of having cameras scanning every patch of the sky was to watch for occultations. Interstellar space was dark, and the best way to detect a nearby object was to catch it passing between Canterbury and a background star. But you needed detection by at least two cameras.

And the worst thing? The absolute worst thing about all this? The object’s location in the sky was almost directly ahead. Canterbury was heading straight for it, and Mel couldn’t tell how big it was!

Se brought up the controls for cameras F2 and F4, repointing them to cover F3’s patch of sky. That should have been done when F3 went offline for maintenance. Someone had gotten sloppy and left the ship vulnerable. Se logged the adjustment, and added a note recommending all Nav techs review maintenance procedures.

Realistically, there was probably nothing out there. If Mel were forced to place a bet on “huge and far away” versus “tiny and close”, se’d have to put ser money on the latter, especially considering neither set of scanners had picked up anything.

Still, it’d be nice to know for sure. Maybe the forward cameras would pick up something again soon.

Mel spent the rest of ser shift running simulations based on the data se had. No radar or lidar signal meant it was a) too small, b) too close, or c) too far away. That eliminated the mid-range of size and distance. And lateral speed would affect the occultation time. Slow meant a longer wink; fast meant a shorter one.

Se graphed it out: size, speed, distance. On the low end, anything from a speck of dust up to the size of a pebble. Then there was a big gap in the middle where the scanners would have picked up something. The high end? Could be anything from a very large asteroid moving relatively slowly across Canterbury’s path to, well, something incredibly huge and far away whipping past at a ludicrous speed.

There were a lot of techs and engineers who’d be really happy if it turned out to be a large asteroid. Large asteroid meant raw materials. Raw materials meant spawning a new ship.

That was an exciting prospect. Mel was young enough that, if they started building one soon, a new ship could be launched well within ser lifetime.

Se was still mulling that over when Kapel showed up. Early for a change. “Evening, Mel. Anything interesting to report?”

“Hi Paz,” Mel said. Se looked out the window at the light panels, glowing red with early dawn. “More like morning, isn’t it?”

“Whatever,” Kapel replied.

“But, yeah, got something vaguely interesting,” Mel continued. “F37 logged an occultation. No parallax data, though. F3 was offline, and F2 and F4 weren’t re-positioned to compensate. I fixed that. No radar or lidar corroboration either. So, no size or distance info yet.”

Kapel looked at Mel’s graph. “Yeah, probably just a speck on the lens, then.”

Mel sighed. “Probably,” se agreed.

Se got up from ser station. “I’m heading out. Have a good night.”

Kapel grinned. “Morning, you mean.”

Mel grinned back. “Whatever.”

***
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Darien strolled down aisle 7 of the Gestation Center, checking the displays on each pod. It was tedious, repetitive work, but not the sort of thing you could trust to a robot. This required a human touch.

About half of the 800 gestation pods were occupied by fetuses in various stages of development. All perfectly healthy, of course. Nothing but the best for the residents of Canterbury.

Pod 400 was showing signs of coming to term. About time, really. Se was two days past ser due date. But that would make eight births in the next three days. Darien messaged the parents, requesting they schedule a delivery appointment. The last thing anyone wanted was a bunch of parents, plus extended families, all crowding in here at the same time.

Most births were pretty simple. The parents would show up, witness the extraction, maybe cut the cord, and be on their way. Other times, though, you’d get upwards of a dozen family members, plus balloons, cake, champagne, welcome banner... The number of times Darien had had to clean up confetti or spilled drinks or smeared icing... Se shook ser head. This was a medical facility, not a restaurant.

Se stopped at pod 423. Three months along, now.

Pod 423: Wayan Salazon

Parents: Kitt Elizondo, Robin Salazar

“Morning sweetie,” se said, putting ser hand on the warm surface of the pod. Robin was Darien’s sibling. Se noted the vitals readouts, and smiled. Textbook, across the board.

Se did a quick 3D scan of Wayan. Aww, curled up, sucking ser thumb.

Darien transferred the image to ser personal tablet, and sent it to Robin, attaching a note: “Wayan says hi.”

Se sent a copy to Mel. Se would still be asleep. Se’d arrived home and crawled into bed long before Darien had woken up. They barely got to see each other some days. It’d be better in a few weeks when Mel switched back to the day shift. Darien was senior enough that se could choose ser own hours. Mel didn’t have that luxury yet. Hopefully se would soon. Then maybe they could start a family of their own.

Maybe. If that’s what Mel wanted as well. They’d discussed it, of course, but it was sometimes hard to tell what Mel really wanted. Darien wasn’t even sure that Mel knew what Mel wanted, half the time.

Se sighed, and moved on to pod 424.

***
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Morgan waited patiently for ser next appointment to arrive. Late, of course. Why were teenagers always late? Se looked at ser tablet. Rowan Winther. Name sounded familiar but se couldn’t place it.

The door swung open, and a sullen-looking teenager strode in. “Mx. Karplins.”

Morgan nodded. “Hello Rowan. Come in and have a seat.”

The teenager slouched over to the guest chair and sat down. Tall and gangly. All knees and elbows. Presenting as someone on the F side of the spectrum, by the looks of it. If se had to guess, Morgan would say somewhere around F30.

“Now,” Morgan continued, “this is your first session, so we’ll be going over the basics.”

Morgan paused for the obligatory eye-roll. Seventeen, and se thought se knew everything. Just like the last client, and the one before ser, and the hundreds before ser.

“Your eighteenth birthday is coming up in six weeks,” Morgan said. “At that time, you may or may not begin a series of gender assignment treatments. These will be tailored to adjust your physiology to match your gender identity. However, should you choose to remain gender neutral, no treatments will be necessary.”

A diagram appeared on the desk, oriented for Rowan to view. It consisted of a series of human figures with a series of labels above their heads.

“Gender is a continuum,” Morgan began.

“Over here...” Se gestured to the figure on Rowan’s far left, labeled ‘M100’, “...we have the extreme male physiology. And over here we have the extreme female physiology.” Se pointed out the ‘F100’ figure.

“You, like all people, were born gender neutral.” Se tapped the center figure, labeled ‘N’. “As you’ve matured, you may or may not have developed a gender identity.”

Morgan looked at Rowan. The teen wore the same expression as nearly every other teen who came through here: a mixture of boredom and embarrassment.

And who could blame ser? Morgan remembered going through this serself. Talking to some stranger about feelings and body shapes and hormones and genitalia. It was all so horrifying for a seventeen-year-old.

But this was the way it was done, the way it had always been done. Best to just power through it. Six weeks. Six sessions. For most teens, the actual gender assignment treatments were a picnic compared to the counseling sessions. Having an epigenetic implant injected into your abdomen was nothing, compared to the excruciating pain of having to discuss your gender identity with a complete stranger for three whole hours.

“Over the course of the next six weeks, we’ll attempt to evaluate that identity,” Morgan continued. “This will help you determine what sort of treatments you will be given.”

“What if I already know?” Rowan interjected. Se sat back and folded ser arms across ser chest.

Morgan nodded. “Then these sessions are going to be fairly boring. But they are mandatory, so let’s try and get through them, OK?”

Rowan shrugged. “Fine.” Se leaned forward and tapped the display. “But I’m F20, and nothing’s going to change that.”

“Excellent.” Morgan noted this in Rowan’s file. Se looked up and smiled at the teen. “That was going to be my next question anyway. So we’re off to a good start. Now, let’s discuss your self-evaluation before starting on the personality tests.”

Rowan rolled ser eyes again, slumping in ser chair. “Seriously?!”

***
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Kendal’s tablet bleeped.

Peyton glanced at it from across the table. “Repair call?” se asked.

“Nope,” Kendal replied, shaking ser head. “Just my sib, Rowan. Se’s seventeen. Just finished ser first counseling session.”

“Oh, wow.” Peyton cringed sympathetically. “Poor kid.”

They’d just sat down for lunch. Peyton was precisely on time. Major points for that. But more importantly, se cleaned up nice. Like, fabulously, lusciously, heart-stoppingly nice. Se’d shown up wearing a t-shirt and shorts, hair pulled back, and not a speck of dirt under ser fingernails. And those eyes... Oh my...

Se looked like se’d just stepped out of a salon. Maybe se had. Se’d definitely put some effort into ser appearance. Was this all for Kendal’s benefit? Se couldn’t remember the last time anyone had gone out of ser way to look nice for ser.

“I know, right?” Se replied, laughing. “Those sessions are torture! The lectures, the tests, the endless discussions. Just let me tell you what I want, and get me out of here!”

Peyton grinned. “Yeah, I felt like that too. But I guess some kids need more than that.”

Kendal nodded. “Sure, sure. But most don’t. Most of us know what we are by the time we’re five or six. But we have to wait more than a decade, and then go through counseling before we can start assignment treatments. It’s just all so... bureaucratic.”

“Well, it’s definitely that,” Peyton agreed. “The Charter has a lot of...”

“Oh, don’t get me started on the Charter,” Kendal interrupted.

Peyton paused and regarded ser for a moment. “OK, I won’t. Not on the first date, at least.”

“It’s just lunch,” Kendal protested, blushing. Blushing? Se was actually blushing? The thought of blushing in front of Peyton made ser blush even more.

“Fine,” Peyton conceded. “Not on the first lunch, then. Y’know, assuming there’s going to be a second lunch...”

Yes, please. Second lunch, third lunch, all the lunches. That’s what se wanted to say. Instead, se laughed. “We haven’t even ordered yet. Maybe we should see how this one goes before making plans for a second one.”

Peyton nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll check back with you after we eat, then.” Se grinned.

Kendal smiled back. “You’re awfully persistent.”

“It’s been pointed out to me on several occasions,” Peyton said. “Is that a bad thing?”

Kendal took ser time unfolding ser tablet and calling up the diner’s menu. “I haven’t decided yet. What looks good to you?”

Peyton chuckled. “Well, if that isn’t a leading question...”

“The food,” Kendal protested, cheeks flaring up again. Se held up ser tablet to hide ser face. “What looks good on the menu?”

“Right,” Peyton opened ser tablet and perused the menu. “Hmm, everything looks good. Might take me a while to figure this out.”

Kendal peeked at Peyton over the top of ser tablet. “Same here,” se said quietly.

***
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“You and a high-M aggie?” Mel marveled. “I wouldn’t think that’d be your type.”

Kendal rolled ser eyes. “It was just lunch. Can we please just change the subject?”

“That was not just lunch, and you know it,” Mel retorted, nudging ser. “Not the way you described it, anyway.”

They were hanging out in Morel Park, mainly because neither of them had much to do at the moment. Darien was still at work, Mel’s shift didn’t start for hours, and Kendal was doing an on-call rotation, leaving ser day pretty much free, unless a robot needed attention.

They lay side-by-side on the grass, staring up at the stars – at least the ones that were bright enough to be seen beyond the glare of the light panels. This was their spot. There were Mel and Kendal-shaped indentations in the hill, worn there from years of use.

Mel was... What was the best way to put it? Mel was Kendal’s go-to person. And vice-versa. They’d been friends forever, and probably always would be. Kendal couldn’t imagine life without Mel.

“I can’t think of a more unlikely match,” Mel continued. “But, whatever works for you. Love is love.”

“It was just one date!” Kendal insisted, swatting ser, laughing.

Mel rolled onto ser side, propping ser head on ser hand. “I thought you said it was just lunch.”

“OK, fine!” Kendal groaned, covering ser face with ser hands. “It was a date. And just thinking about ser makes me feel all squishy inside, and I want to marry ser and have lots of babies. Are you happy now?”

Mel blinked at ser. “Me? Of course I’m happy. I’m married to Darien. How could I not be happy?”

Kendal thought that sounded a bit defensive. Were Mel and Darien having problems?

“But that’s not the question,” Mel continued. “The question is, are you happy?”

Kendal flailed ser arms in the air. “I have no idea! I’m definitely feeling something. It might be this ‘happy’ thing people are always talking about. I guess we’ll find out.”

Mel laughed. “You’re always like this. Every time you meet someone new. Head-over-heels, all hearts and flowers. At least until you get bored, and break it off, because you’re ‘just not feeling it’, and then it’s on to your next infatuation.”

“I don’t think so,” Kendal protested. “This time feels different.”

Mel grinned. “And that’s what you say every damn time.”

“OK, yeah. That’s fair.” Kendal lay down again too. “I’m going to be insufferable for the next few weeks, aren’t I?”

“Yes. Yes you are,” Mel agreed. “Looking forward to it.”

They lay there for a while, staring silently at the sky.

“I saw a star wink out last night,” Kendal said eventually.

Mel practically jumped up into a sitting position. “You’re kidding!”

“Nope,” Kendal replied. “Right up there, somewhere. Just for a second. I thought someone might’ve been crawling around on the light panels or something. But they’d never authorize something like that. Not at night.”

“Yeah, but you saw it, right?” Mel prompted.

Kendal nodded. “Well, yeah. That’s what I just said...”

“Do you know the exact time and location? No, no. Of course you wouldn’t,” Mel babbled. “Oh! Did you record it with your tablet?”

“What?” Kendal frowned at ser. “Why would I be lying around, recording the sky at night?”

“Right, right,” Mel agreed. Se pulled ser crumpled tablet out of ser back pocket, shook it out, and started typing.

Kendal shook ser head. The way some people treated their tablets, crumpling them up and shoving them into their pockets like that, instead of properly folding them. Keep that up, and you’d have to requisition a replacement every year or so.

Se looked over Mel’s shoulder. “What’s the big deal?”

“What you just said,” Mel explained. “You witnessed last night’s occultation. I bet others did too. I’m hoping someone caught it on camera, in the background or something. Ser tablet would’ve tagged the time and location. If I can get enough data from... I don’t know, two or three tablets minimum... I should be able to crunch the numbers and find out what we’re dealing with.”

“Yeah, you lost me,” Kendal said. “I mean, OK, I got the whole stellar occultation thing, but why’s it such a big deal?”
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