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      To Cheryl Ann
      

      who rescued Maia from Flatland

      and me from loneliness

   
       

       

       

       

       

      We would have every path laid open to women … Were this done … we would see crystallizations more pure and of more various
            beauty. We believe the divine energy would pervade nature to a degree unknown in the history of former ages, and that no discordant
            collision, but a ravishing harmony of the spheres, would ensue.

      —Margaret Fuller

   
      
      Prelude

      Twenty-six months before her second birthday, Maia learned the true difference between winter and summer.
      

      It wasn’t simply the weather, or the way hot-season lightning storms used to crackle amid tall ships anchored in the harbor.
         Nor even the eye-tingling stab of Wengel—so distinct from other stars.
      

      The real difference was much more personal.

      “I can’t play with you no more,” her half sister, Sylvina, taunted one day. “‘Cause you had a father!”

      “Did n-not!” Maia stammered, rocked by the slur, knowing that the word was vaguely nasty. Sylvie’s rebuff stung, as if a bitter
         glacier wind blew through the crèche.
      

      “Did so! Had a father, dirty var!”

      “Well … then you’re a var, too!”

      The other girl laughed harshly. “Ha! I’m pure Lamai, just like my sisters, mothers an’ grandmas. But you’re a summer kid. That makes you U-neek. Var!”
      

      Dismayed, too choked to speak, Maia could only watch Sylvina toss her tawny locks and flounce away, joining a cluster of children
         varied in age but interchangeable in appearance. Some unspoken ritual of separation had taken place, dividing the room. In
         the better half, over near the glowing hearth, each girl was a miniature, perfect rendition of a Lamai mother. The same pale
         hair and strong jaw. The same trademark stance with chin defiantly upraised.
      

      Here on this side, the two boys were being tutored in their corner as usual, unaware of any changes that would scarcely affect
         them, anyway. That left eight little girls like Maia, scattered near the icy panes. Some were light or dark, taller or thinner.
         One had freckles, another, curly hair. What they had in common were their differences.
      

      Maia wondered, Was this what it meant to have a father? Everyone knew summer kids were rarer than winterlings, a fact that once made her proud, till it dawned on her that being
         “special” wasn’t so lucky, after all.
      

      She dimly recalled summertime’s storms, the smell of static electricity and the drumbeat of heavy rain on Port Sanger’s corbeled
         roofs. Whenever the clouds parted, shimmering sky-curtains used to dance like gauzy giants across distant tundra slopes, far
         beyond the locked city gates. Now, winter constellations replaced summer’s gaudy show, glittering over a placid, frost-decked
         sea. Maia already knew these seasonal changes had to do with movements of Stratos round its sun. But she still hadn’t figured
         out what that had to do with kids being born different, or the same.
      

      Wait a minute!

      Struck by a thought, Maia hurried to the cupboard where playthings were stacked. She grabbed a chipped hand mirror in both
         hands, and carried it to where another dark-haired girl her own age sat with several toy soldiers, arranging their swords
         and brushing their long hair. Maia held out the mirror, comparing her face to that of the other child.
      

      “I look just like you!” she announced. Turning, she called to Sylvina. “I can’t be a var! See? Leie looks like me!”
      

      Triumph melted as the others laughed, not just the light-haired crowd, but all over the crèche. Maia frowned at Leie. “B-but
         you are like me. Look!”
      

      Oblivious to chants of “Var! Var!” which made Maia’s ears burn, Leie ignored the mirror and yanked Maia’s arm, causing her
         to land hard nearby. Leie put one of the toy soldiers in Maia’s lap, then leaned over and whispered. “Don’t act so dumb! You
         an’ me had the same father. We’ll go on his boat, someday. We’ll sail, an’ see a whale, an’ ride its tail. That’s what summer kids do when they grow up.”
      

      With that surprising revelation, Leie returned contentedly to brushing a wooden warrior’s flaxen hair.

      Maia let the second doll lay in her open hand, the mirror in the other, pondering what she’d learned. Despite Leie’s air of
         assurance, her story sounded easily as dumb as anything Maia herself had said. Yet, there was something appealing about the other girl’s attitude … her way of making bad news sound good.
      

      It seemed reason enough to become friends. Even better than the fact that they looked as alike as two stars in the sky.

   
      
      Part I

      
      

      
      Never understate the voyage we’re embarked on, or what we knowingly forsake. Admit from the start, my sisters, that these
            partners cleaved to us by nature had their uses, their moments. Male strength and intensity have, on occasion, accomplished
            things both noble and fine.

      
      Yet, even at best, wasn’t that strength mostly spent defending us, and our children, against others of their kind? Are their
            better moments worth the cost?

      
      Mother Nature works by a logic, a harsh code, that served when we were beasts, but no more. Now we grasp her tools, her art,
            down to its warp and weft. And with skill comes a call for change. Women—some women—are demanding a better way.

      
      Thus we comrades sought this world, far beyond the hampering moderation of Hominid Phylum. It is the challenge of this founding
            generation to improve the blueprint of humanity.

      
      —from the “Landing Day Address”, by Lysos

      
   
      
      1

      
      

      
      Sharply angled sunlight splashed across the table by Maia’s bed, illuminating a meter-long braid of lustrous brown hair. Freshly
         cut. Draped across the rickety nightstand and tied off at both ends with blue ribbons.
      

      
      Stellar-shell blue, color of departure. And next to the braid, a pair of gleaming scissors stood like a dancer balancing on
         toe, one point stabbed into the rough tabletop. Blinking past sleep muzziness, Maia stared at these objects—illumined by a
         trapezoid of slanting dawn light—struggling to separate them from fey emblems of her recent dream.
      

      
      At once, their meaning struck.

      
      “Lysos,” Maia gasped, throwing off the covers. “Leie really did it!”
      

      
      Sudden shivers drew a second realization. Her sister had also left the window open! Zephyrs off Stern Glacier blew the tiny
         room’s dun curtains, driving dust balls across the plank floor to fetch against her bulging duffel. Rushing to slam the shutters,
         Maia glimpsed ruddy sunrise coloring the slate roofs of Port Sanger’s castlelike clan houses. The breeze carried warbling
         gull cries and scents of distant icebergs, but appreciating mornings was one vice she had never shared with her early-rising
         twin.
      

      
      “Ugh.” Maia put a hand to her head. “Was it really my idea to work last night?”
      

      
      It had seemed logical at the time. “We’ll want the latest news before heading out,” Maia had urged, signing them both for one last stint waiting tables in the clan guesthouse. “We might overhear something useful, and an extra coin or two won’t hurt.”

      
      The men of the timber ship, Gallant Tern, had been full of gossip all right, and sweet Lamatian wine. But the sailors had no eye for two adolescent summerlings—two variant brats—when there were plump winter Lamais about, all attractively identical, well-dressed and well-mannered. Spoiling and
         flattering the officers, the young Lamais had snapped their fingers till past midnight, sending Maia and Leie to fetch more
         pitchers of heady ale.
      

      
      The open window must have been Leie’s way of getting even.

      
      Oh, well, Maia thought defensively. She’s had her share of bad ideas, too. What mattered was that they had a plan, the two of them, worked out year after patient year in this attic room. All their
         lives, they had known this day would come. No telling how many dreary jobs we’ll have to put our backs to, before we find our niche.

      
      Just as Maia was thinking about slipping back between the covers, the North Tower bell clanged, rattling this shabby corner
         of the sprawling Lamai compound. In higher-class precincts, winter folk would not stir for another hour, but summer kids got
         used to rising in bitter cold—such was the irony of their name. Maia sighed, and began slipping into her new traveling clothes.
         Black tights of stretchy web-cloth, a white blouse and halter, plus boots and a jacket of strong, oiled leather. The outfit
         was more than many clans provided their departing var-daughters, as the mothers diligently pointed out. Maia tried hard to
         feel fortunate.
      

      
      While dressing, she pondered the severed braid. It was longer than an outstretched arm, glossy, yet lacking those rich highlights
         each full-blooded Lamai wore as a birthright. It looked so out of place, Maia felt a brief chill, as if she were regarding
         Leie’s detached hand, or head. She caught herself making a hand-sign to avert ill luck, and laughed nervously at the bad habit.
         Country superstitions would betray her as a bumpkin in the big cities of Landing Continent.
      

      
      Leie hadn’t even laced her braid very well, given the occasion. At this moment, in other rooms nearby, Mirri, Kirstin, and
         the other summer fivers would be fixing their tresses for today’s Parting Ceremony. The twins had argued over whether to attend,
         but now Leie had typically and impulsively acted on her own. Leie probably thinks this gives her seniority as an adult, even though Granny Modine says I was first out of our birth-momma’s womb.

      
      Fully dressed, Maia turned to encompass the attic room where they had grown up through five long Stratoin years—fifteen by
         the old calendar—summer children spinning dreams of winter glory, whispering a scheme so long forming, neither recalled who
         had thought it first. Now … today … the ship Grim Bird would take them away toward far western lands where opportunities were said to lay just waiting for bright youths like them.
      

      
      That was also the direction their father-ship had last been seen, some years ago. “It can’t hurt to keep our eyes open,” Leie
         had proposed, though Maia had wondered, skepticaly, If we ever did meet our gene-father, what would there be to talk about?

      
      Tepid water still flowed from the corner tap, which Maia took as a friendly omen. Breakfast is included, too, she thought while washing her face. If I make it to kitchen before the winter smugs arrive.

      
      Facing the tiny table mirror—a piece of clan property she would miss terribly—Maia wove the over-and-between braid pattern
         of Lamatia Family, obstinately doing a neater job than Leie had. Top and bottom ends she tied off with blue ribbons, purchased
         out of her pocket. At one point, her own brown eyes looked back at her, faintly shaded by distinctly un-Lamai brows, gifts
         of her unknown male parent. Regarding those dark irises, Maia was taken aback to find what she wanted least to see—a moist
         glitter of fear. A constriction. Awareness of a wide world, awaiting her beyond this familiar bay. A world both enticing and
         yet notoriously pitiless to solitary young vars short on either wit or luck. Crossing her arms over her breast, Maia fought
         a quaver of protest.
      

      
      How can I leave this room? How can they make me go?

      
      Abrupt panic closed in like encasing ice, locking her limbs, her breath. Only Maia’s racing heart seemed capable of movement,
         rocking her chest, accelerating helplessly … until she broke the spell with one serrated thought:
      

      
      What if Leie comes back and finds me like this?

      
      A fate worse than anything the mere world had to offer! Maia laughed tremulously, shattering the rigor, and lifted a hand to wipe her eyes. Anyway, its not like I’ll be completely alone out there. Lysos help me, I’ll always have Leie.

      
      At last she contemplated the gleaming scissors, embedded in the tabletop. Leie had left them as a challenge. Would Maia kneel
         meekly before the clan matriarchs, be given sonorous advice, a Kiss of Blessing, and a formal shearing? Or would she take
         leave boldly, without asking or accepting a hypocritical farewell?
      

      
      What gave her pause, ironically, was a consideration of pure practicality.

      
      With the braid off, there’ll be no breakfast in the kitchen.

      
      She had to use both hands, rocking the shears to win them free of the pitted wood. Maia turned the twin blades in a shaft
         of dawn light streaming through the shutters.
      

      
      She laughed aloud and decided.

      
      Even winter kids were seldom perfectly identical. Rare summer doubles like Maia and Leie could be told apart by a discerning
         eye. For one thing, they were mirror twins. Where Maia had a tiny mole on her right cheek, Leie’s was on the left. Their hair parted on opposite sides, and while
         Maia was right-handed, her sibling claimed left-handedness was a sure sign of destined greatness. Still, the town priestess
         had scanned them. They had the same genes.
      

      
      Early on, an idea had occurred to them—to try using this fact to their advantage.

      
      There were limits to their scheme. They could hardly pull it over on a savant, or among the lordly merchant houses of Landing
         Continent, where rich clans still used the data-wizardry of the Old Network. So Maia and Leie had decided to stay at sea awhile,
         with the sailors and drifter-folk, until they found some rustic town where local mothers were gullible, and male visitors
         more taciturn than the gossipy, bearded cretins who sailed the Gynmia Sea.
      

      
      Lysos make it so. Maia tugged an earlobe for luck and resumed hauling her gear down the twisty back stairs of Lamatia’s Summer Crèche, worn
         smooth by the passage of generations. At each slit window, a chill breeze stroked the newly-bare nape of her neck, eliciting
         a creepy feeling that she was being followed. The duffel was heavy, and Maia nursed a dark suspicion that her sister might have slipped in something extra while her back was turned. If they had kept their braids
         for another hour, the mothers might have assigned a lugar to carry their effects to the docks. But Leie said it made you soft,
         counting on lugars, and on that she was probably right. There would be no docile giants to ease their work at sea.
      

      
      The Summer Courtyard belied its name, permanently shadowed by the towers where winterlings dwelled behind banks of glass windows
         with silk curtains. The dim quad was deserted save a single bent figure, pushing a broom under dour, stone effigies of early
         Lamai clan mothers, all carved with uniform expressions of purse-lipped disdain. Maia paused to watch Coot Bennett sweep autumn
         demi-leaves, his gray beard waving in quiet tempo. Not legally a man, but a “retiree,” Bennett had been taken in when his
         sailing guild could no longer care for him—a tradition long abandoned by other matriarchies, but proudly maintained by Lamatia.
      

      
      On first taking residence, a touch of fire had remained in Bennett’s eyes, his cracking voice. All physical virility was certifiably
         gone, but well-remembered, for he used to pinch bottoms now and then, rousing girlish shrieks of delighted outrage, and glaring
         reproval from the matrons. While formally a tutor for the handful of male children, he became a favorite of all summer kids
         for his thrilling, embroidered tales of the wild, open sea. That year, Bennett took a special shine to Maia, encouraging her
         interest in constellations, and the mannish art of navigation.
      

      
      Not that they ever actually talked, the way two women might, about life and feelings and matters of substance. Still, Maia fondly recalled a strange friendship
         that even Leie never understood. Alas, too soon, the fire left Bennett’s old eyes. He stopped telling coherent stories, lapsing
         into gloomy silence while whittling ornate flutes he no longer bothered to play.
      

      
      The old man stooped over his broom as Maia bent to catch his rheumy eye. Her impression, perhaps freighted with her own imaginings,
         was of an active void. Of anxious, studied evasion of the world. Did this happen naturally to males no longer able to work ships? Or had the
         Lamai mothers somehow done it to him, both erasing a nuisance and sanctuaries, which few women entered, where most men finally went to die.
      

      
      Two seasons ago, Maia had tried drawing Bennett out of his decline, leading him by hand up narrow spiral steps to the small
         dome holding the clan’s reflecting telescope. Sight of the gleaming instrument, where months earlier they had spent hours
         together scanning the heavens, seemed to give the old man pleasure. His gnarled hands caressed its brass flank with sensuous
         affection.
      

      
      That was when she had shown him the Outsider Ship, then so new to the sky of Stratos. Everyone was talking about it, even
         on the tightly censored tele programs. Surely Bennett must have heard of the messenger, the “peripatetic,” who had come so
         far across space to end the long separation between Stratos and the Human Phylum?
      

      
      Apparently, he hadn’t. Bewildered, Bennett seemed at first to think it one of the winking navigation satellites, which helped
         captains find their way at sea. Eventually, her explanation sank in—that the sharp glimmer was, in fact, a starship.
      

      
      “Jelly can!” he had blurted suddenly. “Bee-can Jelly can!”

      
      “Beacon? You mean a lighthouse?” She had pointed to the spire marking Port Sanger’s harbor, its torch blazing across the bay.
         But the old man shook his head, distraught. “Former! … Jelly can former!” More phrases of slurred, nonsensical man-dialect followed. Clearly, something had happened that was yanking mental strings.
         Strings once linked to fervent thoughts, but long since fallen to loose threads. To Maia’s horror, the coot began striking
         the side of his head, over and over, tears streaming down his ragged cheeks. “Can’t ’member … Can’t!” He moaned. “Former … gone … can’t …”
      

      
      The fit had continued while, distraught, she maneuvered him downstairs to his little cot and then sat watching him thrash,
         muttering rhythmically about “guarding” something … and dragons in the sky. At the time, Maia could think of but one “dragon,”
         a fierce figure carved over the altar in the city temple, which had frightened her when she was little, even though the matrons
         called it an allegorical beast, representing the mother spirit of the planet.
      

      
      Since that episode on the roof, Maia had not tried communicating with Bennett again … and felt ashamed of it. “Is anyone there?”
         she now asked softly, peering into his haunted eyes. “Anyone at all?”
      

      
      Nothing fathomable emerged, so she bent closer to kiss his scratchy cheek, wondering if the confused affection she now felt
         was as close as she would ever come to a relationship with a man. For most summer women, lifelong chastity was but one more
         emblem of a contest few could win.
      

      
      Bennett resumed sweeping. Maia warmed her hands with steamy breath, and turned to go just as a ringing bell cracked the silence.
         Clamoring children spilled into the courtyard from narrow corridors on all sides. From toddlers to older threes and fours,
         they all wore bright Lamatia tartans, their hair woven in clan style. Yet, all such bids at tasteful uniformity failed. Unlike
         normal kids, each summer brat remained a blaring show of individuality, painfully aware of her uniqueness.
      

      
      Except the boys, one in four, hurrying like their sisters to class, but with a swagger that said, I know where I’m going. Lamatia’s sons often became officers, even shipmasters.
      

      
      And eventually coots, Maia recalled as old Bennett blankly kept sweeping around the ruckus. Women and men had that much in common … everyone grew
         old. In her wisdom, Lysos had long ago decreed that life’s rhythm must still include an end.
      

      
      Running children stopped and goggled at Maia. She stared back, poker-faced. Dressed in leather, with her hair cropped, she
         must look like one of last night’s revelers, gone astray from the tavern. Slim as she was, perhaps they took her for a man!
      

      
      Suddenly several kids laughed out loud. Jemanine and Loiz threw their arms around her. And sweet little Albert, whom she used
         to tutor till he knew the constellations better than Port Sanger’s twisty lanes. Others clustered, calling her name. Their
         embraces meant more to Maia than any benediction from the mothers … although next time she met any of them, out in the world,
         it might be as competitors.
      

      
      The clanging resumed. A tall lugar with white fur and a droopy snout lurched into the courtyard waving a brass bell, clearly
         perturbed by this break in routine. The children ignored the neckless creature, peppering Maia with questions about her braid, her planned voyage, and why she’d chosen to
         snub the Parting Ceremony. Maia felt a kind of thrill, being what the mothers called a “bad example.”
      

      
      Then, into the courtyard flowed a figure smaller but more fearsome than the upset lugar—Savant Mother Claire, carrying a tang
         prod and glaring fiercely at these worthless var brats who should be at their desks … The children took heel, with a few of the boldest daring to wave one last farewell to Maia before vanishing. The distressed
         lugar kept swinging the bell until the wincing matron put a stop to the clangor with a sharply driven elbow.
      

      
      Mother Claire turned and gave Maia a calculating regard. Even in old age, she embodied the Lamai type. Furrow-browed and tight-lipped,
         yet severely beautiful, she had always, as far back as Maia remembered, cast a gaze of withering disdain. But this time, instead
         of the expected outrage at Maia’s shorn locks, the headmistress’s appraisal ended with an astonishing smile!
      

      
      “Good.” Claire nodded. “First chance, you claimed your own heritage. Well done.”

      
      “I … “ Maia shook her head. “… don’t understand.”

      
      The old contempt was still there—an egalitarian scorn for anything and everybody non-Lamai. “You hot-time brats are a pain,”
         Claire said. “Sometimes I wish the Founders of Stratos had been more radical, and chosen to do without your kind.”
      

      
      Maia gasped. Claire’s remark was almost Perkinite in its heresy. If Maia herself had ever said anything remotely slighting
         the first mothers, it would have meant a strapping.
      

      
      “But Lysos was wise,” the old teacher went on with a sigh. “You summerlings are our wild seeds. Our windblown heritage. If
         you want my blessing take it, var-child. Sink roots somewhere and flower, if you can.”
      

      
      Maia felt her nostrils flare. “You kick us out, giving us nothing …”

      
      Claire laughed. “We give plenty. A practical education and no illusions that the world owes you favors! Would you prefer we
         coddled you? Set you up in a go-nowhere job, like some clans do for their vars? Or drilled you for a civil-service test one in a hundred pass? Oh, you’re bright enough to have had a chance, Maia, but then what? Move to Caria City and push papers
         the rest of your life? Scrimp on salary to buy an apartment and someday start a microclan of one?

      
      “Pah. You may not be all Lamai, but you’re half! Find and win a real niche for yourself. If it’s a good one, write and tell
         us what you’ve got. Maybe the clan will buy into the action.”
      

      
      Maia found the strength to voice what she had wanted to say for years. “You hypocritical cat—”

      
      “That’s it!” Mother Claire cut her off, still grinning. “Keep listening to your sister. Leie knows it’s tooth and claw out there. Go on now. Go and fight the world.”
      

      
      With that, the infuriating woman simply turned away, leading the placid lugar past the nodding, bleary-eyed old coot, following
         her charges toward the classroom where sounds of recitation rose to fill the cool, dry air.
      

      
      To Maia, the courtyard, so long such a broad part of her world, suddenly felt close, claustrophobic. The statues of old-time
         Lamais seemed more stony-chill and stark than ever. Thanks, Momma Claire, she thought, pondering those parting words. I’ll do just that.

      
      And our first rule, if Leie and I ever start our own clan, will be—no statues!

      
      Maia found Leie munching a stolen apple, leaning against the merchants’ gate, looking beyond the thick walls of Lamatia Hold
         to where cobblestone streets threaded downhill past the noble clanholds of Port Sanger. In the distance, a cloud of hovering,
         iridescent zoor-floaters used rising air currents to drift above the harbor masts, on the lookout for scraps from the fishing
         fleet. The creatures lent rare, festive colors to the morning, like the gaudy kite-balloons children would fly on Mid-Winter’s
         Day.
      

      
      Maia stared at her twin’s ragged haircut and rough attire. “Lysos, I hope I don’t look like that!”

      
      “Your prayer is answered,” Leie answered with a blithe shrug. “You got no hope of looking this good. Catch.”

      
      Maia grabbed a second apple out of the air. Of course Leie had swiped two. On matters of health, her sister was devoted to her welfare. Their plan wouldn’t work without two of them.
      

      
      “Look.” Leie gestured with her chin toward the slope-sided clanhold chapel, where a group of five-year summer girls had gathered
         on the portico. Rosin and Kirstin munched sweet cakes nervously, careful not to get crumbs on their borrowed gowns. Their
         braids were all primly tied with blue ribbons, ready to be clipped in ceremony by the clan archivist. In cynical conjecture,
         Leie bet that the pragmatic mothers traded all that glossy hair to burrower colonies to use as nest material, in exchange
         for a few pints of zec-honey.
      

      
      Each of those young women bore a family resemblance, having effectively shared the same mother as Maia and Leie. Still, the
         half sisters had grown up knowing, even better than the twins did, what it meant to be unique.
      

      
      They must be even mare scared than I am, Maia thought sympathetically.
      

      
      Within the dim recesses of the chapel, she made out several senior Lamai and the priestess who had come up from the city temple
         to officiate. Maia envisioned wax candles being lit, setting aflicker the deep-incised lettering that rimmed the stone sanctum
         with quotations from the Founders’ Book and, along one entire wall, the enigmatic Riddle of Lysos. Closing her eyes, she could
         picture every carven meter, feel the rough texture of the pillars, almost smell the incense.
      

      
      Maia didn’t regret her choice, following Leie’s example and spurning all the hypocrisy. And yet …

      
      “Suck-ups,” Leie snapped, dismissing their peers with a disdaining snort. “Want to watch them graduate?”

      
      After a pause, Maia answered with a headshake. She thought of a stanza by the poet Wayfarer —

      
      
         Summer brings the sun,

         to spread across the land.

         But winter abides long,

         for those who understand.

      

      
      “No. Let’s just get out of here.”

      
      * * *

      
      Lamai clan mothers had their hands in shipping and high finance, as well as management of the city-state. Of the seventeen
         major, and ninety minor, matriarchies in Port Sanger, Lamatia was among the most prominent.
      

      
      You wouldn’t imagine it, walking the market districts. There were some russet-haired Lamias about, proud and uniformly buxom
         in their finely woven kilts, striding ahead of hulking lugars in livery, laden with packages. Still, among the bustling stalls
         and warehouses, members of the patrician caste seemed as scarce as summer folk, or even the occasional man.
      

      
      There were plenty of stocky, pale-skinned Ortyns in sight, especially wherever goods were being loaded or unloaded. Identical
         except in the scars of individual happenstance, the pug-nosed Ortyns seldom spoke. Among themselves words seemed unnecessary.
         Few of that clan became savants, to be sure, but their physical strength and skill as teamsters—handling the temperamental
         sash-horses—made them formidable in their niche. “Why keep and feed lugars,” went a local saying, “when you can hire Ortyns
         to move it for you.”
      

      
      A gang of those stocky clones had Musician’s Way snarled, their dray obstructing traffic as six identical women wrestled with
         a block and tackle slung from the rafter of an upper-story workshop. Like many buildings in this part of town, this one leaned
         over the street, each floor jutting a little farther on corbeled supports. In some neighborhoods, edifices met above the narrow
         road, forming arches that blocked the sky.
      

      
      A crowd had gathered, entranced by the creaking load high above—an upright harp-spinet, constructed of fine wood inlay by
         the Pamsarg clan of musical craftswomen for export to one of the faraway cities of the west. Perhaps it would ride the Grim Bird along with Maia and Leie if the workers got it safely to ground first. A gaggle of the sallow-faced, long-fingered Pamsargs
         had gathered below, trilling nervously whenever the sash-horses stamped, setting the cargo swaying overhead. If it crashed,
         a season’s profits might be ruined.
      

      
      To other onlookers, the tense moment highlighted a drab autumn morning. Hawkers converged, selling roasted nuts and scent-sticks
         to the gathering crowd. Slender money rods were swapped in bundles or broken to make change.
      

      
      “Winter’s comin’, so get yerself a’ready!” shouted an ovop seller with her basket of bitter contraceptive herbs. “Men are
         finally coolin’ off, but can you trust yerself with glory frost due?”
      

      
      Other tradeswomen carried reed cages containing live birds and Stratoin hiss lizards, some of them trained to warble popular
         tunes. One young Charnoss clone tried to steer a herd of gangly llamas past the high wheels of the jiggling wagon, and got
         tangled with a political worker wearing a sandwich board advertising the virtues of a candidate in the upcoming council elections.
      

      
      Leie bought a candied tart and joined those gasping and cheering as the delicately carved spinet narrowly escaped dipping
         a nearby wall. But Maia found it more interesting to watch the Ortyn team on the back of the wagon, working together to free
         the jammed winch. It was a rare electrical device, operating on battery power. She had never seen Ortyns use one before, and
         found it likely they must have mishandled it in some way. None of the clans in Port Sanger specialized in the repair of such
         things, so it came as no surprise when, without a word or any other apparent sign, the Ortyns gave up trying to make it work.
         One member of the team grabbed the release catch while the others, as in a choreographed dance, turned and raised callused
         hands to seize the rope. There were no cries or shouts of cadence; each Ortyn seemed to know her sisters’ state of readiness
         as the latch let go. Muscles bunched across broad backs. Smoothly, the cargo settled downward, kissing the wagon bed with
         deceptive gentleness. There were cheers and a few disappointed boos as money sticks changed hands, settling wagers. Maia and
         her twin hoisted their duffels once more, Leie finishing her tart while Maia turned pensive.
      

      
      The Ortyns almost read each others’ minds. How are Leie and I supposed to fake something like that?

      
      When they were younger, she and her sister sometimes used to finish each other’s sentences, or knew when and where the other
         was in pain. But at best it had been a tentative link, nothing like the bond among clones, whose mothers, aunts, and grandparents
         shared both genes and common upbringing, stretching back generations. Moreover, the twins had lately seemed to diverge, rather than coalesce. Of the two, Maia felt her sister had more of the hard practicality needed to succeed
         in this world.
      

      
      “Ortyns an’ Jorusses an’ Kroebers an’ bleedin’ Sloskies …” Leie muttered. “I’m so sick of this rutty place. I’d kiss a dragon
         on the mouth, not to have to look at the same faces till I julp.”
      

      
      Maia, too, felt an urge to move on. Yet, she wondered, how did a stranger get to know who was whom in a foreign town? Here,
         one learned about each caste almost from birth. Such as the willowy, kink-haired Sheldons, dark-skinned women a full head
         taller than the blocky Ortyns. Their usual niche was trapping fur-beasts in the tundra marshes, but Sheldons in their mid-thirties
         often also wore badges of Port Sanger’s corps of Guards, overseeing the city’s defense.
      

      
      Long-fingered Poeskies were likewise well-suited to their tasks—deftly harvesting fragile stain glands from cracked stellar
         snails. They were so good at the dye trade, cadet branches had set up in other towns along the Gynmia Sea, wherever fisherfolk
         caught the funnel-shaped shells.
      

      
      Near cousins to that clan, Groeskies, used their clever hands as premier mechanics. They were a young matriarchy, a summer-stock
         offshoot that had taken root but a few generations ago. Though still numbering but two score, the pudgy, nimble “Grossies”
         were already a clan to be reckoned with. Every one of them was clone-descended from a single, half-Poeskie summerling who
         had seized a niche by luck and talent, thereby winning a posterity. It was a dream all var-kids shared—to dig in, prosper,
         and establish a new line. Once in a thousand times, it happened.
      

      
      Passing a Groeskie workshop, the twins looked on as ball bearings were slipped into axles by robust, contented redheads, each
         an inheritor of that clever forbear who won a place in Port Sanger’s tough social pyramid. Maia felt Leie nudge her elbow.
         Her sister grinned. “Don’t forget, we’ve got an edge.”
      

      
      Maia nodded. “Yeah.” Under her breath, she added, “I hope.”

      
      Below the market district, under the sign of a rearing tricorn, stood a shop selling sweets imported from faraway Vorthos.
         Chocolate was one vice the twins knew they must warn their daughter-heirs about, if ever they had any. The shopkeeper, a doe-eyed
         Mizora, stood hopefully, though she knew they weren’t buyers. The Mizora were in decline, reduced to selling once-rich holdings
         in order to host sailors in the style of their foremothers. They still coiffed their hair in a style suited to a great clan,
         though most were now small merchants, and less good at it than upstart Usisi or Oeshi. The Mizora shopkeeper sadly watched
         Maia and Leie turn away, continuing their stroll down a street of smaller clanholds.
      

      
      Many establishments bore crests featuring extinct beasts such as firedrakes and tricorns—Stratoin creatures that long ago
         had failed to adapt to the coming of Earth life. Lysos and the Founders had urged preservation of native forms, yet even now,
         centuries later, tele screens occasionally broadcast melancholy ceremonies from the Great Temple in faroff Caria City, enrolling
         another species on the list to be formally mourned each Farsun Day.
      

      
      Maia wondered if guilt caused so many clans to choose as symbols native beasts that were no more. Or is it a way of saying, “See? We continue. We wear emblems of the defeated past and thrive.”

      
      In a few generations, Mizora might be as common as tricorns.

      
      Lysos never promised an end to change, only to slow it down to a bearable pace.

      
      Rounding a corner, the twins nearly plowed into a tall Sheldon, hurrying downhill from the upper-class neighborhood. Her guard
         uniform was damp, open at the collar. “Excuse me,” the dark-skinned officer muttered, dodging by the two sisters. A few paces
         onward, however, she suddenly stopped, whirling to peer at them.
      

      
      “There you are. I almost didn’t recognize you!”
      

      
      “Bright mornin’, Cap’n Jounine.” Leie greeted with a mocking half-salute. “You were looking for us?”

      
      Jounine’s keen Sheldon features were softened by years of town life. The captain wiped her brow with a satin kerchief. “I
         was late catching you at Lamatia clanhold. Do you know you missed your leave-taking ceremony? Of course you know. Was that
         on purpose?”
      

      
      Maia and Leie shared brief smiles. No slipping anything by Captain Jounine.
      

      
      “Never mind.” The Sheldon waved a hand. “I just wanted to ask if you’d reconsidered—”

      
      “Signing up for the Guard?” Leie interrupted. “You’ve got to be—”
      

      
      “I’m sure we’re flattered by the offer, Captain,” Maia cut in. “But we have tickets—”

      
      “You’ll not find anything out there”—Jounine waved toward the sea— “that’s more secure and steady—”

      
      “And boring …” Leie muttered.

      
      “—than a contract with the city of your birth. It’s a smart move, I tell you!”

      
      Maia knew the arguments. Steady meals and a bed, plus slow advancement in hopes of saving enough for one child. A winter child—on
         a soldier’s salary? Mother Claire’s derision about “founding a microclan of one” seemed apropos. Some smart moves were little more than nicely padded traps.
      

      
      “A myriad of thanks for the offer,” Leie said, with wasted sarcasm. “If we’re ever desperate enough to come back to this frigid—”

      
      “Yes, thanks,” Maia interrupted, taking her sister’s arm. “And Lysos keep you, Captain.”

      
      “Well … at least stay away from the Pallas Isles, you two! There are reports of reavers …”

      
      As soon as they turned a corner, Maia and Leie dropped their duffels and broke out laughing. Sheldons were an impressive clan
         in most ways, but they took things so seriously! Maia felt sure she would miss them.
      

      
      “It’s odd though,” she said after a minute, when they resumed walking. “Jounine really did look more anxious than usual.”

      
      “Hmph. Not our problem if she can’t meet recruitment quotas. Let her buy lugars.”

      
      “You know lugars can’t fight people.”

      
      “Then hire summer stock down at the docks. Plenty of riffraff vars always hanging around. Dumb idea expanding the Guard anyway.
         Bunch of parasites, just like priestesses.”
      

      
      “Mm,” Maia commented. “I guess.” But the look in the soldier’s eye had been like that of the Mizora sweets-merchant. There had been disappointment. A touch of bewilderment.
      

      
      And more than a little fear.

      
      A month ago wardens had stood watch at the Getta gate, separating Port Sanger proper from the harbor.

      
      Maia recalled how the care-mothers used to take Lamatia’s crèche kids from the high precincts down steep, cobbled streets
         to ceremonies at the civic temple, passing near the Getta Gate along the way. Early one summer, she had bolted from the tidy
         queue of varlings, running toward the high barrier, hoping to glimpse the great freighters in drydock. Her brief dash had
         ended with a sound spanking. Afterward, between sobs, she distantly heard one matron explain that the wharves weren’t safe
         for kids that time of year. There were “rutting men” down there.
      

      
      Later, when the aurorae were replaced in northern skies by autumn’s placid constellations, those same gates were flung back
         for children to scamper through at will, running along the docks where bearded males unloaded mysterious cargoes, or played
         spellbinding games with clockwork disks. Maia recalled wondering at the time—were these men different from the “rutting” kind? It must be so. Always ready with a smile or story, these seemed as gentle and harmless
         as the furry lugars they somewhat resembled.
      

      
      “Harmless as a man, when stars glitter clear.” So went a nursery rhyme, which finished,
      

      
      “But wary be you, woman, when Wengel Star is near.”

      
      Traversing the gate for the last time, Maia and Leie passed through a variegated throng. Unlike the uphill precincts, here
         males made up a substantial minority, contributing a rich mix of scents to the air, from the aromas of spice and exotic cargoes
         to their own piquant musk. It was the ideal and provocative locale for a Perkinite agitator to have set up shop, addressing
         the crowd from an upturned shipping crate as two clone-mates pushed handbills at passersby. Maia did not recognize the face
         type, so the trio of gaunt-cheeked women had to be missionaries, recently arrived.
      

      
      “Sisters!” the speaker cried out. “You of lesser clans and houses! Together you outnumber the combined might of the Seventeen who control Port Sanger. If you join forces. If you join with us, you could break the lock great houses have on the town assembly, and yes, on the region, and even in Caria City itself! Together
         we can smash the conspiracy of silence and force a long-overdue revelation of the truth—”
      

      
      “What truth?” demanded an onlooker.
      

      
      The Perkinite glanced to where a young sailor lounged against the fence with several of his colleagues, amused by the discomfiture
         his question provoked. True to her ideology, the agitator tried to ignore a mere male. So, for fun, Leie chimed in. “Yeah!
         What truth is that, Perkie?”
      

      
      Several onlookers laughed at Leie’s jibe, and Maia could not hide a smile. Perkinites took themselves and their cause so seriously,
         and hated the diminutive of their name. The speaker glared at Leie, but then caught sight of Maia standing by her side. To
         the twins’ delight, she instantly drew the wrong conclusion and held out her hands to them earnestly, imploringly.
      

      
      “The truth that small clans like yours and mine are routinely shoved aside, not just here but everywhere, especially in Caria
         City, where the great houses are even now selling our very planet to the Outsiders and their masculinist Phylum …”
      

      
      Maia’s ears perked at mention of the alien ship. Alas, it soon grew clear that the speaker wasn’t offering news, only a tirade.
         The harangue quickly sank into platitudes and clichés Maia and her sister had heard countless times over the years. About
         the flood of cheap var labor ruining so many smaller clans. About laxity enforcing the Codes of Lysos and the regulation of
         “dangerous males.” Such hackneyed accusations joined this year’s fashionable paranoid theme—playing to popular unease that
         the space visitors might be precursors to an invasion worse even than the long-ago horror of the Enemy.
      

      
      There had been brief pleasure in being mistaken for a “clan,” just because Maia and Leie looked alike, but that quickly faded.
         Autumn meant elections were coming, and fringe groups kept trying to chivvy a minority seat or two in the face of en masse bloc-voting by holds like Lamatia. Perkinism appealed to small matriarchies who felt obstructed by established lines. The
         movement got little support from vars, who had no power and even less inclination to vote.
      

      
      As for men, they had no illusions should Perkinism take hold in a big way on Stratos. If that ever seemed close to happening
         again, Maia might witness something unique in her lifetime, the sight of males lining up at polling booths, exercising a right enshrined in law, but practiced about as often as glory frost fell in summer.
      

      
      Though Leie was still chuckling over the Perkinites’ political tract Maia nudged her sister. “Come on. There are better things
         to do with our last morning in town.”
      

      
      The rising sun had sublimed away a shore-hugging fog by the time the twins reached the harbor proper. Midmorning heat had
         also carried off most of the gaudy zoor-floaters Maia had glimpsed earlier. A few of the luminous creatures were still visible
         as bright, ovoid flowers, or garish gasbags, drifting in a ragged chain across the eastern sky.
      

      
      One laggard remained over the docks, resembling a filmy, bloated jellyfish with dangling, iridescent feelers a mere twenty
         meters long. A baby, then. It clutched the main mast of a sleek freighter, caressing the cloth-draped yards, groping for treats
         laid on the upper spars by nimble sailors. The agile seamen laughed, dodging the waving, sticky suckers, then dashed in to
         stroke the knotty backs of the beast’s tentacles, or tie on bright ribbons or paper notes. Once a year or so, someone actually
         recovered a ragged message that had been carried in such a fashion, all the way across the Mother Ocean.
      

      
      There were also stories of young cabin boys who actually tried hitching rides upon a zoor, floating off to Lysos-knew-where,
         perhaps inspired by legends of days long ago, when zep’lins and airplanes swarmed the sky, and men were allowed to fly.
      

      
      As if proving that it was a day of fate and synchrony, Leie nudged Maia and pointed in the opposite direction, southwest,
         beyond the golden dome of the city temple. Maia blinked at a silvery shape that glinted briefly as it settled groundward,
         and recognized the weekly dirigible, delivering mail and packages too dear to entrust to sea transport, along with rare passengers
         whose clans had to be nearly as rich as the planet goddess in order to afford the fare. Both Maia and Leie sighed, for once
         sharing exactly the same thought. It would take a miracle for either of them ever to journey like that, amid the clouds. Perhaps their clone descendants might, if luck’s fickle winds blew
         that way. The thought offered some slight consolation.
      

      
      Perhaps it also explained why boys sometimes gave up everything just to ride a zoor. Males, by their very natures, could not
         bear clones. They could not copy themselves. At best, they achieved the lesser immortality of fatherhood. Whatever they most
         desired had to be accomplished in one lifetime, or not at all.
      

      
      The twins resumed their stroll. Down here near the wharves, where fishing boats gave off a humid, pungent miasma, they began
         seeing a lot more summer folk like themselves. Women of diverse shapes, colors, sizes, often bearing a family resemblance
         to some well-known clan—a Sheldon’s hair or a Wylee’s distinctive jaw—sharing half or a quarter of their genes with a renowned
         mother-line, just as the twins carried in their faces much that was Lamai.
      

      
      Alas, half resemblance counted for little. Dressed in monocolor kilts or leather breeches, each summer person went about life
         as a solitary unit, unique in all the world. Most held their heads high despite that. Summer folk worked the piers, scraped
         the drydocked sailing ships, and performed most of the grunt labor supporting seaborne trade, often with a cheerfulness that
         was inspirational to behold.
      

      
      Before Lysos, on Phylum worlds, vars like us were normal and clones rare. Everyone had a father … sometimes one you even grew
            up knowing.

      
      Maia used to ponder images of a teeming planet, filled with wild, unpredictable variety. The Lamai mothers called it “an unwholesome
         fixation,” yet such thoughts came more frequently since news of the Outsider Ship began filtering down, through rumors and
         then terse, censored reports on the tele.
      

      
      Do people still live in old-fashioned chaos, on other worlds? She wondered. As if life would ever offer any opportunity to find out.
      

      
      With storm season over and the Getta fence wide open, the harbor was a lively, colorful precinct. A season’s pent-up commerce
         was getting under way. People bustled among the loading docks and slate-roofed warehouses, the chapels and recurtained Houses of Ease. And ship chandleries—a favorite haunt while the twins were growing up, crammed with every
         tool or oddment a crew might need at sea. From an early age, Maia and her sister had been drawn by the bright brasswork and
         smell of polishing oil, browsing for hours to the exasperation of the shopkeepers. For her part, Leie had been fascinated
         by mechanical devices, while Maia focused on charts and sextants and slender telescopes with their clicking, finely beveled
         housings. And timepieces, some so old they carried an outer ring dividing the Stratoin calendar into a little more than three
         “Standard Earth Years.” Not even hazing by fiver boys—itinerant midshipmen who often knew less about shooting a latitude than
         spitting into the wind—ever kept the twins away for long.
      

      
      Peering into the biggest chandlery, Maia caught the eye of the manager, a bluff-faced Felic. The clone noticed Maia’s haircut
         and duffel, and her habitual grimace slowly lightened into a smile. She made a brief hand gesture wishing Maia good luck and
         safe passage.
      

      
      And good riddance, I’ll bet. Recalling what nuisances she and her sister had been, Maia returned an exaggerated bow, which the shopkeeper dismissed with
         laughter and a wave.
      

      
      Maia turned around to find Leie over by a nearby pier, conversing with a dockworker whose high cheekbones were reminiscent
         of Western Continent. “Naw, naw,” the woman said as Maia approached, not pausing in her rapid knotting of the sail she was
         mending. “So far ain’t heard nary judgment by the Council in Caria. Nary t’all.”
      

      
      “Judgment about what?” Maia asked.

      
      “The Outsiders,” Leie explained. “Those Perkie missionaries got me wondering if there’s been news. This var works on a boat
         with full access.” Leie pointed toward a nearby fishing craft, sporting a steerable antenna. It wasn’t farfetched that someone
         spinning dials with a rig like that might pick up a tidbit or two.
      

      
      “As if th’ owners invite me to tea an’ tele!” The sailmaker spat through a gap in her teeth toward scummy water glistening with floating fish scales.
      

      
      “But have you overheard anything? Say, on an unofficial channel? Do they still claim only one Outsider has landed?”
      

      
      Maia sighed. Caria City was remote and its savants only broadcast sparse accounts. Worse, the Lamai mothers often forbade
         summer kids to watch tele at all, lest their volatile minds find programs “disturbing.” Naturally, this only piqued the twins’
         curiosity. But Leie was taking inquisitiveness too far, grilling simple laborers. Apparently the sailmaker agreed. “Why ask
         me, you silly hots? Why should I listen to lies hissing outta the owners’ box?”
      

      
      “But you’re from Landing Continent …”

      
      “My province was ninety gi from Caria! Ain’t seen it in ten year, nor will again, never. Now go way!”

      
      When they were out of earshot, Maia chided, “Leie, you’ve got to go easy on that stuff. You can’t make a pest of yourself—”

      
      “Like you did, when we were four? Who tried stowing away on that schooner, just to find out how the captain got a fix on a rolling
         horizon? I recall we both got punished for that one!”
      

      
      Reluctantly, Maia smiled. She hadn’t always been the more cautious sister. One long Stratos year ago, it had been Leie who
         always took careful gauge before acting, and Maia who kept coming up with schemes that got them in trouble. We’re alike, all right. We just keep getting out of phase. And maybe that’s good. Someone has to take turns being the sensible
            one.

      
      “This is different,” she replied, trying to keep to the point. “It’s real life now.”

      
      Leie shrugged. “Want to talk about life? Look at those cretins, over there.” She nodded toward a paved area on the quay, laid out in a geometric grid, where a number
         of seamen stood idly, pondering an array of small black or white disks. “They call their game Life, and take it damn seriously.
         Does that make it real, too?”
      

      
      Maia refused to acknowledge the pun. Whenever ships were in port, clusters of men could be found here, playing the ancient
         game with a passion matched only during auroral months by their seasonal interest in sex. The men, deckhands off some freighter,
         wore rough, sleeveless shirts and ringlets on their biceps denoting rank. A few of the onlookers glanced up as the sisters
         passed by. Two of the younger ones smiled.
      

      
      If it had still been summertime, Maia would have demurely looked away and even Leie would have shown caution. But as the aurorae faded and Wengels Star waned, so too ebbed the hot blood in males. They became calmer creatures, more companionable.
         Autumn was the best season for shipping out, then. Maia and Leie could spend up to twenty standard months at sea before being
         forced ashore by next year’s rut. By then, they had better have found a niche, something they were good at, and started their
         nest egg.
      

      
      Leie boldly met the sailors’ amiable, lazy leers, hands on hips and eye to eye, as if daring them to back up their bluster.
         One towheaded youth seemed to consider it. But of course, if he had any libido to spare this time of year, he wouldn’t go
         wasting it on a pair of dirt-poor virgins! The young men laughed, and so did Leie.
      

      
      “Come on,” she told Maia as the men turned back to regard their game pieces. Leie readjusted her duffel. “It’s nearing tide.
         Let’s get aboard and shake this town off our feet.”
      

      
      “What do you mean, you’re not sailing? For how long?”

      
      Maia couldn’t believe this. The old fart of a purser chewed a toothpick as he rocked back on his stool by the gang-plank.
         Unshaven, in rumbled fatigues, he nudged the nearby barreltop where their refund lay … plus a little more thrown in for “compensation.”
      

      
      “Dunno, li’l liss. Prob’ly a month. Mebbe two.”

      
      “A month!” Leie’s voice cracked. “You spew of wormy bottom muck! The weather’s fair. You’ve got cargo and paying passengers.
         What do you mean—”
      

      
      “Got a better offer.” The purser shrugged. “One o’ the big clans bought our cargo, just t’get us to stay. Seems they likes
         our boys. Wants ’em sticking round awhile, I reckon.”
      

      
      Maia felt a sinking realization in the pit of her stomach. “I guess some mothers want to start winter breeding early, this
         year,” she said, trying to make sense of this catastrophe. “It’s risky, but if they catch the men with heat still in them—”
      

      
      “Which house!” Leie interrupted, in no mood for rational appraisal. She kicked the barrel, causing the money sticks to rattle.
         The grizzled sailor, massing twice Leie’s fifty kilos, placidly scratched his beard.
      

      
      “Lesse now. Was it the Tildens? Or was it Lam—”

      
      “Lamatia?” Leie cried, this time flinging her arms so wildly the purser scrambled to his feet. “Now, lissie. No cause t’get excited … “ Maia grabbed Leie’s arm as she seemed about to
         throw the sailor’s stool at him. “It makes sense!” Leie screamed. “That’s why they opened the guesthouse weeks early, and
         had us pouring wine for those lunks all night!”
      

      
      Maia sometimes envied her sister’s refuge in tantrums. Her own reaction, a numb retreat to logic, seemed less satisfying than
         Leie’s way of breaking everything in sight. “Leie,” she urged hoarsely. “It can’t be Lamatia. They only deal with high-class
         guilds, not the sort of trash we can afford passage with.” It was satisfying to catch the purser wincing at her remark. “Anyway,
         we’re better off dealing with honest men. There are other ships.”
      

      
      Her sister whirled. “Yeah? Remember how we studied? Buying books and even net time, researching every port this tub was going
         to? We had a plan for every stop … people to see. Questions. Prospects. Now it’s all wasted!”
      

      
      How could it be toasted? Maia wondered woodenly. All those hours studying, memorizing the Oscco Isles and Western Sea …

      
      Maia realized neither of them was reacting well to sudden despair.

      
      “Let’s go,” she told her sister, scooping up the money and trying for both their sakes to keep worry out of her voice. “We’ll
         find another ship, Leie. A better one, you’ll see.”
      

      
      That proved easier said than done. There were many sails in Port Sanger, from hand-carved, hard-edged windwings, to stormjammers,
         to clippers with flapping sheets of woven squid-silk. At the diplomatic docks, just below the harbor fort, there was even
         one rare, sleek cruiser whose banks of gleaming solar panels basked in the angled sunshine. Maia and Leie did not bother with
         such rich craft, whose crews would have spurned their paltry coinsticks as fishing lures. They did try their luck with well-turned
         freighters flying banners of the Cloud Whale League, or the Blue Heron Society, voyager guilds whose gray-bearded commodores
         sometimes called at Lamatia Hall to interview bright boys for lives at sea.
      

      
      According to children’s fables, once upon a time boys like Albert simply joined the guilds of their fathers. Even summer girls used to grow up knowing which daddy-ship would take them someday, free of charge, to wherever opportunities shone brightest for young vars.
      

      
      
         Clone-child you must stay within,

         Home-hive to protect, renew.

         Var-child you must strive and win,

         Half-mom and half-man, it’s true.

         Let the heartwinds blow away,

         Winter’s frost, or summer’s bright.

         Name the special things that stay,

         Fixed, to guide you through the night.

         Stratos Mother, Founders’ Gifts,

         Your own skill and eager hands.

         One more boon, the lucky lifts,

         Father ticket to far lands.

      

      
      One old teacher, Savant Judeth—a Lamai with unusual sympathy for her summerling charges—once testified that truth underlaid
         the old tales. “In those days, each sailing society kept close contact with one house in Port Sanger, carrying clan cargoes
         and finding welcome in clan hostels, summer and winter both. When var-girls turned five, their fathers—or their fathers’ compeers—used
         to carry them off as treasures in their own right, helping them get settled in lands far away.”
      

      
      To Maia it had sounded like romantic drivel, much too sappy to be true. But Leie had asked, “Why’d it stop being so?”

      
      Momentarily wistful, Savant Judeth looked anything but typical for a stern-browed Lamai.

      
      “Wish I knew, seedling. It may have to do with the rise in summer births. There seemed a lot when I was young. Now it’s up
         to one in four. So many vars.” The old woman shook her head. “And rivalry among the clans and guilds has grown fierce; there’s
         even outright fighting …” Judeth had sighed. “All I can say is, we used to know which men would lodge here, to spark clones
         during cooltime and sire sons during the brief hot. Oh, and beget you summer girls, as well. But those days are gone.”
      

      
      Hesitantly, Leie had asked if Judeth knew their father.
      

      
      “Clevin? Oh, yes. I can even see him in your faces. Navigator on the Sea Lion he was. A good egg, as men go. Your womb-mother, Lysos keep her, would favor none other. You got to know men in those days.
         Pleasant it was, in a strange way.”
      

      
      And hard to imagine. Whether as noisy creatures who sheltered in the Getta during summer, slaking their rut in Houses of Ease,
         or as taciturn guests during the cool seasons, lounging like cats while the Lamai sisters coaxed them with wine and plays
         and games of Chess or Life, either way, they were soon off again. Their names vanished, even if they left their seed. Yet,
         for one entire year after hearing Savant Judeth’s tale, Maia used to search among the masts for the Sea Lion’s banner, imagining the expression on her father’s sunburnt face when he laid eyes upon the two of them.
      

      
      Then she learned, Pinniped Guild no longer sailed the Gynmia Sea. The var-daughters its men had sired, five long cycles ago,
         were on their own.
      

      
      None of the better ships in harbor had berths for them. Most were already overloaded with uniques—hard-eyed var women who
         glared down at the twins or laughed at their plaintive entreaties. Captains and pursers kept shaking their heads, or asking
         for more money than the sisters could afford.
      

      
      And there was something else. Something Maia couldn’t pin down. Nobody said anything aloud, but the mood in the harbor seemed
         … jumpy.

      
      Maia tried to dismiss it as a reflection of her own nerves.

      
      Working their way along the docks, the twins found nothing suitable departing in under a fortnight. Finally, exhausted, they
         arrived on the left bank of the river Stopes, where lugs and hemp barges tied up at sagging wharves owned by local clans that
         had fallen on ill fortune or simply did not care anymore. Dejected, Leie voted for going back to town and booking a room.
         Surely this string of bad luck was an omen. In ten days, maybe twenty, things could change.
      

      
      Maia wouldn’t hear of it. Where Leie fluxed from wrath to smoldering despair, Maia tended toward a doggedness that settled
         into pure obstinacy. Twenty days in a hotel? When they could be on their way to some exotic land? Somewhere they might have a chance to use their secret plan?
      

      
      It was in a grimy hostelry of the lowly Bizmish Clan that they met the captains of a pair of colliers heading south on the
         morrow tide.
      

      
      The world of men, too, had its hierarchies. The sort who were smart-eyed and successful, and made good sires, were wooed by
         wealthy matriarchies. Poorer mother-lines entertained a lower order. Stooped, sallow-skinned Bizmai, still gritty from the
         mines they worked nearby, shuttled about the guesthouse, toting jars of flat beer that Maia wouldn’t touch, but the coarse
         seamen relished. The twins met the two captains in the stifling, dank common room, where carbon particles set Maia’s nictitating
         membranes blinking furiously until they moved outside to the “veranda” overlooking a marsh. There, swarms of irritating zizzerbugs
         dove suicidally around the flickering tallow candles until their wings ignited, turning them into brief, flaming embers that
         dropped to the sooty tabletop.
      

      
      “Sure will miss this place, betcha,” Captain Ran said, smacking his lips, laying his beer mug down hard. “These’s friendly
         ladies, here. Come hot season, uptown biddies won’t give workin’ stiffs like us a fin or fizz, let ‘lone a good roll. But
         here we got our fill.”
      

      
      Maia well believed it. Of the Bizmai in sight who were of childbearing age, half were heavy with summer pregnancies. Her nostrils
         flared in distaste. What would a poor clan like this do with all those uniques? Could they feed and clothe and educate them?
         Would they, when summer offspring seldom returned wealth to a household? Most of those babies would likely be disposed of in some
         ugly way, perhaps left on the tundra … “in the hands of Lysos.” There were laws against it, but what law carried greater weight
         than the good of the clan?
      

      
      Perhaps the Bizmai would be spared the trouble. Many summer pregnancies failed by themselves, spontaneously ending early due
         to defects in the genes. Or so Savant Judeth had explained it. “All clones came as tried and tested designs” she had put it. “While every summerling is a fresh experiment. And countless experiments fail.”

      
      Nevertheless, the var birthrate kept climbing. “Experiments” like Maia and Leie were filling the lower streets in every town.
      

      
      “That’s one reason we’re on a short haul, this run …” said the other officer. Captain Pegyul was thinner, grayer, and apparently
         somewhat smarter than his peer. “… carryin’ anthracite to Queg Town, Lanargh, Grange Head, an’ Gremlin Town. We may not be
         one o’ those big-time, fruity guilds, but we got honor. The Bizmai want us stoppin’ back again midwinter? We’ll do that for
         ’em, after they been so kind durin’ hot!”
      

      
      That must be why the mining clan was so accommodating to these lizards. Men tended to get sentimental toward women carrying
         their summer kids—offspring with half their genes. In half a year, though, would these idiots even notice that few of those
         babes were still around?
      

      
      “Gremlin Town will do fine,” Leie said, draining her stein and motioning for a refill. The destination was south instead of
         west, but they had talked it over. A detour could be corrected later, after they had worked awhile at sea and on land. This
         way, they’d arrive at the Oscco Archipelago seasoned, no longer naive.
      

      
      The thinner of the two masters rubbed his stubbled jaw. “Uh huh. So long’s you both’ll do what yer told.”

      
      “We’ll work hard. Don’t worry about that, sir.”

      
      “An’ yer mother clan taught you all the right stuff? Like, say, stick-fightin’?”

      
      Maia was sure Leie also picked up the sailor’s sly effort at nonchalance. As if he were asking about sewing, or smithing,
         or any other practical art.
      

      
      “We’ve had it all, sir. You won’t regret bringing us aboard, whichever of you takes us.”

      
      The two seamen looked at each other. The shorter one leaned forward. “Uh, it’s both of us you’ll be goin’ with.”

      
      Leie blinked. “What do you mean?”

      
      “It’s like this,” the tall one explained. “You two is twins. That’s nice, but it can make trouble. We got clan women booking
         passage from town to town, all along the way. They may see you two, scrubbin’ decks, doin’ scut work, an’ get the wrong idea
         …”
      

      
      Maia and Leie looked at each other. Their private scheme involved taking advantage of that natural reaction—the assumption that two identicals were likely to be clones. Now the irony sank in, that their boon
         could also be a drawback.
      

      
      “I dunno about splitting up,” Leie said, shaking her head. “We could change our looks. I could dye my hair—”

      
      Maia cut in. “Your vessels convoy together all the way down the coast, right?” The captains nodded. Maia turned to Leie. “Then
         we wouldn’t be separated for long. This way we’ll get recommendations from two shipmasters, instead of just one.”
      

      
      “But—”

      
      “I won’t like it either, but look at it this way. We double our experience for the same price. Each of us learns things the
         other doesn’t. Besides, we’ll have to go apart at other times. This will be good practice.”
      

      
      The startled expression in her sister’s eyes told Maia a lot about their relationship. There was a soft pleasure in surprising
         Leie, something that happened all too seldom. She never expected me to be the one accepting a separation so easily.

      
      Indeed, Maia found she looked forward to the prospect of time by herself, away from her twin’s driving personality. This should be healthy for both of us.

      
      Hiding her brief discomfiture behind an upraised beer stein, Leie finally nodded and said, “I don’t guess it matters—”

      
      At that instant, a flash whitened their faces, casting shadows from the direction of town. A sparking, spiraling rocket trailed
         upward from the harbor fortress, arcing into the sky and then exploding, lighting the docks and clanholds with stark, crawling
         patterns of white and dark. Silhouettes revolved around pedestrians stunned motionless by the abrupt glare, while a low growling
         sound rapidly climbed in pitch and intensity to become an ululation, filling the night.
      

      
      Maia, her sister, and the two captains stood up. It was the seldom-heard wail of Port Sanger’s siren … calling out the militia
         … alerting its citizens to stand to the defense.
      

      
      *

      
      
         What should be our desiderata, in designing a new human race?

         What existence do we wish for our descendants on this world?

         Long, happy lives?

         Fair enough. Yet, despite our technical wonders, that simple boon may prove hard to deliver. Long ago, Darwin and Malthus
               pointed out life’s basic paradox—that all species carry inbuilt drives to try to overbreed. To fill even Eden with so many offspring that it ceases to be paradise,
               anymore.

         Nature, in her wisdom, controlled this opportunistic streak with checks and balances. Predators, parasites, and random luck
               routinely culled the excess. To the survivors, each new generation, went the prize—a chance to play another round.

         Then humans came. Born critics, we wiped out the carnivores who preyed on us, and battled disease. With rising moral fervor,
               societies pledged to suppress cut-throat competition, guaranteeing to all a “right to live and prosper.”

         In retrospect, we know awful mistakes were made with the best intentions on poor Mother Terra. Without natural checks, our
               ancestors? population boom overwhelmed her. But is the only alternative to bring back rule by tooth and claw? Could we, even
               if we tried?

         Intelligence is loose in the galaxy. Power is in our hands, for better or worse. We can modify Nature’s rules, if we dare,
               but we cannot ignore her lessons.

         —from The Apologia, by Lysos
         

      

   
      
      2

      
      

      
      An acrid scent of smoke. A fuming, cinder mist rising from smoldering planks. Distress flags flapping from the singed mizzen
         of a crippled ship, staggering toward asylum. The impressions were more vivid for occurring at night, with the larger moon,
         Durga, laying wan glimmers across the scummy waters of Port Sanger’s bayside harbor.
      

      
      Under glaring searchlights from the high-walled fortress, a dry-goods freighter, Prosper, wallowed arduously toward safe haven, assisted by its attacker. Half the town was there to watch, including militia from
         all of the great clanholds, their daughters of fighting age decked in leather armor and carrying polished trepp bills. Matronly
         officers wore cuirasses of shiny metal, shouting to squads of identical offspring and nieces. The Lamatia contingent arrived,
         quick-marching downhill in helmets crowned with Gaeo bird feathers. Maia recognized most of the full-clone winterlings, her
         half sisters, despite their being alike in nearly every way. The Lamai companies briskly spread along the roof of the family
         warehouse before dispatching a detachment to help defend the town itself.
      

      
      It was quite a show. Maia and her sister watched in fascination from a perch on the jetty wall. Not since they had been three
         years old had there been an alert like this. Nor were the commanders of the clan companies pleased to learn that a jumpy watchwoman
         had set off this commotion by pressing the wrong alert button, unleashing rockets into the placid autumn night where a few
         hoots from the siren would have been proper. An embarrassed Captain Jounine spent half an hour apologizing to disgruntled
         matrons, some of whom seemed all the more irascible for being squeezed into armor meant for younger, lither versions of themselves.
      

      
      Meanwhile, oar-boats threw lines to help draw the limping, smoldering Prosper toward refuge. Maia saw buckets of seawater still being drawn to extinguish embers from the fire that had nearly sent the
         ship down. Its sails were torn and singed. Dozens of scorched ropes festooned the rigging, dangling from unwelcome grappling
         hooks.
      

      
      It must have been some fight, she figured, while it lasted.

      
      Leie peered at the smaller vessel that had the Prosper in tow, its tiny auxiliary engine chuffing at the strain. “The reaver’s called Misfortune” she told Maia, reading blocky letters on the bow. “Probably picked the name to strike terror into their victims’ hearts.”
         She laughed. “Bet they change it after this.”
      

      
      Maia had never been as quick as her sister to switch from adrenaline to pure spectator state. Only a short time ago, the city
         had been girding for attack. It would take time to adjust to the fact that all this panic was over a simple, bungled case
         of quasilegal piracy.
      

      
      “The reavers don’t look too happy,” Maia observed, pointing to a crowd of tough-looking women wearing red bandannas, gathered
         on Misfortune’s foredeck. Their chief argued with a Guardia officer in a rocking motor launch. A similar scene took place near the prow of
         the Prosper, where affluent-looking women in smoke-fouled finery pointed and complained in loud voices. Farther aft on both vessels, male
         officers and crew tended the tricky business of guiding their ships to port. Not a man spoke until the vessels tied at neighboring
         jetties, at which time Prosper’s master toured the maimed vessel. From his knotted jaw and taut neck muscles, the glowering man seemed capable of biting nails
         in two. Soon he was joined by Misfortune’s skipper, who, after a moment’s tense hesitation, offered his hand in silent commiseration.
      

      
      A rumor network circulated among dockside bystanders, passing on what others, closer in, had learned. Leie dropped off the
         jetty in order to listen, while Maia stayed put, preferring what she could decipher with her own eyes. There must have been an accident during the fight, she surmised, tracing how fire had spread from a charred area amidships. Perhaps a lantern got smashed while the reavers
         battled the owners for their cargo. At that point, the male crews would have called a truce and put both sides to work saving
         the ship. It looked like a near thing, even so.
      

      
      Reavers were uncommon in the Gynmia Sea, so near the stronghold of Port Sanger’s powerful clans. But that wasn’t the only
         curious thing about this episode.
      

      
      Seems a stupid idea, hiring a schooner to go reaving this early in autumn, Maia thought. With storm season just ending, there were plenty of tempting cargoes around. But it was also a time when males
         still flowed with summer rut hormones, which might kick in under tense circumstances. Watching the edgy sailors, their fists
         clenched in rage, Maia wondered what might drive the young vars in a reaver gang to take such a risk.
      

      
      One of the men kicked a bulkhead in anger, splintering the wood with a resounding crack.

      
      Once, on a visit to a Sheldon ranch, Maia had witnessed two stallions fight over a sash-horse herd. That struggle without
         quarter had been unnerving, the lesson obvious. Perkinite scandal sheets spread scare-stories about “incidents,” when masculine tempers flared and instincts left over from animal times on Old Earth came to fore. “Wary be you women,” went a stanza of the rhyme oft quoted by Perkinites. “For a man who fights may kill …”
      

      
      To which Maia added privately, Especially, when their precious ships are in danger. This misadventure might easily have tipped over into something far worse.
      

      
      Militia officers led the band of reavers, and Prosper’s passengers, toward the fort where a lengthy adjudication process would begin. Maia caught one shrill cry from the pirate
         leader: “… they set the fire on purpose ‘cause we were winning!”
      

      
      The owners’ spokeswoman, a clone from the rich Vunerri trading clan, vehemently denied the charge. If proven, she risked losing
         more than the cargo and fines to repair Prosper. There might even be a boycott of her family’s goods by all the sailing guilds. At such times, the normal hierarchy on Stratos was known to reverse, and mighty matrons from great holds
         went pleading leniency from lowly men.
      

      
      But never from a var. It would take a true revolution to reverse the social ladder that far. For summer-born women ever to sit in judgment over clones.
      

      
      Maia watched the procession march past her vantage point, some of the figures limping, holding bloody gashes from the fight
         that led to this debacle. Medical orderlies carried stretchers at the rear. One of the burdens lay completely covered.
      

      
      Perkies may be right about women having less-murderous tempers, Maia contemplated. We seldom try to kill. It was one reason Lysos and the Founders had come here—to create a gentler world. But I guess that makes small difference to the poor wretch under that blanket.

      
      Leie returned, breathless to relate all she had learned from the throng. Maia listened and made all the right astonished sounds.
         Some names and details she hadn’t pieced together by observing … and some she felt sure were garbled by the rumor chain.
      

      
      Did details matter, though? What stuck in her mind, as they left with the dispersing crowd, had been the expression on Captain
         Jounine’s face as the Guardia commander escorted her bickering charges over a drawbridge into the fortress.
      

      
      These aren’t the peaceful times she grew up in. These are tougher days.

      
      Maia glanced at her twin as they walked toward the far pier where the colliers Zeus and Wotan lay loaded and ready for the morning current. Despite her accustomed bravado, Leie suddenly looked every bit as young and
         inexperienced as Maia felt.
      

      
      These are our days, Maia pondered soberly. We’d better be ready for them.

      
      The moons’ pull had modest effect on the huge seas of Stratos. Still, tradition favored setting sail with Durga tide. After
         last night’s excitement, the predawn departure was less poignant than Maia had expected. All these years she’d pictured looking
         back at Port Sanger’s rugged buildings of pink stone—castlelike clanholds studding the hillsides like eagles’ nests—and feeling
         a cascade of heady emotions, watching the land of her childhood recede from sight, perhaps forever.
      

      
      There was no time for dwelling on milestones, however. Gruff-voiced chiefs and bosuns shouted orders as she and several other
         awkward landlubbers rushed to help haul lanyards and lash straining sheets. Supplementing the permanent crew were more than
         a dozen vars like herself, “second-class passengers” who must work to supplement their fares. Despite Lamatia’s stern curriculum
         for its summerlings, a stiff regimen of toil and exercise, Maia soon found herself hard-pressed to keep up.
      

      
      At least the biting chill eased as the sun climbed. Off came the leather garments, and soon she was working in just loincloth
         and halter. The sluggish, heavy air left her coated with a perspiration sheen, but Maia preferred wiping sweat to having it
         freeze on her.
      

      
      By the time she finally had a spare moment to look back, the headlands of Port Sanger’s bay were disappearing behind a fog
         bank. The ancient fortress on the southern bluff, at present covered in a spindly shroud of repair scaffolding, was soon masked
         by brumous haze and lost to view. On the other bank, the spire of the sanctuary-lighthouse remained a mysterious gray obelisk for a while longer. Then it too faded behind low clouds, leaving an endless expanse of ice-flecked
         sea surrounding her contracted world of wood planks, fiber cords, and coal dust.
      

      
      For what felt like hours, Maia ran wherever sailors pointed, loosening, hauling, and tying down sections of coarse rope on
         command. Her palms were soon raw and her shoulders sore, but she began learning a thing or two, such as not trying to brake
         a lanyard by simply holding on. Fighting a writhing cable by brute force could send you flying into a bulkhead or even overboard.
         Watching others, Maia learned to wrap a length of hawser around some nearby post in a reverse loop, and let the rope’s own
         tension lock it in place.
      

      
      That left the converse problem of releasing the damned thing, whenever the mates wanted slack for some reason. After Maia
         was nearly slashed across the face on two occasions, a sailor took time to show her how it was done.
      

      
      “Y’do it like these, an’ than these,” a wiry male, no taller than she was, explained without obvious impatience. Maia awkwardly
         tried to imitate what in experienced hands seemed such a fluid motion. “Ye’ll get it,” he assured her, then hurried off, shouting
         to prevent another landlubber from getting her leg caught in a loop of cord and being dragged over the side.
      

      
      Well, I was hoping for an education. Maia now understood why a noticeable minority of the men she’d seen in her life lacked a finger or two. If you weren’t careful,
         a surge of wind could yank a rope while your hand was busy looping a pin, tightening with abrupt, savage force, sending a
         part of you spurting away. With that nauseating realization, Maia forced herself to slow down and think before making any
         sudden moves. The shouts of the bosuns were terrifying, but no more than that awful mental image.
      

      
      Nothing was made easier by the film of carbon dust coating nearly every surface. The cargo of Bizmai anthracite sent black
         puffs through the poorly sealed cargo hatches each time the Wotan shifted in the wind. Luckily, Maia didn’t have to climb the grimy sheets, which crewmen scaled with such uncanny diligence,
         like apes born to dwell in treelike heights amid the wind.
      

      
      Whenever duties sent her to the port side, she tried stealing glimpses of their sister vessel, the Zeus, keeping pace two hundred meters to the east. Once, Maia caught sight of a trim shape she felt must be Leie, but she dared
         not wave. That distant figure appeared plenty busy, running awkwardly about the other collier’s deck.
      

      
      At last they cleared the tricky coastal waters and the convoy’s course was set. A north wind rose, filling the squat sails
         and, as a bonus, spinning the electric generator on the fantail, giving rise to a shrill whine. When the mates seemed satisfied
         that all was well in hand, they shouted fore and aft, calling a break.
      

      
      Maia slumped amidships as her throbbing arms and legs complained. Get used to it, she told them. Adventure is ninety percent pain and boredom. The saying supposedly went on … and ten percent stark, flaming terror. But she hoped to give that part a miss.
      

      
      A crusty ladle appeared in front of her, proffered by a stick-thin old man with a sloshing bucket. Maia suddenly realized
         how ravenously thirsty she was. She put her mouth to the cup, slurping gratefully … and instantly gagged.
      

      
      Seawater!

      
      Maia felt eyes turn toward her as she coughed in embarrassment, trying to cover the reaction. She managed to clamp down and
         drink some more, recalling that she was just another vagrant summerling now, no longer the daughter of a rich, uptown clan
         with its own artesian well. In poorer sections of town, vars and even low-caste clones drew their drinking water from the
         sea and grew up knowing little else.
      

      
      “Bless Stratos Mother, for her mild oceans,” went a sardonic adage, not part of any liturgy. And bless Lysos, for kidneys that can take it. Thirst overcame the bland, salty taste and she finished the ladle without further trouble. The old man then surprised her
         with a gap-toothed grin, tousling her ragged-cut hair.
      

      
      Maia stiffened defensively … then self-consciously relaxed. It took more than the passing heat of hard labor to trigger male
         rut. Anyway, a man would have to be hard up to waste time on a virgin like her.
      

      
      Actually, the coot reminded her a little of old Bennett, back when that aged male’s eyes still danced with interest in life.
         Hesitantly, she smiled back. The sailor laughed and moved on to water others in need.
      

      
      A whistle blew, ending the work break, but at least now commands came at a slower pace. Instead of the former frenzy of reefing
         and unfurling sails, coaxing the sluggish vessel past frothy shoals toward open water, their new chores consisted of stowing
         and battening down. Now that she had a chance to look around, Maia was struck by how much less mysteriously alien the men of the crew appeared than she’d expected. Moving about their tasks, they seemed as businesslike
         and efficient as any clan craftswoman in her workshop or mill. Their laughter was rich and infectious as they bantered in
         a dialect she could follow, if she concentrated … although the drift of most of their jests escaped her.
      

      
      Despite their dronelike behavior ashore, ranging from boisterous to slothful, depending on the season, Maia had always known
         men must lead lives of toil and danger at sea. Even the crew of this grimy lug must apply both intelligence and concentration—among
         the best womanly traits—as well as their renowned physical strength in order to survive. She was filled with questions about
         the tasks she saw performed with such industry, but that would have to await the right opportunity.
      

      
      Besides, she found even more interesting the women on board. After all, men were another race—less predictable than lugars, though better swimmers and conversationalists. But
         whether summer- or winter-born, women were her kind.
      

      
      At the elevated aft end of the ship, distinguished by their better clothes, stood or lounged the first-class passengers, who
         did not have to work. Few summerlings could afford full fare, even on ships like this one, so only clones leaned on the balcony,
         not far from the captain and his officers. Those winter folk came from poorer clans. She spotted a pair of Ortyns, three Bizmai,
         and several unfamiliar types, who must have come from towns further north before changing ships in Port Sanger.
      

      
      The working passengers, on the other hand, were all vars like herself—uniques whose faces were as varied as clouds in the
         sky. They were an odd lot, mostly older than she was and tougher looking. For some, this must be one more leg of countless many as they worked their way around the seas of Stratos, always looking for some special place where a niche
         awaited.
      

      
      Maia felt more sure than ever that she and Leie were correct to travel separately. These women might have resented twins,
         just as Captain Pegyul said. As it was, Maia felt conspicuous enough when the noon meal was served.
      

      
      “Here you go, li’l virgie,” said a gnarly, middle-aged woman with gray-streaked hair, as she poured stew from a kettle into
         a battered bowl. “Want a napkin too, sweetie?” She shared a grin with her companions. Of course the var was having Maia on.
         There were some greasy rags about, but the back of a wrist seemed the favored alternative.
      

      
      “No, thank you,” Maia answered, almost inaudibly. That only brought more hilarity, but what else could she say? Maia felt
         her face redden, and wished she was more like her Lamai mothers and half sisters, whose visages never betrayed emotion, save
         by careful calculation. As the women passed around a jug of wine, Maia took her plate of mysterious curry to a nearby corner
         and tried not to betray how self-conscious she felt.
      

      
      No one’s watching you, she tried convincing herself. Of if they are, what of it? No one has any cause to go out of their way to dislike you.

      
      Then she overheard someone mutter, not too softly, “… bad enough breathin’ this damn coal dust all th’ way to Gremlin Town.
         Do I also gotta stand th’ stink of a Lamai brat aboard?” Maia glanced up to catch a glower from a tough-looking var in her mid-eights or nines. The woman’s fair hair and
         sharp-jawed features reminded Maia of the Chuchyin clan, a rival of Lamatia based up-coast from Port Sanger. Was she a Chuchyin
         half or quarter sister, using an old grudge between their maternal houses as an excuse to start a private one of her own?
      

      
      “Stay downwind from me, Lamai virgie,” the var grunted when she caught Maia’s gaze, and snorted in satisfaction when Maia
         looked away.
      

      
      Bleeders! How far must I go to escape Lamatia? Maia had none of the advantages of being her mother’s child, only an inheritance of resentment toward a clan widely known
         for tenacious self-interest.
      

      
      So intent was she on her plate that she jerked when someone nudged her arm. Blinking, Maia turned to meet a pair of pale green
         eyes, partly shaded under a dark blue bandanna. A small, deeply tanned, black-haired woman, wearing shorts and a quilted halter,
         held out the wine jug with a faint smile. As Maia reached for it, the var said in a low voice, “Relax. They do it to every
         fiver.”
      

      
      Maia gave a quick nod of thanks. She lifted the jug to her mouth …

      
      … and doubled over, coughing. The stuff was awful! It stung her throat and she could not stop wheezing as she passed the bottle
         to the next var. This only brought more laughter, but now with a difference. It came tinged with an indulgent, rough-but-affectionate
         tone. Each of them was five once, and they know it, Maia realized. I’ll get through this too.

      
      Relaxing just a bit, she started listening to the conversation. The women compared notes on places each had been, and speculated
         what opportunities might lie to the south, with storm season over and commerce opening up again. Derisory comments about Port
         Sanger featured prominently. The image of a whole town called to arms because some clumsy reavers spilled a lantern had them
         in stitches. Maia couldn’t help also grinning at the farcical picture. It didn’t seem funny to that dead woman, a part of her recalled soberly. But then, hadn’t somebody written that one essence of humor is the tragedy you managed to escape?
      

      
      From hints here and there, Maia surmised that some of these vars had worn the red bandanna themselves. Say you gather a pack of down-and-out summerlings, resentful at society’s bottom rung, and sign a sisterly compact. Together,
            you hire a fast schooner … men willing to pilot their precious ship alongside some freighter, giving your band of comrades
            a narrow moment to dare all, win or lose.

      
      Savant Judeth had explained why it was grudgingly allowed.

      
      “It would’ve happened anyway, sooner or later,” the Lamai teacher once said. “By laying down rules. Lysos kept piracy from
         getting out of hand. Call it welfare for the desperate and lucky. A safety valve.”
      

      
      “And if reavers get too uppity?” There had been confident menace in Judeth’s smile. “We have ways of dealing with that, too.”
      

      
      Maia never intended to find out what the great clans did, when provoked too far. At the same time, she pondered the sanitized
         legends told about the very first Lamai … the young var who, long ago, turned a small nest egg into a commercial empire for
         her clone descendants. Stories were vague about where the first mother got her stake. Perhaps a red bandanna lay somewhere
         in a bottom drawer of the clan’s dustiest archive.
      

      
      As expected, most of the vars aboard were working off passage while seeking permanent employment ashore. But a few actually
         seemed to consider themselves regular members of the Wotan’s crew. Maia found it strange enough that women were able to interact with the planet’s other sapient race to reproduce. Could
         women and men actually live and work together for long periods without driving each other crazy? While using a stiff brush
         to scrub the lunch dishes, she watched some of these “female sailors.” What do they talk to men about? she wondered.
      

      
      Talk they did, in a singsong dialect of the sea. Maia saw that the petite woman who had spoken kindly to her was one of these
         professional seawomen. In her gloved left hand, the brunette held a trepp bill, a practice model bearing a cushioned Y-shaped
         yoke at one end and a padded hook at the other. From the way she joked with a pair of male comrades, it appeared she was offering
         a challenge which, grinning, they accepted.
      

      
      One seaman opened a nearby storage locker, revealing a great stack of thin, tilelike objects, white on one side, black on
         the other. He removed one square wafer and turned it over, checking eight paddles set along its edges and corners. Maia recognized
         an old-fashioned, wind-up game piece, which sailors used in large numbers to pursue a favorite pastime known as Life. Since
         infancy, she had watched countless contests in dockside arenas. The paddles sensed the status of neighboring tiles during
         a game, so that each piece would “know” whether to show its white or its black face at a given time. By the nature of the
         game, a single token by itself was useless, so what was the man doing, inserting a key and winding up just one clockwork tile?
      

      
      If programmed normally, the simple device would smoothly flip a row of louvered panels exposing its white surface unless certain
         conditions were met. Three of its paddles must sense neighboring objects within a certain time interval. Two, four, or even
         eight touches wouldn’t do. Exactly three paddles must be triggered for it to remain still.
      

      
      The burly sailor approached the small woman, laying the game token on the deck in front of her, black side up. With one foot
         resting lightly on its upper surface he kept it from activating until, gripping her trepp bill in both hands, she nodded,
         signaling ready.

      
      The sailor hopped back and the tile started clicking. At the count of eight, the woman suddenly lanced out, tapping the piece
         at three spots in rapid succession. A beat passed and the disk remained still. Then the eight-beat countdown repeated, only
         faster. She duplicated her feat, choosing a different trio of paddles, making it seem as easy as swatting zizzers. But the piece
         had been programmed to increase its tempo. Soon the tip of her trepp bill moved in a blur and the clock-ticking was a staccato
         ratchet. Sweat popped out on the small woman’s brow as her wooden pole danced quicker and quicker …
      

      
      Abruptly, the disk louvers flashed with a loud clack! turning the upper surface white. “Agh!” she cried out. “Twenty-eight!” a sailor shouted, and the woman laughed in chagrin
         as her comrades teased her for falling far short of her record.
      

      
      “Too much booze an’ lazin’ about on shore!” they chided.

      
      “You should talk!” she retorted, “jutzin’ with them Bizzie hoors!”
      

      
      One of the men started rewinding the game piece for another try, but Wotan’s second mate chose that moment to descend from the quarterdeck and call the small brunette over for a talk. They spoke for
         a few minutes, then the officer turned to go. The woman sailor fished a whistle out of her halter and blew a shrill blast
         that got the attention of all hands.
      

      
      “Second-class passengers aft,” she called in an even tone, motioning for Maia and the other vars to stand in a row by the
         starboard gunwales.
      

      
      “My name is Naroin,” the petite sailor told the assembled group. “Rank is bosun, same as Sailor Jum and Sailor Rett, so don’t forget it. I’m also master-at-arms on this tub.”
      

      
      Maia had no trouble believing the statement. The woman’s legs bore scars of combat, her nose had been broken at least twice,
         and her muscles, if not manlike, were imposing.
      

      
      “I’m sure you all saw last night that the rumors we been hearin’ are true. There’s reaver activity farther north than ever
         this year, an’ it’s startin’ earlier. We could be a target anytime.”
      

      
      Maia found that a stretched conclusion to reach from one isolated incident, and apparently so did the other vars. But Naroin
         took her responsibilities seriously. She told them so, laying the padded bill across her back.
      

      
      “Captain’s given orders. We should be ready, in case o’ trouble. We’re not goin’ to be anybody’s sealfish steak. If a gang
         o’ jumped-up unniks tries hopping this ship—”
      

      
      “Why would anyone want it!” a var muttered, eliciting chuckles. It was the sharp-jawed woman who had cursed earlier about
         “Lamai brats.”
      

      
      “What kind of atyp bleeders’d hop us for a load o’ coal?” the half-Chuchyin went on.
      

      
      “You’d be surprised. The market’s up. B’sides, even a coerced split of profits could ruin the owners—”

      
      Naroin’s explanation was interrupted by an offensive blat, imitating a fart. When the bosun glanced sharply, the Chuchyin
         var nonchalantly yawned. Naroin frowned. “Captains’ orders needn’t be explained to likes of you. A crew that doesn’t drill
         together—”
      

      
      “Who needs drill?” The tall var cracked her knuckles, nudging her friends, apparently a tight-knit group of tested traveling
         companions. “Why fret about lugar-lovin’ reavers? If they come, we’ll send them packin’ for their daddies.”
      

      
      Maia felt her cheeks redden, and hoped no one noticed. The master-at-arms simply smiled. “All right, grab a bill an’ show
         me how you’ll fight, if the time comes.”
      

      
      A snort. The Chuchyin variant spat on the deck. “I’ll just watch, if it’s all the same.”

      
      Naroin’s forearms revealed bowstring tendons. “Listen, summer-trash. While on board, you’ll take orders, or swim back where
         you came from!”
      

      
      The tall woman and her comrades glared back, confrontation certain in their hard faces.
      

      
      A low voice interrupted from behind. “Is there a problem, Master-at-Arms?”

      
      Naroin and the vars swiveled. Captain Pegyul stood at the edge of the quarterdeck, scratching a four-day growth of beard.
         Banal of appearance back at the Bizmai tavern, he now cut an impressive figure, stripped down to his blue undershirt, something
         males never did in port. Three brass bicep rings, insignia of rank, circuited an arm like Maia’s thigh. Two other crewmen,
         taller and even broader in the shoulders, stood bare-chested behind him at the head of the stairs. Despite the redolent tension,
         Maia found herself fascinated by those torsos. For once, she could credit certain farfetched stories … that sometimes, in
         the heat of summer, a particularly large and crazy male might purposely torment a lugar into one of those rare but awesome
         furies the beasts were capable of, just to wrestle the creature one-on-one, and occasionally win!
      

      
      “No, sir. There’s no problem,” Naroin answered calmly. “I was just explaining that all second-class passengers will train
         to defend the ship’s cargo.”
      

      
      The captain nodded. “You have your crewmates’ backing, Master-at-Arms,” he said mildly, and walked away.

      
      The shiver down Maia’s back wasn’t from the north wind. Generally speaking, men were supposedly as harmless, four-fifths of
         the year, as lugars were all the time. But they were sentient beings, capable of deciding to get angry, even in winter. The two big seamen remained, observing. Maia sensed in their eyes a wariness toward any threat
         to their ship, their world.
      

      
      The Chuchyin made a show of examining her fingernails, but Maia saw perspiration on her brow. “Guess I could spar a bit,”
         the tall var muttered. “For practice.” Still feigning nonchalance, she stepped over to the weapons rack. Instead of taking
         up the other padded training bill, she grabbed a trepp meant for combat, made of hard Yarri wood with minimal wrapping round
         the hook and prong.
      

      
      From the rigging, two of the women crew gasped, but Naroin only backed onto the broad, flat door covering the aft hold, scuffing
         a film of coal dust with her bare feet. The tall var followed, leaving tracks with her sandals. She did not bow. Nor did the short sailor as they began circling.
      

      
      Maia glanced toward the two shirtless seamen, who now sat watching, all wrath gone from their docile eyes. Once more, she
         felt a half-excited, half-nauseated curiosity about sex. Her ignorance was normal. Few clans let summer daughters enter their
         Halls of Joy, where the dance of negotiation, approach, refusal, and acceptance between sailor and mother-to-be reached its
         varied consummations, depending on the season. Among the ambitions she shared with Leie was to build a hall of their own,
         where she might yet learn what delights were possible—unlikely as it seemed—in mingling her body with one such as those, so
         hirsute and huge. Just trying to imagine made her head hurt in strange ways.
      

      
      The two women finished their preliminary swings, waving and thrusting their bills. Naroin seemed in no hurry to take the offensive,
         perhaps because of her padded, ill-balanced weapon. The Chuchyin var spun her chosen trepp in one hand with panache. Suddenly
         she leapt forward to sweep at her opponent’s well-scarred legs—
      

      
      —and abruptly found those legs wrapped around her throat! Naroin hadn’t awaited the traditional exchange of feints and parries,
         but instead rammed her awkward bill onto the deck, using it as a pole to vault over her foe’s slashing weapon, landing with
         one leg across each of the other woman’s shoulders. The var staggered, dropped her trepp, and tried to claw at the master-at-arms,
         but found her hands seized with wiry strength. Her knees buckled and her face started to color between the woman sailor’s
         tightening thighs.
      

      
      Maia breathed at last as Naroin jumped back, letting her opponent collapse to the sooty hatch. The dark-haired sailor grabbed
         the Yarri-wood weapon dropped by her foe and used its Y-shaped yoke to pin the var’s neck to the cargo door. Naroin was barely
         breathing hard.
      

      
      “Now what’d you expect, comin’ at me that way? Bare wood against padding? No courtesy, then choppin’ a cripple blow? Try that
         against reavers and they’ll do more’n take our cargo or sell you for a season’s labor. They’ll sea-dump you an’ any other
         wench who cheats. And our men won’t lift a finger, hear? Eia!”

      
      The female crew shouted in refrain. “Eia!” Naroin tossed the bill aside. Wheezing, the half-Chuchyin crawled off the makeshift
         arena, covered with black smears. A glance at the quarterdeck showed that the men had departed, but assorted clones watched
         from first class, wearing amused expressions.
      

      
      “Next?” Naroin asked, looking down the file of vars, no longer appearing quite so small.

      
      I know what Leie would do now, Maia thought. She’d wait for others to wear Naroin down, pick out some weakness, then go at it with all panels charged.

      
      But Maia wasn’t her sister. Back in school she might watch a dozen bouts without recalling who had won, let alone who parried
         when for points. While her churning guts wanted to find some dim shadow, her rational mind said, Just get it over with. Anyway, if Naroin was trying to encourage proper womanly combat virtues, Maia could offer a good contrast to the Chuchyin,
         and surprise those who called her “virgie.”
      

      
      Fighting a queasy tremor, she stepped forward, silently drew the other padded training bill from the rack and faced the arena.
         She ignored the staring clones and vars, ritually scuffed the dust thrice, and bowed. Bearing her own cushioned weapon, Naroin
         beamed beneficence toward Maia’s courtesy. Both of them extended their bills, hook end forward, for that first, formal tap
         …
      

      
      Someone splashed water in her face. Maia coughed and sputtered. It stung not only of salt but of coal. A blur slowly resolved
         into a face … an old man’s … the one who had earlier tousled her hair she dimly recalled.
      

      
      “Here, now. Y’all hokay? Nothin’ broke, i’zer?”

      
      He spoke a thick mannish dialect. But Maia got the drift. “… don’t think so …” She started to rise, but a sharp pain lanced
         through her left leg, below the knee. A bloody cut went halfway around the calf. Maia hissed.
      

      
      “Mm. Ah see yet. S’not so bid. Here’s sum salve that’ll seer a beet.”

      
      Maia felt a whimper rise in her gorge and stifled it as he applied medicine from an earthenware jar. The agony departed in
         waves like an outgoing tide. Her throbbing pulse settled. When she next looked, the bleeding had stopped.
      

      
      “That’s … good stuff,” she sighed.
      

      
      “Our guild maybe small ‘n’ poorly, bit we got smart tube-boys beck in sanctuary.”

      
      “Mm, I’ll bet.” Between shipping seasons, some men dealt with extra time on their hands by fiddling in laboratories, either
         as guests in clanholds or at their own craggy hermitages. Few of the bearded tinkerers had much formal education, and most
         of their inventions were at best one-season marvels. A fraction reached the attention of the savants of Caria, to eventually
         be published or banned. This salve, though—Maia vowed to get a sample and find out if anyone yet had the marketing rights.
      

      
      She rose up on her elbows and looked around. Two pairs of second-class passengers were out on the hatch cover, sparring under
         shouted direction from the master-at-arms. Several others lay sprawled like she was, nursing bruises. Meanwhile, two female
         crew members sat by the forward cowling, one blowing a flute while the other sang in a low, sad alto voice.
      

      
      The old man tsked. “Really pushin’ this yar. Fool’sh, runnin’ ferns too ragged t’work. Not roit, boy my lights.”

      
      “I s’pose,” Maia murmured noncommittally. She rose to sitting position and then, grabbing a nearby rail, managed to hobble
         onto one leg. She was still woozy, and yet felt vaguely relieved. Real pain was seldom as bad as the expectation.
      

      
      Funny, hadn’t Mother Claire once said that about childbirth? Maia shivered.
      

      
      One of the practicing vars shouted and landed on the hatch with a loud thump. The women playing music switched to an ancient,
         plaintive melody that Maia recognized—about a wanderer, yearning for a home, a beloved, all of the hearth-joys that came so
         easily to some, but not others.
      

      
      Resting against the gunnels, Maia gazed across the seascape and found the Zeus keeping pace a bit behind, plowing through choppy waves with billowed sails. So far, this voyage had been at least as much
         a learning experience as her sister promised.
      

      
      I do hope Leie’s finding her trip just as interesting came Maia’s biting thought.
      

      
      Two weeks later, on hitting their first landing in Queg Town, the twins finally set eyes on each other after their longest separation, and their reactions were identical. Each looked
         the other up and down … and simultaneously broke up laughing.
      

      
      On the lower part of Leie’s right leg, in a spot perfectly mirroring her own left, Maia saw a strip of new, pink scar tissue,
         healing neatly under the benign influence of sun, air, hard work, and saltwater.
      

      
      *

      
      
         Problem number one—lacking natural controls, our human descendants will tend to overbreed until Straws can no longer support their numbers. Shall
               we then have come all this way to repeat the catastrophe of Earth?

         One lesson we’ve learned—any effort to limit population cannot rest on persuasion alone. Times change. Passions change, and even the highest flown
               moralizing eventually palls in the face of natural instinct.

         We could do it genetically, limiting each woman to just two births. But variants who break the programming will outbreed all
               others, soon putting us back where we stoned. Anyway, our descendants may at times need rapid reproduction. We mustn’t limit them to a narrow way of life.

         Our chief hope lies in finding ways of permanently tying self-interest to the common good.

         The same holds for our other problem, which provoked this coalition to drop half-measures, leaving the Phylum’s bland compromisers
               behind. The problem which drove us to this faraway world, seeking a lasting solution.

         The problem of sex.

         —from The Apologia, by Lysos.
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      Lanargh, their second port of call, was not counted among the chief cities of the world. Not in a league with those rimming
         the coast of Landing Continent. Still, the metropolis was big enough to give the twins pause after weeks evading icebergs on the high seas.
      

      
      In Queg Town, the owners had found few buyers for Port Sanger coal. So the Zeus and Wotan wallowed with waves lapping high along their dented flanks. Whenever lookouts spotted floating isles of ice, auxiliary motors
         strained to alter course and miss the terrible white growlers. The wind was a fickle ally. Bosuns shouted and all hands heaved
         at balky sails. One jagged berg passed chillingly near Wotan’s starboard withers—leaving Maia dry-mouthed and grateful they were convoying. In case of a mischance, only the Zeus was close enough to save them.
      

      
      When they next neared shore, the former monotony of tundra had been replaced by stands of fog-shrouded conifers, giant redwoods
         whose ancestors had come to Stratos along with Maia’s, tortuously, from Old Earth. The terran trees liked the misty coast,
         encouraged by forestry clans in their slow, silent struggle with native scrub. Sinuous trails showed where harvesters had
         recently dragged cut logs, to be herded in great rafts to market.
      

      
      Maia’s breath came short and quick as the Wotan finally rounded Point Defiance, where a famed stone dragon lay the shadows of its broad wings over the harbor strait, symbolizing
         the protective love of Stratos Mother. Carved long ago, it honored the repulse, at great cost, of a landing force sent down
         by the Enemy foeship, during dark, ancient days when women and men together fought to save the colony, their lives, and posterity.
         Maia knew little about that bygone era—history wasn’t deemed a practical curriculum—but the statue was a stirring sight, nevertheless.
      

      
      Lanargh’s famous five hills then appeared, one after another, lined with pale stone tiers, clanholds, and gardens, stretching
         for kilometers along the bay and into green-flanked mountainsides. The twins had always pictured Port Sanger as large and
         cosmopolitan, since its trade dominated much of the Gynmia Sea. But here, at the pivot of a vast ocean, Maia saw why Lanargh
         was properly called “Gateway to the East.”
      

      
      After tying at the quay assigned them by the harbormistress, the crew watched the captain set off with the Bizmai cargo-owners
         to meet potential clients. Then liberty was called and the hands themselves spilled ashore, shouting with pleasure. Maia found Leie waiting at the foot of the wharf. “Beat ya again!”
         Maia’s twin laughed, eking out another minor victory, knowing Maia didn’t give a damn.
      

      
      “Come on,” Maia answered, grinning. “Let’s get a look at this place.”

      
      More than five hundred matriarchal clans dwelled in the city, filling broad piazzas and clamoring market avenues with contingents
         of finely dressed, elaborately coiffed, magnificently uniform clones, their burdens carried on well-oiled carts or the backs
         of patient lugars in liveried tunics. There were sumptuous scents of strange fruits and spices, and creatures the twins had
         only read about, such as red howler monkeys and flapping mere-dragons, which rode upon their owners’ shoulders, hissing at
         passersby and snatching grapes from unwary vendors.
      

      
      The sisters roamed plazas and narrow shopping streets, eating sweets from a patissiere’s stall, laughing at the antics of
         a small clan of agile jugglers, dodging the harangues of political candidates, and pondering the strangeness of such a wide,
         marvelous world. Never before had Maia seen so many faces she didn’t recognize. Though Port Sanger held a population of several
         thousand, there had never been more than a couple of hundred distinct visages to know while growing up.
      

      
      For the first time, they tasted what life might be like if their secret scheme succeeded. Although they were humbly dressed,
         some vars they encountered stepped aside for them in automatic deference, as if they were winter-born. “I knew it!” Leie whispered.
         “Twins are rare enough that people simply jump to the wrong conclusion. Our plan can work!”
      

      
      Maia appreciated Leie’s enthusiasm. Yet, she knew success would count on filling in countless details. They shouldn’t spend
         their free moments playing games, she insisted, but combing the port for useful information.
      

      
      Unfortunately, the town was a babble of strange tongues. Whenever clone-sisters met on the street, they often spoke an incomprehensible
         rasp of family code, handed down by hive mothers and embellished by their daughters for generations. This frustrated Leie
         at first. Back in easygoing Port Sanger, common speech had been the norm.
      

      
      Then Leie grew enthusiastic. “We’ll need a secret jarg too, when we start our own clan.”
      

      
      Maia neglected to remind her sister that as little girls they had experimented with codes, cryptograms, and private jargon, until Leie grew bored and quit. Privately, Maia had never stopped
         making anagrams or finding patterns in letter blocks scattered on the crèche floor. It might even have been what first triggered
         her interest in constellations, for to her the sparkling stellar patterns always seemed to hint at the Creator’s private code,
         one that was open to all who learned to see.
      

      
      Strolling the grand plaza in front of Lanargh’s city temple, the twins watched a group of kneeling sailors receive blessing
         from an orthodox priestess wrapped in burgundy-striped robes. Raising her arms, the clergywoman called for intercession from
         the planet spirit, its rocks and air, its winds and waters, so that the men might reach safe haven at their journey’s end.
         The singsong benison finished with a favorite passage about the sanctity of comradeship amid shared danger. Yet, the holy
         woman’s quavering delivery showed that clerics, too, had a “language” all their own, especially when quoting the mysterious
         Fourth Book of Scriptures.
      

      
      “Soto their ships ontime ofneed haul uponthat whickis hiddn”

      
      No wonder Book Four was popularly known as the Riddle of Lysos. It even had its own eighteen-letter alphabet, which used to
         bring Maia pleasurable diversion during long weekly services in the Lamatia chapel, silently puzzling over cryptic passages
         incised on the stone walls.
      

      
      Leie glanced at the clock set in the Temple’s face and sighed. “Oops, sorry. Gotta get back to work now.”

      
      Maia blinked. “What? On first day?”

      
      “Ain’t it var’s luck? Mop-an’-pail duty. Our chief wants ol’ Zeus to get more customers than Wotan, even though it all goes to the same owners and guild.” She grimaced. “Are your bosuns as awful as ours?”
      

      
      Maia wouldn’t have used that word. “Hard,” maybe, and quick to catch when you were inattentive. But she was learning a lot
         from Naroin and the others, and growing stronger by the day. Anyway, Leie was clearly fibbing. Maia bet her sister was on punishment detail, probably for mouthing off when she should have kept quiet.
      

      
      Despite that, Maia grunted sympathetically. “Unloading coal for a living. Huh. I guess the mothers’d be proud of us for starting
         at the bottom.”
      

      
      “Not for long, though!” Leie answered. “Someday we’ll sail back into Port Sanger with enough coin sticks to buy the place!”
         She laughed, and her cheerfulness forced Maia to smile.
      

      
      It felt different walking through town alone, and not simply because no one stepped aside for her anymore. Maia had enjoyed
         pointing things out to Leie, sharing the sights. It had been comforting knowing another person in this sea of strangers was
         an ally.
      

      
      On the other hand, the town seemed more vivid this way. Sound and smell and vision felt sharper as she grew more aware of the downside of city life. Sweating var laborers,
         dragging loads on creaking carts. Beggars, some crippled, shaking tithe cups bearing wax temple seals. Sly-looking women who
         leaned against the corners of buildings, eyeing her speculatively, perhaps wondering how well her purse was tied on …
      

      
      It was right far us to take separate ships, Maia thought, feeling both wary and alive. We needed this. I needed it.

      
      There were placards she had never seen before, denoting clans she didn’t know, offering goods she had never heard of. Some
         shop floors were shared by a dozen midget enterprises, each with a pretentious, hand-painted crest, run by single women pooling
         together for the rent, each hoping to begin the slow rise to success. At the other extreme, the city hospital seemed both
         modern and colorless, the white-jacketed professionals within having no need to advertise their family affiliations.
      

      
      A blatting sound, a horn and crashing cymbals, caused the street crowd to divide for a new disturbance. Onlookers laughed
         as a short parade wound its way downhill. The male membership of a secret society, dressed in flamboyant outfits and carrying
         mystery totems, wove across the cobblestones to applause and good-natured catcalls from the throng. Some of the men seemed
         sheepish, lugging ornate model ships and wooden zep’lins on their shoulders to the beat of thumping drums, while others held their chins out, as if daring anyone to make fun of their earnest ritual. Only a few spectators seemed
         unfriendly, such as when one cluster of frowning women pointedly refused to step aside, forcing the procession to wind around
         them.
      

      
      Perkinites, Maia thought, moving on. Why don’t they leave the poor men alone and pick on someone their own size?

      
      Lanargh offered a wider range of services than she had ever imagined, from palmists and professed witches all the way to esteemed
         phrenologists, equipped with calipers, cranial tapes, and ornate charts. Maia considered having a reading done, till she saw
         the prices and decided nothing could be done about the shape of her head, anyway.
      

      
      Glancing through one expensive glass window, Maia watched three high-browed redheads consult with customers over leather-bound
         folders. Perusing gilt posters, Maia gleaned that this was a local branch of a farflung family enterprise, one offering commercial
         message services. On a separate chart, the redheads advertized a local sideline—designing private languages for up-and-coming
         houses.
      

      
      “Now there’s a niche,” Maia murmured admiringly. Success on Stratos often lay in finding some product or service no one else
         had mastered. This was one she might have enjoyed exploring herself. She sighed. “Too bad it already seems pretty well filled.”
      

      
      “They’re all filled, sister. Don’t you know? It’s one of the foretold signs.”

      
      Maia spun around to face a young woman about her own age and height, wearing a cowled robe with the embroidered stripes of
         some religious order. The priestess, or dedicant, clutched a sheaf of yellow pamphlets, peering at Maia through thick spectacles.
      

      
      “Um … signs of what, sister?” Maia asked, overcoming surprise.

      
      A friendly, if fervent, smile. “That we are entering a time of changes. Surely you’ve noticed, a bright fiver like yourself,
         that things are on edge? Clan matrons have long complained about the climbing summer birthrate, but do they act to stop it?
         A force within Stratos Herself wills that it be so, despite all inconvenient consequences.”
      

      
      Maia overcame her accustomed reaction to being accosted by a clergywoman—an impulse to seek the nearest exit. “Mm … inconvenient?”
      

      
      “To the great houses. To the bureaucracy in Caria. And especially to those selfsame hordes of summerlings, for whom there’s
         no place on this planet. No place save one.”
      

      
      Aha! Maia thought. Is this a recruitment drive? The priesthood was even less selective than the Port Sanger city guard. By taking vows, any var might guarantee a full meal
         bowl for the rest of her days. If it also meant forsaking childbearing, or ever establishing a clan of one’s own, how many
         summerlings achieved that anyway? Abjuring sex someday, with a sweaty man, was no decision-stopper. All Stratos was your lover
         when you took the robe, and all Stratoins your children.
      

      
      Still, why go recruiting? In Lanargh, a stone thrown in any direction would pass over some priestess or deacon. More were choosing that route to safety
         every day.
      

      
      “Meanin’ no disrespect,” Maia said, backing away. “I don’t think the temple is my place.”

      
      The priestess seemed undismayed. “My child, that’s obvious from the look of you.”

      
      “But … then what … ?” Maia suddenly found her hand filled with a printed broadsheet. She glanced down at the first few lines.

      
      
         THE OUTSIDERS—DANGER OR CHALLENGE?

         Sisters in Stratos! it should be obvious by now that the sages and councilwomen of Caria are concealing the truth about the
            spaceship in our skies, said to contain emissaries from the Hominid Phylum, which our ancestors left so long ago. Why have
            they told the public so little? The savants and officials make excuses, talking about “linguistic drift” and careful “quarantine
            procedures,” but it is growing apparent to even the lowliest that our great ones, sitting on lofty seats within the Council,
            Temple and University, are in their deepest hearts cowards….
         

      

      
      It was hard to follow the run-on screed, but a tone of antagonism to authority was stridently clear. Maia looked again at the dedicant, seeing that the stripes of her robe were broken with colored threads. “You’re a heretic,” she breathed.
      

      
      “Smart lass. Not many where you’re from?”

      
      Maia found herself smiling faintly. “We’re a bit out of the way. We had Perkinites—”

      
      “Everyone has Perkinites. Specially since the Outsider Ship gave ’em an excuse to spread boogie-man stories. You know the ones … Now
         that Stratos is rediscovered, the Phylum will send fleets of ships full of drooling, hairy, unmodified males, worse than the
         Enemy of old.”
      

      
      “Well”—Maia grinned at the image— “that may exaggerate what they say.”

      
      “And your local Perkies may be milder than ours, O virgin from the frozen north!” The heretic laughed sardonically. “At any
         rate, even the temple hierarchy’s in a lather over alien humans barging in, possibly changing Stratos forever. It never seems
         to occur to the silly smugs that it might be the other way around. That this may be the moment Lysos was planning for, from the very start!”
      

      
      Maia was confused. “You don’t see the starship as a threat?”

      
      “Not my order, the Sisters of Venture. In early days, restored contact might’ve been harmful. But now our way of life is proven.
         Sure, we have problems, injustices, but have you read about the way things were back on the Old Worlds, before our Founders’
         Exodus?”
      

      
      Maia nodded. It was favored fare in books and on the tele.

      
      “Animal chaos!” The woman waxed passionate. “Picture how violent and uncertain life was, especially for women and children.
         Now realize, its probably still going on out there! That is, on whatever worlds haven’t been destroyed, by the Enemy, or by aggression among male humans.”
      

      
      “But the Outsider proves some colonies still—”

      
      “Exactly! There may be dozens of surviving, battered worlds, crying out for what we can offer—salvation.”

      
      Maia had backed away until a gritty wall jabbed her spine. Yet she felt torn between flight and fascination. “You think we
         should welcome contact … and send missionaries?”

      
      The dedicant, who had been hunching forward in pursuit, now stood straighter and smiled. “I was right about you being a sharpie. Which brings up my original comment about there being
         a reason for everything, including the surge in summer births, even though niches seem so few.” She raised one finger. “Few
         here on Stratos! But not out there” The finger jabbed skyward. “Destiny calls, and only timid fools in Caria stand in the way!”
      

      
      Maia saw fervor in the young woman’s eyes, a belief transcending logic and all obstacles. Suppose you find yourself insignificant in the world, dwarfed by the mighty. How to feel important after all? All you need
            is a convenient conspiracy. One that’s keeping you from taking your rightful place as a leader toward the light.

      
      Only there are so many lights …

      
      Maia withheld judgment on the Venturist’s actual idea, which had a grand sound, and might even be worth discussing. “I’ll
         give it a read,” she promised, holding up the pamphlet. “But …”
      

      
      Her voice trailed off. The priestess was staring past her shoulder. In a distracted tone, the young dedicant said, “Very good.
         But now I must go. To the stars, sister.”
      

      
      “Eia, sister,” Maia replied conventionally to the unusual farewell, watching the striped robe vanish into the crowd. She turned
         to see what had spooked the heretic, and soon caught sight of four sturdy women pushing through the throng, nonchalantly swinging
         walking sticks they didn’t seem to need—not for walking, at least.
      

      
      Temple wardens, Maia realized. There were priestesses and then there were priestesses. Although heresy was officially no crime,
         the temple hierarchy had ways of making it less comfortable than following classical dogma. Of the fringe groups, only Perkinism
         was strong enough that no one dared rough up its adherents.
      

      
      Oh, I guess there are still niches, Maia thought, watching the stern women move along, causing even members of the city watch to step aside. Vars with muscle can always find employment in this world.

      
      Which suddenly reminded her, she was due back at the Wotan before dusk. Kitchen duty. And there’d be patarkal hell to pay if she was late!
      

      
      Maia stuffed the heretical tract into a pocket, to show Leie later. Giving the temple warders a wide berth, she found her
         bearings and hurried through the market crowd toward the unmistakable aroma of the docks.
      

      
      “Work now, gawk later!” Bosun Naroin snapped, late on their fourth day in port.

      
      Maia’s attention had wandered toward a distracting sight at the foot of the wharf. Drawing back quickly, she nodded— “Yessir,”—and
         concentrated on resetting the conveyor belt, making sure that buckets hauling coal out of the ship’s hold did not jitter or
         spill. Sometimes it took muscle to lever the balky contraption into line. Even after all seemed in perfect order, Maia watched
         the buckets warily for a while to be sure. Finally, she lifted her head above the portside rail once more.
      

      
      What had drawn her gaze before was the arrival of a car, cruising with a methane-driven purr down the bayside embankment,
         toward the pier where Wotan was moored.
      

      
      A car, she thought. For personal transport and nothing else. There had been two in all of Port Sanger—used on ceremonial occasions
         or to carry visiting dignitaries. Other motor vehicles had been nearly as rare, since most products entered and left her home
         town by sea. But in cosmopolitan Lanargh, one might glimpse a motor-lorry down any street, each employing a driver, several
         loaders, and a guardian who walked in front bearing a red flag, making sure no children fell beneath the rumbling wheels.
         They were impressive machines, even if their growling chuffing rumble frightened Maia a little.
      

      
      For several days, one battered, ugly high-bed had been coming to the pier to fill its hopper with coal from the Gynmia Sea.
         The unloading crew grew to hate the sight of the thing. But hey, it’s a job, Maia thought as the truck’s bin filled with Port Sanger anthracite, bound for a family-run petrochemical plant for conversion
         to molten plastic, then used by certain other Lanargh clans for making fine injection-moldings.
      

      
      Her gaze drifted once more to the foot of the wharf. The car had parked, but no one had yet emerged. Curious.

      
      She turned back to make sure the returning, empty buckets weren’t clipping Wotan’s cargo hatch. If the conveyor jammed, the sweating team below would blame her. “Hold!” Maia cried when the clearance narrowed thinner than she liked. Naroin echoed
         with a shout. While the serrated buckets rumbled to a halt, Maia kicked free a pair of chocks and set a pry bar under the
         conveyor’s frame, straining to jigger the massive apparatus several times until the new arrangement seemed right. Finally,
         she bent to pound the chocks back into place, then called, “Ready away!” Naroin threw a lever and precious electricity poured
         from the ship’s accumulators, setting the scarred machinery into motion with a rumble of grinding gears.
      

      
      It was hard work, but Maia felt grateful to be out on deck. Her stints below, shoveling coal into the ever-hungry buckets,
         had been like sentences to hell. Floating grit stuck to your perspiration, running down your arms and sides in sooty rivulets.
         It got into everything, including your mouth and underwear. Finally, like the others, she had stripped completely.
      

      
      Nor could she complain, for this crew was luckier than most. Half the ships in port used human-powered winches to unload, or doubled-over stevedores, groaning as they dumped gunnysacks onto horse-drawn wagons. Even those freighters
         equipped with electric or steam-driven gear used it sparingly, relying mostly on muscle power.
      

      
      “Savin’ wear and tear on the machinery,” Naroin had explained. “Some seasons, var labor’s cheaper’n replacement parts.” This
         year, it seemed especially so.
      

      
      Not that summer women worked alone. Clones supervised unloading delicate merchandise, and men appeared whenever their specialized
         skills were needed. Still, the sailors mostly spent time caring for their precious ships, and no one expected different. What
         men and vars had in common was that both had fathers—though seldom knew their names. Both were lowlife in the eyes of haughty
         clones. Beyond that, all resemblance dimmed.
      

      
      Everything seemed to be running smoothly, so Maia returned to the portside rail, fleeing the dust. Rubbing the back of her
         neck, she turned and saw that someone had left the motorcar at the base of the pier, and was walking this way. A man, dressed
         in foppish lace and wearing a wide-brim hat, sauntered toward the Zeus and Wotan, dodging the black plume wafting from the truck bed. Whistling, the male paused to inspect the paint flaking from Wotan’s aft. He buffed his shoes, then squinted at the sky. So that’s what a person looks like when they’re trying not to look suspicious, Maia observed with amusement. This character was no sailor, nor did he look like the type to be kept waiting.
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