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	NIGHT HAD ALREADY CREPT ACROSS Toi and the Earth loomed—huge and menacing and beautiful—just past the crooked rooftops, as it slowly consumed the sky. Across Toi’s dented metal streets two sets of footsteps pounded out a frenzied rhythm that echoed just slightly, like a spring rain over tin shingles.

	I’ve got to lose him, was all that Ciaan could think. The words looped through her mind: I’ve got to lose him, I’ve got to lose him, I’ve got to lose him.

	She didn’t care where she was; she barely noticed when the buildings began to shift from the shiny, newly-seamed ones of her neighborhood to the rusted, warped clusters she’d been warned about. She didn’t care that she couldn’t remember how long it’d been since she heard the curfew alarm; she’d still been racing past gleaming lacquered storefronts then. All that mattered now was getting as much distance between Melean and herself as her stubby legs could manage.

	“Run all you want, greenie! You’re not gonna get away from me!” Melean’s threat was broken up by his wheezing breaths.

	Ciaan scanned the street directly in front of her, noting sharp turns at small intersections or down narrow alleys that she thought of taking always a second too late. Fear began gnawing sharp in the pit of her stomach as she realized that all the thick acrylic windows were closed and most likely locked here. No one would hear her scream; or if they did, they wouldn’t care.

	She decided, as she missed another possible turn, that her best bet was to stay on this main street. No one was going to come out of their house to help her, but she might run into some straggler coming back past curfew. And eventually they’d be out of this sector and then maybe she’d be able to scream. At any rate, the main road kept her visible and out of dark dead-ends where she’d really be in trouble.

	She listened behind her for Melean’s heavy breathing and footfalls, trying to gauge how far apart they were and whether or not it would be safe to slow down a bit. Her own breathing had become ragged and forced and her legs were shaking beneath her. She’d never really been a runner—despite her school’s mandatory rote physical drills. She could manage shorter distances well enough, but long distances always gave her side cramps. Plus, she’d never had to run for her life in organized athletics, so this was a whole other thing entirely.

	The good news was that Melean seemed to be just as bad at murderous chasing as Ciaan was at terrified running. He wasn’t big in either muscles or fat, nor was he thin and gangly like many of the other boys on Toi, so she’d assumed he’d be better at it. He was, Ciaan imagined, what Earth boys looked like: tall enough, strong enough, handsome enough. The only thing he was too much of was mean. That’s what made him a p-kid.

	Ciaan, on the other hand, looked exactly like a p-kid. Dark-skinned like Melean (but blotchy where he was smooth) with an undergrown, slightly disproportionate body that someone could look at and not quite be able to put their finger on what was off. Only they could with her, because of the one stark difference between her and the other p-kids: her hair. She could feel it slapping against her neck as she ran, thick woven braids of bright, gold-pale hair. The color they all said only Earth people could grow, the color she had never seen on any head but her own. The color that branded her forever as someone who wasn’t a real p-kid. Melean, with his close-cropped black braids, knew what that color meant—that it meant soft and weak and vulnerable and green like the wilting Earth where it came from—and that was why he tormented her every chance he got. That was why he was chasing her, and that was why she couldn’t let him catch her.

	“Come on you…filthy…little…brat!” Melean’s voice sounded gummy—like he had too much saliva in his mouth, or not enough.

	Ciaan’s vision blurred and she struggled to blink it clear. Her eyes refocused, searching ahead. To her growing horror the buildings seemed to only get worse; huge cracks in the steel shot up the walls, and front steps were sunken and scratched away. People in this sector didn’t even seem to care about lacquering their homes to hide the fact that this was a whole planet made of metal. The buildings were thinner and more tightly stacked together, like the street had decided to compress and forgot to tell the houses about it. It made the second-floor apartment that Ciaan and her father, second mother, and the rest of their children shared seem like an Earth mansion.

	Sweat was running from the back of Ciaan’s head down her neck and under her loose shirt collar, tickling her buzzing skin. She knew that she’d have to stop soon or risk fainting dead in the street. She could no longer hear Melean behind her—her blood throbbed too loudly in her ears—but she knew he was still there. She knew that if she turned around, he’d be just a few inches past arm’s length away. She didn’t want to, but the tears had been stinging her eyes for a while now, so she let them run down her face. They wouldn’t look like anything more than another trail of sweat anyway.

	Suddenly, a flash of sharp light cut out from the street ahead. It was a curfew patrol, she realized, and now she was caught either way. She considered flagging it down, turning herself in, and facing her father and second mother at home. She’d only been caught by a patrol once before—when she was eight or nine—and between her obvious panic and her second mother’s desperate begging, the soldier had let her off without a note on her record. This time she probably wouldn’t be that lucky, even if she wasn’t out late by choice, but a curfew violation was definitely better than the alternative of Melean. Every ounce of better judgment told her this. So, like a typical thirteen year-old, she did the exact opposite of what her better judgment recommended and ducked away from the approaching headlight into a dank alley.

	She quickly—but not quite quickly enough—realized her mistake. This was just the type of place she’d been trying to avoid by staying on the main street. Narrow at the front, it tapered even more as it pushed farther back to where the houses were the most warped and pressed together. Trash chutes lined the walls at about shoulder-height, and the whole place reeked of three-day-old garbage that had probably already been rotten when it’d been thrown out. The only legal animals on Toi were the few that people kept as standard pets, registered and restricted to indoors. Still, people bred rodents and other small scavengers illegally, though for what reason Ciaan couldn’t imagine. She tried to ignore the scuttling sounds that shot out between tattered trash bags.

	Of course the worst part of this decision was Ciaan’s particular choice of alley; she’d turned into one with a dead end. She was trapped, plain and simple, and the best she’d get out of this now would be some dark bruises and chipped teeth. She didn’t want to think about what the worst would be. P-kids played rough, and they didn’t play fair.

	She didn’t have to turn around to know Melean was there. She could hear his breathing—gasping and tight like hers—and knew he was doubled over like she was, waiting to catch his breath before the fight started. Finally, their gasps slowed. Ciaan sucked in a long gulp of sour air and her stomach clenched against it.

	The first blow hit her like a brick to the side. She stumbled back a few steps, clutching at her waist. She’d expected a little gloating before he started; he was probably pissed that she’d actually made him chase her.

	“Thought you could outrun me, didn’t you?” He swung at her shoulder; she leapt back and he only caught a fistful of foul alley air. He paused then chuckled, but there wasn’t any humor in it. “You almost did, too, you greenie trash. But not quite. You should already know that p-kids are faster than greenies, but I guess you’re too damn stupid with your shrunken greenie brain to remember that, huh?”

	“I told you I’m not a greenie.” She muttered it through her teeth, too bound up with anger and fear to say it out loud. That got her a kick to the ankles that didn’t fully connect but threw her off balance enough to send her crashing down onto the cold metal ground. She fell into a garbage bag with a thick splat. Something pale blue and curdled oozed out beneath her, sticking to her in clumps as she pulled herself up.

	“What was that, greenie?” Melean sneered above her.

	“I’m not a damn greenie, you bastard!” She kicked a booted foot at his stomach and he was too busy sneering to dodge it. He doubled over with a curse and she knew she’d done it now; if he was going to let her off easy before, he wasn’t anymore. Now he was going to decimate her.

	She knew she should’ve thought first and kicked second, but she didn’t really regret it—not yet anyway. If she was gonna get beat up in some lost little hellhole of an alley, she wanted to at least get one good hit in.

	He lunged at her fast and brutal, grabbing her tightly by the collar. She stared up at him, focused on the black centers of his eyes. She wasn’t going to let him know how much he scared her.

	“You know, ever since the first time I saw you—the first time you waddled into primary grades—I hated you.” His voice was low and cruel and even though she didn’t want to, Ciaan flinched. “You know why? Because you think you’re better than us. I didn’t care that you said you were a p-kid, or that you made friends with p-kids, or that your dad was a p-man himself. Because I knew that deep down, no matter what, you thought you were better. You and your whore Earth mom. Where’d that dirtbitch go anyway? Got sick of raising a halfie and went back to her precious greenie planet, didn’t she?”

	That was it. If Melean was going to fight dirty, then so was Ciaan. She thrust her knee up with all the strength she had left and smashed it into his crotch. He yelped and reeled away, giving her a clear escape route back to the main street—back to her second-floor apartment, back to her p-man father and p-woman second mother.

	I should go, she thought, without making a move.

	Melean lay on the ground curled in on himself—a cocooned, whimpering mass. She should’ve felt compassion for him, should’ve apologized. That was what an Earth kid, a greenie would do. But Ciaan wasn’t an Earth kid—she’d never even been to Earth—and she had just this one chance to prove that to him. She kicked him hard in the back, then again in the side. He cried out and pleaded, raising his arms in a pitiful self-defense. She took the opportunity to stamp on his chest, grinding her heel into his sternum.

	With each kick her anger seemed to grow instead of diffuse. She started to relish it, grinning down at his huddled body as it began to blend in with the garbage.

	“Pl—please…” Melean choked and sputtered, shielding his head with his shaking hands. He tried to say something that got muffled with blood and tears and Ciaan could only make out one word:

	“…mercy…”

	Mercy, she mused. What a funny idea. When was I ever given mercy? If it was me on the ground instead of you, what would you do? She knew the answer and stamped him hard between the shoulder blades for it, careful to avoid any strikes at his head or neck. She didn’t want a malicious death on her record.

	Ciaan paused to regain her balance and as she stared down at the little pools of blood collecting in the crevices of the alley seams, she wondered if life was like this on Earth. Her mother—her first mother, her real mother—had said that people were people everywhere, good and bad. Ciaan wasn’t so sure that she believed that. P-people, she thought, must’ve forgotten some part of what it meant to be human a long time ago. 78 years ago—when the Earth governments launched the first phrase of their initiative to help deal with overpopulation and housing crises by unsubsidizing public homes, demolishing the Earth ghettos, and sending the initial wave of poor, now homeless, humans out to live on their first project (or p-)planet, Toi—could they have anticipated what would happen? 78 years later, with seven metal housing planets now in orbit around the Earth, did they know that they were creating a new race of people—meaner, angrier, and hungrier for something that had been taken from them generations ago?

	Or maybe just more bitter and lonelier, like Ciaan had once thought. But the more she saw and learned and became like other p-people, the more she had to believe that something was missing in them—that green part of Earth, the bit of fertile ground in humans and their planet that let something reckless and beautiful grow. P-people didn’t have that and it made them colder, like the dead space just beyond their artificial atmosphere.

	Well, Ciaan thought viciously, it’s better to be cold than dead. She stomped on Melean’s forearms, just above the wrist.

	Her momentary pause gave him a chance to regroup too, and he grabbed her ankle when it came within reach. She pulled away, but not before he had a chance to claw across her skin, leaving three or four thin red gashes. It was times like this that she wished regulation pants came down to their feet instead of just their knees. She winced and hissed, smashing down on his hand before hobbling back herself. She caught her other foot in a loose piece of garbage and landed on the ground with a loud thud.

	Melean was up again before she was. He flew at her and hit her in the one place she’d avoided with him—the face. She thought it would be a smack, hard and sharp and embarrassing mostly but otherwise not too damaging, but he punched her instead. She felt her whole face crumble under his fist, cracking and shattering before her mind could really register the blow. He was laughing again, high and hysterical like he’d really lost it, and for the first time that night she seriously considered the possibility that he actually wanted to kill her. She didn’t know whether it was the adrenaline surge or her survival response kicking in, but her arms suddenly started flailing wildly, trying to lash out at him any way they could. A scream—primal and desperate—ripped itself out of her tightening throat.

	Suddenly a new voice sliced through the alley and echoed off its walls, drowning out everything else: “That is quite enough!”

	Ciaan suddenly recalled the stories her first mother had told her about some of the old Earth religions—how they believed that, when you died, magical things called angels took you to paradise. This voice didn’t sound especially sweet, but Ciaan had to believe that not all angels talked like tiny bells.

	“If you do not stop immediately, I will not hesitate to use force against you!”

	Melean froze and Ciaan was sure he was going to finish her right there. But he wavered for too long, bruised knuckles hovering in the air, and was heaved off of Ciaan like he was just another sack of garbage. Ciaan blinked past tears and fuzzy double-vision as a different face came into view, a rigid and vaguely translucent one with two dark eyes devoid of any emotion other than professional irritation.

	“Are you all right, girl?” A gloved hand clasped Ciaan’s arm and brought her staggering to her feet.

	Ciaan shook her head, couldn’t tell if that was a yes or no herself.

	“Both of you are in very serious trouble.” The voice, which Ciaan now understood went with the face and the gloved hand, belonged to an Artificial patrol soldier. Her p-partner, who stood almost a head shorter than her, glared at Melean. “Not only are you in violation of curfew, but you have engaged in acts of public aggression that have led to injury. We will not have any choice but to add these violations to your records.”

	Ciaan didn’t know much about Artificials; she’d never had more than a brief, passing interaction with one. She knew that technically all Artificials were soldiers—at least accordingly to the history books her first mother had kept stacked next to her nightstand. She knew that they were a sub-race of artificially-grown humans who’d been popular during some Earth fad decades ago but must’ve gone out of fashion since then because now they were funneled into administrative academies and security force units. She knew that most p-people thought they were weird and that—while they worked in partnerships and mixed groups—most Artificials only socialized amongst themselves.

	This Artificial didn’t seem strange so much as stiff and frustrated; she looked from Ciaan to Melean and back again, then sighed and rubbed her forehead. Ciaan noticed how tired she looked and wondered what time it actually was.

	“I think it would be best for you to be taken to a medical unit and scanned for serious injuries.” She rounded on Melean. “What is your name, boy?”

	He narrowed his eyes; a muscle ticked in his jaw. From behind the Artificial soldier her p-partner barked, “Lieutenant 2719 has asked you a question, boy. What’s your name?”

	“Melean, sir.” He muttered it, dropped his eyes to the alley floor.

	“Well, Melean,” Lieutenant 2719 continued, “you will go with Sergeant 0919. And you, girl, will come with me.”

	Without glancing back at Melean, Ciaan nodded and followed the lieutenant to the patrol craft in silence.
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	“My name is Ciaan.”

	They had been speeding along streets that Ciaan didn’t recognize for nearly ten minutes without speaking, and she thought she might as well break the ice with the person who’d more-or-less saved her life.

	“I don’t remember asking for your name, girl.” The lieutenant’s tone was brusque; it deflated any remaining adrenaline Ciaan had.

	Her neck flushed and she swallowed down her sudden shame. The whirl of the engine grated against her eardrums and she reconciled herself to an uncomfortably quiet ride to the medical unit.

	But the lieutenant must have been uncomfortable too, because after a few minutes she cleared her throat quietly like she was getting ready to say something that was both very important and very awkward.

	“Your hair isn’t regulation length.” 

	Ciaan sputtered and crossed her arms—was this all going to be about her hair? She closed her eyes and felt the sweat-sticky wisps of curls cooling at the nape of her neck and thought suddenly about the first home they had, when her first mother had still been on Toi. It had been a real home, a full building, or at least half of one cut straight down the middle. It had had different floors at any rate—something that Ciaan missed—and broad, open corners. Shelves lined the walls, just out of reach and stacked with antique scientific journals and delicate silver contraptions that Ciaan could imagine a hundred explanations for—remnants of her first mother’s past life on Earth. Colorful trinkets from the local artisans’ market dotted the walls, pieces of her father elbowing their way into the décor. They had always made Ciaan smile.

	Ciaan had loved to climb up and down the spiral steps, from the second floor where her parents slept to the third floor where her room was. She’d stop at each floor—pretending that she was a confused guest who couldn’t find the right apartment—and would apologize to her mother in funny accents that she’d heard on the Information Channels, where delegates from the different Earth Unions came on and talked for what felt like hours about significant Earth concerns. Her favorite accent was the one that the delegate from the Northern Asian Union had; it was all ups and downs like he was trying to catch a fly with his throat. Her mother loved it too, and they would laugh and laugh when Ciaan burst into the kitchen trying to imitate it. Those were the days when Ciaan’s mother would plead with her not to cut her hair so short and close to her head, which was against regulations, and urge her to be proud of her pale braids. They were, her mother had said with a smile, the same as her grandmother’s. Those were the days when Ciaan would listen and let her braids grow long, so they brushed against the small of her back when she walked. That was before her mother had left on a transport for a week’s Earth leave—the first Ciaan could remember her taking—and had never come back.

	Now Ciaan’s second mother pleaded that she keep her hair at regulation length, but Ciaan didn’t listen. It wasn’t that her second mother was a hateful sort of person; she was kind and patient with Ciaan, sometimes even in ways that her first mother hadn’t been. But her second mother wasn’t her first mother, and so it didn’t matter.

	The patrol craft decelerated for a turning transport vehicle and Ciaan shook herself out of her memories.

	“Then why don’t you write it up on my record? It doesn’t matter now.” Ciaan immediately regretted snapping at a soldier, tried to cover it with a cough. 

	But the lieutenant seemed to barely hear her. “You got that color, I think, from your grandmother.”

	Ciaan shifted in her seat. How did the lieutenant know that? Was it in her records somewhere? Why would this soldier be going through her records? And what else was in her records, she wondered.

	After another minute or two of a tenser silence, the lieutenant spoke again. “I wasn’t sure about it at first, but now I’m almost positive.”

	Ciaan looked over at her. The lieutenant smiled, just slightly, but it made her strange skin warm up at the edges.

	 “I knew your mother.”

	“What?” Ciaan bolted up in her seat. “When? Where? Who are you?”

	 “Calm down, Ciaan. You’re still a criminal in here.” The lieutenant tried to sound severe, but she was still smiling and Ciaan thought she might be younger than the stern set of her features suggested. “I knew your mother on Earth, back when I was stationed there. She was a very…significant woman—and you”—she glanced over at Ciaan with sharp, quick eyes—“you are a very significant child.”

	“What?” That was all Ciaan could manage. She had so many questions—too many—and her brain couldn’t sort out one from the rest. The lieutenant started to say something else but stopped abruptly when a bright green light began blinking on the control board.

	The patrol craft came to an abrupt stop; Ciaan would’ve been thrown against the front window if she hadn’t been strapped in. That stern shadow stretched back over the lieutenant’s face as she turned the vehicle completely around and sent it zooming off in the opposite direction.
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	“You need to stay in the patrol craft. Something has come up that I have to supervise.”

	Ciaan nodded faintly. She knew they were stopped in front of a port—in fact they had to be at the Central Port Zone of Toi. Enclosed and separated docking stations were set up one after the other with nothing but two layers of artificial atmosphere barriers between people and void. The sky holograms didn’t extend over ports and Ciaan gazed out at the true blackness of space, vast in ways that she hadn’t even tried to imagine before. The hairs on her forearms pricked up.

	The lieutenant reached up to close the patrol craft door and seal Ciaan in. An unsettling thought occurred to her. “You’re coming back, right?”

	The lieutenant’s hand rested on the edge of the doorway. “Another soldier will escort you to the medical unit and then home. Upon consideration I feel that you were only exercising reasonable self-defense against an imminent physical threat, and therefore I have decided not to submit the fight onto your record. The curfew violation, however, will be noted.”

	Ciaan should’ve been relieved by this unexpected moment of mercy, but for some reason a nervousness still lingered. “Am I going to see you again?” 

	The lieutenant smiled, but this time it didn’t quite warm her features and Ciaan knew what she was going to say before she said it.

	“I don’t know. Perhaps.”

	Ciaan slumped in her seat.

	The lieutenant reverted back to her professional tone. “If and when I return to Toi, I will make every effort to see you at least once, so that we can talk more fully about your mother. That is what you want, isn’t it?”

	Ciaan nodded. The lieutenant leveled her gaze at Ciaan but didn’t say anything else.

	“Do you know where my mother is?” Ciaan hadn’t meant to ask it, and she definitely hadn’t meant to ask it so abruptly. But now that the question was out there she thought she might’ve wanted to know the answer after all.

	The lieutenant stiffened. She pursed her lips, her hand lingering impatiently near the door button. The stillness made Ciaan fluttery, like her skin had just grown a thousand wings and they had all started flapping at once. The lieutenant exhaled, smooth and controlled. Ciaan—not knowing what else to do—did the same.

	“Ciaan.” The lines of the lieutenant’s face were firm, but Ciaan thought she caught a simmer of emotion behind her icy composure. “Your mother is dead.”

	All the wings that had just been beating so hard stopped midflight; a long shiver ran from Ciaan’s toes to her ears. She thought about bursting into tears, then decided against it. It felt like too intense and smothering a response, like something an Earth kid would do. So Ciaan blinked once, twice, three times and let all the pain and shock wither and drip off of her.

	“I’m very sorry, mainly that you had to find out this way. She could have been something else, if the worlds had been different,” said the lieutenant. For a second, it looked like a shimmer of tears had welled up in the lieutenant’s dark, impassive eyes. But then it disappeared and Ciaan wondered if it’d just been the flickering shadows.

	The lieutenant was probably expecting Ciaan to babble nonsense or demand details. Or maybe to sob and throw herself into a strange soldier’s arms as some sort of replacement for her dead mother. Ciaan half-expected one of those reactions herself, so she was a little surprised by what came out of her mouth instead.

	“What’s your name?”

	The lieutenant paused and stared at Ciaan like she had just lifted her head off her shoulders. Then she cleared her throat, steady and official, and answered, “Lieutenant 2719. My registered name is Kwe NAU 27198607.”

	Ciaan shook her head, felt the pain from the fight claw up her neck. “What’s your real name? The name that they gave you in the training facilities, or that you gave yourself?”

	Lieutenant 2719 looked Ciaan up and down appraisingly, like she was scanning her for weapons. Finally, she conceded. “Aaniin. It means good day.”

	“It’s pretty.” Ciaan held out her hand, only half-mocking regulation manners. “It was nice to meet you, Aaniin. I hope that I will see you again sometime.”

	At that, Aaniin laughed outright.

	“Well, Ciaan. It was a pleasure meeting you as well, even if it was under somewhat less-than-legal circumstances. I hope that we will meet again too.” With that she turned towards the door button and pressed it. As the patrol craft door slid shut, Ciaan thought she heard a whisper: “You are your mother’s daughter.”

	Then the door was closed and sealed and all Ciaan could see was Aaniin’s rigid frame retreating as she approached the first dock. A small crowd of people huddled there, surrounding a young woman who couldn’t be more than a few years older than Ciaan and was obviously heavily pregnant. Aaniin took the young woman’s arm and opened the docking platform door. People in the crowd waved and wept and a few had to be held back by the others, but the young woman walked forward and through the clear doors without looking back. Somehow Ciaan knew that if the woman turned and looked at her family, she’d never be able to leave.
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	That night, after her father and second mother had yelled and lectured and hugged her for almost two hours straight, she lay wide awake in her bed and listened to the tin-patter rhythms of breathing that filled their second floor apartment. She tugged idly at her pale hair and watched a braid glimmer in the bright moonlight.

	Tomorrow, she vowed, she would throw away her shears and let her hair grow to regulation length again—and longer. She closed her eyes and breathed in deep the cool, metallic, artificial air. She thought for just a moment that she tasted the tang of blood on her tongue, but then it was gone. She let her hand fall from her hair.

	Tomorrow, she thought, I won’t miss the green parts anymore.

	 


 

	 

	 

	[One]
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	“GENNETT, CIAAN.” THE CLERK—grim-faced and shaped like an overstuffed cushion—didn’t look up from shuffling his forms as Ciaan moved to stand behind the courtroom partition.

	Two judicial secretaries sat on either side of the main screen, positioned ten feet or so in front of the electrified field that separated the court officers from the accused criminals. With the rise of nano-technological personal weapons, the government began installing what they called “shock walls”—panels lined with electrical currents that activated if the initial barrier was breeched. The governmental buildings had been the first to shock up, then the courts. Now everything from banks to patrol crafts to elementary schools had them. Ciaan had even heard of a few of the richest p-planet homes hiring government-leased security agencies to shock up their homes, though she couldn’t imagine anyone but the emigrated politicians having enough money for that.

	But in spite of the price—or maybe because of it—the shock walls were effective, even she had to admit that. Not once in her twenty years had Ciaan heard of a shock wall anywhere being successfully punctured. The only complaints people normally had were that they tinted everything on the other side neon blue and warped the image like looking through an eerie, wrong-set window.

	In front of Ciaan now were two blue-tinged secretaries, one blue-tinged clerk, and a long desk covered in slumping piles of loose paper that had yet to be entered into the digital court system. They each took less than a second to assess her and, within a minute or two, the main screen flickered on.

	“You are Ciaan Gennett of Toi Sector C-22. Your census number is 371113. You are a female adult human currently aged twenty.” The judge looked crisp on the video feed, like he could’ve been sitting in the courtroom with them instead of in some secured office several stories above them.

	“You have pleaded guilty to the crime of vandalism of civilian property and intimidation with the intent to harm.” His upper lip curled slightly—the only hint of emotion he offered. “Is that correct?”

	Ciaan spoke into the small microphone mounted on the shock wall. “Yes, sir.”

	The judge nodded. “Do you have any remarks to make before I announce sentencing?”

	The secretaries and clerk turned to Ciaan; she could feel their condescension prick against her skin. She leaned forward to say no, but her second mother jumped up from the visitor benches and wedged in next to her before she had the chance to get it out.

	 “Please, Your Honor.” Her second mother’s voice sounded shaky and small and Ciaan thought, not for the first time, that she must be slowly killing this woman. Her second mother had come to every court hearing, trial, and sentencing that Ciaan had racked up over the past six years. She’d come to detainment centers at all hours of the night with the last of her paychecks to bail Ciaan out so she’d never have to spend the night in jail. She’d lectured and sobbed and begged Ciaan to stop trying to burn the world down. And when her father had refused to help Ciaan out anymore, when he’d threatened to throw her out of their apartment and never speak to her again, her second mother had been the one who’d kept him from making good on those promises. For three years after that things had been almost okay, but then this happened. Ciaan almost wished her second mother would give up too, just so she wouldn’t have to feel so damn guilty about what she was doing to her.

	“Please, Your Honor,” her second mother repeated, wiped off a tear before it hit her cheek. “My daughter is not a criminal. She has broken the law, and I understand that she must be punished for that, but please don’t send her away from her father and me. Without her family, Ciaan will be completely lost.”

	The judge raised an eyebrow. “Are you this girl’s mother?”

	Her second mother paused and Ciaan’s gut clenched.

	“I am her—her mother was separated from the family when Ciaan was very young. I am her father’s second wife. But, regardless of the circumstances, she’s my daughter. I raised her as my own and I consider her as much my child as any of our others.” Her words were full of an earnest fury that tore at the pit of Ciaan’s stomach.

	“You are—” One of the secretaries scanned his file screen, adjusted his glasses at the glare. “Illonde Tohannson, married to Rouan Tohannson of Toi Sector C-22?” 

	Next to her, Ciaan could feel her second mother’s joints stiffen.

	“She took her mother’s maiden name instead of her father’s family one.”

	The secretary peered at Ciaan, eyes narrow behind his thin frames, for a few seconds before minimizing her second mother’s file. “Mrs. Tohannson, you do realize that you have substantially less control over your daughter’s fate now that she is legally of age, correct?”

	Her second mother brushed her fingers against Ciaan’s wrist; Ciaan pulled back, folded her hands in front of her instead. She didn’t reach for Ciaan again. “Yes, I understand. It’s just that she’s still so young and she hasn’t had an easy life and it would break my—break both her father’s and my—hearts if she were sentenced to a detention facility. She’s made her mistakes, but that doesn’t mean she’s a monster.”

	Ciaan tossed those final words—a monster—around in her head, didn’t have her second mother’s conviction on that subject.

	The whole courtroom rustled, waiting to see if her second mother was finished pleading for leniency. If Ciaan thought her own pleas and wailing might help sway the judge’s decision, she would’ve gladly put on a show herself. But she’d been through this enough times to realize that nothing anyone said on the criminal side of the shock wall really mattered to the people on the court side. Her second mother should’ve known that too; maybe the same part of her that thought she could save Ciaan from herself also told her that hope would prevail across the board. It’s the only rational explanation for it, Ciaan thought.

	After the brief hush, her second mother quietly thanked the court for allowing her to speak and shuffled back over to the hard-paneled benches.

	The judge cleared his throat over the monitor. “The court appreciates Mrs. Tohannson’s passionate remarks on her daughter’s behalf and sincerely hopes that Ms. Gennett grasps the significance of such selfless familial support.”

	Ciaan bit at the inside of her cheek to stop herself from rolling her eyes. If her second mother was a different kind of woman, she might’ve fed off her perpetual martyrdom on Ciaan’s behalf. But she wasn’t; she just cared about Ciaan and that made it so much harder to endure.

	The judge continued: “If this were a first-time offense, or a crime of lesser severity, the court may be inclined to exercise mercy and grant Ms. Gennett probation. However, as Ms. Gennett’s disconcertingly long record shows, probation does not appear to act as a suitable deterrent for her.”

	That, Ciaan mused, was really more the court’s fault than her own. The only punishment available for a non-violent offense committed by a youth was probation and it didn’t act as much of a deterrent for anyone nowadays.

	“And furthermore, as this crime showed signs of escalating aggression with a potential for violent behavior, the court does not feel that probation is a severe enough punishment in this case.”

	Behind Ciaan, her second mother sucked in a sharp breath.

	“However, in taking into consideration the requests of Mrs. Tohannson, this court feels that a detention sentence indefinitely separating Ms. Gennett from her family would be ill-advised.”

	That was a load of shit; the courts didn’t want to ship Ciaan off Toi because the transport fees were staggering. Besides, there were plenty of detention facilities on-planet that were close enough for daily visits if her second mother was really that dedicated. 

	“Also, considering that intimidation is not legally considered a violent offense and noting that Ms. Gennett has not been arrested since she was seventeen, this court is willing to abstain from sentencing her to a detention facility under the strict condition that this be the last time she graces any courts with her presence.”

	That did surprise Ciaan; she’d been preparing herself for a prison term since she pled guilty to vandalizing an abandoned storefront and arguing with a patrol soldier over it three months ago. She gritted her teeth and waited for the final decision, not sure if she should be relieved or apprehensive. The video feed flickered, briefly distorting the judge’s face.

	“Therefore, it is the ruling of the First Rank Court of Toi that Ciaan Gennett be sentenced to two years labor service in the government reserves. She is ordered to serve no less than one year but may be released early if she demonstrates exceptionally good behavior. She will serve her time at the Central Port Zone Base and may continue to reside at her parents’ home if they so choose. Otherwise, she will live in the base barracks with the other reserves. She is also hereafter restricted from associating with any known criminals for the duration of five years, under penalty of her labor sentence being immediately commuted to a detention facility term. During those five years she will not be allowed to leave Toi except under the orders of her reserve superiors or in circumstances of extreme and imminent planetary danger.” The judge stopped, stared directly at Ciaan for the first time since he’d appeared onscreen. “Do you understand these terms?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Then the defendant shall proceed to the Processing Room for final documentation and record revision.”

	Ciaan nodded politely to the judge once and then hurried out of the courtroom as fast as she could, barely giving her second mother a chance to catch up. As the exit doors slid open she heard the clerk hack out a loud cough—preparing to call the next alleged criminal to the shock wall—but the doors closed and sealed before she could hear who it was.
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	“I’ve been trying to call and send direct messages to your Right Hand all day, but it kept saying that access to the account was denied!” Tidoris’s agitated face flickered in and out on the old computer monitor that her father had purchased from some Earth goods resale shop years ago.
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