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This book is for Theodore Sturgeon, who showed me how to make it sing.


“I was born—

Whenever a new person comes into the world, the gods, Reethe and Dakka, hold their breaths. They fear the ones who do not know who they are to become, for whenever one of these is born the gods come close to death. These are the persons who, when offered the Choice between Reethe and Dakka, between female and male, are most likely to choose neither; and whenever there is someone who does not accept the gods within herself then the gods die a little. And so the gods hold their breath at every birth. Who will this one be?

Look at her: the infant is an adult going through a process. The child is a lesson that the future one is learning. Cherish not the child so much as the adult she will become. Try to see the person she will be. Start with respect for the moment of her birth. Let her enter this world gently so that she will not be frightened by this new place in which she finds herself. This will set the pattern for a life—if she is born not knowing fear, she will not be frightened later on in life by all the other new things she will encounter. Birth is not a mother’s moment—it may seem that way, but it is not her triumph—it is the new person’s. We have not met the new one, but it is her needs that predominate.

Think of her: she exists only in present, she has no past and knows no future, she is timeless; she is a tethered link to some wondrous unknown person—messiah or thief, we have no way of knowing—unnumbered years along the path; but at this moment, now, she is only small, defenseless—a victim of events. Birth is her universe, an explosion of her universe; it happens and what is not-self begins to take shape. We must not separate this person from her oneness with the universe too forcefully or she will never feel part of it again, and yet it is all too easy to do just that. She exists only as a moment of sensation, easily terrified because she has no memories against which to measure now.

Every sensation is new—and if it is intense, it will be difficult to assimilate; it will imprint as pain, and all similar sensations ever after will resonate with that memory. There is no way to warn this small core of future-someone’s past of what is about to happen. There is no way to prepare her beyond the natural ways of Mother Reethe, but those alone should be enough—if we listen to the guidance that the goddess has given us in our hearts.

Perhaps there should be a better way to come into the world than one that is fraught with so much possible pain and fear and terror, but perhaps there also is no better way for a person to be born than to come from the belly of another. It is the most intimate of all relationships, forging a bond of caring and interdependence between the two that will be as long as life. The new person will need someone to reassure her while she is discovering how best to become herself, to reaffirm that all her options are valid and that all experiments, even the failures, are necessary if learning and discovery are to occur. The birth-mother is entrusted with that mission, and it is not a mission to be taken lightly. We must not accept responsibility for another person’s life unless we are also willing to accept the burden of her pain; else we injure not just the adult whose child we hold within our bodies, but the gods as well.

We cherish our small persons because we want to believe that they are parts of us; but let us put aside our own needs for the moment and consider her needs first—let the new one be a person for herself before she has to be a part of someone else’s identity. These small innocent ones are gullible—they have an eager willingness to accept what we will do to them. They believe that what they see and hear us do is the way of all the world, the only way; they believe it because they have not yet learned there is an otherwise. Let us not damage them in sureness born of their acceptance, for in truth, we damage our future selves.

So let us learn from our children, and let us not be too certain of our truth—let us always question it, for only in questions is the growth of wisdom. Let us look at birth through the birthling’s eyes, and let us orchestrate the moment to alleviate us—let us reward her need. We can see this truth tested every time a child is born and confirmed each time a small one smiles.

Let a mother squat to deliver—not only because this is the easiest position for her, but also because it is the easiest position for the new person to slide down the birth canal. Let the Healer and the other parents keep close, but let it be the new one’s bless-father who keeps her hands ready to receive the small one. Let the room be dark and quiet, let the waiting hands be warm and caring and ready to support the small one’s back—it will be curved at first; let her straighten it when she is ready, there is no need to rush. And now, as she comes out into the world, let the mother lie down on her back, and let the small one be placed gently on her stomach like a lover, here the two of them can caress each other, meet and rediscover one another through their touchings. They are lovers; they have been for months, but only now do they meet, embracing silently in the dark. Let the small lover be caressed and welcomed into the world. And if this is done properly, then the new person will not be startled or frightened and she will not cry—crying at birth is an ill omen, it speaks of terror and pain: here is one who has been hurt by birth—and she may be hurt by the rest of her life as well. Instead, soft sighs speak of love. Let there be silence now while the birth-mother whispers and gently reassures her little lover who has just begun to learn, so that her learning may be in joy. Let the first sigh be the child’s, let her breathe gently; let her lungs taste the air because they want to, not because they must, not because they have been forced. Let the umbilicus remain until the new one has become sure and steady in her breathing, let her keep this link to her mother until she no longer needs it and only then let it be served; there is no need to rush, the small one has plenty of time, a whole lifetime, in which to learn and grow.

And always, let the mother’s smile be the brightest light in the room; let the child’s sighs be the loudest sound. Let the two of them grow closer for as long as it takes for both to relax. As the mother holds the new person close to her, as the small lover lies softly on her breast, let her feel that she is not an owner, as of an object, but a guide, a teacher, an equal partner in discovery, one who is perhaps farther down the path a bit, but no less an innocent in the eyes of Reethe and Dakka. Let the two, mother and child, be partners in that journey, let neither be beast nor burden; neither belongs to the other, for all of us belong to the gods first.

Leave the new person curled, arms and legs beneath her; let her uncurl her spine when she is ready. Let her stretch when she wants to, tentatively, for she is exploring a space vaster than any she has previously imagined. Let the mother’s hands move slowly over her, not just as a massage, but as a caress, a communication of touch, a language of lovers, a reaffirmation of lovers. The mother makes love to this tiny person with her touch, and this is as it should be, for this is the only language this small one knows yet, but she knows it as an expert. The reassuring language of touch, stroke, caress, and gentle warmth. They have been more intimate than any other lovers have ever been or could ever hope to be. One has lived inside the other, and now that intimacy has been transformed into a larger one, an intimacy to be shared with the rest of the world, let the lover who carried soften the other’s way into this world by using this familiar language to ease her transition. Let the new person be reassured that this new place is a good one.

And now, let the Watichi offer a gentle prayer—that this new person may travel through the pains of life as she has traveled through birth—with love and support, and that she will come out on the other side as she has come through birth—with a smile. It is a fortunate omen when the new one smiles at birth and a common one too; we can be proud that such is our way that our new ones smile so easily.

Now, let the child be bathed by her bless-father, gently dipped in warm oils, an almost-return to the gentle amniotic world not ten minutes lost, dipped and dipped again, a warm return to the sea of Mother Reethe, until she is relaxed and ready, yes, ready to explore some more of her new place, dipped and raised easily so she learns gently of the weight of herself, dipped and raised so she learns gently of the weight of the rest of the world. Then, finally dressed in warm blankets and returned to her mother, who has also been cleaned and dressed by the circle of well-wishers around her, the new person is again with the person who has given her a first place to grow and who will now help her through some of her future places. Let them smile and rest now, like lovers after their labors of joy. They are now and always will be the most intimate of lovers—the memory never completely fades; just as new person’s entrance into the world, we restate the essence of our gods with every life we bear.

And like our gods, we too hold our breaths until the time when both we and the new person discover who she is to be.

—in a hurricane.”

“There was howling winds and bright flashes of lightning, and I am told that I screamed with fear and pain for hours afterward. It was more than four months before I smiled.

“I remember nothing of this, of course; I learned it only many years after as a special confidence of Sola, the deviate. My birth was a day of storms and other ill omens, and I believe that my life has been darkly colored not just by my own pain, but also by my family’s knowledge of my uneven beginning.

“I was born too soon—my mother stumbled while running for the shelter. There was no Watichi with her to chant and pray. The bless-father had died in a boating accident, and I was born in no shelter at all, with loud flashes all around.

“Hojanna had to lie on her back, while Grandpere Kuvig yanked me from her womb, stripping a veil from my face and slapping me to make me gasp for breath—there was not time for anything more while the weather raged around us; she cut the cord almost immediately and wrapped me in her coarse storm-jacket, still covered with the blood of my mother’s pain. Then, as the trees continued to crash around us, they stumbled and ran the last half-kilometer to the shelter.	

“There is no way to go back and undo the damage done to your birth. I was born and I was here. There were no songs, no prayers, no reassurances until long after I had already learned that this new place could be hard and cold and uncaring. By then it was too late for reassurances.

“For a time, I was called ‘the dark child.’ I did not know of it until Sola told me, and yet I knew somehow that there was something about me that set me apart. It was the family’s intention that I should never know that there was anything different about me, but that is one of those things that you cannot keep secret from a person. I could not help but know that somehow I was special. I could not help but sense a perceived ‘inferiority’ somehow, and I cherished that knowledge as if it somehow also made me superior to the others by making me different.

“It was vague apartness, not one that I could define or describe, and perhaps one that I was not even consciously aware of until I could step out of myself and look back. It wasn’t until the time of Blush and thereafter that I realized what it was that made me so unlike my fellow small victims of Entropy—they at least moved with the knowledge that they would be somebody someday; not even Entropy could destroy an identity once established. But me, I moved tentatively, cautiously, unsure that I would ever be anybody. Where others might be souls, I might be only a small smoldering core of fear, easily extinguished and forgotten.

“So when Sola told me the facts of my birth, it was not so much discovery as confirmation of something I had known for all my life already, that I moved in a vacuum created by the held breaths of the gods.

“And yet—even with that terrible knowledge—my early life was filled with joy—wistful, perhaps, muted, like haunting chords on Dakka’s pipes—but all of the days were signposts by Choice, but by how I learned to deal with it.

“I was born, I was here, and I had to make the best of it.”

Three days after the storm, a Watichi’s sail was sighted on the horizon. Grand-Uncle Kossar raised a flag of welcome and the craft turned and headed inward toward the island. A Watichi is a holy person, a voice of Reethe and Dakka in the world of the commonhood; she owns nothing of her own, she has no need of ownership—being of the gods, she trusts her life to their winds; they will provide for her. And indeed, it is a blessing to give food and shelter to a godvoice—it is equally a sin to refuse her needs. (There have been Watichi who have sometimes lost their sense of god, and that is why Watichi are forbidden—like perverts—to stay more than three days in any one place without permission.) This Watichi was on her way from somewhere in the past toward somewhere in the future; she was on a pilgrimage of purpose specific only to Watichi and beyond the simple understanding of the commonhood.

She was tall and bony, her skin was pale as a painted piece of parchment. Her hair was white and floated in a wispy cloud around her head—was she old? Or just albino? Her eyes were red and hollow in their sockets—she looked haunted and she twittered like a bird. Her hands would flutter in the air before her as she spoke. Her voice was like a child’s high-pitched piping. Her robe was spotted with brown and yellow stains, and she smelled not of the sea, but of decay and illness. She spoke of omens she had seen, but her very presence was an omen in itself.

She put three poles in the sand and stretched a silken cloth across the tops to make a shade; then she laid a woven mat beneath the shade and sat herself upon it. Then she waited. Soon the family began to lay their gifts upon the mat before her. It did not matter that Kuvig and Suko disapproved of Watichi’s legalized begging—they called it “spiritual extortion”—Grand-Uncle Kossar still believed and she insisted on the rituals. Tradition must be honored. She laid out a spread before the Watichi of the family’s finest wealth, the softest clothes, the sweetest wines, the richest dishes in the household, a feast of offerings. The Watichi rejected most of them and Suko did not know if she should be relieved at that or just insulted. This Watichi seemed beyond the comprehension of the pride of well-made objects; wealth was like sand to her. She tasted at what pleased her, but the only object that she took was the gauzy scarf of scarlet silk that little Dida laid before her in imitation of her elders. (“Hmph, a modest Watichi,” said William under her breath. “Wonders will never cease.”)

Finally, the Watichi spoke of Reethe and Dakka, and the coins that bear their visages. “We toss the faces and we cast the runes by their expressions. We learn not of the past, nor of the future, but of this moment—now—in which their currents intersect. Three days ago, I saw an omen.” The godvoice wavered, her hands crept toward her heart and throat. “I did not understand it then, but an otter climbed aboard my raft and told me to sail west. I came here, and now I understand that it is not necessary for me to know the meaning of the omen, merely to report it. This omen was for you and I am just a messenger.”

She lowered her head and fell silent. The family, seated in a circle on the sand around her, waited. Kuvig laid out three coins before the Watichi. Two of them showed the smiling face of Reethe, the third grimaced with the frown of Dakka. “We have had a birthing here,” said Suko. “And a storm.”

“A birth omen, then—a strange one, though. I saw a boat, an empty craft with broken mast, torn sails, desolate in shape and manner. She was old and gray and listing on a glassy sea. She looked like a boat of death lost over from the years of plagues. As I turned my sails toward her, suddenly there came a bird—large and white, like none I’d ever seen before, too big to be a gull, too sweet of voice. Her cry was something joyous. She came from the east, as if created from the Nona moondrop, flying out of it as I turned to watch. She flew above the boat and toward the moonstar up above, she circled beyond. She disappeared beneath the moondrop of the Lagin. The last cry that floated back to me was neither joyous nor despairing—only questioning. But she still flew—and I saw hope. When I looked down to the sea again, the phantom boat was gone.”

She giggled. “What does it mean?” She looked around at all her watchers. “Nothing? Everything? Perhaps it symbolizes Choice. The new person can drift despairing in her life upon a sea of desolation. Or she can fly. It is not a happy omen, but neither is it dreadful. It speaks of doom and joy together. Someday our air will be thick enough and all of us may fly like birds.” Her voice cracked and sputtered, she wheezed and whispered into silence. Her breath came like a whistle. “This is the omen I have seen three days before I stood upon this shore. If it is meant for you, then I have delivered it and I am done.” She bowed her head into her lap and was still for so long that Suko wondered if perhaps she might have fallen asleep, or passed out, or perhaps died. It was not unknown for Watichi to die in extraordinary fashion.

But she raised her head and said a prayer to Reethe and Dakka. She took the coins up from the mat and kissed them each and laid them down again. She stood and touched the children then, each in turn, and called them to the attention of the gods; she spoke kind words of the island, its dwellers and its crops—she forgave all unbelievers, for even in their unbelief they still were servants of the flows of Reethe and Dakka. And as she spoke that last, she grinned knowingly at Kuvig and Suko. Then she gathered up her woven mat, her silken tent, its poles, and the offering of Dida’s scarf, and sailed off into the east and north.

Watching as her sail drifted toward the pink edge of the world, Suko snorted skeptically, “An expensive pantomime, a beggar-show, a masquerade to tell us what we already know. A baby is born to Choice. We do not need a Watichi to tell us that.”

But Uncle Kossar touched her arm and spoke of tolerance. “Have care, Suko. I feel that this visit had a meaning all its own.”

Perhaps it did. Did Uncle Kossar hear a different message from the specter on the shore? Three days later she took to her bed, and within a second triad after that she was returned to the sea to sleep with her mothers.

“My earliest memory is of being tucked into my crib at night by one of my cousins. Dida it was, and although Dida had not made Choice by this time, I suspect that Dida’s mind had been made up long before first blush; she wanted to be a birth-mother, and her care for me and the other infants was part of its earliest expression. Dida made a fine mother, and in later times also proved her other strengths. During the famines that followed the shield disaster, she held her marriage together, when all about families were collapsing into anarchies, ours included.

“The earliest memory that any of my family members have of me—that is, the first time that I displayed any kind of individuality that stuck in their minds—is the ‘wuppersticks’ incident. It is the story that I have heard the most and have come to loathe; but its popularity at family gatherings must mean something, and I suppose its significance is the fact that up until then I had been merely one more blob of pink flesh that had to have food stuffed in one end and shit cleaned off the other.

“It was a family gathering of some sort, no one remembers—the family has argued for years about the reason for the occasion, although none of them have ever forgotten the story itself. I was in a high stool. It’s my theory that it was the Sea Harvest celebration of 288; that would have made me about two years old, just the right age for the story. It was probably the first time I had been allowed to eat with the family, so I must have had some experience to prove myself with solid food.

“Members of the great-family were there from all over the Crescent, including many from difstaff side. At some point in the meal, I am told, I began asking for ‘wuppersticks’ and would not cease my crying and insistence. I just kept pointing and wailing, but no one could figure out what a ‘wuppersticks’ was. My older siblings (I was the youngest at table) could not figure out what I wanted, neither could Dida or Hojanna, nor any of my other mothers. Not even Grandmere Thoma, who was supposed to be the most child-experienced of all. My aunts—whom my parents had been trying so hard to impress—were annoyed that the family could neither control nor quiet its youngest. Those who were there always embellish the telling with vivid descriptions of how Aunt William became so distressed that she started yelling at my fathers. “For Dakka’s sake, give the little rodent a “wuppersticks!” (This is probably why there is confusion as to where and when the incident took place. Aunt William’s outburst was a subject of delighted discussion for months afterward, whenever the family got together, thus blurring the memory of the origin of the incident with the subsequent retellings of it.)

“Anyway, I merely kept pointing and crying, I am told. There were meat-breads on spice skewers and savory yams, and pickled corn and onion sweets and baked ducklings in sour-sauce and lots of side plates of raw fish and dippings. The relatives offered me everything on the table to see what I wanted. It wasn’t until one of my uncles—and no one seems to remember which one exactly, so it must have been one of the transient ones—picked up her chopsticks with which to dip a piece of fish that I began to point again and holler, ‘Wuppersticks! Wuppersticks!’

“Suppersticks!—only I couldn’t pronounce my S’s too well yet. Of course, I was nowhere near coordinated enough to use them properly, but I had made the connection in my mind between supper and sticks and I wanted them.

“There is no real point to the story, no pearl of truth with which to point at the future events and say, ‘Here, here this is the reason.’ The story does not even demonstrate that I was precocious, only self-indulged, like any baby—but whenever groups of my relatives would gather, particularly ones who had not seen me in some time, I was always reintroduced as the ‘wuppersticks baby,’ or someone would say, ‘Look how big little wuppersticks has gotten.’

“I personally have no memory of the incident, so I always felt like I was carrying around a piece of someone else’s very annoying baggage. I used to dread family greetings because of the inevitable retelling of the story, if not for those who hadn’t heard it, then always for my benefit because of my continual mistake of insisting that I remembered nothing of it at all. In some way, this set me apart (at least in my own head) from the other children. Fortunately, they found the story as stupid as I did, and none of them ever thought to tease me about ‘wuppersticks’—for which I am grateful. They teased me about a lot of other things instead.”

By the Holy Calendar, Jobe was four when she first learned that adults were divided into different kinds. There were ones with sagging breasts and there were ones who had no breasts at all.

She was at the Sea Festive with Hojanna, who was her birth-mother, and Dida, an older, non-blood sibling, and of course, her grandpere Kuvig, who disapproved of festives altogether and stalked through this one with a scowl on her yellow-leather face, lest someone catch her secretly enjoying it.

The bright bamboo pavilions were entrancing; the colored silks that draped them floated lazy, sometimes flapping, in the wind. Blue and yellow, shades of green; the colors sang of sand and sunshine, wind and moss. The spinning kites and purple banners of the merchants made a panoply of myth and wonder in the sky. Today the west-clouds had come early. Swept by summer winds, they were streaked with red and ocher by the slowly rising sun and made a ragged silvery background to the mysteries of the day.

And the smells—so enticing were the smells! Incense, flowers, candied ferns, buttered rice-cakes, jelly-balls, spiced and fried fish, fresh fish too and seaweed salt; pickles, brine, sweet-creams and ices, syrups, fruits, dark beer and wine, pink tongue; and perfumes! Dandies! Sweet-scents and sour, musks and bitters, herbs of all kinds; there were spices, roots, good spells and bad; to find a lover, make a baby, make a marriage or a death. And jars of promises, salves of joy, fetishes trapped in baskets of weave, paper-laced dreams (and a nightmare or two)—and over it all was an aura of strength, an aroma of equal parts sweat, lust and laughter; over it all, was the faint warm smell of us.

Excitement, like insects, buzzed in the sense-laden air, hovering and darting as the crowds swelled and coursed. All around, in the heat of the day—artificially muggy by fountains and falls, fanciful towers with devices that spun to make and spread mist—were adults discarding their shawls and their day-shirts, strolling bare-chested along the wide walks, pausing and looking, examining wares. There were avenues curving and winding like serpents, each lined with booths, all jostling for space, their work spread before them on aprons of canvas and matting and lace. There were carvers and crafters and weavers with looms, chandlers and cutters and gamesters as well, printers and painters, potters and mimes, booth elbowing booth to display skills of all kinds; boat-makers with hull-casts and seamasters with sails, flagstaffs and banners—fireworks exploded in the sky up above, whistling and banging like the climax of love. There were readers and jugglers and teachers and fools. There was glassware and silkware, silver and gold, iron and leather and candles and lamps, baskets and buckets, trunks, chests and cabinets, cheese plants and puppets, frillies and trinkets, dried flowers and fresh, ales and wines, liqueurs from far islands, herb-spells and tea-spice and sugars, and sharps, models and minis and movies and mazes. And animals! There were crawlers and creepers and climbers and shriekers—flyers and leapers and croakers and cryers. All colors of feather, scale and fur—on leashes, in cages, behind fences or glass—Jobe’s eyes were bedazzled by all that she saw. There were devices aplenty—even a Model Mark IV terminal, linked directly by wire to the banks maintained by Authority. There were smaller devices, thinkers and toys, flashing their patterns on screens of all sizes. They beckoned the eye and teased at the mind. Jobe wanted to stray, but—

Kuvig and Hojanna had small care for the booths. No matter that Jobe pressed loudly to stop, they passed the street of illusions and the wonders therein. Nor did they tarry at the pavilion of faces—Kuvig disliked professional readers; they spliced themselves between people and their gods, or so she said—they did not linger in the markets, having come to the Sea Fest for more mundane reasons. Only Dida and Jobe were flushed with excitement, but Dida’s had nothing to do with the fair.

Jobe’s wonder, or course, was that of a child—she’d been brought as a treat, but the treat was now losing all of its sweetness, because there wasn’t the time for the giggles all promised by banners; not for globes of dancing silk-fish; not for pantomimes nor acrobats, not for jugglers, nor for dumb-shows; not even for the painted-laughing beggars with their grotesque putty noses, big flat feet and silly poses. “We told you, Jobe, when you asked to come that this would not be all for fun. First we go for software at the mart; then Grandpere must arrange for schoolings; and after lunch, the Plaza to negotiate the contract so that Dida can be married. So many families have made offers that it will be quite hard to choose, but in affairs like marriage, one simply does not haste. You would not wish hasted if it were your marriage, Jobe. And if we have time after that, perhaps then, the toymongers’ booths.”

“Can see toys at home,” said Jobe grumpily, but not too loudly, for if Hojanna was not firm, then Grandpere would be sterner.

The excitement of the festive was much more in promise than in fact, and so Jobe felt betrayed and bored. She soon became resentful, and resolved not to enjoy it out of spite. Mid-meal was a chance to rest out of the heat, and sample all the new tastes—but to Jobe, it was just one more thing she could dislike. All the pickles, fruits and pastries from the Northern Islands were wasted on her. Their flavors seemed too bitter or too cloying, and Kuvig and Hojanna’s gentle praises—muffled oohs and ahhs—seemed only like a dumb show to convince her. Jobe was unimpressed. These red and orange tubers, for example, were just plain bad.

Jobe would have rather had a simple meal of cold rice-cakes. She pushed her plate away and was sorry she had come. She could have had more fun at home than dragging like a rag doll at the end of Dida’s arm. If only they would let her go exploring by herself to see what she could see, that would be all right—but no, “You are still too young and precious, little mud-worm. If an Erdik were to see you, she would take you home to fry you for her children. We would miss you sorely.”

“No such thing as Erdiks,” Jobe said, with some doubt; then added, “Dida isn’t needed here. She could take me.”

“But,” said Kuvig in that patronizing tone that adults almost always used when explaining things to children, “later, we will need her, and if we cannot find her there will be no marriage. No, it is best that you both stay with us and stop whining, Jobe. You knew that we had business here. Perhaps it’s a mistake to take you anywhere.”

So Jobe frowned and sighed and fidgeted—in fretful silence, which was the best she could—and tried to think of something she could do in a situation where there was nothing she could do but frown and sigh and fidget. Adults always thought that children should sit quietly and wait. Jobe felt this to be unreasonable and stern. Adults wanted just to sit and talk—that was unreasonable; especially when the sun was rising, the kites were begging for the wind, the west-smells reeked of birds and fish and the sea was singing songs. There were important things to do.

But not for Jobe. She had to sit with Dida, Kuvig and Hojanna, in a tiny bamboo booth, set off from the wooden amble, which circled all around the island, bending back upon itself like curled ribbon, changing color and appearance in its coruscating way. The island was just one of many set upon a crystal sea; an ocean specked with crater reefs and verdant outcrops, remnants of an airless past. The Oracle described the islands as the body of the goddess Reethe, the Mother of the World, and this it was against the custom to build upon the higher slopes. Villages were perched on edges, seashores, cliffs, peninsulas—anywhere but on the slopes of highlands, which were holy, and used only for the crops and gardens. Those, of course, were holy motives, blessed not only by the Mother, but also by the impish Father, who spoke in thunderstorms and wind. Because of that, most of the booths built for the fair were only flimsies, built for shade and color, and little else; they would be dismantled when the fair had reached its end. All the booths were covered over with brightly tinted thatch.

This booth was an open one—its rustling silks were pulled aside, providing those who sat within a panoramic view of the Little Concourse where it met the arching entrance to the Path of Oiled Wood. It was a busy intersection, with a steady stream of strollers, some idling under pastel parasols, others hurrying along, threading through the slower walkers or racing past on bicycles or whirling rickshaws.

While Kuvig and Hojanna dawdled over their dessert of wine and fruit, debating clauses and denials, haggling like South Coast fishers, Jobe turned her attention outward. Idly she began to ponder all the people passing by; she was bored, to near-hostility in fact, but knowing that she must repress it, looked instead for something to express it on. At other times, she would have paid no mind to all these people; they were strangers, unimportant. She was uncurious, she was an introspective child, tending mostly to keep people at a distance—but from that distance, occasionally, she would study them intensely. Today was one of those occasions; there might be something—once, at harvest, she had seen (at least, she thought it was) an Enchanted; and another time, she spotted (on this one she was sure) an albino. Perhaps today, with all these crowds she might see something odder still.

The day had ripened in the sunshine. Warm and lucent to begin with, now the sky was turning molten, almost searing, as the sun continued on its ascent, long and glary, through the haze above. The temperature was rising crisply, eclipse was still some time away, so almost all the strollers on the Concourse had taken off their knitted shawls, now carrying them upon their arms. Everywhere Jobe looked, she saw all kinds of study. They were many shapes and sizes, and subtle-varied colors too; most wore kilts of silk or linen, leather sandals, hats of weave, all decorated with gay colors. Some wore noticeably less.

Jobe’s eyes were caught by something red, a teener’s jutting breasts; not even old as Dida, yet her nipples were bright spots of carmine, her bosom round and very full. Were other nipples that bright color? Jobe hadn’t noticed it before. She looked about at all the others, but saw none that gay—the teener was a liar, Jobe decided, and the color was just paint. By then she’d noticed something else—her curiosity was struck by the sheer variety of breasts. Not all were small or solid-looking as the teener’s. And not all the grown-ups had them; why was that, she wondered?

For instance, take that brown-skin woman resting near the feather-trees. Her breasts were large like bags of pudding, pendulous, voluptuous; they moved and stretched as she did. She was a birth-mere, obviously, her belly ripe and proud, her nipples almost black against the chocolate of her skin. Nearby, was someone’s old grandpere—her breasts dry and leathery, like wizened figs with hardened stems. (Or was she -mere, Jobe pondered; with old ones it was hard to tell.)

Jobe’s interest was quite clinical; detached, impassive, lacking sexual knowledge, it was curious and studied. Some breasts were pink, and others brown; large ones swelled and small ones pointed, soft ones jiggled and firm ones bounced; they looked like funny useless things—what were they for? Jobe wondered. Why the nipples’ tiny points? Why the soft surrounding disks? No two people were alike—an almost flaunted difference that intrigued her into further study. Why weren’t bosoms more the same? The biggest breasts were all on mothers; the older, the more swollen. Grandmeres had bags like jelly-wobbles, except sometimes they didn’t; sometimes they had shrunken remnants, like empty dried-up casings. And why was that?

And what about the ones who had no breasts at all? There were not many, but enough to catch Jobe’s interest. That one—a farmer, by her looks—her chest was merely wide and flat, with barely any shape at all, just a nipple on each side, small and flat and colorless. With her was another farmer, face hidden under wide-brimmed hat; her breasts were fleshy, stretched and tanned—but why? Was that because she was a fleshy person? If she were thin, what would her breasts be like? Why were some breasts large? And why were some breasts small? And why did children like herself have little ones, or none at all?

A laughing group of sailors came up the Concourse then, slightly tipply, almost dancing, flushed and weaving, with their arms around each other, giggling, singing bawdy songs about their lovers on the islands they had been to. They wore no hats nor shirts, nor makeup, on their cheeks. Their hair was cropped, their kilts were brief; they flashed with color in every way, armbands, jewels, necklaces, long brown legs and golden shoulders. They moved in catlike bounces; they were lithe, like dancers, and their muscles glowed like oil. Jobe stared in fascination (by the way, they had no breasts) till Hojanna made her turn around. “Don’t listen to their songs, Jobe. They are manner-less and coarse; and they reek of bad smells too.”

“I don’t smell anything,” said Jobe, but Hojanna wasn’t minding.

Jobe waited for an explanation—why were the sailors bad? But no one answered, so she put the thought aside and considered the more pressing one. “Why do people have big tits? Except some people don’t.” She asked, “Why is that?”

At first, her mother didn’t hear her question, but the sudden grin from Kuvig and the angry scowl from Dida made Hojanna stop abruptly in mid-word and look at Jobe. “Eh? What was that?”

“Why do people have big tits?”

“Because,” Hojanna told her patiently. “Some follow Reethe, the Mother; others are for Dakka.”

“Oh,” said Jobe, with puzzlement. She had heard the names before, but thought them both detached from life, a different kind of bedtime tale, a higher grade of myth.

Seeing her blank look, Hojanna said, “Some people choose to live by Reethe, and so she makes it possible for them to be birth-mothers. It is her gift—she also gives them two soft purses to carry milk in for their babies.”

“But Dida has no babies,” pointed Jobe. “And she has—”

“Dida might have babies someday. Just because you have a purse doesn’t mean you have to spend what’s in it,” Hojanna paid no mind to Dida’s blush. “Other people live by Dakka. Dakka gives no purses.”

“What does Dakka give?”

Hojanna paused—and Kuvig interrupted with, “Dakka gives a magic staff. It makes you cry with joy. And it only does this magic when it’s snuggled in its sheath.”

“Oh,” said Jobe, considering this knowledge. Reethe and Dakka, holy names, were real after all. They affected people’s lives—that meant they weren’t words and fables, they were concrete, they were real. They altered human body-shapes, and that implied a lot; self-images were malleable, the bastion of the soul was soft—what else was prey to change?

In just a few short moments, Jobe’s world had grown in size, was now a doubly complex place, with new events to classify. And while her map of the terrain might now be more complete, it seemed that when she looked around, the terrain was far more rugged than imagined. They left the tea-booth then and proceeded to the Plaza where Dida’s marriage was arranged with a family in the north—she’d be living on a vast plantation near the Azure Sea. Jobe didn’t whine at all for the rest of the day; she was lost in introspective thought and the chests of passersby. If they bore tits, she classified them Rethrik, of the Mother; those tits were magic purses—but if not, then Dakka was at work. Sometimes Jobe looked long and hard, staring to be certain—some fat old Dakkariks were confusing, looking more like grandmeres than the -peres they surely were. In any case, the Dakkariks had magic staffs instead.

But when the day was almost over, and the sun was nearing zenith—all the light had turned a shade of clay, the “dusk” before eclipse—they returned at last to Wester-Dock where their trimaran was moored. Jobe took her grandpere’s hand and asked, “Grandpere Kuvig, were you fibbing?”

“Eh? Fibbing? About what?”

“About the magic staffs. I looked all day—and I saw a lot of purses, but I didn’t see the staffs.”

Kuvig laughed then, heartily, and with surprising strength, she plucked her grandchild from the dock and hugged her to her chest. “Don’t worry on it, little one—it’s not all that important. Someday you’ll have a chance to see more staffs than you will want to.”

Jobe let the subject drop then. It was just one more grown-up mystery, the kind they all referred to without trying to explain. Jobe’s concern was not a major one, but one born out of boredom, and now that they were heading home, she was content to let it die. But occasionally thereafter, the thought would rise to haunt her. Where were the magic staffs?

Satlin is 104 million miles from its primary, a small white orb with an overabundance of heat radiation. The Satlik call it, “Godheart”—not because of any specific religious significance, but because of its refusal to be easily understood or explained by human beings. It is just far enough off the main sequence to confound most explanations for its existence, and the best rationale is simply that it is trying to burn itself out in one hell of a hurry, that being the quickest way to remove itself as a certifiable anomaly.

Satlin too is an anomaly, refusing any easy explanation. There is evidence that it was once the core of a massive Jupiter-type planet, a gas giant that had its outer layers burned off at some point in the past when its star was nova. The composition of its mantle and core structure tend to support this theory; however, there is also evidence that the planet was once a rogue and was captured by this star—for instance, the irregularity of its orbit; the plane of it is 60 degrees off the ecliptic. The planet also has too much water in its crust; on the other hand, its orbit is nearly circular. There is just enough evidence of either origin to make Satlin’s history uncertain. If anything, the planet is one more proof of the innate perversity of the universe.

But, because the likelihood of a habitable planet around Godheart is slim, Satlin is not a planet that one would either predict or expect; hence its belated discovery far after the Diaspora of colonization had spread beyond it. Satlin is the only planet circling its primary, except for a ring of asteroids and assorted other rubble scattered in a belt some 225 million kilometers out. (The orbit of the asteroid spill establishes the plane of ecliptic for this star system. Because of the severe angle of Satlin’s orbit, twice a year she experiences heavy meteor showers of debris wandering inward from the belt. Since terraforming, most of this matter is burned up in the atmosphere, but occasionally larger chunks of rock have to be bumped out of the way.) The planet’s general unlikelihood lends some credence to the legend that the pilgrims were steered toward this world by an “angel”—the same angel that delivered “the Savior” to them and gave them Choice. As with many other aspects of the world, even its material sciences are bound up in mysticism.

The planet has no life native to it. Before terraforming, it was a hard-baked ball of rock, almost totally lacking atmosphere, and bathed by actinic radiation strong enough to kill. The planet is 15,140 kilometers in diameter, larger than Earth, but with far less heavy metals and density. Gravity is only .84 Earth-normal. There are three small moons, massing less than one-third Luna (total), and scattering of asteroids. All of them are more than 300,000 kilometers out and exert only minor tidal effects. To the unaided eye, they are point-sources, not disks.

The early colonists beheld a world that was barren and pocked; its cratered face was forbidding to look upon—she was world battered by cataclysm, lonely and hostile. If she had water, she held it within herself; what polar caps she wore were mostly CO2. What atmosphere she wore was thin and inhospitable, less than 1.2 psi. She turned upon her axis only once every 53:33:12 hours, producing extremes of day and night beyond the parameters of viability. The 26:46:36-hour day was too long and too hot, even before high noon temperatures on dayside became lethal; oceans, if any, would have boiled. Conversely, the equally long nights were too cold; freezing temperatures on nightside were generally reached eight to ten hours before dawn. In the higher latitudes, it was not uncommon for CO2 to crystallize out of the air was the night progressed. This continual heating and cooling put the planet’s crust under heavy strain, making it prone to volcanism and a great number of (usable) geothermal vents. Earthquakes were not uncommon.

After more than nine years of surveying and simulations, preliminary terraforming began with the construction of an atmosphere. Several ice-asteroids had been nudged out of orbit and pushed into eventual collision course with the planet; they began to arrive within a year of the completion of the primary simulations and their courses were corrected for specific target areas. The largest of these ice-asteroids was more than nineteen kilometers in diameter. When melted it would provide enough water to cover the surface of the planet to a depth of one centimeter. To import a whole ocean in this manner would take several centuries, more energy than the colonists had to work with, and probably would have reduced Satlin to rubble by the continual battering of asteroid collisions. The colonists were gambling instead that the small polar caps already in existence, as well as the core samples they had taken, were evidence of additional water trapped in Satlin’s mantle. The asteroid collisions opened thousands of holes in the planet’s surface and vented billions of tons of rock and hot gases into the air and created both an atmosphere and an ocean in a single generation. The pilgrims watched from their safely distant orbit and waited, not without prayer. Of course, the water that they did import was not wasted; although its primary purpose was to startle the mantle of the planet into releasing more of the treasure, eventually it flowed downward to its destined lake and ocean beds—the seven asteroids used added less than six percent of the total resultant atmosphere and ocean; the bulk of the planet’s resources were already there, waiting to be tapped. A few hard knocks were all that was needed.

Satlin was less water than Earth, and it is spread across a vaster surface; the asteroid collisions were aimed to provide channels of interconnection for the oceans that would later flow down through them. Satlin’s oceans are generally shallow, warm, and for the most part, fresh. They have not had time to accumulate significant salt content. The seas circle the planet in wide belts, flowing from crater bed to crater bed. Many shore-lines are steep and inaccessible, being the formerly sheer mountains of crater walls. Beyond them, there are vast remains uninhabited and uninhabitable. For the most part, they are unexplored, although many legends seek refuge in their mystery.

The present-day map of Satlin shows more than half a million small islands dotting the seas like stepping stones; many of them are shaped like crescents—the map is a swirling pattern of loops and circles, the legacy of the planet’s cratered past. Larger craters have become long circular chains of mountainous islands sketched around peaceful seas or inland deserts. Smaller craters have become dry pocks within the seas, depending on their elevation and the integrity of their walls. As a result, much of the planet’s habitable surface also remains unexplored and only casually seeded. A number of areas have been purposely unseeded to allow for future preserves and research enclaves. Others have been allowed to grow wild.

The islands are thickest in the waters bordering the highlands where the oceans are their shallowest. The bulk of the Satlik population is settled in areas of this kind—between the desert and the dark blue sea. A typical example is the triangle of Luskin, Chung and Carlisle, west of Hull. Here the water averages less than a meter; it is possible to walk across the intervening straits, if one is patient enough. The “magic triangle” formed by these three peaks is known for its excellent offshore gardens, a favorite of boaters and bathers alike.

Terraforming Satlin was not the easy process that this altogether too brief description seems to imply; in fact, the bulk of the work occurred after the initial formation of the atmosphere. The construction of a viable and sustaining ecology was—and still is—the primary concern of the Satlin Authority. The presence of an atmosphere provided significant filtering of the ultraviolet given off by Godheart—but the prolonged rotation of the planet still made the days too hot and the nights too cold. Secondary terraforming demanded some adjustment—an adjustment that helps to explain the still rigid control of Satlin Authority; theirs is a historical mission of maintenance, one which is regarded with reverence bordering on awe by most inhabitants. A series of controlled-shape (spider-frame, magnetic harness) optically thick, ionized plasmas, functioning as unphazed photon-interference fields (self-generating above compacted density thresholds), reflective on both sides, have been placed in synchronous orbit over selected localities. These shields provide necessary eclipses and darkdays. The Weather Authority controls day and night over every inhabited locality on the planet. Every decision affecting the Satlik ecology is subject to review by Authority.

The shields of Satlin are something of an engineering marvel; the first of them took twenty-three years to construct; later fields would take less than fifteen. Each field is elliptical, in a synchronous orbit 84,000 kilometers; the long dimension is oriented north-to-south. Lacking significant mass-effect, the plasma is relatively immune to the effects of light pressure, although orbital corrections are occasionally necessary due to certain masscon perturbations of the focusing satellites. Each shield umbrellas the area of Satlin it is synchronous to, producing a period of 7:46 hours, centered on zenith, of total eclipse, every day; thus dividing the normal Satlin day into two days of 9:30 hours each. Each eclipse provides enough cooling to keep the shielded locality within the parameters of viability.

Coming around toward nightside, the field functions as a mirror. A period of 10:30 hours, centered on midnight, becomes a darkday of illumination reflected off the underside of the field and focused on the same locality. Adjacent shields (when there are adjacent shields) provide additional illumination until their own localities approach darkday or are past it. Darkday occurs for a locality when its shield is directly opposed to the sun; before or after, the moonstar’s light spills onto adjacent darkdays, leaving its locality in night, but the bulk of any region’s illumination always comes from its own moonstar because the moondrops of adjacent shields are too far off their reflective axes.

Because a shield covers a larger arc of sky than either the Godheart or Satlin’s own shadow-cone, it will appear as a phasing organ of light in the night sky; first, a glowing lens, growing brighter—too bright to look at directly; then as the shadow-cone begins to slide across it, an oval with a sidewise bite out of it, becoming a crescent, then an elongated ring—a silver-brilliant eye of zenith—then the process reverses, the ringstar becoming a crescent open to the opposite side, then an egg with a missing bite, then a glowing orb sliding back into dimness. “Noon” of the darkday is its twilight; its brightest moments come at the hours of morning and evening. Throughout, the adjacent shields can be seen as large moondrops in the eastern and western skies; larger even than the sun, they turn through phases as the planet rotates. Night and day, the sky of Satlin is a dome of wonder.

Although not ideal, the adjustment works. Since initial colonization, the Satlik have opened up fourteen shielded regions: Goah, Dhosa, Allik, Tartch, Nona, Bundt, Lagin, Kessor, Kabel, Weerin, Oave, Dorinne, Astril and Asandir. The first nine of these are in the southern hemisphere, the latter are northern shields. The bulk of Satlin’s population lives in a belt that stretches across half of the South Wilderness Seas and diagonally up into the north, on the islands bordering the continent of Lannit.

The third phase of terraforming—what most persons consider the actual process—began with the early seeding of massive doses of organic catalysts, bacteria, lichens, fungi and various tailored one-celled organisms designed to turn a reducing atmosphere into an oxygen one. The sea was seeded with diatoms and algae and plankton, the land with earthworms and mushrooms and ferns; as the atmosphere began to stabilize, creating a green-house effect, the heat absorption and radiation properties of the growing biosphere began to stabilize. The polar caps began to grow again, this time H2O; oxygen began to appear in significant quantities, aerobic bacteria followed; each encouraged the other. The introduction of more complex organisms followed that; plants and small water animals to feed on them; insects, both land-crawlers and airborne; fish, small ones to feed on the plankton, larger ones to feed on the small ones. An ecology was being born. Land-growing plants were followed by small animals to feed on them, and almost immediately by predators to keep them in check. Each new creature had at least two major food sources and one major predator following after.

The Satlik bio-circle was monitored and watched; each new creature was carefully considered; simulations and ecology models were manipulated for years to establish the parameters of every change—and even so, each change was introduced only on a local scale until it was known that it was functioning within the predicted limits. Stingfish, for example, were not introduced as predators except on a controlled breeding basis; no fertile stingfish have very swum free in the oceans of Satlin for fear the resultant population explosion would quickly decimate all other species—including humans.

The Pilgrims arrived at Godheart almost five centuries ago; after the “storms of ice and fire” that lasted fifty years, after the “great hesitation” while the atmosphere quieted, the first colonists began to land and settle. It would be a hundred and fifty years before they could walk the surface without O-masks; and then the islands were still mostly barren; there were some saplings, shrubs and bushes, some forms of grass, but mostly moss and ferns, vines and creepers, piquant flowers—vast fields of them—and a sense of virgin newness over everything, a sense that persists on Satlin even today. In fifteen generations, despite a devastating plague in the seventh, the Satlik have increased their numbers to nearly 100 million individuals. The work of ecological tailoring continues, as does the process of “thickening” the atmosphere. Despite the lesser gravity, the atmosphere is still not dense enough to support an economical aircraft. The primary method of transportation is the boat, mostly shallow-draft barges or catamarans, equipped either with sail or field-effect motors, or both. Due to an overall mean temperature of 27 degrees Celsius, cloud-cover tends to be thick, and also quite low. It is said that one can reach up and grab a handful of clouds on Satlin. (Not quite, but . . .) Breathable atmosphere extends only to an upper limit of 2400 meters above sea level. Above that, O-masks or pressure suits are required. Because of the atmospheric limits, as well as the relative ease of ocean transportation, most settlements are on coastlines; there are only observatories above the 1000-meter level. Air pressure at sea level is 11.1 psi.

Because of the small size of the planet’s moons, tidal effects are negligible; for a variety of reasons, this tends to aggravate the planet’s tendency toward massive storms. The seas of Satlin are not always quiet ones, hurricanes often span hundred-kilometer wave fronts—the larger scours have stretched as much as five hundred kilometers from edge to edge. The shallowness of the Satlik atmosphere tends to compress storms downward, making them grow sidewise in compensation and increasing their strength correspondingly; but however damaging the storms are to specific localities, they are an ecological necessity, helping to maintain a weather balance, making the unshielded areas of Satlin less forbidding and uninhabitable and increasing the overall livability of the planet. Following a hurricane, for instance, the humidity of the Satlik atmosphere is generally several points higher. Without such aid the atmosphere would tend to go so dry as to be unbreathable. Even so, it is common in Satlik buildings to have a small indoor pond, or several bowls of water; although these are often presented as decorative devices, their primary function is to provide local evaporation of water; they are primitive, but effective, humidifiers.

Although air travel on Satlin is limited to experimental craft, intra-orbital shuttles are not uncommon; launched from mountain catapults, these craft do not have to fight thick atmosphere or heavy gravity to reach orbital velocity, and are able to make efficient use of their fuel. The Satlik people have only recently begun to redevelop their orbital industries; progress in many areas had been badly interrupted by the Devastation, the above-mentioned plague. In summation, Satlin is a young world, rugged and severe; although seemingly pleasant in its current development, the system is actually artificial and quite fragile and could easily be disrupted. (Note: rigorous political authority is a necessary insurance here, one that is demanded by the Satlik.) The Satlik bio-circle has very little margin. Overall mean viability: 74%. Stability: 21 degrees/180 degrees.

Jobe decided that she would be a male when she grew up—because Dardis wanted to be a male, and so did Yuki, and Olin too. Those three wanted to choose for Dakka at their time of blush—all four were blood-close siblings; decisions always echoed and re-echoed off each other, so it was easily assumed by Jobe that she would choose for Dakka too.

Of course, she tossed the faces, but she didn’t heed their answers, the coins just smiled with knowing eyes. The Oracle consulted always spoke with different answers, but the message never varied, one form or another of, “The right-minded one moves with the winds and travels with the tides. She allows their strength to direct her sails, and so she joins their flows. Her goals, therefore, will not be against the holy flows of the world; to seek such goals would waste her precious energy, and ultimately tire the seeker.”

By the time that Jobe was old enough to understand what the Oracle had meant, it was too late. She’d moved with the flows already, or been moved unknowing by them.

Choice comes to us in many forms—but it is the all-important Choice between Reethe the Mother and Dakka the Son and Lover that shapes most of us and our attitudes toward our world. But—and this is the most important of all to know: choice, even the all-important one, is not merely a decision between options; it is a moment of spirituality, when the individual must be in tune with the essences of Reethe and Dakka to understand the correct option for her. Choice is a process of discovery of the correct option. That is why we toss the faces—those three Reethe-and Dakka-colored coins, one side a smile, the other a frown—whenever we are faced with a choice of importance. We need to consult the oracles of our essential spirit, for guidance, for meditation and for understanding of which is the proper way.

Each person must discover for herself who she is going to be. Even if we see with the clarity of a sun-bleached day what must be the proper choice for a person, we cannot force her into it, we must not, for it is only when a person accepts her discovery and her choice as her own that she can live with it. A wrong choice accepted is still correct—far more correct than a proper choice forced.

Discovery must be accepted as part of oneself before it can become choice. If a person is to discover her proper path, she must be allowed to explore all of the paths possible. And this is true of every choice that life presents, even down to the matter of which flowers to place on the table before dinner.

Our lives revolve around this principle, a spirituality derived from the gods of our world; thus it is that the one they pity the most is the one who searches and searches and still cannot discover her way—they pity this one even more than the one who has not choice at all.

“Potto used to tease me unmercifully. Whenever we played Big Dog-Little Dog, I was always paired with her. She was very good, and I wasn’t—I was her handicap. I used to drop the melon a lot. Once, on the Tangle, I did manage to grab the melon and score, but it was a lucky accident. Potto was always very impatient with me. She chided even my one victory by pointing out that if I could do that more often, they would let me play more often.

“To tell the truth, I couldn’t see much value in pursuing an activity in which my contributions were continually denigrated. Potto used to pull at my kilt and say, ‘You are going to be a mother, the way you play. You will never be a Dakkarik. Look at that pretty little slit—it’s going to stay that way. I am ready to fill it, any time you want.’

“Potto was only three years older than I at the time, but the gap was one of understanding, not of age. I did not know what she was saying, but I did know that she was making fun of me and I would run crying to the nearest parent.

“Potto was chastised so often for picking on me that it was a wonder she did not take me out behind the rocks and drown me. I probably deserved it. If Potto was a merciless bully, then I was a spoiled little tattletale.

“Fortunately, we both outgrew the worst of ourselves, although every so often that terrible child I used to be still rises up again and insists on having her way. Well, why not? She’s earned it.”

Jobe’s body was stretching. The slightly oily plumpness of her babyhood was melting into the wiry skinniness of first youth, the innocence before the blush. She was becoming a bright child, too intelligent in some ways, mostly the things she could learn from books; oddly naive in others, the things she needed to learn from people. Sometimes introspective and studious, sometimes deliberate, sometimes impulsive—she was the child that no one would dare to predict a future for (because none of them recognized yet the adult she was to become), yet all agreed she was destined for some kind of greatness. Or the gallows. She had that kind of selfishness.

A drying heat had crept out of the west, pushed by a wind too sluggish to deserve a name; it lay upon the islands for a triad and the only relief was under the palms, or high up on the sides of Ty-Grambly, “The Grumbler,” where cold streams bubbled from the rock. Ty-Grambly was not an active volcano; instead she got her name from the sounds the winds made as they swept across her broken cone.

Potto decided to defy the heat and go fishing. Porro had netting to finish and declined to accompany her. Neither Kaspe nor Olin were available, so Potto asked Jobe. Potto was nearly fifteen, Jobe had just turned twelve. Both were brown as beans from the winter sun; the eclipses had been shortened to minimize the changing seasons.

Surprisingly, Jobe said yes. On this particular morning, they went out in one of the smaller catamarans, tacking before a southeast wind around the reef to the northern spur—a tiny, nameless spit of land on the lee side of the crescent, opposite Ty-Grambly’s bay.

The waves slapped at the pontoons, the water occasionally splashing up over them. Potto had begun the cruise in one of her taunting moods, but by now Jobe was old enough to know how to cope with her better. She remarked only that Potto was exhibiting toxic behavior and should know better than that; she was probably taking years off her life with every insult. After a while, Potto saw that she wasn’t getting any reaction out of Jobe except moral self-righteousness, which was a bore, so she stopped; it had become an unproductive game. Teasing Jobe was no longer a way to get her to react—which had been Potto’s real motives, if unsensed, all along. Potto would not have realized it herself, but she was jealous of Porro’s closeness with Jobe, the way they played together, and she wanted some of it for herself. She was not jealous of Jobe for being close to her twin-sibling; she knew no one could ever be closer than herself; she was jealous of Porro for being so close to Jobe, who was one of the (although no one ever came right out and said it) “special” children in the family. Perhaps she was special because she was Hojanna’s; no matter, she was favored.

They beached the craft on a secluded bank. Potto jumped eagerly to the hot sand, stretching and turning in the sun. She was tall for her age—almost as tall as an Erdik child, some had said—and getting taller every day. Grandpere Kuvig liked to joke that she could watch Potto grow. “Leave her out in the sun, water her roots well and we’ll have a new flagpole.” She had become lean and rangy, and had recently stopped wearing kilts, preferring a skimpier loin cloth instead. Anvar had poked Potto once, chiding her for her exhibitionism, but Potto had only shrugged. “All the ones are retying their skirts,” she said.

Potto had also begun wearing makeup—another affectation that Anvar chided. This day, she had painted three small red V-stripes on her sternum. Jobe, in imitation, had painted similar stripes, two black and one white, on her chest. She wouldn’t admit it, of course, but she wanted to earn Potto’s respect so much that she would have done anything for her. But it was obvious—it always is with children—and Potto was basking in the admiration, the first real positive attention she had ever received from Jobe, after so many years of it being directed toward Porro. Which may have been why she asked her to come fishing. They had packed some cold vinegar-ice and dried seaweed and sesame seeds and cucumbers and pickles; they would make their own sushi with the fish they caught.

Years ago, when the family had been making more use of the northern spit, it being a convenient place to catch small fish, they had built a trap, an elongated channel of rocks and nets leading out into the current of the open sea. The channel narrowed gradually and forced the fish to exit into a large holding pool. The mouth of the channel was too narrow for the fish to find easily, so once in the pool they were usually there to stay. Once or twice a week, someone would have to come up to the pool and either catch some of the fish or release them.

Grand-Uncle Kossar had built the pool, but died before ever tasting a fish from it. The family had finished it and in earlier days had often used the spit as a site for picnics or late-night festives, but Suko didn’t like to depend on Uncle Kossar’s pool as a staple source because she felt it was too far from the main part of the island. She preferred to hang nets offshore.

After Potto and Jobe had netted several fish and put them in cages to be towed back home—they would not be killed until just before eating—Jobe pulled off her kilt and dived into the surf.

“Don’t go too far out,” called Potto. “There are undertows.”

“I know it,” Jobe called back, annoyed. “Don’t be an old grandmere.” She felt a twinge of anger that Potto felt a need to remind her—as if she were still some kind of a child. But this was one of her weaknesses—whenever she felt she had to prove herself, she did something stupid and reckless to prove that she was not only as good, but better. Being poor at athletics had forced her to become a foolhardy child to make up for it. She had been remarkably lucky, so far. Satlin was not fabled as a kindly planet.

Jobe paddled languidly in the surf, letting the waves rock her, enjoying the sensation of just being naked in the water. She rode easily with the waves, bobbing like a cork up and down with every crest and trough of the tide. She moved farther and farther out—not really wanting to swim, content just to tread water—till only the tips of her toes were barely touching the sand beneath. She tried to dig her toes into its soft, almost puddinglike surface; she was on the edge of a shelf where the sands dropped away into empty fathoms. She tried to kick against the bottom again, but the ebb of a wave pulled her seaward just far enough so that to touch bottom she would have to submerge.

She kicked lightly up and moved her arms to bring her back toward the shore, but the next wave pulled her farther again, just a little bit more than the last. Still unafraid, she kicked again, only now noticing that there was a current. The next ebb of the tide pulled her even harder and farther away from the shore.

Jobe was till unconcerned. Although not an excellent swimmer, she was competent; all island children were. She struck off toward the shore, stroking hard with her arms and flailing with her legs—she seemed to make good progress too, but the water was receding faster than she was approaching. She found herself even farther out.

She started swimming hard again—and realized abruptly that she was making no headway at all. She would tire long before she could reach the shore.

Abruptly, she was scared.

“Oh, no—I don’t want to die now! Mama!” The moment was painfully clear—it was that imperative frozen slice in which all the world crystallizes into a perfectly understood image. Jobe perceived it as accurately and brightly delineated as if she were a camera. She was going to die. She was going to drown. She was being pulled out to sea—she could fight it, flailing helplessly against the current, and she would drown even faster. She would tire and the water would fill her lungs, and the pain would be unbelievable—of course, there would be pain—and the cold darkness would creep in around the edges, her struggles would slow into ballet-movements and death would fade her into puzzled oblivion.

And in that same moment, she was thinking of the pain it would bring to her family. Oh, Mama, no!” And also the terrible recriminations that would be focused on Potto—

“Potto! Help!”

But what could Potto do? Could she swim out here? Then she would be caught in the riptide too—and both of them would drown.

Potto could get the boat.

And with that thought, she stopped swimming, and resumed treading water. Even in the throes of sudden panic, the mind still insists on working logically, and homes unerringly on the best possible solution.

“Potto! Help! Potto!” Jobe yelled as hard as she could. She could barely see the spit anymore, she was being swept out to sea too fast. She yelled and waved her arms.

Then, her mind still churning, she realized that her only hope was to stay afloat until Potto could reach her. She arched her back, forced herself to relax, and floated on top of the water, moving her arms gently but steadily to keep her head toward the shore.

“It’s just a matter of time,” she told herself. “As long as I can stay afloat, Potto can reach me.” Her fear was beginning to subside now—she hadn’t swallowed any water, she was still alive, all she had to do was float. Potto would come and get her. She stroked the water a little faster so she would not get too far away. She kicked lightly too. The situation was under control, she told herself; she started counting now, counting her strokes. Potto would be here before she hit one hundred. Let’s see, Potto should have pushed the catamaran into the water now and should even be past the breakers. She should be just starting the little motor that was mounted at the stern between the two pontoons, specifically for emergencies or moving against wind. Both cases applied here, Jobe was being pulled westward; she stroked a little harder—not too hard though, don’t want to get tired. If I’ve been swept too far out, she thought, it’ll take Potto a little longer. She resumed counting. Maybe she would have to count to two hundred.

At three hundred, she stopped counting, puzzled. Where was Potto?

She stopped floating, let her feet sink below her till she was treading water again, then turned and looked at the shore—

—her feet touched bottom then and she was only chest high in the water. Dazed, and not quite understanding, she began walking toward the beach, fighting the push and tug of the waves. Potto was cleaning fish way up on the spit; the catamaran was high and dry beside her. She looked up, saw Jobe coming out of the water and waved.

It was the floating, Jobe realized. By floating, she had raised herself above the current. Instinctively, she had done the right thing, and it had brought her back to shore.

But she was tired now—exhausted. The surge of adrenalin had faded, leaving only a drained feeling. Although the water was only at her waist, she could barely fight it anymore—she was sobbing and the tears were running down her cheeks, even saltier than the sea. “Potto. . .!” she wailed, and the older child looked up curiously, then came running, sensing from Jobe’s tone that something was wrong.

Jobe managed to stay on her feet, wavering, until Potto was close enough to catch her—then collapsed into her sister’s arms.

“What’s the matter, Jobe? Little Jobe?”

“Where were you?” Jobe wailed. “You didn’t come and save me! I was caught by the undertow! I called for help, but you didn’t come!”

“I didn’t hear you call—” Abruptly Potto realized what Jobe was saying and grabbed her tightly. “Are you all right?”

Jobe sniffled, sobbed, honked through her nose—“Nooo. . .!” she wailed, and buried her head against Potto’s broad chest, smearing the carefully drawn stripes. There would be smudges on her cheeks too.

Potto was caught by surprise, and not sure what was best to do—but what was best was her instinctive reaction. She held on to Jobe until Jobe stopped crying, held on to her and stroked her hair and her back, placed her strong hand against the back of Jobe’s neck, placed her soft palm against Jobe’s cheek and, although it was something she never would have believed she could have done, she whispered, “Jobie, little Jobie, let it all out, that’s a good one—I love you. If anything had happened to you, I couldn’t have endured it. But it’s all right now, it’s all right.” And then, even more surprising—to both of them: “Little Jobie, you’re my favorite, did you know that?”

Jobe looked up through bleary red eyes. “Huh—?” she honked.

“Uh huh, you.” And she kissed her on the nose.

“But you’re always picking on me—!” She sniffed and put her head against Potto again.

“If I meant it, I wouldn’t do it. It’s just my way.”

“But it hurts.”

Now it was Potto’s turn to cry—a tiny glistening at the corners of her eyes and a wavering in her voice. “Oh, Jobe, I wouldn’t hurt you for anything.”

For a while, they just held on to each other, Jobe crying because of her fear; Potto crying because of Jobe’s hurt.

At last, it was the heat, the drying, gritty heat, that pulled them apart—they were getting sticky against each other.

“Come on back to the boat. You can wipe your nose.”

“All right.” Jobe was still sniffling.

Potto put an arm around her and pulled her close, but the sun was too hot and the sand was too soft, it was difficult to walk that way. Instead, she held little Jobe’s hand and led her back to the catamaran.

Her fear slightly calmed, Jobe began to relate in more detail what had happened, what she had been thinking, how she felt. Potto murmured sympathetically, but she was more concerned for Jobe’s state of mind than in knowing exactly what happened. “There weren’t any stingfish, were there?”

Jobe shook her head, annoyed at the interruption, and kept on talking—almost giddily now. This was rehearsal for the all-important retellings when they got home, and again at dinner, and later again to her friends. It was important that she get it right. Jobe was exhausted, but her mind was racing. She was reexamining the incident already, studying it to see if any element of it could be made more exciting, or conversely, if any element of it made her seem foolish.

“I wasn’t out too far—was I? I didn’t think I was, Potto. I’m always very careful about that. Aren’t I, Potto?”

They were back at the boat and Potto was studying Jobe thoughtfully. “You’re talking too much again,” Potto only said, “turn around, I’ll put some oil on you.”

Jobe complied; taking Potto’s gentle orders was something she understood. And needed. She felt Potto’s large hands moving warmly across her back and down to her buttocks and legs. Potto’s fingers were both stronger and gentler than she had ever realized before. Jobe was enjoying the attention. Potto’s hands were slowing . . .

“Don’t stop, I like it.”

“I’m all through.”

Jobe turned to face her. “Do my front too.”

Potto hesitated, then decided to humor her. She poured some more of the coconut oil into her hand and spread it quickly on Jobe’s chest.

While Potto had been touching Jobe and spreading oil on her backside, was she struck with recognition of Jobe’s approaching puberty? Jobe was skinny, undeveloped—yet the stretching of her body spoke, and that was sign enough. Did Potto recognize within herself the pleasures that she gave to Jobe? When Jobe had said, “Don’t stop,” did Potto know that Jobe had felt it too; was she embarrassed? Was that why she hesitated now?

The threshold of the blush is highly sensual, the body grows attuned to mysteries of touch and magic. All the nerves become the messengers of sparkling and unspoken joys. The most intense experiences will breed intense emotions—and though Jobe didn’t understand the why of all her feelings, she still knew she needed something from her sister, the most intense and gentle strokes that were possible from Potto. Jobe knew—if only via instinct—the form of those attentions had to be physical and sensual. She needed something visceral to allay her trembling fears. But what was merely sensual for Jobe was something sexual for Potto.

And yet, perhaps Jobe knew that too.

As Potto touched her—was she trying not to think of her the way she had been thinking? Jobe was learning something new here. As she studied Potto, she was seeing not her sister, but the adult that she would be; the hands of change were on her.

Potto’s chest was swelling with first blush; the muscles of adulthood were beginning to appear. The more perceptive of their aunts had recognized that Potto would go Dakka, and indeed, the signs were there already. Instead of softening with an extra layer of tissue, fatty, blood-infused, the onset of first blush, that moment when the coin awaits its final stamping, Potto had already passed beyond into the onset of her option. She had broadened in her neck and shoulders, subtly so, but it was there. And her stomach too had tightened, turning hard she had lost her soft pink fleshiness, she looked instead to have a mound of muscle, firm with tone. Tiny curlicues of hair were beginning to appear upon it.

Curious, Jobe reached and touched. She realized that what she did was something very wrong, a breaking of the boundaries, the unseen ones that held you back. But, yet—as she waited, as she touched, knowing certain that her sister would most surely pull away, Potto didn’t.

She stood there, hesitating, to see if she’d continue—or withdraw. Jobe’s hand remained where she had placed it. Her touch was brave and probing, moist with wonder at the feeling. What she touched was hard where she herself was soft. Strange, how very strange. Potto moved her along Jobe’s sides, pausing at her waist, then sliding down her hips.

Jobe stared at Potto’s stomach, it was tense, as was her own. “You’ll be going soon,” she said. “Won’t you, Potto?”

Potto nodded. “I guess so. That’s what they’re saying. It’s not decided. I don’t know. But even if I do go away, it won’t be for long. Just long enough to choose.”

“You’ve already chosen, haven’t you?”

“No—” she said. “I don’t think so. I mean, I thought I knew—but I’ve started thinking about what it might be like to be a mother. I mean . . .” she hesitated. “You only get to choose once. I want to be sure; I still have time.” She added, “Porro will have to choose too, you know. We’ve been talking.” And then, in a lower tone, she confided, “We’ve even slept together to grow closer than sisters—to help each other make her choice.”

“What’s it like?”

“Sleeping together?”

“Uh huh.”

“It’s—it’s nice.”

“No, I mean—what do you do?”

“You know. You’ve seen pictures like everybody else.”

Jobe shrugged. “It’s not the same.” She could visualize a man and a woman making love—but she could not visualize a specific man and woman. More important, she could not visualize anyone she knew actually participating in sex. What did Potto and Porro do when they slept together? The question would have been indiscreet, had it not been for Jobe’s incorrigible innocence and naiveté.

“We do what feels good. We touch. All over.”

“Like I’m touching you?”

“Kind of.” Potto pulled away then, embarrassed. “The touching is nice, Jobe, but it isn’t all. There’s also sharing.” And then, softer, “Being touched back is even nicer—that’s an even bigger kind of sharing. Put on your kilt. Let’s go home.”

“OK.”

“You’ll find out what it’s like yourself, Jobe. You’re almost old enough.”

“OK,” Jobe said. She had put the matter out of her mind for now. She was still a child enough to be mercurial in her attention, fleeting insectlike from moment to moment; but insectlike, she would return to pollinate a subject that intrigued her, until an answer grew to fruition—and more and more this business of bodies and what people did with them was becoming very important. But for the moment all her surface questions had been answered, and the deeper ones could lie unspoken for a while longer. Germinating.

They pushed the boat into the water and Jobe hopped onto the canvas frame, then pulled Potto aboard too. “I think you’ll choose for Dakka,” she said unexpectedly.

“I will choose what I will choose,” Potto answered. Then, realizing she’d been too brusque, she added, “If I choose for Dakka, you can be one of my wives.”

“I’m going to choose for Dakka too,” Jobe said. It was a reflex statement. If Kaspe, Olin and Potto were all going to be males, then so would Jobe.

Potto seemed genuinely disappointed. “Oh no,” she said. “You’ll make a much better female.”

Jobe shrugged, not fully understanding all the ramifications of gender. “Well, that’s all right. Even if I do choose for Dakka. I’ll still sleep with you. If you want.”

Potto grinned at Jobe’s innocence. “I’ll be too busy sleeping with my wives.” She grinned. But she leaned over and kissed her. “I’m glad you’re all right. If you had drowned, I’d have missed you.”

“You’d have gotten yelled at too.”

“Yeah.”

“Grandpere Kuvig was born the same day that the Bundt Circle was opened for settlement. She was born to Kossar’s sibling, Pola, when they lived at Strille on Weeping Crescent, under the Tartch umbrella, northeast of Nona. When she was nine, Suko’s mother married into the circle, bringing eight-year old Suko with her. The Lagin Shield was already nine years growing then, and those who sailed the Lagin waters, mapping and surveying for its eventual colonization, were reporting back that there was already visible dimming of the Godheart at the zenith, and its mean temperature was failing too.

“When blush came to Kuvig just a few years later, she chose for Dakka; there had been some expectation that she and Suko would be lovers and that Suko would be Rethrik, but Suko had met Thoma—who had already chosen Reethe, so Suko chose for Dakka too. There was some question then about Suko’s right to have Thoma marry into the circle, so Suko married out and Kuvig followed. If Suko’s lover could not marry in, then neither would a mate of Kuvig be allowed to. There was another reason, too—the family had been planning to become a mercantile, and Kuvig and Suko did not feel at ease with such a style of life. They felt more comfortable fishing, growing fruits and vegetables, tending orchards, vineyards, stands of incense, lumber and bamboo. They preferred to grow and build and turn their labors for themselves rather than rent them out to others of no skill. As a mercantile, they would be servants of the highest bidders; and if perhaps there was no work for them, then there would be no money either. Kuvig did not mind a little mercantilism, but she believed a family should be self-supporting. So she and Suko married out and, with Thoma, sailed west into the Bundt.

“The Lagin Shield had been finished, but it would take more than a year for it to stabilize. During that time, they scouted several islands, eventually selecting one that they named Kossarlin in honor of their uncle Kossar, but they did not register their settlement as an open port, wanting neither colonization nor mercantiles on their dock step. When the circle opened, they settled on the eastern side of Kossarlin. Later on, another family leased a section of the western side. Kuvig then sailed back to Wardy, in the Bundt, and married Kirstegaarde, whom she had met when they had lived there. Once the household dome was raised she brought her out to live in Lagin.

“They had children. Suko and Thomas had Layne and Neffe and Kiva, who died at birth. Kuvig and Kirstegaarde had Davi and Dorin and Fellip. Then Kirstegaarde could have no more children, and so Kuvig brought Vialla into the circle and together they had Sola, William, Yasper, and Hojanna. Kirstegaarde resented Vialla’s usurpation of her place in Kuvig’s bed, and she was always slightly sour in her soul thereafter, but she did not marry out as was her right. Instead she busied herself with the running of the household and the organization of the planting and harvesting schedules, and the bookkeeping; later, when a terminal was rented, she handled most of the programming for the time we purchased. Thoma had been raised for two years by a Watichi, and so she took it on herself to teach the children all the legends of the Pilgrimage and the discovery of Satlin as promised by the Savior. She taught us of the gods, and of the prophets, and the days of The Before and The Beginning. We all learned our songs and stories from her. She taught us we were Satlik. Vialla was content to be a mother—she helped out with the children, regardless who the parents were. She taught the secular lessons—how to read and count and sail; how to cook and store and train; how to gauge the winds and read the sea. Later, she gave birth to Dida, and Toki, who died of fever when she was three.

“Layne and Neffe went Rethrik and married out. Marro, who was Dakka, married in. Davi went for Reethe and married Anyo. They built a dome far down the beach and kept mostly to themselves, until one winter when they disappeared without farewells. Dorin went for Dakka and stayed on. Fellip died. Sola came down with Virulent Fever during blush and ended up a deviate, without a Choice at all. She left the island as soon as she was able, believing herself to be a great embarrassment to the family; she became a nomad because there is no home for deviates. William chose for Reethe, married someone from the western-side and moved away. Yasper died.

“Grand-Uncle Kossar decided then that she was tired of being a mercantile and came to Lagin to live with her family-sons. She brought Frijkin and Wene with her. Dorin married Rue, who gave birth to twins, Porro and Potto. Marro and Marne (who came from the western-side) had Yuki and Olin. When Aunt William returned, she brought Dardis with her. Hojanna chose for Reethe and married Frijkin, who fathered me, then died with Wene in the great scour; their boat was smashed upon the rocks of Hard Landing. Hojanna married Kinam from the western-side, but would mother no more children after me. I was born and Uncle Kossar died. All of this is recorded in the files at Authority. Had it not been for Kirstegaarde’s diligent programming of the terms of each person’s marriage contract, we would not know what share of what belonged to whom. When Anvar married in, she had not even finished blush, but she became a fine young Dakkarik whose interest in computers became an interest in Kirstegaarde, and they slept together for a while. Dardis died. Porro chose for Reethe and went to live at Strille on Weeping Crescent, under the Tartch umbrella. Her new family owned a fine plantation and hired mercantiles to work their fields.”

The evening meal was a time of gathering. It was intended as a joyous regrouping, a time when family bonds could be strengthened, food and intimacy could be shared. But it didn’t always work out that way.

It was the duty of the younger children to set the glasses and chopsticks on the table. It was a special prize to be allowed to heat the wine. The children who were nearing blush were entrusted with the responsibilities of arranging a centerpiece to reflect the mood of the season, the day, the moment and the special feelings of the family. Tonight, it was a flower piece—a surprisingly stark one; there were black leaves framing white hope-flowers, with purple joybuds all around—all unopened like mass-presents—omens of future decisions.

Several of the adults eyed the flower piece thoughtfully as they seated themselves on their mats. Jobe stood apart shyly for a moment, then seated herself next to Potto, a gesture that did not go unnoticed. Potto wrinkled her nose in annoyance—part of the blush-game she sometimes felt she had to play; “I’m too old to play with children anymore”—and made a rude sound. Jobe pretended not to notice, but after a moment, she got up and moved around the table and sat next to Hojanna, her birth-mother. Suko, without looking up, said, “Potto, you will see me later.”

“Yes, Grandpere.”

Kuvig cleared her throat then and all fell silent for her invocation.

“We are the descendants of animals,” Kuvig intoned. “We are animals ourselves, and we must never forget that we cannot be human until first we have fulfilled our basic animal needs. To know the laws of Reethe and Dakka does not exempt us from them. At some point we were killer apes, and at some point we were aquatic ones. At some point we were prairie dwellers, and all of these things have shaped us into the kind of creatures we are now. Such is what the scientists say. Yet, there is no evidence of this world that any of these suppositions may be true. We have not pasts here. We are the children of Pilgrims.

Kuvig continued. “Perhaps they both are. If we are the children of apes, then today we will resolve no longer to be apes, but something nobler—we fancy ourselves to be human; we must make such a label a proud one. And if we are the children of Pilgrims, then we must do no less than live up to that heritage too. So let us sit together and eat together in joy. There is much that we have to share, and there is much that we have to learn. And perhaps also, there are Choices to be made. May we do so with love.”

She bowed her head for a moment of silent meditation to indicate that she was finished, then looked up again.

It had been a lengthy speech for her, and some of the younger children—not really understanding what she was saying—had grown restless. But the older ones and all of the adults too, were still with quiet attention. Kuvig’s statement had been a declaration of intent. Something that had been simmering too long was going to be brought out and settled. Tonight. And because of that, not a word was spoken of the subject during the meal. And would not be spoken until Kuvig herself began. Such was the usual pattern, but tonight was not to be that way.

The younger children took their usual advantage of the parental damping of conversation to dominate the evening with their own chatter. The main subject, of course, was Jobe’s narrow escape.

“We ought to consider doing something about that northern spit,” Kirstegaarde remarked. “What would you have us do?” asked Suko, in that quiet way she had.

Kirstegaarde didn’t answer immediately. The answer was not obvious.

“We might,” suggested Vialla, “teach the children to swim better, and post some warning buoys.”

Thoma said, “Kaspe, Olin, you may begin serving the gelatins.” Then, to the decision at hand, “When do you plan to start, Vialla?”

Vialla raised her hands to protest, “Oh, please no—I have too many other things to do. The winter harvest will be poor enough as it is—”

Thoma shrugged apologetically. “As you wish. It was a good idea. Perhaps you will have more time after one of the children drowns.”

Vialla flushed. “You are too persuasive, Mamma,” she said affectionately. “You’re right, though. Nothing gets done unless someone is willing to accept responsibility for it. Perhaps we can share the responsibility for implementation.”

“If I can get computer time, I can run an analysis of the permanent current patterns to find the best places to put the buoys,” Anvar put in.

Thoma looked sidewise at her. “You don’t ever stop, do you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Nagging us to get a computer of our own. Besides, if you’d look in the commonbook, you’d see that Grand-Uncle Kossar charted the permanent currents twenty years ago.” Anvar ignored the latter half of her statement. “If we did get a computer,” she said, “we could rent out time to the other families in the South Reach—perhaps enough to offset most of the investment.”

“I have never denied that a computer would be a good investment,” Kuvig said, startling the others with her premature entrance into the discussion. Usually, she sat back and waited. “I would be particularly interested in one that can generate its own programs. We pay far too much for our software as it is. Timesharing with fourteen other circles gives us access for only our most important processing. But what I most wonder about is whether or not we have the skill yet to make optimum use of the computer’s potential—the answers are only as good as the questions asked.” She hesitated, shifted her mental gears and added, “I would be willing to undertake the investment expense if it were known that we would have members of this circle who were capable, ones who were educated to the knowledge necessary.”

Most of the adults fell silent at that.

“Perhaps,” Kuvig added, “we should consider it seriously for a change. We are no longer a wild frontier settlement. We have not been for some time. It is time that this family began to learn some gentility—and that includes you, Kaspe. Get down from that chandelier.”

“I think we are genteel enough,” replied Hojanna. “Kaspe, you heard your grandpere.” This time, Kaspe complied.

“I would like some of my offspring, at least, to have had the benefits of a full education. The Circle at Option is a first step.”

“An important one,” agreed Vialla, who had done the study of it for the family—at Kuvig’s request. “But what we are talking about here has nothing to do with the college.”

“It has everything to do with the college,” Kuvig replied. “If either Porro or Potto ever expects to be accepted in polite society, then they must have some experience with it. Option is a good place to learn.”

Grandmere Thoma said slowly, “The children have always been raised at home, and have always made their Choice here or among their playmates.”

“And some of those choices have been wrong,” said Grandmere Kirstegaarde.

At that, there was silence. The family did not like to refer to Fellip, who had chosen incorrectly and returned to the sea out of sorrow. But Kirstegaarde added, “Fellip was forced into a bad decision because someone”—and here, she avoided looking directly at Kuvig, but the words were like knives—“someone wanted another daughter. Fellip wanted Dakka, but someone”—and she paused again—“insisted that we follow . . . let me see, what was it that time? Geneticism?”

Kuvig was rigid. She looked at the wife. “Kirstegaarde, there are times when you make it very difficult to love you. Do you not think I have tortured myself for that mistake a thousand times over? Do you not think that I still cry for my lost son? We gave Fellip a Dakkarik wake so that she might live in the sea as a male, but I have never forgiven myself for being so insensitive and everyone in the family knows it. How many times must you reopen the wound?” And then, in a softer tone, she added, “That is why I encourage the freedom of choice now—so that we will never have another Fellip—that is why I want Porro and Potto to go to Option.” Kuvig lowered her hands to her lap and fell silent.

Kirstegaarde opened her mouth to speak, but Thoma turned on her and took her by the arm. “Kirstegaarde,” she said softly, “why must you always use that terrible memory as a weapon? The rest of us have forgiven, or at least learned to accept, and we bear our sorrows in common—but why must you continue to sidetrack every meeting of decisions with that terrible look of accusation and blame? Why must you trouble Kuvig with it?

“Kuvig was the father and I was the mother.” But that was no answer. Fellip had been dead for sixteen years—and still Kirstegaarde carried her sorrow with her. Perhaps her sorrow had poisoned her mind, for she was unable to see anything except through the filters of her blame.

The others looked uncomfortable. Suko said quickly, “I think that dinner has ended now. Let us excuse the children to their games while we retire to the commonroom. I shall brew some tea and Thoma will shred some herbs for smoke. There is speaking to be done tonight.”

Kuvig nodded. She had been struck full force again with Kirstegaarde’s blame, and all present knew that she would be crying again in the middle of the night. She would do no further speaking tonight. Vialla and perhaps Hojanna would have to speak her positions instead. Hojanna was already herding the younger children out. Porro and Potto began clearing the table. Suko and Thoma began laying out the pipes and cups.

The family decision had been postponed until the family could again be a family. First they would drink, then they would smoke—then they would perform the rituals that would remind them of the love that made them a family in the first place. The pearl of contention that Kirstegaarde carried within her always must be expelled into the sea—or at least buried for a while—before the family could again be a true circle. Only then might the decision-making process continue.

In the end, it was decided that Porro and Potto would attend the Circle at Option, there to study computing as well as other forms of island management. They would also be allowed to live at Option for their full moment of Choice.

At the end of the evening, the joybuds in the flower piece had opened. All but one of them was pink tinged with white, shading to deep purple at their centers. The one exception was colored bright scarlet, and Jobe shivered when she saw it, wondering what it portended, and wondering, too, whose flower it was.

“I remember my dolls vividly—in some ways, they were my closest childhood companions. There was Rhinga and Dhola and Gahoostawik—Gahoostawik was my favorite, she had been with me longer than I could remember; she was probably my first real doll. Hojanna said she was the first of my dolls that I had named myself. Once a year, shortly before my birthday, Gahoostawik would always disappear for a few days, returning only just in time for the inevitable party—but always dressed up with a new coat of paint and new hair; if she needed it, and always a new set of clothes to match the new ones I received. I guess I always regarded her as a special kind of sibling, closer than a twin. Gahoostawik grew up with me, part of me, but separate, like a little alter ego, as if I could sometimes view myself from a slightly removed perspective. All of us had our own special dolls that we kept protected from the others. Some dolls were not for sharing—as if even the touch of another child would contaminate them with an alien identity.

“Later on, there were other dolls—Wallan, Bargle, Arlie and T’stanawan—but Gahoostawik remained the one at the center of the circle. I guess I was the spoiled brat of the family; every time we had a holiday, a festive or just a visit from a distant relative, I received another doll. Part of it, I guess, was that they had to give me something to play with so I wouldn’t bother the adults while they talked—but part of it, I think, was the game we always played while we tried to make a name for the new doll.

“Every doll had to have a name that fit her personality—and sometimes the search would go on for several triads with a variety of names being tried on for size until we found one that seemed to fit. It confused my family no end to hear me call a doll by one name on one day and then by another on the next. You could almost hear Grandpere Suko cringe every time I got a new doll—‘Oh, no; here we go again.’ And then, you could always hear her long sigh of relief when the name was finally settled. ‘Well, thank Reethe for that.’

“Because I was small for my age, I spent a lot of time running with the younger siblings; most of my friends were at least a year younger than I—it made me feel like a leader. I suppose I felt a little out of place with them because of the perceived age difference—even six months can be a lot to a child—but not as out of place as I felt with those who were supposed to be my peers. Many of the latter seemed to be too much in a hurry to grow up, they used to talk of Choice long before they were even near the age of blush. They would wonder aloud whether it was best to have a penis or vagina and they would relate all the information and misinformation they had heard about the various advantages and disadvantages of each. ‘You have to squat to pee if you choose Reethe—’ ‘But you can’t have babies if you go for Dakka—’ ‘Reethe will make you top-heavy—’ ‘And Dakka makes you swell and dangle—’

“Those who had reached blush were like explorers going on ahead, but something about the territory changed them. Even as they sparkled with their newfound knowledge, even as they glowed, they grew separated from their childish pasts. And they became reluctant to send back any but the tersest and most obscure of messages about what lay ahead for the rest of us—even though they claimed they were being quite coherent; it was just the lack of common experience that made it hard to understand what they were speaking of—they used words we’d never heard before. ‘When you get there, you’ll know,’ was the easiest answer for them to give, and consequently the thought of blush became as terrifying as it was intriguing.

“We used to imitate them a lot, not really knowing if it was in homage or hostility. We mocked them, yet we envied them, exaggerated all the things they did that seemed extreme or false. We used to paint ourselves with adult faces or try on adult clothes—we giggled with pretended blush. We posed and postured and tried to see ourselves as wither Dakkarik or Rethrik. We made great games out of each decision. Dardis would dance around, laughing and pointing, saying ‘Today, Jobe will be a birth-mother; Olin, you’re a father. You will be for Dakka, Kaspe, and I will be for Reethe—’ And then we’d all break up in laughter, for it was known by all of us that Dardis wanted Dakka; that was all she ever spoke of. To hear her make a claim for Reethe was outrageous at the least. And when the joke was over, she would say, ‘All right, I guess I’ll be a Dakkarik instead—’ That’s when the game would usually end before beginning, because all the good parts had been taken by all the older and more dominant children. Sensing the injustice of having to be what others had decided I must be, instead of being allowed to choose my own role as they had, I would complain. It wasn’t fair that I should have the baby’s part, especially when I was not the youngest playing; so I’d complain, I was good at that, insisting that I be allowed to be a Dakkarik like the others once in a while too. Like always. (And if it had been reversed, I’d have wanted to be Rethrik; it was neither Dakka nor Reethe I wanted, but acceptance.) Except one time when well-intentioned Kirstegaarde told them to let me play as Dakka, the game just didn’t work; I was too smug at having won, they were too resentful. Which is why I was excluded from the games a lot—which is also why I kept getting dolls, so I would at least be happy playing alone. At least my dolls could not argue back. They always had to follow my lead, I rarely needed consideration for their roles—which is probably why most of those around me were far better integrated socially, and also far more conscious of impending Choice and its inherent roles.

“It was after Dardis died and returned to the sea—one darkday she heard the huuru call and by the next dawning she was dead—that Kaspe and Olin began to talk seriously of blush. Without Dardis to guide the game and influence their Choices, they seemed ill at ease and at a loss for motivation; but as the shock grew into numbness and feeling began to return—too strong to be denied for long—they began to consider their respective Choices on their own; and as they did, I too began to realize that the moment I had always thought to be distant and unspecified was in actuality looming up at me within a measurable time.

“Potto and Porro were already off at Option, and Grandpere was making plans to send the three of us as well, so sure was she that Option was a proper course and would insure a life of inner happiness and peace—except that Kaspe abruptly fell in love with Toko from the Outland Islands and moved off suddenly to settle with her and three others in a brand-new circle. The surprise was that she chose for Reethe—or perhaps it was not such a surprise at all. Toko was already Dakkarik; they loved each other very much, and Kaspe knew that if she chose for Dakka, then the two of them would have to marry other wives into their circle and would not as often have the chance to make love with each other. So she chose for Reethe so she could hold her Toko close at night and bear her children and be her lover all the time, even though to all the rest of us her soul seemed mostly Dakka—but such is love and Reethe and Dakka live in all of us and either may express herself in love, and often they take turns It’s said a person isn’t whole until she has been both and accepted both within herself. I think that such was the case with Kaspe. Toko loved her all the more for her decision; they were very close because they understood each other.

“Because of that, Olin, who had been closest to Kaspe, decided not to go to Option. She and Kaspe had planned to choose for Dakka and then to start a circle of their own. Now, it seemed to Olin, Kaspe had made a selfish Choice and left no room for Olin in it. Olin sensed she could not fit in Kaspe’s new circle and went looking for a circle of her own. As for me—I was happy with my dolls still. Perhaps I was afraid of blush, so afraid I tried to pretend it wasn’t there, hiding in the curtain of tomorrow. As I grew closer to that time, I withdrew more and more into the world of my doll-friends, as if trying to retreat back into the safety of my infancy. I’m sure the family worried, but none of them spoke of it to me; they must have hoped that when the time came and all my juices started flowing properly, biology would take care of the matter that psychology wouldn’t.

“Sola was the one who gently broke the pattern that was forming—she was smart enough to know how to put some doors and windows into them. Sola visited our island as often as she could—we were one of the few places she felt welcome; she was always careful not to come too often, though; she knew the discomfort that her presence caused to certain members of the circle, and she did not want to put a strain on her relationship—even though Grandpere Suko and Grandmere Thoma had both said quite firmly and quite loudly that as long as they were the heads of this family, Sola would always be welcome at our table—and that as long as this family existed to honor their memories then that long also would Sola be welcome on our island—and that as long as any who heard these words still lived, then the obligation still was on them to honor them as holy trusts. All of which was pretty binding, even in a family as unorthodox as ours—we were radical in what we thought and old-fashioned in the way we lived. Those few who had been grumbling loudly muted their grumbling down to a mutter, or at least an occasional look of distaste, and the subject was never discussed again—and never in the presence of the grandperes. Grandpere Kuvig had been far terser. She said if there was someone in the circle who did not like our Sola, she could always marry out. And that was that—it made me proud to know how strong our family ties could be. Besides, I loved Aunt Sola very much. “I guess she was my favorite aunt. She used to tell me stories of sea goblins, flying dragons, wild winds and distant mountain castles. There were always two brave friends who went to seek them, sometimes they had to battle, other times they used their wits, but always in their struggles side by side they’d discover how much they loved each other—mostly as friends, but sometimes as lovers; in the latter cases they would choose for Reethe and Dakka and live happily golden atolls in the sky. Those were favorite kinds of stories and I wished for a friend like that, just one, who’d share my dreams, and then we’d make our Choices and be lovers after that. I’d beg Sola for her stories every time she came.

“She often told them with my dolls as characters, dressing them appropriately—a kind of impromptu puppet show, it was a private game for just the two of us. She had a graceful way of doing it; so gentle was her manner that she was the one adult whom I’d allow to hold Gahoostawik. She would pretend to talk to each doll—with sincerity and deep respect, not patronizing as another adult might do, but as if she recognized the life within each one. I guess she knew that life had come from me and to mock it would be to mock the one who’d given it. Sola was the only one who recognized my dolls as friends and treated them as such; which was why we shared so much, we shared the secrets of my dolls—she asked each one if she had any stories to tell today. I remember, once, I’d giggled and said, ‘Of course not—they don’t go anywhere without me.’ And Sola had looked at me sternly and said, ‘How do you know what they do at night, after you’re asleep?’ And I thought about it for a while, unable to think of an answer, and never questioned it again. Who knew where they went? Sola did—she asked them; she never told me everything, but she shared some of the things they said. Each doll would whisper in her ear—sometimes reporting I’d been good or bad as well. It scared me to think that dolls were also spying on me, but Sola reassured me that they spoke with love, and when they said that I’d been bad, they took great care to add that I’d not been very bad. But finally, after all of this, she’d look at me and say, ‘Do you know what these dolls have all been doing? Such adventures!’ And I—with eyes as large as moondrops—would look at her and say, ‘No, what?’ And then Sola would tell me how Gahoostawik had gone out the night before to ride the Stingfish King, and I would laugh and say, ‘Oh, no—Gahoostawik’s a coward, just like me. She wouldn’t do a thing like that.’

“‘But she told me that she did—’

“‘Oh, she’s an awful fibber—’

“And Sola would give Gahoostawik a look, a fierce one, and she’d say, ‘Shame on you for fibbing, Little Wooden-Head.’ And then she’d listen to all the other dolls to find one who wasn’t fibbing. She’d tell me how Arlie had gone to visit the castle of the winds, or how Wallan had explored the caves within Forever Mountain, or how T’stanawan and Dhola had gone scouting for the treasures lost in the shallow seas of Hetsko Crater and met the eel-snakes who guarded them, and how they’d tricked the queen of the eels into giving them a box of crimson pearls, but they’d lost it when they crossed the land of dreams on their return—you can take things with you into the land of dreams, but you cannot bring them out again. So the fabled crimson pearls were lost forever, except in dreams.

“On this day, when we both were laughing at the jokes that Dhola told so badly and were crying over long-lost riches, our conversation turned toward wistful things. I don’t remember why, but I asked Sola about Choice. Perhaps it was because I perceived her as being safe to ask—because of her special difference.

“She became very embarrassed then. In my innocence—or stupidity—I’d asked about the one thing I shouldn’t have. Not that she minded, she’d long ago grown used to her handicap—but she knew the rest of the family was embarrassed that she was a deviate. Sola was ‘Unchosen.’ She’d never had a Blush, and although her soul had found its proper shape, her body never had. Some people in the family thought this was a curse visited upon her for some undiscovered sin; they blamed Sola for it and they kept pressing her to admit the reason for her shame. She thought them ignorant and foolish; she’d already scourged herself far worse than they might try—did they think she was so stupid she hadn’t covered all that ground already? It was an empty path to follow, and she told them so, without apology or anger. Accept me as I am, she said; her deviance was natural-caused—the genes of Choice were sensitive—and she had had Virulent Fever. Eventually they’d reached a state of mutual tolerance—those who loved her, loved her for herself, and those who didn’t want to love her would seize on anything to justify distaste; fortunately there were not that many who thought that way within our circle, but those few who could not accept her, made every effort to pretend she didn’t exist; and for her part, Sola returned their indifference, albeit with regret. They were ignorant anyway, even I knew that—Sola always moved with magic, her deviance had made her special; she moved between the worlds and saw things that the rest of us would miss; and if we were very good and listened very hard, sometimes she’d share those things with us. And that’s why she was special—but it embarrassed her to talk of Choice because she’d never had one. She said, very calmly, ‘What do you want to know?’

“‘Does it hurt to choose?’

“‘Which way would you have chosen, if you could have?’

“‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Sometimes, I thought I wanted to be Dakkarik—there was someone that I loved very, very much. She was Rethrik. Older than me too; I worshiped her and wanted to marry her.’ She sighed. ‘But other times, I thought I would be Rethrik, so I could be like her instead, and make babies of my own.’ She shrugged sadly. ‘But I never blushed, so I never chose . . .’ And then she looked at me. ‘Which way are you going to choose, Little Pumpkin?’

“‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘When I was littler, Yuki and Olin and Dardis and I were all going to be male. But Uncle Marro’—here, Sola’s face went sour—‘moved away and took Yuki with her. Olin stayed, and when Kaspe indentured in, she and Olin became the best of friends, and Dardis too. And then Dardis went back to the sea and the circle didn’t work without her, and Olin and I would fight all the time and there was no one left to play with—’ I guess I started to cry a little then, realizing how lonely I really was, because she let me climb into her lap. ‘I have no one to play with anymore, Aunt Sola—except you.’ I added, ‘I love you,’ and her smile could have lit the ocean like a moonstar.

“‘But I can’t always be here,’ she said. ‘That’s why you have Gahoostawik and Dhola and Arlie, and all your other dolls—’

“‘That’s not the same and you know it.’

“Sola nodded. ‘Yes, I do, Little Mouse. I know something about loneliness. There are some ways to make it less, but never to make it go away completely. That’s why you’re going to go to Option—you’ll make lots of new friends there; you’ll make your Choice and meet your first lovers, and perhaps you’ll find a circle of you own. You’ll have fun, you’ll find new happiness there. You’ll be too busy to be lonely.’

“I wasn’t sure I believed her, but she told it so well. She could have told me that the moonstars were made of silk and candy and I would have believed her. But, this—‘Have you been there?’

“‘They didn’t have Option when I was your age. But if they had, I’m sure it would have been a lovely place to Choose. Kuvig and Suko have your best interests at heart, you know.’ She saw I was still doubtful, so she added, ‘Listen, Little One—your dolls are sometimes better friends than you might realize. Listen to them as do I—they’ll tell you the stories that they won’t even tell to me. Ask them of loneliness and Choice and see what happens—why, they’ll tell you things within your heart that you didn’t even know were there. Really.’

“I remember her telling me that very clearly—at the time it seemed a funny thing to say, and later on, reflecting back, it seemed downright silly. I wondered if she’d been patronizing me. But there were times soon after when I grew so lonely I would have tried anything to lessen the pain—and that was when I remembered Sola’s words and began to understand what she had meant. In her own way, she’d been right again—they did speak to me; not out loud and not in words, but in ways that only I could see and hear. All I had to do was watch the way I played with them as if from a point outside myself. Gahoostawik was often me and when she did things that were silly, it was really me who was the silly one—and looking down at her, I could stop her from doing stupid things before she did them, and maybe sometimes too, I could even stop myself.

“I let those dolls act out all of my fears and fantasies—and I was titillated, scared and almost always stimulated. None of my dolls were chosen yet—at least not in my own mind. Perhaps the time had come for them to make their Choices too. I told them so; I’d watch how they decided.

“Gahoostawik, the little liar, decided she was male, so was Arlie, and Wallan too. Bargle, T’stanawan and Dhola went for Reethe. Rhinga—like Sola—stayed undecided. I dressed them all as they had chosen. Rhinga complained about not having any Choice—she didn’t want to be so different—and I explained to her that she was special, like Sola, but still it bothered her. Inside, it must have bothered me as well; all my dolls reflected different aspects of myself, and even though I loved Aunt Sola, when Rhinga said she didn’t want to be like her, it really was my own fear speaking.

“I dressed Bargle, T’stanawan and Dhola in kilts and wraps and robes, headbands and scarves, and halters round their breasts; I tied their hair up on their heads because they had gone Rethrik. The others, the Dakka ones, I dressed in loin-cloths to hold their budding organs, and boots, and ribbons on their arms; I painted them with stripes across their chests and faces, as if for festive-day, and hung rings and necklaces on them to make them as pretty as I could. Perhaps, I thought—I still do now—that was why they’d chosen male; they like dressing up like peacocks. Not that Rethrik didn’t prance and posture for each other and their mates—but the Dakkarik always overdid it.

“All of them were proud of their new Choices. Except Gahoostawik, of course; she was proud at first—but when she changed her mind. It was fun to dress up fancy, and every time a new piece of clothing was made up, she would want to wear it too, no matter whose it was, to see how it looked on her. This included all the Rethrik clothes as well. It was as if the little dummy had no idea what she wanted. If Bargle wore a red kilt, Gahoostawik had to have one too—until Wallan wore a blue loin-cloth and ribbons, and then she wanted blue. When I dressed T’stanawan as Reethe, then she insisted she was Rethrik too—I hoped that she might stay that way, at least for a little while, but she bounced back and forth in her desires like a ball of putty in a tumbling vat.

“Soon all of them began complaining—they should have the chance to change their minds as well—and so they got to choose again and this time they reversed themselves, although Rhinga remained unchosen. It gave me a strange feeling to switch their clothes around. I’d already tied their hair and painted all their faces—they looked their chosen roles, but now they all wanted to be their opposites, which meant untying all their hair, cleaning all of them, retying and repainting, dressing them again—it was an afternoon both tedious and filled with discovery. I saw them each take on new characteristics in my eyes. I’d seen my dolls as all unchosen, and I’d seen them each as Reethe and Dakka—I’d seen how each one’s personality remained the same beneath the role, and yet how each one changed as well when she took on the surface qualities of her respective Choice. I was caught in wonder, I was deep in seas of thought. I’d discovered something on my own about the nature of Choice—

“I used to think before, that Choice would change me into someone else—well, it would, of course; it would make me someone older, more mature, an adult—but when I saw the souls of my dolls remain unchanged beneath their roles, I realized that so would I remain unchanged inside. And yet—they were also wondrously enlarged by taking on their Choices, and so would I be magnified when I too made discovery of who I was supposed to be. Which was why it gave me such a funny feeling to switch them all around—to reverse the Choice did not enlarge it once again so much as it devalued it. It shrank their Choices, made them insignificant, made it something casual like a dress or hat that could be doffed at will. And I’d seen in my own dolls that Choice was something more than that: an enlargement of the soul; the styles could be changed, the magnitude of Choice could not. I looked at all my dolls again, and saw them all as chosen, their personalities had taken on the shapes of Reethe or Dakka, a permanent development of each of them; they could not wrench themselves out of the molds they’d chosen. Some of them were dressed all wrong, and had to be redressed their initial roles; others were just fine the way they were—but all of their Choices now were permanent. At least for now, and probably forever.

“But Gahoostawik was still unhappy—and because she was so very close to me, and so necessary to my life, I let her choose again, and still again, hoping that in all that choosing, eventually she’d discover who she was. But all that really happened was that she confused herself, and me as well, even more than we had been before. Neither she nor I had any idea what her Choice should be, but she was determined to keep searching for it—trying on one role, then another, ceaselessly. I suppose I felt the same way too, and hoped that her discovery would lead to mine; but instead she just decided the only thing for her to do was to be both, and change her sex whenever she wanted, to suit each passing mood. I tried to explain that she could not; once Choice was made, that was it, she had to live with it—so choose the one that feels best, I told her. That’s why Choice must be discovery of what your soul really wishes. But she wouldn’t listen to me, and insisted on her own way. I pitied her naiveté, the little melon-head, but at the same time I wished that I could do that too.

“Eventually, because we could not make a choice for her, we decided she should go back to wearing child-kilts again, and be a child for a while longer. At least for now.

“Later, just before I left for Option, I held a parting. I built a raft and loaded all my dolls upon it and returned them to the sea. These were my childhood companions, and I was leaving my childhood behind. The next time I came back to Kossarlin, I’d be an adult.

“All of them were dressed and wrapped and loaded on the barge; I sent them back to Mother Reethe and thanked her for letting me know them, I offered up a prayer and asked that she would cherish them as much as I. It hurt to say goodbye, I didn’t want to, but it was time—and when a moment reaches fullness, one accepts. Rhinga, Dola, Wallan, Bargle, Arlie, T’stanawan—all except Gahoostawik. She didn’t want to go, she still wasn’t ready either to say goodbye to her, my special one. So we decided she should wait for my return. I was soft enough to want to save her, just in case it happened that I wasn’t too successful as an adult, I would still have one doll left at least.”

They were lovers and they became a legend. That much is certain.

The rest may be myth. Perhaps not. What facts there are have been embellished by twenty generations of storytellers. The truth has become myth and myth has become truth. It is told that Lono and Rurik were of the fourth generation, less than one hundred Holy Calendar years after the Beginning, which is reckoned from the first birth on the new planet. It is told that Lono’s omen was that of the losil plant that is a slender wisp of green in winter’s rain, but turns dray and stiff in summer’s blue winds; quietly she sheds her seeds into those winds. The name Lono means “gentle growth” as of a flower on an island hillside.

Rurik was called Ruriki, and her name means “the Red King.” It is told that her omen was the Dakka fish, all red and black, and with a ruff of silver spines about its head; she swims in dark and troubled waters.

In those days, not all were of the Choice; Lono and Rurik were chosen, but there were many who were born already given to one god or the other, and they were called Unchosen. These were the ones who could trace their ancestries back to the dawning of the Pilgrimage. In that, they supposed an inborn sense of majesty—as if those descended only from the Savior who gave us Choice were somehow artificial and not completely human.

As each new generation turned, there were less unchosen born, but in the traditions they had fostered, their influences echoed after them for many years. The fashion of the time, especially among those who were not themselves of Choice, was to believe that genitalia and gender had to match. Should a child be born unchosen, her gender must be shaped from the moment of her birth; a female must be raised to be a mother, a male must be raised toward lesser burdens of the body, to serve and protect her wife. But when a child was of Choice, there were confusions to those parents who were not. A Choice makes the shape of genitals an arbitrary option, and thus the shaping of the gender must be postponed until the genitals have grown into fulfillment. This makes all children equal, for none can dare predict that this one will follow Dakka and that one will follow Reethe, so all must learn the lessons of the mother, all must learn the lessons of the father. There are separate roles to be learned, only one role that can express itself as either Reethe or Dakka. Such breeds only understanding, sensitivity and sharing among chosen—but in those early days, there was also fear and tension; for those who followed old traditions saw them threatened and decaying, saw them dying, saw the ultimate destruction of the roles of the genders; for if the genital was arbitrary, so was gender. They feared the creation of a new order that had no place for them. Perhaps these fears seem quaint to us—we know it now that gender is not always arbitrary; often it establishes itself quite early in the child and genital can be made to match—or not, if that is the feeling of the person when she reaches Choice. But in those days, there was not the knowledge that there is today—Choice had spread too far too fast. The older generations had not fitting concepts with which to measure the situations that they faced. Here were younglings who were neither this nor that, but something still unformed.

Younglings who were themselves unchosen saw that their peers were either left unguided, or guided so that they would know their role in either Choice—these younglings felt insecurities and envies of their own. They emulated those of Choice and rejected models of either role, and created further consternation in their troubled parents. And those who were of Choice were also troubled; many felt uncertain, lonely, out-of-place—they tried to emulate the unchosen and adopted roles within their lives too soon, rejecting out of fear their right to choose their sex. They would chose a way and live within it, often years before their bodies were ready to follow. When Choice came to the, they denied its options and followed their own way, often to years of trouble further on. And yet, despite misgivings by those who sought to let Choice develop as a natural thing, this practice was encouraged—often by those who once themselves had been of Choice. Perhaps it is that once a person has rejected Choice within her heart, she needs that decision reaffirmed and must convince her fellows that they too must reject Choice within themselves. Such was Rurik’s father.

Or perhaps she was Unchosen. Whatever Rurik’s father was, her feelings may be known by her later actions on her child. Rurik might have been, indeed must have been, one who was not easily certain of herself, nor of her ultimate goals. She would have been a quiet child, the innocent one who does not act on life so much as allowing it to act instead on her. She moves through her youth as if through a wondrous forest, not thinking if it has an end, not caring where the path might lead, so entranced is she with all the colors of the flowers. She is content with wonder and with learning, and not in a hurry to become a larger person until she has learned to be the size she is today. By contrast, Rurik’s father was a builder—or so it’s told; she was one who conceives of things that don’t exist and moves in impatience to bring them into fact. She might have felt threatened by the lack of factuality within her child. She must have been impatient for a resolution.

But Choice is made within the heart, and usually not until the body has learned the tasted of Reethe and Dakka both. It is only after blush that a person truly learns to live at ease within herself, for blush is more than merely tasting options; it is the living of a variety of lives and the discovery of which one of those is actually oneself.

And therein lay the tension between the chosen and the un. Those who were chosen could only finalize their Choice by living it. To be male, one must be a male to someone else’s female. To be female, one must be a female to someone else’s male. Blush occurs at thirteen years—it can start as late as fifteen; it can last for several summers, or it can end within a season; it is the nature of the person’s experience that shapes her days of blush.

That younglings should know the ways of sex was not consistent with traditions handed down from before the time of the Savior who brought Choice—but with the Savior had come many changes, and traditions are like creatures of the sea upon a barren plain: they must adapt or die. Some disappeared as if made out of fire-paper; others fought like demons to endure—especially those that had to do with adolescence and maturity.

Those who were of Choice had to learn of sex to make their Choice. That was the way. Those who were not of Choice looked at their peers and, again, they felt envious and insecure at being different—and again they copied in their envy; they copulated with and like the Chosen ones. And this was frightening to their elders—they did not want to know that their children had become sexual beings; persons who could be attracted sexually and attractive sensually as well. This threatened their own senses of self—especially when the children’s avenues of exploration and expression bore no relation to the parents’.

A parent hopes to grow a miniature of herself, but one who can stand taller and untroubled; such was very much the case with many parents of the old traditions. Such must have been the case with Rurik’s father. She could not stand the things that she was seeing—Rurik was supposed to be her son, but she was turning more effeminate as she reached toward her blush and Rurik’s father must have seen that as rejection of herself. She could not let that happen; her life demanded affirmation.

In versions of the story performed by mimes or dancers, there are traditional ways of presenting this moment. Whether there are only two singers or two vast choruses, the “soliloquy of pain” is almost always sung. Concerning Rurik’s father, the first chorus sings:

Guile is a slower force, a sadder shade of pain.

The pressure turns and you are caught between the water and the rocks.

Mother-ocean sifts and boils the sands upon the shore.

Father-glacier slides and grinds across the crumbling mountain.

The second chorus responds with:

But the willful seed is stronger.

I am washed to new horizons by the waves that batter at me.

Nestled in a tiny crack, a hidden mote of promise—

Someday I’ll reach beyond this time.

Someday I’ll burst the boulder.

I am nourished, never threatened, by the waters of the world.

I will be what I must be.

The first chorus returns with:

Resist the breeze and risk a storm.

Flow with me, my child.

The second chorus resists:

I flow with different currents. I feel a different breeze.

Release my sails and let me flow across the golden seas.

Both choruses then harmonize:

And so the flows of east and west will meet and swirl about, turning back and back again, a maelstrom of doubt.

Nothing flows and nothing grows, and nothing comes about.*

It was known in those days that children who were chosen tended to be more sensitive than those who were not of Choice; perhaps it was their differentness they felt, perhaps it was reflection of their training in both genders while possessing neither as a right, only as an option. Lono and Rurik must have been so sensitive—many tellers emphasize that they were the only two chosen of their age on their island, and if this is so, the sense of separation would have been intense in them. They could not have helped but been especially sensitive to each other. While such feelings among chosen are not uncommon, in those days when there was so little knowledge of the patterns of the life, even among the chosen themselves, it must have been considered “queer” by those who lived around them that Lono and Rurik seemed to be an island to themselves. As they grew closer to each other, they grew apart from others. And those others, including their parents, must have been concerned.

But this separation was a prelude. For a youngling to determine her own life, she must step apart from larger events so that she might know which elements of her environment are part of her and which are not. The growing closeness of two chosen younglings is necessary so that their first stirrings of sensuality might have receptive ways to be expressed. The stirrings, these experiments, are the fumbling first movements toward the time of Choice itself; whether the moment last a season or a year, each step must be taken in its turn before the next can be achieved, before the threshold can be reached. For Lono and Rurik to learn of Choice, they had to learn about themselves—and as it was for the, it is for all of us. For them to learn about themselves, they had to be apart from others.

It begins with curiosity, first about oneself, and then about each other; whatever the truth of these two lovers, it must have been just one more faceted reflection of the larger truth that applies to all of us who love. Perhaps they were casual in their first steps, not unromantic, but neither overwhelmed by the memories of previous passion; without knowledge, there is the wonder of discovery. There would be trust. And innocence. And sharing. Perhaps they played with sex and sense without yet knowing what they were. They could not become expressions of romance until much later, after the lovers began to understand the why of what they did. And yet, even in the earliest gestures, it is love—it always is; a purer kind, all love is based on trust and innocence as sex is based upon sensation. To share sensation, one must trust—to learn sensation, one must be innocent of its touch. Lono might have said, “Let me show you something that feels nice.” And Rurik might have said, giggling, “That tickles—let me show you,” and touched her back in the same way.

Their discoveries were joyful—the myth is told no other way, for this is the myth of all of our discoveries and we want it to be sublime. There was giggling and laughter. Some of the ways of sex are tender, some are fun, and some are just absurd—perhaps the silly ones are best of all, for when two lovers laugh together, they grow closer in their joy. To the ones who come new and fresh to such a sport, all of its absurdity exalted, and therein lies the wonder and delight.

These two children turned to younglings in that summer, exploring changes of first blush with little shame between them—and this too they must have kept apart from the others on their island with instinctive knowledge that this was one more aspect of their difference that would not be understood by those prone to ignorance and hasty judgments.

Imagine them now, walking hand in hand along paths still new on rocky cliffs, pausing to watch the seabirds flashing just above the waves; their brown arms brush against each other causing skin to tingle, and they glance into each other’s eyes and share a smile. Imagine them resting on the tufted moss rug of the slopes; Lono rests her head in Rurik’s lap, Rurik’s soft hands are stroking Lono’s hair—her finger traces the line of her friend’s cheek and when it crosses near the petals of her lips, suddenly they pucker to kiss the reassuring touch. They share a smile half hidden under shyly lowered lashes.

Imagine them in wind and sea, sometimes naked in the surf and sometimes wrapped in veils of gauze, running deft among the rocks, then pausing, laughing, tumbling into each other’s arms to share a kiss or just a hug, sometimes friends and sometimes lovers. When Rurik’s breast begin to swell, the nipples tingle with the budding; Lono’s fingers explore them with curious caress and wonder when her own will flush with joy.

“They tickle, Lono—they’re tender. Sometimes they hurt,” Rurik might have said and Lono might have kissed the nipples, brushing her lips across them lightly, to show her care—and Rurik, suddenly surprised with new delight, might insist on showing Lono why and might have kissed her back.

Together they must have wondered why they were so different from the other children on the isle; together they must have explored themselves with clinical detachment, as if to find the answers in the empty clefts where so many others had young organs—albeit immature, but organs nonetheless.

When Rurik’s penile bud appeared (or was Lono’s the first?) they must have watched its growth with speculation and a sense of uncertainty. Did they touch them? And wonder at the feeling? And discover the father of sensation there? “It hurts sometimes, but sometimes it tickles.”

“And what if I rub it with oil like this?”

“That’s better . . . that’s good.”

“And what if I kiss you like this?”

“That’s . . . nice . . . Let me kiss you there and show you . . .”

Such was how they must have explored their growing maleness, their femaleness as well—

“Look how my lips are turning rosy, Rurik—”

“I can touch you there—”

And shyly, “Put your fingers into me. (I have done it myself at night, but it feels better when you do it.)”

And finally there must have been a moment when: “I am long enough. Let me go inside you.”

“I want you to.”

And later, perhaps another time—

“I want to feel what you felt, you looked so happy. You come into me this time.”

“Yes. I want to try that too.”

And then, at last, this must have happened too:

“You are so sweet. You are so special. Do you know I love you?”

“Yes. I love you too.”

“Shall we be lovers now?”

“Now and forever.”

“And shall we tell everyone?”

“They probably already know.”

They must have grown into each other’s souls as surely as their bodies grew into each other. They fit together. There were no air spaces between them. The flat muscles of Rurik’s belly touched the softer muscles of Lono’s and they moved together. Their thighs touched. Their arms wrapped, their cheeks brushed; the gentle swelling bud of one pressed against the hardening of the other, and it didn’t matter of the moment which of them found a warm home in the other—when everything is new, everything is wonder. They brushed their bodies one against the other and swelled into the fullness of their blush.

Where before there had been neither genital nor gender, now there came the development of both—blush is more than just a time of Choice, it is a time of learning. A moment ago, they had both been sexless and unformed; now suddenly they had each become a male and female both, each felt masculine and feminine, a wild unfettered joy that shone with the faces of gods, Mother Reethe and Father Dakka; final blush, still far away, neither face was yet confirmed on either. At this moment, they were butterflies grown visible within their chrysalides, on the threshold of emergence into color, wind and flight.

Rurik and Lono—first one would be the male to the other’s female, and then, reversing roles, the first would be a female to the other’s male. And as genital explored itself, so did gender learn its shapes. One might take the lead in certain actions, yet follow in some others. If Lono liked to dance for Rurik, then Rurik liked to cook for Lono—and yet before the turning of the triad, Lono might be cooking and Rurik might be dancing, and again they shaped their lives as they grew into them. Each one learned what pleased her in every role, each one learned what pleased her lover too—each understood the dualities of love far better than would any who has not been given Choice. Each knew what it was to be who has not been given Choice. Each knew what it was to be like Dakka, the necessities of tenderness, the skills and dominances that the act requires. Each knew what it was to be like Reethe, to give support and strength and guidance for them both. Each knew both, not only as a lover, but as one who is loved for being what she is: not only with their genitals, not only with their genders, but with their purer souls—those parts that still remain untouched within each one of us and are seen only in the deepest sharing.

In such a way Lono and Rurik must have learned that each of us is both of Dakka and Reethe, sometimes more one than another, but neither to the exclusion of the other, not in body, not in soul. Neither can be totally expressed alone, a soul cannot be whole without its other half. Whatever happened after that, it is the nature of this bonding of the two that makes their story echo in our hearts; for in their love we like to see reflections of our own. That’s why we make them myth. How sad that Rurik’s father was so blind she could not see her own lost blush rekindled in her child . . .

Early on a dawning Sunday Jobe arrived at Option. There was a pinkish moondrop in the east, a yellow one in the west; the atmosphere did that sometimes. High above, an amorphous glow shimmered silver on its eastern edge. That bright crescent would shrink as the day turned on and the Godheart rose toward zenith. When the shield became invisible in the sky, eclipse was less than an hour off.

Jobe was sitting in the bow of the barge. Ahead, a dark line of land grew on the horizon. Option was indistinguishable from a thousand other islands, a spill of vegetation, tumbling down the sides of jagged cliffs and rocks. It was crested with green and purple vegetation, moss and ivy and ferns, feather-trees rising stiff above, and everywhere were the meter-wide white blossoms of silkflowers and the smaller red spikes of bloodthorns. If you squinted, it was a splash of purple, red and white; the green disappeared altogether. Some said the light of Godheart wasn’t favorable to green anyway, turned it black to the eye. Many of the purple plants, and there were a great variety of them, were called Chtorr-plants; they didn’t use chlorophyll for their photosynthesis, but either of two other molecules instead, one less complex, the other a more sophisticated relative of the first. They were named for the legendary place of child-eating demons from which they were supposed to have come. But there were a lot of legends floating loose in the Wilderness Seas; everything had a myth wrapped around it—or perhaps everything was a myth already. Sola had once said, “A myth is the only way we can ever know the truth.”

There were no other travelers bound for Option on the boat with Jobe; the boat she was supposed to meet had gone ahead without her. She had missed her boat at Cameron, and the shuttle from Tarralon as well—that was Orl’s fault, or Kirstegaarde’s; she blamed them both. She was already a triad and two days later than Suko had planned.

Originally, it had been planned that Sola would take Jobe with her when she sailed eastward, bringing her to Cameron, where she would catch the clipper north. Jobe had been excited at the prospect of sailing with Sola, who was a figure both of mystery and adventure (she’d never been out of the Lagin before either), but at the last moment, Kirstegaarde had objected. “It’s wrong to expose a child of Jobe’s sensitive age to the company of a deviate—Jobe is at her time of blush. I love Sola as much as anyone here, but for Jobe’s sake I think we must arrange an alternate form of transportation. I mean, consider it—she will be with Sola for two triads or more, depending on the winds they have to fight, and all the while Jobe will be pushing closer toward the edge of Choice. Is it right for Sola to be the one to make the most vivid impression on the child’s life at such a time? No offense intended, of course, but I just want Jobe to have her chance without the influences of a sexual anomaly so strong upon her—”

And that was where the argument had begun. Jobe knew what was going on in those quiet angry discussions that always seemed to cease whenever she was near. She herself couldn’t see any harm in sailing with Sola; Sola was her favorite aunt. But Kirstegaarde had support from some of the younger and newer members of the circle—co-wives and co-husbands, recent marriages, who did not know Sola, were not related to her, did not care and had no great feeling for her either way—but were discomfited by the fact she was a deviate. Suko and Kuvig, Hojanna, and those who remembered some of the older days, were firm in their insistence. They said quietly that it would insult their sister to rebuff her in this way, to say that she was not fit to care for their children—but the structure of the circle was changing, the strength was shifting from the older generation toward the newer. It happens in every family, it is inevitable. A parent feeds a child and she grows; the parent weakens with the effort, till the child feeds the parent. The Kossarlin authority was moving toward those who were reaching the ascendancy of their maturity, and like all young power before it, it was inconsiderate of the traditions and compassions of the past.

Sola was her own person, however, and she did not like being in the middle. She was a person of quiet dignity and strength who had grown used to solving problems by sailing away from them—probably because she had never had any affection for anything or anyone strong enough to justify staying and fighting for her interest. In annoyance, finally, she kissed Jobe good-bye and wished her wisdom in her Choice; then she cast off in her catamaran with only her cat and bird for company. She did not bother to say farewell to any other member of the family. She was obviously hurt and Jobe wondered if she would ever see her aunt again. She did not expect here ever to return to Kossarlin. It was not the same circle it had been before.

When Kuvig and Suko heard of Sola’s abrupt departure they—and certain other members of the family who still respected the ways of the past—were embarrassed and hurt. There were painful silences for many days afterward, and most of the adults in the circle seemed to be making a point of avoiding at least half of the others. It affected the children too and there were more than the usual run of sibling squabbles.

Anyway, that forced the decision in Kirstegaarde’s favor. Cousin Orl, a beefy Dakkarik who Jobe hardly knew, and did not want to know, took her to Cameron on one of the uglier boats the circle maintained. Orl was gruff and little-spoken; when she did speak, she was rude and insensitive. She was one of the new ones who had recently married into the family, and Jobe wondered why—more puzzling was why the others had accepted her in the first place. Perhaps they had to; she was related to someone, though Jobe wasn’t sure who. But, on the other hand, some of the Rethrik parents, including Kirstegaarde, seemed to . . . favor Orl. Jobe wasn’t sure of the relationship, so much of it was based on things unsaid and somehow darkly mysterious, but she suspected some kind of infatuation on the part of some of the aunts. Kirstegaarde, for instance, had seemed changed since Orl arrived—more gay and painted, more easy with her laugh, not quite as harsh as she had been before; that should have been improvement enough to justify Orl’s arrival, but Kirstegaarde was still as sour as ever in her outlook, and covering it with laughter only made the laughter acid and unpleasant. As if Kirstegaarde were laughing at some kind of joke on all the rest. Jobe preferred it when her moodiness was less directed. No matter now, though. But Jobe—and some of the other older siblings who still had not married out—resented that the order of the past was changed, and they blamed Orl and some of the other new ones for the disruption. Anvar, whom they’d liked, had left when Orl came.

It was Orl who brought Jobe to Cameron, sailing with no great regard for Jobe’s connection with the clipper, so of course they missed it. When they arrived, Jobe found it was gone two days before—because Orl hadn’t wanted to waste the fuel for the motor, or strain herself to rig two extra sails. “Hmpf,” she said, when she heard the packet had been missed. “A wasted trip. Well, let’s go back.” She was an echo of Kirstegaarde, not surprising since she flourished in her shadow; she too was skeptical of Option.

Jobe said, “There must be other boats.”

Orl was dogmatic. “You’re too young to be alone.”

“Then, you take me—it’s your fault we got here late.”

“I’m not going to take any more time away from my nets. We’ll go home and decide what to do there.”

Jobe hated hearing Orl refer to Kossarlin as home. It was Jobe’s home, yes—but Orl’s? Never. “Let’s radio,” she said.

“Too expensive.” The family had a general policy against purchasing unsubscribed services—even for emergencies; long-distance mail and phone services were “luxuries” not subscribed. Besides, each member of the Kossarlin circle was supposed to be autonomous; that was supposed to be one of the Kossarlin’s strengths.

“It’s your fault,” accused Jobe. “You didn’t use the motor or the extra sails.”

Orl lifted her arm in a vaguely threatening gesture, but Jobe twisted out of her reach. “If you ever touch me,” she said, “Hojanna will kill you—if Kuvig and Suko don’t do it first.” It was the meanest thing she’d ever said, and she instantly regretted it. It was a wrongness to remind a person that she was new to a family that way. But she couldn’t bring herself to apologize—not to Orl. She grabbed her case and started walking up the pier. Orl followed, but at a distance.

Jobe went to the local service office and obtained a warrant of protection, subscribed to the Kossarlin circle in the Lagin; it was so simple she felt disdainful of Orl for not realizing this obvious solution in the first place. Orl shrugged, it didn’t matter to her. She was relieved of her responsibility now, she could return to Kossarlin with a clear conscience. She left without a word of either advice or affection, just a grunted, “Don’t choose Reethe, you’d be a lousy bed”—which Jobe didn’t know whether to take as a joke or insult.

Jobe caught the first barge to Tarralon that the service office could locate. It was a freight barge, slow and tranquil; it was owned by its sailors, they were a family all their own, with small children running free upon the upper decks, but none of them were more than a few years old—the gap between their age and Jobe’s was large enough that they could regard her as another grown-up, and were therefore free to ignore her. She was a transient, not a family-member. Jobe didn’t mind. She sat in the bow and practiced on her flute and kept out of the way. There didn’t seem to be that much work on such a barge, but the family always seemed to be busy either fishing or sewing or repairing or painting, that is, when they weren’t rigging or sighting or climbing aloft in the sails.

They were a friendly group, though. At dinner, they would regale Jobe with stories about their past lives; each of the sailors seemed determined to out-story all the others and they spun wild fancies of myth and history all evening long. Jobe didn’t know what to believe or not—they told her of the places they had seen: the Forbidden Mountain, Stormhole, the Great Spill of the North, the Upland Desert, the valley of Lorisander that has no shield and yet is an oasis in the barrens, far west of Lagin. They’d been on islands that had no shields of their own, yet had two eclipses every day, one early and one late, because they were between two adjacent shielded areas. They’d been so far south, they’d seen the polar ice, huge bergs of it drifting silently, majestically, in cold oceans. They’d once sailed across the vast unshielded shallows of the north and braved the white waters of the distant east. They’d stood on airless mountaintops and walked the plains of Avatar and Alabaster, the twin settlements of Lannit’s lowlands. Once they’d even met an Erdik! It was tall and sharp-featured—ugly! They hadn’t liked her. And they spoke of the persons they had known in all these places, all their previous lovers, and the ones they’d longed to love as well—Quare Dorry and Sweet Hazel, Bright Pennelly and Lavar (the Fool) and Tumbleson as well. Then they told of how they’d married into this circle, as if it were their destiny—and by now Jobe suspected it was not; these people were too volatile to stay locked in one place for any length. And some of them even spoke of how they’d come to their own Choices, Dakkarik and Rethrik. Many of the tales were obviously long familiar to the members of the family, but they seemed to appreciate hearing them again—as if it were the delight of a new audience that so amused them, not the telling of the tale itself, and perhaps that’s what it was. Jobe was entranced by all the colors of their stories, the weavings of emotions and events. Her face expressed her empathy with each and every incident, she laughed and giggled when Lavar lost her kilt at Fest, she cried when Pennelly went back to the sea, she felt glad when little Lor was born, and it showed within her eyes as brightly as if a colored light were painting all the hues of wonder’s spectrum on her face. Jobe was entranced by their tales, filled by their hearty red soups and heavy dark bread, and warmed by their gentle affection for each other—all of which they shared with her without any reservation at all. She was half tempted to skip Option altogether and ask if she could marry in here, even though there wasn’t anyone in this circle who she was immediately attracted to as a possible lover.

At Tarralon, she found that she had missed the shuttle across to Option—as she had expected she would—and the Tarralon service office had to put her on a supply barge that would stop at Fallen Wall on it way east. From there she would catch a local transport that traveled on a regular route to all of the communities along the inner wall of the Option Crescent. To her regret, she did not see much of Tarralon, only its docks—but the skyline of the city filled her with awe and wonder; she had never seen anything so beautiful in her life. As her barge sailed east, she stood aft, staring west, watching the fabled pink city glisten in its darkday magic. Its rose and pastel spires and domes were all clustered on the rolling hills, climbing toward a glittering crystal garden at the top; the whole city twinkled and glowed with coruscating lights. It looked a vaster carnival than any festive Jobe had ever seen.

Fallen Wall, by contrast, was a meager fishing community of dingy wooden buildings, all cluttered haphazard on the tip of Option’s crescent. North, the opposite tip could be seen, a darker line along the darkness of horizon—the opening of this crater ring was only a few kilometers wide, although the crater itself was nearly a hundred and fifty kilometers at its widest. It was not so much a crescent as a broken ring, but any broken ring was automatically a crescent. Within the atoll was a good-sized sheltered sea. Jobe transferred at Fallen Wall to a creeping mail boat that slid across the silent waters like a beetle on a rainstorm puddle. The looming mountains of the crater wall drifted past like high gray curtains, steep and dark. Above, the stars glared all cold and unblinking. After a while, the boat turned inward, although it really felt outward, away from the walls and straight across the crater sea. Jobe could see lights scattered here and there along the distant mountain walls, tiny communities or farms. Despite this island’s proximity to cosmopolitan Tarralon, much of it was still a wild frontier. There were probably dangerous animals living on those spiky mountains. No roads, no docks, no radios. All those little lights looked so lonely and so bleak. Almost pitiful. So distant . . . The darkday night was chill with a thin and whistling wind. It touched her thighs and arms beneath her cloak and made her shiver, more from fear than cold.

They circled Peakskill as the final moondrop faded; in the dark it was just a darker darkness, a pointy mountain in the center of the sea, all tall and jagged, uninhabited, although there was a ruined and tumbled dock, a remnant of a long-forgotten effort. A sailor pointed it out to Jobe, hitting it with a spotlight as they passed. Jobe could barely see it in the distance. The pilot liked to pass this close, the sailor said, because it “teased the ghosts.” And, sometimes, local passengers waited on the part of the dock that still stood.

The boat slowed to tenth-speed then; the pilot was timing her course so that she would make her first port of call just a little after dawn, then she would circle around the inner edge, taking two full sundays to complete the circuit. She would make her calls only at convenient hours of daylight; this was a familiar routine for her.

Jobe caught a nap on a bale of canvas matting, and when she awoke, dawn was lining Option on the horizon, red and white and purple, and all the greens like black. The dock lay in a sheltered bay beneath jutting cliffs that marked its rugged boundaries. A set of buoys, a simple wooden pier were all there was to mark a habitation. Whatever domes or buildings that were there must be on the other side of that jagged hill; a path was visible cutting through the foliage. The mail boat didn’t even dock, the pilot didn’t like the channel. Jobe was put ashore by dinghy, and left there on the pier with her one small suitcase and her many knotted insecurities.

The air at Option-camp seemed all molten, yellow-white. It seared like a dragon’s breath. It dried the skin, the eyes, the hair, the lungs—especially the lungs; it was almost too hot to breathe. It rasped so hot it seemed to vibrate in the unglazed light of Godheart. The substance of the day seemed to ripple and dance, and when Jobe looked across the hills or down the shore, the stretching vistas wavered and tossed like landscapes shining in the realm of faerie. The hills were shrouded with vegetation so lush it formed a sea of green, dark purpling shades of color, wave upon wave of chlorophyll calicoes, rank upon rank of forest and fern, trees and shrubs piled one on top of the other in an exuberant burst of life’s continuing process, growth and decay so intertwined that it was impossible to tell where one life-form left off and the ones that fed upon it began. Creepers and vines were hanging draped like velvet curtains; a thousand shades of moss and climbers grew upon them like embroidery. The forest was a tumult of growth, riotous in Satlin’s blazing day, reaching and climbing up the tumbled hillsides toward the sheerer walls of the crescent’s ridge. Those steeper spires caught the wind-driven clouds and held them till they wept, dissolving into rain. There were showers on the slopes, washing the dry air like waterfalls and turning it into a muggy steam bath, turning the day into something damp and sodden and limp, coming to rest only in the forest’s wet and silent roots.

Jobe sighed at no one in particular, shouldered her case and started down the path. It curled through the fern-floored forest, turned toward the beach, then back inland, upward and around a hill, into a valley that looked as if it had been carved by glaciers, even though that was patently impossible considering the planet’s geological history.

Once beneath the tall green alders, the sparkling aspen, and the gnarled broadleaf trees, Jobe was immediately cooler. Her bare feet went squish into dark soft mud—the ground was still wet from this morning’s storm. The water still trickled and dripped and ran into the carpet of turquoise and purple thirst. The rain forest higher up held the water in its leaves and in its roots, in shallow pools and networks of rivulets and streams, some permanent, others as transient as the clouds that birthed them. The forest murmured with the sound of water seeking its way back toward the sea, it giggled as the water moved, it whispered with the damp.

As Jobe entered the moody shadows, the air became moist enough to smell. Normally the days of Satlin were too dry to carry scents—mongers had to spray the air with mist if their wares were aromatic and they wanted them to sell—but here in the forest, in the shaded-blue and yellow-sunlight-stippled caverns of the arching leaves and branches, surrounded by the darkened walls of ferns and blossoms, the air was sweet and cloying. The forest breathed perfume so rich as to be almost overpowering; the shadows reeked with it, and so did everything that passed beneath. Tiny droplets hung suspended in the air; a mist of water and fragrance. There were falls and splashing streams, there were finely showered sprays, shiny vines and honeysuckle braided all about. Water sang of life here; whatever Jobe touched was moist with it, her arms and legs were beaded with the tiny cooling drops, her clothes were damp.

And there were flowers—in such a place, how could there by anything but flowers? Huge, brilliant displays, some as large as a meter in diameter! The island was a carnival, riotous with color—the blooms dripped from every branch in garish, unembarrassed joy. The forest was draped with them, as if decorated by an impulsive, giddy matron. There were pink flares, veined with white and purple; gray puffers, the largest Jobe had ever seen; Pilgrim hoods, tall and somber, burning red within; and night candles—these latter were slender, stiff and white, with fiery orange buds hovering like feather flames above them. They grew in statuesque clusters at her feet, and on branches at her waist and before her eyes and above her head. They rose in tiers and ranks toward the distant forest ceiling. They seemed to glow with inner light and turned the caverns of the forest into a cathedral of worship for the Mother Reethe.

Option had been a wilderness crescent for many generations, set aside by ancient Authority to develop in its own wild directions. It had been seeded with a spectrum of flora and fauna that ranged from bizarre to beautiful, from curious to capricious, then left alone to develop its own identity without the influence of humanity’s divergent purpose. Authority needed to know if the Satlik bio-circle could balance itself naturally, or if it needed continual maintenance; there were hundreds of is lands set aside like this, each a different answer to the question of what shape a true Satlik wilderness would take. These crescents were controls to the rest of the planet’s disciplined direction, providing alternatives as well as warming, and always serving to remind the Satlik of the artifice and fragility of their lives. Despite its now being opened for limited settlement, Option was still very much a wilderness land; no changes were allowed on it that would endanger its wilderness character. The few farms that Jobe had seen from the shuttle, the fishing village at Fallen Wall, were themselves part of the experimental nature of the island—to see what effects their presence might make upon a wilderness, or vice versa. Jobe’s destination, the camp that took its name from the crescent, had once been the main study station here; now it was a school—of sorts. The island was no longer deemed important enough to warrant a full-time station, and, in fact, the closest settlement was more than forty kilometers away and on the outside of the crescent. This place, Option, was a lonely one, desolate in its lushness, sterile in its fertility. Whatever plants and animals grew and lived here, they had been forgotten—and deliberately so—by the ranks of humanity. Whatever lived here was alone to work out its destiny for itself. There were no influences, no guidance, no disciplines to be enforced by the large environment without. That applied as well to any person who also chose to live here. She too would be ignored and left to grow in her own way. And that was why the camp was here on Option, for that was the goal of its founders, to provide exactly such a place for those who came to make their Choice. They would shape their futures for themselves—and they would be better futures for being freely chosen. Left to their devices, they could grow tall and lithe, or broad and gnarly, or sensitive to darker magics—whatever was their will, whatever their inherent destiny, they could make it for themselves here without others turning it toward other ends.

This island had a wild spirit, free and independent; it was reflected in the forests and those who lived within. As uncultivated was the land, so were the younglings who came to it. They lived without a higher guidance—only faith in Mother Reethe. She was on their side, and so they felt no need of wisdom aged in human lives, no need of that experience or strength. They had hope here. And that, they hoped, would be enough.

Lono was expected to become Rethrik by her family, and indeed all preparations of the spirit had been made for it. There was no verbal signal, merely inner expectations based, in part, in the quiet strength of Lono’s character. Instead, as a result of her long hours entwined with Rurik and the growing love that comes with knowledge of the other, she began to tend toward Dakka. More and more, she was Dakkarik to Rurik’s Reethe; Rurik seemed to like it best that way. Perhaps Lono would have been a Rethrik had her lover wished—to her it was not the form of love that mattered, merely that she loved; she was lucky to be one of those who can be comfortable within herself no matter who she is—but because Rurik was happiest fed on Rurik’s joy, because it gave her ecstasies uncounted to please her so, she became her lover’s Dakka—her son, her lover, her husband, father: her male half; she was all of these because it pleased her lover, and because it pleased herself. As she would have been intrigued with her Rethrik self had it grown to be so fully expressed, now she was intrigued with being Dakka. She admired the way her body responded visibly to the thought of Rurik’s touch, her sweet embrace—as if by that single rising gesture she was transformed from logic’s thoughtfulness, a soul elite and seemingly detached, into something more in tune with nature’s rhythms, passion’s joyful animal delight, a basic level of sensation craved and magnified through sharing with another passion-creature like herself. Let their spirits join in moments of emotion, their eyes mirrored in loving worship until tears of overwhelmed delight begin to flow, still the glue that bound them to each other was the knowledge of the ecstasies they shared when they stopped being formal beings and became two creatures wrapped enraptured in their mating. That two souls could so relish such a base and sensual joy was a secret pleasure all their own.

Rurik was fulfilled when she was filled with Lono’s probing. Waves of lavender and crimson flowers rolled across her, petals turning out like a million little rockets, comets, stars, sky-rockets climbing up, exploding sweet, so sweet, beyond despair’s bright cries—to be held beneath her lover’s penetrating gaze, to be pierced by her deep and moving touch, the blind eye of her lover’s thrust, a tongue, a finger, something throbbing life within herself—tasting, touching, feeling, joining, and then the thrust of ecstasy, the pulse, the sudden swelling, the flowing and the mingling of the juices, happy sweat and rapture mixed, arms wrapping, hands caressing, holding, clinging in exhaustion, tender kisses, speaking wordless words, emotions tumbled, satiated, resting in each other’s arms.

Rurik’s joy was magnified a thousand times because it came from Lono’s touch, her heart, her eyes; she was the root, the stem of Rurik’s life. It was the knowledge that her self existed as something she had shaped alone, not formed by parental direction—something her father could neither be nor understand. This was a self so separate and apart from that person’s boundaries that she relished it the more because it gave a sense of independence. It gave a feeling of sweet freedom from the pressures of her family. She was herself at last! And Lono, sensing this because she was part of it herself, plunged fiercely into the life they shared, into the lives that they would build together. She would be Dakka to her lover’s Reethe.

Lono’s family, although surprised at the direction of her Choice, accepted it with understanding, a slow and gentle process. There was no moment when Lono was suddenly a male—the decision of Choice is malleable, only confirmed in the act of love, it grows into a declaration visible for all to see. It was written in the broadening of her shoulders, the flattening and hardening of her breasts, the gentle deepening of her voice, the stippling of hair along her belly toward her sternum—all of this, so subtle, yet so definite. It was noticed, it was noted—and approved by all she knew. As these changes came upon her they were approved not just because they showed a Choice that others wished for her, but approved because her happy radiance showed that she approved of it herself, and her effulgent glowing was contagious. Yes, there was surprise—there always is; a coin has just two faces, only one can show when it is tossed, and there are always those who will predict one side or the other; that’s why there is gambling—so, yes, there was surprise. Some of it was merely the natural surprise that the days can pass so quickly, the sudden startled wonderment that this child who just yesterday was but an infant is suddenly a blushing youngling. Surprise gave way to wonder and delight, and Lono’s joy at turning Dakkarik was echoed by her family’s acceptance of that Choice.

Rurik, on the other hand, found no such fertile soil for her growth. As her hips and breasts began to swell, as her skin grew softer, fleshier, as her features gentled and her voice took on a lighter tone, as her pelvis widened, as all of these began to show, her father grew more distant, sharp and hostile; there was coldness between them. Rurik admitted with a shining face that she was happiest when she was Reethe in Lono’s Dakkarik embrace—and such admission only angered her uncomprehending parent. “You act as if you are no son of mine!” she screamed at her. “You were meant to be a Dakkarik, and now you lie beneath another male!”

“But why—why is this Choice so wrong to you?” Rurik could not comprehend. “Why can’t I be a woman if I choose? Why can’t I bear my lover’s children?”

How to explain to her? The Dakka option was the preferable one to Rurik’s father; she had taken it herself so many years ago, adopting it so wholeheartedly that she would be more Dakka than any one unchosen born to Dakka. She’d proved that to others in everything she did, and proved and proved it to herself, as if to deny the option that she might possibly not be a Dakkarik at all—as if to convince herself that she truly was a male. She could not let her son now choose to be a daughter; such would only reflect the failure of her own masculinity. As the maker of her family, it was her right to choose the sexes of her children, she knew what was best for them, and Rurik would be Dakka, like herself. She could not, would not, grant that Rurik’s feelings were important—she refused to recognize the validity of any option but her own. Rurik’s inclinations, after all, were just childish things, patterns of play to be outgrown as she herself had outgrown such immature experiments; Rurik would be a much better person when she accepted who she had to be. Her father knew better what would be best for her.

Imagine it as a story now. Truth is myth and myth is truth. Whatever truly happened, if in fact it did, no longer matters.

We cannot know the fact, only the story—and we know it in a thousand forms. Imagine Rurik on a stage, alone beneath a single light, a hard one tinged with blue. Upstage of her, in glowing rose, her Lono sings a simple declaration of herself, a happy melody, “I will be what I will be.” But when Rurik takes the song into her mouth, the melody takes on a harsher tone, and when she makes the words her own, they turn sullen and defiant. The same soliloquy is used by both, independent of each other; it reverberates with each one’s life. Lono’s joy is Rurik’s, but Rurik’s has been stolen from her by her family, and she stiffens in resistance.

Rurik’s parents, all of them, her mothers, fathers, aunts and uncles, must have tried to pacify the child, yet none of them seemed to understand the depth of her emotions. Whether childish or not, they still were truly felt—Rurik couldn’t let them devalue her love, because to do that would devalue Lono too. Only her birth-mother perhaps, or so we like to tell the story, tried to understand—because her birth-mother, being chosen herself, knew the magic of the time of blush. She knew what Dakka was, but she became a Rethrik so she could be with Rurik’s father—she understood her child’s pain. But her co-wives and co-husbands were not all chosen. They listened to the child’s words and never heard what she was saying. “Of course, you must be who you must be—but do you know yet who that is? This love that you profess may be just a passing phase. Eventually you may tire of Lono—don’t shake your head; these things do happen—don’t condemn the adult you will be to the consequences of a decision made by a love-struck child.”

And using that as justification, they confined her to the gardens; she was not allowed to see her Lono until she “came to her sensibilities” and accepted Dakka as her god. Rurik languished; her selfness had never been too strong; too often had she allowed others to shape her decisions—and now that she must finally seize command of her own helm, she couldn’t for she didn’t know the way to do it.

There are pressures and there are pressures, but none so foul or devastating as those we put on others in the guise of love; the things that parents do to children for their own good are among the worst of these—almost always it is for the parents’ good instead. Such it was with Rurik’s Choice. She would thank them for their wisdom someday, they believed.

Poor Rurik—she had no Choice now. Eventually she succumbed to the pressures that they placed on her—they told her that Lono had gone away, that Lono no longer cared, that Lone had gone Rethrik; they told her a thousand different lies, each more painful than the last. Lono was betrothed to someone else, or she was dying, or that she had already died. Rurik felt her grasp of truth was slipping badly—she could not believe a word—but she longed to hear the truth from Lono.

But Lono, as the story’s told, was racked by fever—such illnesses are not uncommon at the time of blush. All the systems of the body are in flux, resistances are down, and Lono, on the threshold of her final blush, had taken ill with Virulent Fever. Unconscious and not knowing, she had no words to send. She called out for Rurik often, though; she asked only for a sign, a touch—even in delirium, she loved. And when her parents sent for Rurik, Rurik’s family ignored the messages, not knowing and not caring why they came, pleased only that Lono was kept apart so they could work their ways on Rurik. And work they did—do you fault her now for slipping? That her love for Lono proved no match for lies? Or can you see that memory is tissue when it is subject to a storm of falsehood? Every doubt that Rurik had was magnified into a chasm. And finally, in hysteria, she gave in to them—it was the only way that she could stop them from lying to her about the one she loved—and with certain hormonal injections, the Choice was irrevocably made. She came to her time of second blush and final blush, and she was Dakkarik. Not unhandsome in her own way, but Dakkarik, a male.

Let the chorus sing the victory of the Father-glacier, and a single voice will whisper sadly of a victory that tastes of ash. Rurik’s family might have won a son, but they lost their daughter’s love.

It was months before the two could meet again. The myth, as it is told, portrays the scene against the dawning rays of spring: Lono, risen eager from her bed, looking for her Rurik; Rurik, frightened by herself. They met by chance along the shore—imagine it as a moment of flashing, rapidly shifting emotions. Just as the seasons sweep across the seas, so must the feelings of the two have risen buoyant, stopped and started, only to stop again, expressions turned like birds before the tossing wind, horrorstruck as awareness of what has happened to them works its painful realization into their hearts; their surprise at seeing each other again after the long winter, now transmuted into grief with the knowledge that they’ll never make their special magic anymore within each other’s arms. They must have clutched each other, first with happiness and then with terror, parting, stepping back—seeing Dakka’s hands on both. Each was ripe with final blush—Lono’s shoulders, wide and strong, were echoed by Rurik’s equally grown and growing still. The pudgy fat of childhood was disappearing into the rippling musculature of youth, its last traces were still visible, but fading from the bodies of these two young men, so sorrowstruck. The enchanted time of blush was only memory, and the fullness of their love a brighter moment within. Lost now, all lost.

Rurik sinking to her knees in tears, cries, “Lono, I’m so sorry, forgive me, please. We can no longer love each other, it is my fault. It is not manly for us to care, or for me to cry—forgive me, please.”

And Lono, equally tearful, sinking down beside her, takes her in her arms and says, “If you had only told me, Rurik, I would have become Rethrik for you. I would have been anything you wished just to be with you.”

And then, silence, tear-filled and close, while the two just held each other, just being close again. A memory of what it was before. Lono’s hands caress the hair, the cheeks, the eyelids of her lover. Her finger traces the line of Rurik’s neck, her palm shields the back of it, a touch that Rurik always liked for the strength of its support. And Rurik, finally allowing herself to be soft within her lover’s arms, allows the touch.

“I still love you, Lono,” she admits at last. “I mustn’t, but I do.”

“I love you too. I never stopped.” And softly, adds, “My love for you is far too strong. We will continue. We must. Despite all boundaries of flesh or family, we will go on. To do otherwise would be to deny the truth of what we feel.”

And Rurik—blinking tears away, while more keep coming in a mix of sad and happy—asks, “Can we do that, Lono? Can we really? They won’t let us—”

Lono, holding her again: “We have to—because there’s nothing else. We won’t let them stop us.”

Can radiance be rekindled? Are there other ways of saying love, as pleasurable in their own right? Can Lono and Rurik still express a thousand small delights in each other’s presence? Let moralists and scholars argue all they wish. The myth says that they did.

And this too speaks of Satlik ways. No chosen one ever forgets the touch of Reethe or Dakka even if she herself might choose that same path for her own. Let this moment of the myth remind us all that the touch we knew in childhood can be echoed in our adult lives. To do otherwise denies the truth of what we felt before, denies the duality of our human souls. Let them love now; it is all they have left . . .

Even when the weather was dreary with the threatening clouds of storm, Jobe’s restlessness drove her out in search of something she could not name, but never stopped searching for. She would walk down to the beach and stare out over the water, wistfully following nonexistent catamarans in her mind as they drifted across the horizon. She wished one would come and whisk her away to a magic green and gold lagoon far from everything that pressed upon her. Without quite knowing how, she longed for escape—if not of one kind, then another.

Books were good—they were limited escapes, albeit temporary ones, and new books were available on the network all the time. Her desire to know was insatiable and she fed it ravenously. She read everything she could find on Choice and love and sex and friendship and how to be a human being. That was what she wanted most. If she could have explained it, she would have said she wanted to be a real person, one around whom a circle turned; but she was afraid instead that she was still a shadow, one of the ones who only orbited restlessly; or worse, moved without an orbit from circle to circle, seeking one to join. She read the books. She understood the words, their meanings, how they strung together to make the larger content of ideas; she understood what they were telling her—but still, somehow, it seemed that she was missing something. Being real was not something that one learned, Jobe knew it in her heart; but, still, refusing to believe what she already knew, she went on searching for the lessons that would teach her. If she couldn’t learn it, then she’d imitate it—all the gestures, mannerisms, clever jokes and styles; she copied them, trying to be what she could only pretend to be. You had to be real to become real, she knew that, but she never stopped her trying because she didn’t know yet any other way.

She prayed. She built an altar: a mirror flanked by water-candles; and she wrote her own petitions to the Tau: “Mother Reethe, let me join your holy flows, let me sing your words in sunlight, let me live where the west-wind goes.” But she had no one to share her prayers with and she feared they sank like stones in oily silence. Not even ripples answered.

Often, she thought about love. A new philosophy was developing in the theater and literature, and giving birth to brooding new directions of thought and style. It was called Romanticism, it was an Erdik thing, a method of emotionally weighting a piece so that the viewer did not have to make her own decision as to which of the protagonists in the confrontation depicted was closer to the Tau. That decision had already been made by the playwright or the author, and the story was presented so the audience would root for her conclusions. Jobe felt vague misgivings about the trend, felt it was wrong somehow, but she didn’t have the words yet to describe what kind of wrongness. A sour teaching was the way she thought of it—this kind of storytelling showed not only what to think about, but what to think about it. But—it was Erdik, and Erdik things were stylish now. All the Satlik authors were intrigued by Erdik concepts and were beginning to experiment with stories about singular “heroes”—and almost always Dakkarik, another Erdik style. “Hero” and “villain”—what strange new words they were—implying too that something evil could recognize itself and still remain an evil; that one could willingly be vicious—

Well, maybe . . . Jobe considered it. After all, if such were the case, it would easily explain the Erdik. The Satlik are the “heroes” and the Erdik are the “villains.” Instead of two in opposition, seeking compromise or even mutual goals, we now have two in opposition, each seeking victory on the other. And each one is a hero to herself, looking at the other as the villain. No wonder the Erdik had so many bloody wars—always looking at themselves like that.

And with that concept came the notion of romantic love as a necessary reward for a hero’s endeavors—as if one male and one female were destined to meet and live and mate in harmonic perfection. The stories were nearly always constructed so that such a fate seemed inevitable. The world didn’t work that way, or so Jobe thought, but still it was an intriguing perception of destiny. Perhaps the orderliness of it was what was so appealing; but—

—as the romantic tradition crept slowly into Satlik life, so did its subtext that sexuality was somehow wrong—that one’s body was a private temple to be saved only for one’s lover. Therefore, sharing it with someone else or even tempting another person through the display of one’s beauty was also wrong.

Jobe had, at first exposure, thought these theories silly, alien and self-contradictory. If one could not display herself, how could she attract another person? If she could not sleep with many partners, how could she become proficient? If she could not know the ways of love, how could she hope to know her lover?

And yet as Jobe became more familiar with the new ideas, she began to explore them, tentatively probing—as if testing a soreness in her body. She flirted with them, titillated by their wrongness, wondering if indeed they were so wrong; a lot of others didn’t think so. There were counterarguments to what she felt, she knew, and if she would just consider, for example—too much of anything, especially sex, the vehicle of love, only cheapened its value. To save one’s love made it something rare and precious, didn’t it?—a gift for someone of special worth. Jobe tested that thought cautiously—as if trying on a festive gown, not sure yet of its fit or comfort. Did this new perception add to her map of an already troubled territory? Did it make the terrain she traveled more precise or muddier?

For instance, had she really loved dear Potto? Of course—but that had been a childish experiment. She had loved Potto as her sister; but that was not the love the words described, or was it? Well, then, how about Nyad—her first bedmate here at Option? Well, yes—but again, that might not have been the kind of love the romantic tradition spoke of either. That had been mostly a set of fumbling first attempts—tender ones because both of the participants had been scared as much of their own feelings as each other’s. But, nonetheless, that love was something less than a love of “high and noble feeling.” She and Nyad had both been in early blush—and at that age, sexuality is almost always confused with love. The fact that it had not lasted, that they had drifted apart, proved that. If it had been true, she would still be with Nyad now. Nyad was Rethrik now; Jobe would have been Dakka to her Reethe instead of still undecided—and scared that her indecision was pushing her toward Reethe when it was Dakka that she craved, but feared to seize the moment—

Oh, there was something else—the Erdik disapproved of certain . . . ways of making love. In fact, even blush itself disturbed them. Children don’t have feelings, nor do they feel sexual—they must not express those kinds of things. Two Dakkarik or two Rethrik did not express affection for each other, not on Erd; it was forbidden—and the ambisexuality of blush reminded them too much of that taboo; they flushed with embarrassment in its presence. But that was the way it was on Erd; therefore that was the way they believed it had to be. They were a strange and wild people, so primitive—Jobe felt it with discomfort, to have so many prohibitions against the manners of affection and so few against rejection and distaste—as if the only emotions that should be freely given were the ones of pain and sorrow. A sad and violent people, what do they do for joy? she wondered.

Then, on the other hand, still arguing within her head, she thought, I might be wrong. The Erdik span the stars in mighty vessels. Is that my fear? Am I hiding from the future like an unhealthy reactionary?

She didn’t like that idea either, but the alternative was to believe that she might be incapable of being part of the important new styles that the Erdik brought, were still continually bringing. Jobe did not mind the new styles of clothing, in fact she rather like them—they were imitative and derivative, but they were neither more beautiful nor more ridiculous than any other styles she had known. But the new styles of ideas were something else again. They did not seem to fit as easily, and they could not always be cut and stitched to match the wearer, coming as they did from a culture where the shapes of people’s souls were so different.

No one likes to think the flows of knowledge are passing her by; but still—Jobe felt a little know of skepticism unthawed within herself. When a person has to ask what ways are now in style, then there is something wrong—not with the person, but the style. Grandmere Thoma used to say that style was good taste; let the form follow the function. Style grows from role, it cannot be grafted on. Or so Grandmere had said, and Jobe did still believe. Perhaps that was why she now felt so uncomfortable with this forced imprinting of the Erdik ways onto her culture. She could not easily accept the changes.

But she tried. She wished she could be part of them. Because she was lonely—and everyone else seemed not to be, and perhaps even a wrong happiness might be preferable to righteous loneliness.

She thought.

Coming back to love now—she always kept coming back to love—it had been defined once, so well she had thought it would never need to be defined again. Love is what I’m feeling when I feel I’m in love. My lover’s happiness is the source of mine. But this new kind of love the Erdik spoke of, it had so little to do with love the way the Satlik knew it; Erdik love seemed not sharing, but possession, in both senses of the word.

They used it as a reaffirmation of identity, so they could not be casual about it, could not think of it as something to be shared so much as consumed. They could not lose themselves within its larger experience as a function of the Tau, but rather took it inside themselves as if they were the large experience instead—as if the Tau were something separate from them. It was said—by those who’d tasted it—their kind of love was a more savage, violent thrill. Their love was simultaneously dark and sacred—a profanity within itself.

And Satlik love was—what?

Jobe’s problem was that she knew so little of love in any form that she did not know which was right—if either.

Historically, it is believed that Lono and Rurik lived together for more than a year (Holy Calendar) in their home village. The more naturalistic tellings of the tale tend to concentrate on this section of the story because of the opportunities afforded for tangential morality plays: the conflicts between the lovers’ families, the conflict between the young lovers and the unfeeling villagers, the final judgments before the Synod, and of course, the relationship of Rurik and her father.

Sometimes the myth is told with both the lovers Rethrik, but the Dakkarik version is believed to be the more accurate, as the events are more consistent with the attitudes of the Unchosen in those early days. We sometimes forget that same-Choice affection was rarely expressed in those times, and, in fact, was something that an unchosen felt she dare not even admit within herself for fear of being shown as a deviate or worse, wrong-chosen. Now that we know more of the wider spectrum of human Choice, we can only pity those who felt they had to live in fear. Today, we see an opposite extreme: many young Satlik who identify with Erdik brashness, aggressiveness and strength, see the emulation of Lono and Rurik as a way to express their disaffection with the older traditions of the home and family. They show their own “Erdiki” by flaunting their affections for all to see. In point of fact, the Erdik disapprove of these kinds of behavior, but this incongruence seems not to trouble the younglings at all; it is still Erdiki to “pair off” rather than join circles. It is, perhaps all a matter of interpretation, and like other fashions in thought, this one too may prove a temporary one. All that is proved is that every myth moves into each new age with a message specific to that age. Even though Lono and Rurik lived three hundred years ago, their age still speaks to ours.

Then, too, there was disapproval of the way they loved. There were those who could not see the content of their feelings, only the expression, and they felt it necessary to be appalled as loudly as they could. Perhaps the truth of what they felt for one another is not shown by how beautiful it was before or after Choice was made, but by how much it had to endure to be expressed.


Rurik’s family, of course, tried to separate the two. Lono’s family, appealing for understanding, provided them with a dome on the far end of their island, a place where they could be together, yet apart from all the others of their village. The villagers themselves were split unevenly by events—and not always along the lines of Choice. Yes, it was mostly chosen who supported them, and mostly it was Unchosen who did not understand the bond they had between them and would not betray; but there were also many chosen who felt the two were wrong, and there were many Unchosen who thought the two were victims of their situation and were trying to solve their problems the best way that they could. Perhaps the issue wasn’t Choice at all so much as it was the challenge to parental prerogatives. Many of the hasty and impulsive villagers sided with Rurik’s father; harsh words and harsher actions followed. The lovers were ridiculed and ostracized. “Which one is the male?” “Who tops who in bed?” And, cruelest of all, “Show us your children!”

The announcement of Lono and Rurik’s intention to sacrament their love before the Synod became the focus of the hostility; almost immediately there were threats of legal action, if not against them specifically, then against same-Choice relationships in general. “Such relationships make a mockery of marriage—and of love as well. There ought to be a law—to protect our children from such things! They’re a threat to our society.” Perhaps they were—they saw through its hypocrisy. There were other threats against them, more specific ones, and they began to live in fear.

Eventually, the Synod was forced to make a ruling on the acceptability of their marriage contract. Kaunilla the Prophet, known to many as a voice of reason, often appears as a character in this part of the telling, although there is no historical basis for believing that she actually took part, any more than there is reason to believe in her fabled debate with the demon. Whether or not Kaunilla actually participated and spoke on behalf of the two, the speeches ascribed to her are as powerful and persuasive as any she ever gave in real life that we have actual evidence of. Whether or not Kaunilla truly was speaker in the case, there was someone there with her sharpness of mind to speak for Lono and Rurik.

After much deliberation, the Synod ruled that Lono and Rurik could not be held at fault for they were not the cause of the situation, they were the victims. It was Rurik’s father who caused the original harm; had Rurik’s right of Choice not been tampered with, Rurik and Lono would have been able to determine their own futures and accomplish a fruitful marriage. Therefore, sidestepping the specific issue of their present shape, the Synod ruled that the actions of the lovers were based on past intentions that had been originally noble in their purpose. The Synod then affirmed the right of every child to her own Choice—and condemned the actions of Rurik’s father, who had sentenced the lovers to a life of barrenness—never to know the happiness of their own children—because of her unthinking actions. It is said that this was the hardest moment of them all, with both Lono and Rurik deep in tears at the embarrassment of Rurik’s father. The Synod declared that although Rurik’s parents had been well-meaning—that much they would allow—the youngster’s rights had been compromised, and in reparation they must be allowed to make their way the best they could. This was a special case, of course—the Synod wasn’t ready to extend that right to other same-Choice lovers. But even so, the decision was not popular; the village would accept the ruling—they had to, under law—but not without a great deal of reluctance born of prejudice.

There was a confrontation between Rurik and her father—there had to be. And whether it occurred or not, the myth demands its enaction for its truth. Rurik must declare her selfness to her parent. “Even if the Synod had ruled against us, I could not and would not stop from loving Lono. Love is not so easily controlled—or have you forgotten your own youth? We cannot be parted any more than we can give up our arms or legs or hearts. Nor will I renounce the inherent Rethriki of my soul. I must stay with the one Dakkarik who means the most to me, no matter what the thoughts or words that come from others who don’t know.”

It is said that Rurik’s father did not speak at all when Rurik told her this—and so the scene is always played. She neither accepts nor rejects her child’s declaration, and finally, in desperation, seeking some response, Rurik asks—nay, demands, “Why will you not let me love?” Her plea has echoed ever since, not just as a single cry of anguish, but as the cry of all children everywhere against all parents who would guide with splints instead of supports.

In the most famous tellings of all, Rurik’s declaration is so strong that her father finally breaks down and cries and begs forgiveness—which Rurik is appalled to find she cannot give. “I love you,” she says, “I always will. But I will never forgive you.” But in other, earlier versions, the father refused to recognize the error of her ways. She is generally played as strong-minded, dominant, intolerant; in such a version, the scene is always strained and uncomfortable, and particularly hard to watch. She does not break and cry, but neither does she dominate. In either version, though, the essence of the moment is the transference of personal strength from the father to the child. The assumption of maturity becomes an almost visible passing from one to the other. The father becomes the child when the child becomes the adult.

As the seasons turned to autumn, life in their home village slowly became tolerable for Lono and Rurik—despite the ruling of the Synod; the case had become too controversial and emotions still were running all too high. Winter was the worst—Lono and Rurik were refused food from the commonstore. When they presented themselves and demanded their fair share, they were denied. “You do not share your seed with us, we cannot share our fruit with you.” They would have starved had not Lono’s mother smuggled them as much of her own share as she could; but Lono’s mother died on the equinox and winter still had many weeks to endure. Finally, Rurik’s father presented herself before them one darkday with a large basket of supplies. Although they had to accept the food—Rurik would not let Lono go hungry on her account—Rurik was still unable to forgive her father. Her parent felt broken and betrayed.

The last days of winter are sometimes called “The Time of Sea-Siege,” a direct reference to the cold, near-starvation of Lono and Rurik. With little food and no fuel except their own wastes, they kept warm only by huddling together. Often they were sick, too weak even to cast their nets for fish. Those long and freezing nights were the hardest test their love would ever have to endure—they could have ended their exile in a moment by each accepting marriages with local Rethrik blushlings—but they would not betray each other; this was the forge on which their final maturity was tempered; for in those storm-tossed weeks they realized the context in which they lived and what they must do in order to master it. With the coming of the spring, Lono and Rurik withdrew from the community. They composed an homage to Reethe the Mother of the Sea and began work on an endeavor apart from any decided by the village—the construction of a trimaran larger and sturdier than any of those used in local waters; this was not tiny vessel for local gadabouts, this craft was destined for farther shores. They loaded it with dried fish wrapped in bamboo, curds and pickled vegetables, smoked meats, and jars of jellied fruit and rinds that they had prepared and secretly withheld from the new year’s commonstore. Then, burning their old dome as a symbolic refutation of their ties to this hostile island, they sailed off into the west.

Often, Rurik is portrayed as visiting her now ailing father one more time before she leaves forever. “I still do not forgive you,” she says, “but I would have you know again that I have always loved you as a faithful child, and I always will. I know you can’t accept that I must be what I must be—but if you could only understand that this is the way that pleases me the most, then you might wish me well. All I ask, my father, is that you would wish me joy.”

“I have always wished you joy, my son. I thought I was giving you joy when I . . . helped your Choice. I was wrong—because the shape of your love now is more offensive to me than if you had gone Rethrik. The knowledge that I made you into this is a stench within my nostrils. I have tortured myself with hate and pity far worse than any you could heap upon me.” And then, whispered very softly, “I would have loved you, Rurik, had I not feared you more. I thought, I thought—if you were me, I would not have to fear.”

And Rurik, whispering too, “You loved yourself too much, my father. That was your only fault. That’s why you wanted me to be as you. And . . . you were not unworthy of that love; you should be proud of who you are.”

“Everything I know is ruined. I wish you better, son. May you never know such pain as mine.”

And Rurik—standing there, loving—could not help but feel sorry for her parent so small and shadowed now. But even so . . . she still could not forgive. And in that, she knew her father’s pain as if it were her own. She kissed her once, an homage to the past, and then turned and left her child-home forever to sail off with her beloved.

There is no historical record of their ever being heard of again, and the best guess of anyone at the time is that their craft, which could not have been well built considering their lack of skill, broke up in the strong equatorial currents. However, for many years thereafter, stories continued to come back to the island of the marvelous exploits of the two wild Dakkarik who rode a silver trimaran, one that skimmed across the wrinkled waves swifter than the gulls before the wind. Although these stories are generally regarded as wishful fantasies, more and more they have become incorporated into the myth—probably because most of them are just too good to leave out. Many of the more imaginative adventures have used the legend of Lono and Rurik as a starting point, as motivation to get them out onto the open sea where they can ride the sea-worms, debate the Voices of the Winds, brave the demons who still walk the bottom of the sea—ghosts from the time Before—and finally climb up to the golden-pink cloud castles of the sky. Most of these latter fables are rooted more firmly in wonder than in fact, but all of them bring Lono and Rurik to the same wistful conclusion:

They are pursued by a savage demon-storm, a child of Dakka, a soul-sucking harbinger of chaos, a wrenching elemental force, scouring and grinding across the world with wind and hail and sand; the hurricane chases the two lovers across the wild seas until, finally, a giant sea-otter, perhaps the Great Otter herself, climbs aboard their raft one silver evening and directs them toward the north and west, then disappears beneath the waves again to the safety of her otter home. Doing as the otter bid, they sail to the north and west, where they meet the goddess Reethe, who wraps herself up in the robes of the swirling storm-tossed sea and rises up to save them; it is told that she was obligated to Lono and Rurik for any number of previous favors, which always vary from telling to telling. She welcomes Lono and Rurik to her breast and leads them to safety through the warm and gentle portal known as death.

At first they are afraid—to seek escape by dying? They cannot comprehend this choice; but Reethe speaks to them softly and reassuringly. While the Dakkarik storm howls angrily around them, she shields them within her arms and tells them of the holiness of caring. “Of course, all life is ephemeral,” she says. “That is why there’s love—to give it meaning. If life could last forever, there would be no need for such a strange emotion, because then all things would be possible and eventually everything would happen; but because there must be death, then only the very finest things must be allowed to be—and that is love; and when it passes into the night, that makes it holier still, because each love is thus unique, never to be duplicated in this world again.” And then she tells them this: “You can accept the definity of life, or you can fear its end; but accepting what you are will make you cherish every moment that you have, and accept its ending as a tribute to it, as one breaks a glass after a toast so that it will never be used for any lesser purpose afterward. This is the gift I offer you, Lono and Rurik, that you shall end together, so that neither shall be left alone to mourn her loneliness—few other lovers ever are so fortunate.”

And now the lovers pause to think—the alternative is to flee before the storm again, and each will die alone, afraid. They touch each other’s hands, their cheeks, their eyelids and their lips, and whisper, “I would die within your arms, and in a peaceful way. You have given me much joy in life; let it end in a fitting manner.” And Reethe enfolds them then and takes them with here down into the bottom of the sea. And it is told that they did die within each other’s arms, and that it was as gentle and beautiful as if they were just dropping into sleep’s sweet embrace.

If this myth of Lono and Rurik seems unhappy in its resolution, that is only an illusion. It is a joyous tale in that it allows Lono and Rurik to die as they had lived—within each other’s arms. Perhaps this is a wistful thought, but could you ask for better for your own lover than to end with her? Let this story serve as recognition that all love stories are inherently sad, because a love story is not complete until the ending of that love has been detailed. All loves do end sometime, some when one partner or the other grows tired, others through the vagaries of circumstance, and many when once partner or the other dies. The love of the survivor is always a good measure of the strength of the relationship and it is this that gives the happy quality to the overall sadness of Satlik passion; it is happy in its recognition of the timelessness of love itself, in the fact that such joy is free for everyone to share, if only they can open up their hearts. And in that, such stories are happy ones, happiness transcending any sadness, because we share the joy that two of us have learned how to touch the greatest source of power in our world. Love, for each of us, is a reaffirmation of our ability to flow with the holy currents of humanity. It is the noblest of human passions, and it is only through its expression that one can be complete. If we are individuals, we are still reflections of a larger truth, and when we can reflect that truth within ourselves as radiance and light, then we become the best that we can be.

Such is the final lesson of the love of Rurik and Lono. And every time we tell it again, it lives on. They may have passed into the night, but as long as people share their story, their love lives on forever.

“Option was an experiment in social relationships. It was well-intended, but like all social experiments it would teach more through its failures than it ever could possibly teach by its successes.

“If that sounds bitter, then perhaps it is. I would have much rather been one of its successes than failures.

“The problem with social experiments is that you can’t flush the residue down the drain after you’ve found the hypothesis unworkable. The residue is human lives.

“Who cleans up after the experimenters are through in the lab?”

In the evenings, Jobe would wander down to the arcade, where a screen had been mounted under a thatched roof with roll-down walls of silk-net to keep out flying insects. While others might come here for amusement, or for education or for news, Jobe came because there was nothing else she wished to do. It wasn’t that she wished to be here; it was just that there was nowhere else she wished to be and here at least was a place to be while she wasn’t being anywhere. Everyone else was paired off; Jobe still slept alone. So she watched the flickers on the screen, which was a kind of sleeping alone too.

Nyad had told her she was beautiful; in her refusal to believe it, Jobe made herself unbeautiful. Here, beautiful meant sexy—and that was dangerous. Sex was something you did for release anyway, not for satisfaction. A messy business at best. The screen was cleaner. The blue-gray flicker in the dry and windy night became her life at Option, a projection of what she wished she could have had, but wouldn’t dare to take—instead of dancing, she sat and disliked music. Instead of singing, she listened and disliked singers. Instead of loving, she watched the images of people loving, and decided she was offended. The screen dazzled pictures into her skull and created alternate realities; pleasanter ones because they were flat with simple images, clichés and stereotypes—they were easier to understand and manage.

These images and sounds were only shorthand symbols, intended to suggest a more rounded, three-dimensional world behind them—but the symbols were projected across the wall three meters high and in colors so intense and garish, they were too rich to be real. They worked too well, they were too powerful and they became more real than the things that they were symbols of. They became Jobe’s reality. Flat and garish. Artificial.

The screen was saying something, “—but the real thing can’t be expressed in images; it can only be expressed—and never in symbols, only in truth.” Jobe nodded at the words. Yes, how true, how true. The screen enlarged the horizons of perception; it was a magic window. But when she moved with hand outstretched as if to step into it, she discovered that a screen is just a wall and not a window. Not a window at all. Her hands would bump against its oily surface without touching, but the message to her eyes was louder, more intense. And besides, the message to her eyes was the one she wanted to believe. The moving-mural shadows were a nicer set of truth—much better than the one that lurked behind her in the hills, calling her in gross, unlovely ways: “Hey, Jobe! There’s a bed up here with your name on it. Come on up! The loving’s fine. Get your legs up in the air, girl! You’ll love it!”

But, no—Jobe had to reject that reality. It was too dangerous. It was too real. You could get hurt. You would have to deal with other people. Worse, you might have to . . . care about them. You could get hurt. If they didn’t care about you.

Yes, the projected mosaics of glimmering colors, images of almost-truths, stretched across a wall of whitewashed rice paper on a bamboo framework, those mosaics were much safer, much more comforting. Not involving, not at all. Safely distant. If they started to disturb her, or even rippled through her consciousness, through the wall of her steady dazing, she could walk away from it—she couldn’t do that with the other, not while impaled to a bed with someone plunging into her.

That involved her lying flat on her back while some immature and inexperienced sister-friend who thought she was going to be Dakkarik—or wanted at least one chance to taste the way of Dakka and prove to herself that she didn’t really want that Choice—pumped in and out of her, rocking with a frantic beat, back and forth, sprawling hard across her, sometimes slamming painfully (sometimes it was hard to breathe), sometimes squirting something warm, sometimes far too soon and sometimes not at all, pumping at her till she chafed, sometimes even burned. If only she could do it right, she thought, or get enough, or—sometimes there was something. The beginning of a tickle—yes, she knew what orgasm was; she’d had them, infrequently. The failing wasn’t all her own; she enjoyed sex, she even liked it—it was people she could not deal with.

Most of the Dakka ones were growing alien. That was part of her dismay. She’d thought that adulthood would be the end of childhood problems—and it was; the little problems shrunk in magnitude—and were replaced by larger ones, the problems of encroaching maturity, the shapes of Reethe and Dakka; and Jobe couldn’t comprehend the Dakka-ness of Dakkarik! She couldn’t be a part of it, even though that was to be her Choice. And because she couldn’t understand the ways of Dakka-Choice, she became uncomfortable—and using her discomfort as a mortar, she built a wall of sullenness between herself and the thing she longed for. She couldn’t stand to have a Dakka touch her, as if that person were enjoying something she could not. And she couldn’t see or share the other’s joy. As if that person had achieved a magic she would never know. What was it in them that made them able to be Dakkarik? Why should they experience the magic and not herself? She was Jobe—she was the heroine of the story of her own life; she was the center of her circle—she was the one around which her universe revolved; why should the magic be deprived from her and given to those clumsy others who could not understand the gift that they possessed? She could understand it—if only she could understand it!

Sex was—well, Reethe would worship and console Dakka for her imperfections. Reethe would share herself with Dakka, taking Dakka into her. Reethe would hold Dakka inside of her and share her holiness with her flawed lover—she would touch her lover’s heart and feed upon her growing strength, giving Dakka the knowledge of the magic of perfection for the one bright flashing moment of ecstatic wonder when all ego and identity become lost in larger whirlpools of the flows of Holy Tau. The magic happened when you were a part of the vast flows of space and time, when you were a part of all life’s greater moments. That’s what it was supposed to be. Reethe gave Dakka knowledge of perfection, and in experiencing Dakka’s ecstasy at having all the pieces fit, achieved it for herself.

But Jobe couldn’t achieve her own perfection—and she’d tried, she really had. Was she doing it wrong? She couldn’t be—she had the motions right, and the feelings too; at least she thought she did. Or did she? It was said that Reethe cannot achieve perfection until she gives it to her Dakka—

She did it. She liked it even. A little bit. She couldn’t help but like it, even though she didn’t like it, not inside. That is, her body liked it, but she didn’t, not in the place she really lived. But she did it because she didn’t know how not to. She wouldn’t say no because she hoped for her miracle, yet didn’t know why she should be saying yes. But she had not yet . . . not yet . . . not yet something. She knew that it was incomplete somehow, something lacking—in herself or in the act. Prefer ring to believe that it was something lacking in the act, she kept trying to achieve it—but she could not identify what it was that was missing, only that it wasn’t there. If she could just . . . grab the feeling that each act of sex seemed somehow to be reaching for, then she’d know exactly what it was that she’d been missing because then she would not be missing it anymore, would she?

Jobe tried. And then she stopped trying. Not all at once, but bit by bit. As each new answer failed, it became a signpost of a way that wouldn’t work, until finally there was nothing left but dead-end markers and no paths that she could see were left to try. Inside, she would not admit that she would not give another that which she still wanted for herself. Even though she knew too well just what it was that she would not admit. Me first—then someone else? Her self was screaming in her skull; she would not give it away until she knew what it was that she was giving. Perfection enlarges when it’s shared? Who says? She could not give it away while she was jealous of the one she gave it to. Why should Dakka receive perfection first? Why not Jobe, who was more desperate? And even when they told her—as they had, repeatedly—that it was the act of giving that made perfection happen, she still would not believe.

It needed a lover, a lover. If Jobe ever thought of lovers—and despite the pain of such a thought, she dreamed occasion ally of it, a relationship so deep and pure that it transcended life and time and became immortal of itself—the possibility of such was never quite immediate however; it was something held apart, as if expected not today, or even in a coming month, but in a not too formless future just beyond the definitive tomorrow, taking shape but still a blur—that’s where her lover was. Her lover—oh, yes, Jobe’s lover was a fine and golden one, living comfortably right here, in that tiny space behind her eyes, the safest place of all, protected from reality. She was there whenever needed, catering to every whim, servant of desire. And of course Jobe loved her so that she would give her life for her, do anything; they never argued, never. Lovers never argued, they were much too much alike, always agreed on everything. Love, Jobe explained to herself, doesn’t need sex. It is spiritually transcendent. The sex is something else—oh, it’s there, of course. Lovers hide inside each other for their sex so they don’t have to turn to others, which is something harder. Far simpler to work it out with someone who understands the messy needs. Love—real love—now that was something that should exist beyond the obviousness of sex, separate, a thing in and of itself apart from bodies grappling in the dark. Love, you see, is a submergence of oneself into a larger experience—that part of her ideas she took from the Philosophies—and as the experience enlarges, so does the selves that it contains, taking them higher than they’ve ever been before. The viewpoints gained are from a new perspective, and the newer vision turned back on love, expands it all the more, as if grateful for the dazzling upward trip. Love grows on love. It doesn’t need the slimy sexual side, except as refuge for the body. Love should be pure. Transcendent. She liked that word, she craved that kind of love. Sex—? Well, she wanted to be worldly without the ugly business of actually having to live in the world herself.

Once in a while, it would come to her: I’m going to die alone and old and unloved. And once in a while, she would scream, panic-stricken inside of her own life, I must do something! I can’t go on like this!

But those were nighttime thoughts—the nighttime thoughts evaporate in the blue and yellow light of day. If she thought about it at all during the day, she’d dismiss those fears as foolish meanderings (I’m still young; I have time), obsessive ones and unimportant. So, whatever it was she lacked, she didn’t realized the lack of it, because she wouldn’t trust her own nighttime thoughts for being truer than the daytime ones. Oh, why didn’t someone come and save her from herself already, bringing her the kind of life she knew she really deserved?

The screen was still talking: “Dissatisfaction, frustration, desperation—these are conditions that would pervade the greater mass of all human life, were it not that each human life determines the limits of its territory, the size of the battles it will fight, the challenges that it considers worthy of intention. Each human life defines its terms of confrontation, and by that definition, defines the person acting in them. The person either grows to meet those challenges—or fails to grow and is defeated by them.

“Confront yourself—and the outcome of that conflict, the shape of the resolution will eventually set the tone for the rest of your life. You will decide if you are satisfied or not with whom you will discover yourself to be, and that satisfaction or dissatisfaction will become the roots of your whole being.”

Jobe had heard it all before. Some philosopher or other. Or some Watichi. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t what you believed that was important—it was merely that you believed; it was the very act of believing that accomplished. But right now Jobe did not, could not, would not, believe in anything, not in herself, not in her life. Not in sex, not in love.

“If you can challenge your own self, then you will find yourself plunging into new and ever larger challenges—challenges that you will seek on purpose to continue challenging yourself so that you can continue growing. Or—if you avoid the challenge, you will avoid all of the possible growth-making situations, and the lack of growth is death, a living one, but death nonetheless. You will die, even if it takes a hundred holy years.”

Maybe that was it, Jobe thought. Maybe I am dying. Have I been offered challenge? Isn’t Choice a challenge to a life? The acceptance of my body, and ultimately myself?

Jobe backed away quite cautiously from that appraisal. It cut too close to home. No one here at Option knew how to teach her how to deal with a thought like that, and Jobe had her own way of dealing with challenge anyway—retreat to higher ground, regroup and study the situation carefully. Usually, by that time, it had passed, or at least become another situation. Confrontation could be avoided safely; Jobe had learned that much at least. The screen’s voice was misinformed—or this part just did not apply to her, it was not matter now.

“Just because we understand some of the laws of nature, doesn’t mean we are exempt from the. We use our words to set ourselves apart from what we are—we manipulate our symbols and think we control the concepts they represent. Talking about feeling is self-defeating when it is more important to feel. Talking about civilization is not the same as being civilized. Just because we can define it, doesn’t mean we are. Just because you know these thoughts does not mean that we are masters of them, or even masters of ourselves.”

Yes, Jobe nodded, yes; understanding what the screen was saying. What a pity all those others who were watching would never know that it was really aimed at them; they would miss the truth of it. They weren’t gifted, weren’t special—they were lesser humans; the ones who weren’t me. Dying, the same as everybody else, victims of the heat-death of the universe.

Dying? Nonsense! I live my life for me.

In front of a screen?

Why not? It doesn’t hurt me—

But then, why aren’t you happy, Jobe? Why aren’t you loving?

Well—

Well?

I’m not beautiful. I mean, I’m not bad-looking, but only beautiful people find love.

What about all those people who aren’t beautiful, yet seem to have a partner to sleep with whenever they wish? Every night. Sometimes even love.

The uglies? Well, I’m not as bad as them—

But isn’t it odd how they always seem so happy compared to you?

Shrug. It doesn’t matter. They do it with each other. The uglies have to do it with someone. They do it with other uglies. Yes, that makes sense. Of a sort.

If that’s what you want. All right.

Anyway, the screen doesn’t demand beauty for its involvement. It doesn’t even demand involvement, merely acceptance.

It asks for time.

I give it willingly.

It’s a vampire, Jobe. It feeds upon your time. It’s killing you.

The screen was flickering. Enticing. Safe retreat, the screen. And betrayal. Flicker. Flicker.

“—one moment please.” Flicker. Beep. “—no way to predict how severe the effects will be. Strong shelter is advised immediately for the islands bordering the shield. Evacuation is recommended for the islands of—”

“What the—?”

“Shhh!”

“What’s going on?”

“Erdik ship. Went through a plasma—”

“Not the plasma,” someone corrected. “The focusing shield.”

“Same thing.”

“No, it isn’t—”

“—at this time, the situation is still uncertain. Until we know how seriously the field has been torn, we cannot predict—”

“Oh, Great Reethe, no!”

“Shut up!”

Someone was choking, or sobbing. Two Dakkarik were holding hands and sitting very close to each other. Jobe felt as if she were embedded in ice. Sweat was dripping down her cold sides.

“—have slightly more than thirteen hours before the Lagin eclipse. By that time, of course, we will have a better idea of what damage has been done and what the secondary effects will be; but the thirteen-hour margin also allows a chance to—”

Flicker, flicker. Babble, babble. The Lagin! Kossarlin was in the Lagin!

“—some of the effects can be minimized; Authority maintains its plasma-control stations for precisely this kind of emergency, although there has not been a torn shield since the Nonal Comet passed, a hundred and thirty-one years ago. We do know that as much as forty percent of the screen has been destroyed, perhaps more, in which case the Maintenance Authority will be unable to prevent the—”

Jobe sat alone. Unable to watch. Unable to leave. What had happened to her innocent shadow-murals? This was pain! Her retreat had been ripped away from her, and she was nailed to her bench in fear. Her stomach had dropped away, a sickening gulp in her belly, and her ears were roaring with her heartbeat. This was real! She knew too much about the plasmas; everybody did, it was taught at elementary levels. They were fragile. They had to be maintained. They had to be protected. If they were destroyed, it could mean the end of the Satlik biosphere. The end of life. The screen flickered, and flickered again.

“Look! Already there are weather effects,” someone cried in horror.

“Nonsense. This is direct feed from Tarralon.” A representation of the planet, a shadow-cone projected on it.

“—transverse across the Lagin Shield. The red line there. As you can see, the ship passed between the focusing satellites and the plasma proper. It’s theorized that the localized singularity of the Erdik drive generators created a specificity of fringing within the field, overloading the field and destroying it.

Why the satellite shut down and did not immediately begin constructing a new focusing field is still being investigated. The second Lagin satellite is still trying to maintain its functions, but an elliptical shield requires two generators. The plasma has now stretched into an egg-shaped with most of the material moving southward into the disrupted area; the southern part of the field has begun to bulge dangerously. It is possible that if the field continues to weaken and extend, then the plasma could expand beyond its threshold density and dissipate beyond repair—if the field does not collapse upon itself first. There is at least the singular blessing that the Erdik captain did not realize the damage she was doing. The word from the Erdik embassy is that she believed erroneously that her engines had been shut down, when in fact they were only idling, and creating the singularity disturbance. We will have more on that later. Had she realized what was happening and tried to move out of the way, she might have done worse damage, disrupting the fields of both satellites—”

Lagin Shield. Lagin Shield. Named after the first Satlik to mother a child on the new world.

All of the plasmas were approximately equal in size. Each one served as an ecliptor to split the midday of the area it was synchronous to, as well as a nightside reflector for its darkday. Without a shield, neither would occur.

The Lagin was Jobe’s home.

“—worst effects are expected in the southern half, where the plasma is continuing to bulge—are working on the fields now—?

How high would the temperatures climb? Kossarlin was in the Southern Reach of Lagin.

The screen went blank, then there was an image of the Erdik ambassador and her aides going into an emergency session of the High Synod. A voice was making noises about aid—whatever either of the two Erdik shuttles now at Porta might implement.

A map, and then a voice. “—first predictions are in now. The worst affected areas will be here, here and—”

“Oh, Reethe! No!”

“For Dakka’s sake, be quiet!”

“That’s my home!” Jobe’s heart was knotted, it pounded in her chest like a bomb.

“—will evacuate as many as we can—”

“I’ve got to get home!”

“That’s the worst thing you could do.”

“Shut her up.”

“She’s distraught, can’t you see?”

“—this just in now, the field is collapsing! Emergency measures are being taken—”

“Those bleeding, stinging, sucking Erdik!”

“Hey—watch it!”

“Hold her back, hey!”

“Hold her down.”

“Get the Healer.”

“Take it easy, Jobe—everything’s going to be all right!”

“Let go! I have to get home! My family!”

“We all have families—”

“No—!”

“All right, Jobe. All right. It’s going to be—”

“No, it isn’t! You don’t understand. We have babies. The babies can’t stand the heat! The temperatures are going to kill them!”

“—Erdik have reassured the High Synod that they will do whatever possible—”

“Oww! Watch her nails!”

“Let go of me, you stinging spawn!”

Don’t hit her! She doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

“Where’s the Healer?”

“—no way of generating new plasma on this scale—”

There were arms all over her. And hands. She bit and slapped and clawed, but there were too many.

“Easy, Jobe. Easy.”

“No, no, no, no. Noooo—”

“Listen to me, Jobe!”

“—at least a month before dissolution is complete—”

“Listen to me, you stupid fish!” Slap.

Jobe bit at something blurred. And again. Frenzied.

“—emergency shadow squares. However, light pressure effects would make this solution difficult at best. The problem is not initial mobilization so much as maintenance—”

“Damn Dakka!”

“Jobe, listen to us. You’re safest here. Your family will be taken care of, there’s time!”

“—already under discussion, reparations for damages and—”

Something buzzed on her arm, then everything went fuzzy . . .

“Oh, no—please, nooo—”

. . . and went out.

The screen had promised safety from reality, and now, maliciously, had thrust her headlong into it instead.

Poor Jobe.

“Option was under the Nona Shield; next west was Bundt, beyond that, Lagin. As the day came up, we could see that there was one less moondrop in the western sky. Lagin should have glowed just above the far horizon, its silvery lens shifting through its phases as the day turned past; on darkdays, because of the angle of reflection of its light, it was reduced, a glimmering hint just on the edge of visibility. Now there was nothing there but a pale amorphous aura, dimming in the sunlight even as we watched.

“The Lagin plasma was seventy percent gone now—and still breaking up. Instead of two sundays of nine and a half hours each, split by a seven-and-three-quarter-hour eclipse, the area beneath the lost Lagin umbrella would now be seared by a twenty-six-hour blast of atomic radiation every time the planet turned. Temperatures in the area would soon be reaching six degrees Celsius, or more. The islands of the Lagin Circle would be unlivable in days. Kossarlin was in the Lagin—I would not accept that it was dying now; I would not believe that anything could hurt it—Kossarlin was home, and home would be forever.

“But all day long, Authority was on the air, the litany repeated: ‘No hope for saving anything, the islands there are lost, who know how long, perhaps forever.’ How many homes? How many lives? How many family circles shattered? I felt a cold burning fear—where was my family now? I could not imagine Kuvig abandoning Kossarlin for anything. And yet—Authority spoke of exodus and complete evacuation. Lagin was turning into desert now.

“The words went on forever. They described in vivid detail how the disaster was developing and spreading. Like a glowing molten meteor dropped in a crater lake, it spread its steaming ripples outward, boiling and burning everything it touched. All of us at Option listened horrified as Authority detailed evacuation efforts in the stricken circle and the preparations being made to receive the refugees who were already streaming eastward. Already there were squalls and fogs to make the sailing treacherous; an overloaded barge had been capsized north of Cameron, three hundred souls were lost in stingfish waters. Who knew how many more craft had disappeared unreported? Hurricanes and water-spouts were predicted for a score of triads; the Lagin Circle writhed in its attempts to reestablish its stability in its new, much hotter range. There would be vaster storms to come, maybe even tidal shocks. The Lagin was not dying peacefully.

“And the Lagin Circle was only the focus of the disaster—the effects would spread far wider still, thousands of kilometers beyond the Lagin borders. There was no circle west of Lagin, just high desert, but the circle eastward, Bundt, depended on the Lagin Shield for a calm west border, and on its darkday moonstar for almost half their light. They would feel it worst—they were a border circle now; they would feel the wrath of angry winds scouring them with desert sands and burning water. The sudden wrench to their ecology as heat poured in from the maddened west would destroy much of their crops. There would be famines soon in Bundt.

“Authority feared that not only Bundt but Nona, too, would be badly damaged. Heat and storms are born in borderlands, but they’re raised in circles. The highland deserts west of Lagin were the Fathers of All Storms, and the edges of the shield umbrella were the cauldrons of the huuru, where the warm air meets the cold and neither can or will retreat. The now unshielded Lagin Circle would probably breed great new scours, hurling them at Bundt, seasons of them, battering across the seas, raising walls of water like mountains, rushing across the atolls and the islands, a hundred and a half kilometers an hour—all the fury of the legendary storms of ice and fire. We would have seasons of uncertainty for many years to come.

“Authority was going to dust the sky to absorb some of the heat and light, hoping at least to slow the heating of the circle and reduce actinic searing—at least until the Lagin was evacuated. They were urging those who lived in Bundt and Nona—that included Option, of course—to prepare strong shelters insulated for the cold of the reduced darkdays, strengthened against the heat and winds and storms to come—just how strong they’d be, we did not know. They might be mild at first, but as the ripples of the heat-scour spread, the effects would gather cumulatively—until the Lagin Circle reached its new permanent temperature cycle; then the storms would start to level off—but slowly.

“And when—if ever—might the shield be restored? It had taken more than thirty years to build; it might take as long to do again. And when could they begin? The new Bogin umbrella had just begun to fill—it would be many years before they could do something about the Lagin. No, that circle was a memory now; it was lost forever. The sound of those words scraped at my bones; I didn’t want to hear them. The frontier was set back fifty years—but this was my home they spoke of! I watched and raged and watched some more—they filled me with drugs to make me calm, and still I raged until they would not let me listen to the words or see the pictures on the screens.

“As in the child-chants we used to sing while skipping rope, there was ‘Chaos above, chaos below’—only this time, no one knew ‘which way Reethe would blow.’ This chaos was beyond the power of the gods. This was one more way the Erdik had devalued them. The ‘Tears of Reethe’ had begun almost immediately—the warm salty storms that came out of the west; they reach us even as far east as Option, splattering hotly on the mossy hills, not in gentle drizzles as we knew them, but in fitful sobs and torrents that went on for hours till the hillsides ran with mud.

“As the skies turned darker still, the community of Option fragmented into spastic attempts at action; none of us knew exactly what the local effects might be, and the situation was further confused by the fears and emotions of a hundred and fifty-seven skittish adolescents, all at the most unstable period of our young lives. Perhaps in the days to follow a consent of purpose might occur, but there were only thirty elders on the island, some only a few years post-blush themselves, and they were as bound by their own concerns as they were by their responsibilities to us. With all those crosscurrents of fear, a maelstrom of paralysis and doubt was inevitable.

“And it seemed that I was at its center; my family, Kossarlin, we were the targets of the Erdik vengeance. And yet—I saw our island in my mind as somehow still intact within the center of a cauldron, despite the storms that raged around it. I had no experience with which to imagine otherwise. And we’d survived the great scours of 286, had we not?

“But contact with home was impossible. Authority had preempted all the channels. As the disaster spread, they told only of its broadcast outlines; it was too big to dwell on details. My ignorance of where my family was only increased my determination to be with them. I could not see Kuvig or Suko willingly giving up the island—they’d stay and fight to save it, despite the heat, the storms, the winds, the searing baleful sun. I belonged beside them—

“Were circumstances otherwise, I would never have been able to leave Option with such ease. Had I been more popular, had I had a friend close enough to care, or had the elders or the other younglings not been equally concerned about their won home-circles, I would never have escaped. But no matter; had I been more in tune with all the others, I would not have been so panicked anyway, I could have hidden in the soft cotton of their reassurances while fear gnawed at my heart. But without that reassurance, the fear gnawed its way to the surface and I ran. Option didn’t matter to me anymore—I didn’t know whether I was Rethrik or Dakkarik, I didn’t care. Both ways had seemed only to bring me pain surpassing their advantages.

“I had to leave, I didn’t care, I had no ties to Option. Let the island die, or let it live, it wasn’t part of me. Kossarlin was, and I went, away from this awful place and back toward the warm safe afternoons of childhood. The shield had gone down on Three; by Fiveday I was gone. I took a boat across to Peakskill, the tower at the focus of the crescent; from there I caught the local out past Fallen Wall to Wardy, then to Koah, and at last to Tarralon.

“I arrived at Tarralon on Nine, the second damaged darkday. Nona was the eastern moonstar, a pale gibbous glowing. The Bundt was crescent, poised at zenith, soon to be a shining ringstar; it blinked with navigation lights—but in the west, where Lagin should have glowed symmetrical to Nona, there was just a feeble nimbus, all that remained of its proud light. We looked upward and we shivered, more from fear than cold.

“The docks at Tarralon were bleak and gray, mists crept along the streets—there wasn’t heat enough to burn them off. All the night lamps had been lit and would remain so until sunday; all the houses glowed as if this were a festive night. And the people on the avenues laughed shrilly, as if this were a Carnival of Fear, the wild final night of it, the Night of Huuru Thrills. They milled about in clusters and in varieties of dress, not quite succeeding at covering their tension—was this twilight mist a day or night? What manners were appropriate? Strangers stopped and spoke to strangers, seeking reassurance, or, if nothing else, a mutual exchange of horrors, each hoping that the other’s was not as bad as hers, each hoping that her own personal disaster was truly at the focus of the larger one so she could claim priority of aid. Everywhere were nervous crowds, each person seeking affirmation in the reality of others, as if the insistence of enough of us would return the shattered world to normal.

“I was buffeted by the tide of their emotions, and frightened that someone from Option would be coming after me—if they did, I never saw them; I doubt they bothered. Tarralon had no Clemency Mountains to shelter it like Option, and it was closer to the exposed border. Should a howling wrath-filled storm come raging from the west, Tarralon would take the brunt of it. This was a city singing hopeful while teetering on the edge of panic—and enjoying the sweet delicious thrill of it—and in that, at least, this was a populace united. They had a better idea now of what horrors to expect, not just the heat, but famines afterward, and storms and deaths—the Lagin area had been on its way to becoming the richest of agricultural circles. With that gone, and Bundt’s crops endangered, the people here feared that the reality to come would be worse than any expectations Authority might make. They were already building massive depots for storing and distributing a rationed commonstore.

“I spent that first day on the docks, going frantically from ship to ship, seeking passage south and west. Everywhere people were rushing, refugees arriving, others fleeing farther east. I carried my few things in a woven grip and I was bumped and buffeted by dockhands and uncaring sailors as I moved along the narrow walks. As darkday brooded on, turning even colder and bleaker, my fear turned to frustration and a gnawing, pressing sense of doom. I was unsettled by the missing moonstar, I kept looking for the Lagin—and finding only that vague patch of glow instead. Yes, it was really happening—just like the tele said. Frequently, others too would stop and look up toward the sky, it was a common fear—it felt like night, this dark day, and throughout the milling crowds kept watch and prayed, as if somehow the shield might appear again. ‘Please, Reethe—make it like it didn’t happen.’

“Ringstar Bundt became a crescent, now opened on the other side; darkday would soon be fading. Nona’s light was dimming too. The shields turned with Satlin and their angles of reflection were both bright and narrow; when night returned, they would go back to being moondrops. I retreated to a quiet alley where I sat and rested on my case, uncaring as it crackled its complaints about my weight. I put my head into my hands and cried in painful heaving sobs. I’d found no passage south or west—that was the eye of the disaster. Not even Rescue Authority would send ships into those waters. There was work enough for them on Tarralon with the scorched survivors who were managing to get out. The air seemed to echo with the ocean’s scream of pain, you couldn’t walk the streets without smelling the fear ripe in the air—it took its toll on each of us by draining us of strength. My bowel felt like water, my bones seemed made of ice, my blood trickled through my veins as if burned thin by fire, my heart popped with every sour beat. I was tired, I was scared. I wanted badly to go home—whether it was there or not. Home was my retreat.

“I took dinner at a meager ale-house, where a night watch had begun. Sailors there had turned to singers, fueled by the foaming spirits; they roared their boisterous songs with hollow fury, hoping to belie their nervous manner. Both songs and spirits rose with heady, loud defiance as the evening passed, all swirling in a drunken haze as if noise and alcohol alone could stop disaster. I tripped and tumbled gently into the arms of an older Rethrik—she was nearly forty, slightly paunchy, and had a quite unhealthy pallor. She was childless, unmarried and uncircled, she worked with books. She took me home to her place. I suppose that she felt sorry for me, a mere child, alone and so far from home at such a frightening time; she took advantage of my innocence and used my body for her pleasure. I let her, because I was so scared and this was—this seemed so much like comfort. I don’t think I was a very good Dakka to her Reethe, however; already that option was shrinking within me. I left early the next day. I was thankful it was bright and dawning, it made me feel a little better.

“The Lagin was completely gone; there remained a blinking navigation beacon to show where it had been. This was Tenday, and I spent it on the docks again—this time I knew what to expect and approached my work less frenzied and with a greater sense of study. With the return of sunlight, the people on the docks seemed more relaxed as well. We were surviving, we were reborn, we would continue—there was this sense of rebirth every dawn; in those days at Tarralon every feeling was intense. There was an extra chill in the air, an after tone of night; there was an acid bitterness to the wind, but the eye of the sun was open, the colors were intense as ever, brighter even than before perhaps, because we could appreciate them more. The brooding, damaged darkday was forgotten for the moment—except of course for the alcohol and incense hazes of those who’d used their fears as excuses for indulging heavily in the pleasures of the body. Soon the day would start to bake, however. We moved beneath the sky that seemed unnaturally bright, even though it was unchanged.

“There were more ships in the harbor now, many bearing Lagin flags; their rails were lined with refugees—there was no place to land them, all the docks were full, and even if they hadn’t been, there weren’t’ places enough on the island to hold them all; they waited on their ships. Some of the ships were already raising stream and sail to head on farther east. Tarralon was much too crowded.

“Many craft were waiting on the east side of the crescent; their captains craving shelter, they hid behind the island; they feared the open seas. Most shipping in the Bundt was paralyzed while captains waited at their ports for some assurance of the weather and the oceans. There were others—not so prudent—who were outfitting their vessels anyway, and heading east; they were the ones who felt the dangers of the sea would be preferable to the dangers that waited on the border of the heat-storm. But those were private vessels, and even if I’d wanted to be aboard one, there was no way I could have purchased passage. There were too many others begging space, the costs were all too high—and again, none of them were going south or west. All activity within the harbor headed eastward, always east, never south or west.

“This day was fruitless too; as Bundt eclipse approached I went looking for my Rethrik friend again—not out of desire, but inertia. I had no one else to look for. And at least she had been kind in her advances. Instead, I met three sailors, Dakkarik and in their twenties, rough-mannered in a teasing way, but gentle-kind to me. They took me to a nearby humble where they used me each in turn. Humbles were still common then, especially in Tarralon; they were architectural relics of the Seasons of Enchantment. Whenever a new dome was raised, a tiny open room or two were always added on the sides or back, shelter intended for those who wandered homeless, the poor or travelers, or passersby in storms, and, of course, occasional Enchanted. They are not built much anymore, for a variety of reasons, mostly Erdik.

“Anyway, the sailors used me. I had thought they might be going south; they weren’t and I didn’t care, at least I’d tried. I did not protest their eager couplings; they were gentle in their way and not purposefully unkind or hurtful. They were merely looking for a bit of pleasure—it might be their last; I suppose we all were thinking that in those falsely festive days of Tarralon. I suppose that I fulfilled some fantasy of theirs, that is, my body did—I don’t think they noticed that I wasn’t there. If they did, they didn’t mind. They didn’t hurt me, but neither did they care—and in a way, that was hurt enough, so while my body moved with theirs, I left it for a while.

“In the morning, I woke sobbing and one of them held me against her for a while, while I cried in blubbering frustration; the other two had gone. When she left, she gave me several tokens, told me to find an inn and not sleep in humbles anymore, they might be dangerous.

“Eleven was another sunday, nooning bright and falsely reassuring when eclipse passed off. The docks were busy, frantic and confused. Again all traffic was sailing west. All the inns were filled with those whose ships had docked in trepidation or were preparing for their imminent departures. Everything was churning. I couldn’t fight the riptides of emotion any longer; where was Rotto and the boat? I could not cry for help. I gave up, I let myself be carried on the waves of restless masses—and in doing so, I floated, and began to drift above them; separated from the undertow of fear, I was detached. I was entranced and dazed, as if by summer sun. All afloat, I moved in fantasy, I wrapped it round me like a lofty shroud and spent the afternoon wandering among the crowds of the bazaar, pretending that I was a fancy Dakkarik shopping. I looked down my nose at all the mundane offerings, all the pickled things and spiced ones, all the dried ones and the smoked ones; I disdained the painted weavings, the fancy papers and the carvings to adorn a room with; I ignored the totem offerings—I was seeking things of self-adornment, yellow silks and crimson wrappings, rings for ears and nose and fingers, charms and beads to wear around the neck and hair, gaudy hues for cheeks and eyelids, rouges for my lips and nipples. I was a merchant princeling, I walked proud and unafraid through the scuttling chaos, I was erect with noble bearing, a majestic manling strutting tall and handsome. I was magnified with my nobility. I touched and sampled all the sights of the scattered booths and stalls, as should a proper person of my rank. I sniffed and peered and tasted, I opened all my senses. There was the dry breath of the wind across the open circle of the market; it carried distant tinklings of a set of glassy chimes, and perhaps the wail of a wind-horn and a chorus of soft prayers. It carried scents of ocean summer, of seaweed, sand and dead fish rotting. It carried sounds of trouble voices—all so distant now, so far away. I moved between it all—and gauging every gesture as I made it; was I elegant enough? And were these people worthy of my elegance? Did they sense what majesty I lent their dreary lives? Was I an eddy in their presence? The crowds parted for me as I passed among them. Once I heard the whispered word, ‘Enchanted’—but it had been said by one whose eyes prevented her from seeing things as I did; these were the ones who sorely needed help, they were like tiny scuttle fish beneath my toes in shallow pools. Cease to struggle, rise above it, float and let it carry you to greater worlds beyond, I could have told them had I known the words. I moved in golden auras—I could see them sparkling from my fingers. I left a trail of glitterdrops where I moved, they fell like pearls from my clothing, splashing brightly on the pavement, and all around me people turned to stare in wonder as I passed. I grew brighter as the twilight fell. I suppose I should have found a place to spend the night, but there was no palace worthy of my presence on this island, save the glowing sky itself. I was aloft, I looked down on Tarralon from my silvery height and let magic scatter where my footsteps chanced to touch. And I fell in with a pack of friendly bodies who moved at that great height with me—younglings, they recognized me as I circled, and circling with me, gently, they gathered around as acolytes and worshipers, basking in the aura, protecting it from mundane things, touching it and reaffirming its existence, sharing its golden light. They knew who I was. I saw them clearly now—they were the Songless Minstrels, the Children of Enchanted, Gypsy Souls, call them what you will, they were wanderers of night, they were urchins of the street—they were the only ones who could recognize a magic when they saw one; but being Children of Enchanted, that was to be expected. Every island has its share of homeless bodies; like moths they flutter all around the circles of civilization, but never seem to touch the flame—as if they know instinctively the danger that it holds for them, they stay distant and unburned. Like wild creatures peering from the forest, their eyes glimmering in dark and shadowed places, they stare at us in wonder, uncomprehending how we live. They drift through starlit nights like swirls of leaves and fireflies; they travel on a hot dry wind. They joined me now—attracted by the magic. It was a mutuality of darker purpose. These were incandescent ones, who lived for too-brief moments, like the embers of a firework—they craved a larger life; and taking it, they made it theirs, dancing, singing, reveling and whirling in the dark deserted avenues along the docks, creating their own kind of time, creating their own twilight days; their lights shine only for themselves, and only twilight eyes can see them. To the uninitiated, they seemed merely youthful party-goers, capering beneath the lanterns of the shore, but then they turn and vanish to their hidden places in the winding streets, leaving only echoes of their laughter—and wonderment within the souls of those who’d stopped to stare.

“And I fell in with them—it wasn’t hard to do. Like a single entity, they hungered around me, gathered me up and swept me down the staircase toward the slums of lower Tarralon. These weren’t individuals, they were blurs of night, but faces are no matter in a pack, they’re always changing anyway; it is the pack that lives, not its members, these are merely organs of a larger body, incapable of separate existence of their own. Possessions lose their value, identities are things unknown—somewhere I lost my case that night, and probably my soul too—and if I’d ever had an identity, that too was whisked away. This pack was self-contained, it had no need of anything I owned or was, except my soul; it fed on souls. It caught me up like one more scrap discarded by the city and held me in its whirlwind and made me part of it; it took my soul for that night, and while it fed the hunger of my fears, my soul gave it life. Whatever part of me said, ‘Here I am, I’m me, had ceased to be—and gladly so. I dance willingly into that larger death, not knowing if it were another truth or just a sweet illusion, not caring either; thankful merely for a purpose that fit the size of my ability and the shape of great urgent need.

“All of us were caught in that, we moved with single purpose; we’d transformed into pieces of a greater soul, self-designed; a coruscating, meshing, complex and multiplex, sparkling ballyhoo of night-child revelries; each one of us just one more piece of it, an ever-turning whirligig of motion and emotion, light and terror, in chords that crashed and echoed into shallow silences and startled looks. Whatever private whirlwinds might have turned each one of us, whatever storms of need and fear and anger lurked behind each pair of haunted eyes, peering out in stricken recognition of our mutuality—or the gaping illusion of it at least—we saw it in each other, our inner persons took us over; the pack fed on those energies and turned us all upon each other and the streets of Tarralon like stingfish in a sea of lights. We were enchanted in a fierce and violent way, culminations of all the needs unspoken that had been building in each soul for the years just past and peaking in the present—but also something far more wild, a harbinger of vast despairs to follow hard upon us in the days and years to come. Something was being born that night, which would send its waves and ripples spreading outward over all of Satlin, touching every heart and mind and soul with its agonies before it died. And Satlin would never be the same.

“I was a young identity, I was . . . the pack. Flush with the pack. Some of my parts were just beginning, others swelled rosy glow of borrowed youth and stolen blush, I was . . . the out, pointing stiff with crimson pride; there were sometimes furtive touches of their breasts and nipples—none of them were bright with innocence, which was my strength, only a core of hardened fear where joy might once have lived. They all were old, too young, my bodies, and yet none of them had passed her second blush, and that speaks of my origins in child-fear—I was something moving as a wave of energy—sexless, too; with inner certainty, I knew that any single act of sexuality would destroy the magic and direction of the larger soul which was me. Sexuality was a thing between just two—and the hunger of myself would not let those bodies fragment me, I held them to my bosom till they clung to me in fear of being turned away. Whatever sex I let exist within myself must happen only casually, undirected—or directed, toward myself; six without a soul of its own, except to feed me, let it be a greater kind of masturbation, a worship not of Reethe or Dakka, but of me. Let each body rub another as itself, and rarely to the point of satisfaction; the energies that I controlled were seeking something far more powerful than satisfaction—we craved release. We sought it through the darker means of alcohol and incense, poured into a dozen childish throats in ever-larger doses as the night wore on, and even Erdik drugs and pills were tumbled into dizzy life; there were nostrums meant for curing, I would use them for a taste of god. I played fantasies of fire and ice, I turned myself on cold-burning soars, letting bodies fall like embers, I shaped new roles for each of them, rose of dominance and shame. I played identities upon my souls and felt the curious fiery thrill of emotions untested and undreamed before.

“And I climbed toward mist and moondrops, seeking glories ever larger to incorporate within myself, glories to embody me, to give me space to grow in, so I might live forever in this golden glowing haze—just a little farther and I might grasp it all, I would ride the wind to heaven, I would rule the gods—if I could just endure—I had to keep on growing—before my bodies fragmented, I want to live a while longer—I hung on and on and on and took the magic and the life from me, my hunger needed feeding—it stretched through shallow darkday, faded into dark and silence, poised and waiting for a dawn—I soared like death, the huuru, on wings of could ebony, while all was still and soundless. I turned upon the west wind, like a gull, hovering and wheeling, waiting—studying the moment, while the shadowed world below turned light with rosy promise. I burned and sputtered in the reddening sky, fading quickly as the light began to spread—it was time to go. There is a ceiling close above, the limits of my flight, a ceiling to sensation, fragile, I break through in screaming fragments, any one of them can swell and seem to be an illness, growing like a fire blossom, enveloping as this one here—

“Release, sweet release—

“I shook my head to clear it—I was somewhere close and stuffy. I wonder if I’ve lost my soul, it felt like it—part of me, at least, was embedded in that larger thing.. There was a resonance—a recognition—something disjointed here—let me get it straight—while I’d lived—I mean, I lived—within that whirlwind, I was the larger me, I knew who I was meant to be; I touched a truth! It was knowledge inaccessible in day light, it was fragile even in the night—and yet, I’d known it like a beacon! Fulfillment, it was worth it! For one bright and fragile moment, a crystalline and singing instant, we’d each believed we could insert ourselves so far into the magic that it would protect us from the morning doomed to follow. A godling, yes—oh, yes, a godling; a moving pattern of allures—the forbidden knowledge of oneself that can turn one mad with truth—it echoed in my skull; there’d been this pack, they had identity and I had none, I had Enchantment—which I shared with them—we ignited into something larger, that was the godling—and something else as well, I gave them something else—I couldn’t quite remember—but—what had happened, it had used us, driven us like hurricanes—? Godlings often do that—I think—but it was the other thing we’d carried, gestating and growing deep inside, until we gave it birth—that something else (what was it?) that was the thing that used us. Something was born last night; a selfish thing, and hungry. We’d tried to ride a soaring dream, each hoping that its ultimate release would be echoed in our own—that thing had cheated us; it gave us neither, not release nor satisfaction—only left our hunger unfulfilled while it fed its own—it couldn’t even give us hope without it souring to frustration. This thing, it came from—someone’s needs, but it fed on all of us—and when it finished feeding on our souls, when it could feed no more, it let us go; released us to the night as we’d released it to the world.

“A godling is a goodness—this thing wasn’t; it had only used the godling for its darker need. A godling is a moment, self-alive, larger than its parts—it happens spontaneously, sparking alive whenever any mass of people all begin to think and move as one, that’s a godling—the pack had been one forming. Sometimes a godling happens viciously; more often it’s for love or fun; but always as a reflection of its parts, and much more than the sum of all of them. One taste of it is half enough to send one searching for the other members of the mass, as if trying to reassemble all the organs in a body in the hope the spirit it had housed would somehow return and rekindle it to life—as if the next time that it lived, we would succeed and it would take us with it. Godlings are always short-lived beings—but last night’s thing had craved for immortality—there’d been a rottenness within it—something small and evil, which began within the pack, grew up within the godling—like a grub inside a rind fruit, growing till it was the only thing alive inside the swollen skin, fat and oily—looking like a godling, but it was a maggot-thing instead—a huuru thing—we had birthed it! A huuru is like something large that passed through the night and breath-space from your bed, uncaring as it moves with purpose of its own—it can kill you or ignore you, it doesn’t care—when it gets hungry, it feeds on human souls—that was the thing we’d birthed and turned loose upon the world; it had been born within—myself, I think; a seed within my madness, magnified within the pack. It took the pack, the godling, all my madness, it took me—that huuru thing, it fed on us to grow, and left us all as hollow shells and empty faces. I’d thought the pack had fed on me, but I—the thing that I’d released—had fed on them instead—some year to come, I’d know the fruits of this seed I’d planted—something dreadful growing, a piece of huuru here on Satlin, a whirlwind of the dead. It waited somewhere on the other side of life for the moment when it could return and feed some more—and next time it would be mature and wanting more than just a scattering of children—next time it would take everything—next time the huuru hungered, it would do so in a wild mob of mad and searing anger.

“That was the vision that I saw as the fragments fluttered down, each fiery ember was a piece of something broken, dying—a firework fast fading in a cold light. The darkday was a silver one—just two moonstars lit it lopsidedly, then phased and faded as the light that they reflected turned into the east; darkdays always went from west to east, faint shadows turned in opposition, east to west—and we wound down as the night returned—I’ve been here before—we ceased our reveries in startlement and wonder, we were a trickling of tributaries, remnants of a headlong torrent, we moved in chilly, bleary, apathetic daze and crawled into a shrouded shelter, a long abandoned humble near the docks. With bodies oiled by sweat in grimy beads, but still perfumed, still painted with the colors of our vacant joys and fading roles, we twined into each other’s limbs, hoping still to stretch the night forever, even though we knew it was already gone, and slowly, fitfully, began to fall asleep. Someone fondled me for a while, I might have fondled back, but nothing more occurred. In the corner two young Dakka-blushlings fucked quietly, compulsively—and with that, I knew the pack itself was dying—another victim of the bloody birth. They fucked not so much for pleasure, I suspect, as for the release from consciousness that exhaustion soon would bring. I fell asleep.

“In the morning, I awoke, half-alone. Some of the group was gone. Some still slumbered. The pack-identity had died sometime during the night—the group-self was gone, we were just a mass of dirty adolescents, embarrassed individuals who knew too much about each other now. I was wide awake and cured of my Enchantment, feeling gritty in the glaring day. Dawning sunday already—? I realized how bad we all must look and smell to one another. We’d shared too much, no wonder godlings were short-lived—they burned out their component souls. I looked for my case and couldn’t find it, could not remember where I’d left it, left the shelter mumbling, trying to shake the echoes of the drugs and scents we’d taken.

“Outside, the world felt different, so did I—although everything still seemed the same, rushing and confused—I could not remember where I’d been or what I’d done. My head was filled with darkly whirling thoughts, selfish ones—and pain and terror too—the price of last night’s revelry. I wanted to cry, but my eyes refused to flow with tears. I wanted to pray to Reethe, or Dakka even—anyone—I wished for stronger gods to pray to—but I feared the strongest was the huuru thing that I’d imagined in our godling; the thought of it was fading even now—or was that one of its tricks? I wanted to hide in Mother Reethe, but I feared that she would turn her back on me this baleful morning, so appalled at what I’d done. I’d become the single thing I feared the most—a thing whose sex and selfishness stood between her and the Tau—all those bodies that I’d slept with—I’d let my momentary need take precedence above the gods—I felt used and guilty and ashamed—I felt burned out in the acrid light, with no one, not even gods, to turn to. I had not value as a soul now; because of things I’d been and done, any spirit that I’d had was all used up and gone. I doubted I would ever feel anything again. I had no strength with which to heal.

“But I found a shadowed alley, and a step to sit upon. I put my head between my knees, and my arms around myself, and I sat there for a long, long time. Finally, I tried to pray. ‘Please don’t hate me, Mother Reethe, I know how wrong I’ve been. I’ve been stupid and selfish and I’ve used my body for pleasure and self-gratification—but please don’t turn your back on me. I need you more now than I’ve ever needed anything. Please—if there is anything left of my soul that has any value, let me escape from this awful place while I still have will to do so. I ask for nothing more than that, just the knowledge that you care enough to let me go home.’ I wanted to say, ‘Please give me some support so I may be a part of you again,’ but I feared that would be asking for too much—perhaps there wasn’t enough of me worthy of her support; perhaps I was so fouled now she could not accept me in herself. No, all I wanted was escape. Redemption was beyond me.

“It’s said the Holy Mother hears all prayers; no one’s soul is ever too far eaten to be ignored by her. If you have the will to pray, then there is something there worth touching, and she will, in her own way, reach out. Even praying, it is said is enough to make you part of her great flows. I hoped that they were right—what good were gods if they weren’t there when you needed them? ‘Mother Reethe, I need your help.’

“Nothing seemed to happen—except I grew a little calmer; that was something anyway. After a while, I moved on. What kind of answer I’d been hoping for, I didn’t know—but I heard no answer in that alley. All that came to me was the realization that if the Holy Mother wouldn’t help me, I would have to help myself. Somehow.

“Somehow I made it to the docks—they were as frantic as ever. I no longer had a sense of mission, though; I was resigned to my frustration, and I moved in apathy. If escape was possible for me, it would happen; and if it wasn’t, then it wouldn’t. I went to the docks because it was the only place I knew to go.

“And there I found a clipper, her masts tall against the western sky, her sails furled and waiting. She was anchored just offshore while her shuttles landed for supplies. Her long white hull bulked high above the waves, almost as high as she was wide, and I admired her from a distance without hope. She was one more vessel destined for the east, of course—but when I inquired of her sailors, they told me she was steaming for the south; they were hurrying, a long and treacherous passage lay ahead of them, their destination was the Polar Circle. The clipper was the Swale Friend, her passengers were mostly scientists, but there were some aboard who were both rich and scared, the owners of the vessel and their friends. The scientists wanted to study the effects on certain radiations at the south magnetic core. The others, the wealthy, frightened ones, believed that the inertia of the icecap and its massive weather envelope would protect them from disruptions of heat and wind alike. Polar days are never eclipsed anyway; whatever happened to the global bio-circle, surely the icecaps would remain secure; the temperature might rise a degree or two, or it might plunge a bit, but neither rise nor plunge would be as severe as might be experienced elsewhere. Thus they would escape the heat-storm, so they thought.

“Somehow I talked my way aboard that ship—I’d learned that I had something I could bargain with—my body. Oh, Mother Reethe; is this the price? Although it is unfashionable to admit is since the Erdik came, children in the glow of blush are considered quite desirable as bedmates—and that was me. There is no shame in sharing joy with younglings in the prime of blush, it is an honor to help one shape her Choice; but the Erdik taught us shame, pretending that children don’t feel, and therefore it is wrong to share your feelings with them. So we did it without admitting that we did it.

“I didn’t feel shame, though, not then, not later on—after the night before, I couldn’t feel shame about anything; I didn’t have anything left to feel with anyway, so I don’t apologize for what I did. It was escape—whether it was sent by Reethe or impish Dakka, it doesn’t matter, it was escape and I took it.

“I had never thought I was attractive, but apparently I was to someone; I was blushing, and there were those who wanted to put their arms around a youngling and hold her and share the mysteries of Choice again. And that was me—I let another sailor use me. I met a young one, not too pretty, and not too considerate either; but she listened to my story and when I begged her please to take me aboard the ship, I’d do anything if she would, she did. They had to stop at Cameron, and from there I could get home. I’d do anything—

“And so, she took me. She used me for two nights, then grew tired of my poor enthusiasm and passed me to another sailor, who was older, Dakkarik, and more tender; and who, for a while, I thought I loved—not in the sense of loving as in lovers, but at least in the sense that we were honest about the ways that we would use each other’s bodies. And we both were very thoughtful of each other’s needs, as if recognizing that we had not choice; the alternative was to rage within that narrow cabin. But I was on the ship at least.

“There were other sailors who had brought their lovers, both Dakkarik and Rethrik, but the others had their own community and regarded me as an outsider and an interloper, a common harlot who slept her way from port to port, who did not really love the sea. If I was not a harlot yet, then surely that was what I was destined to become. They ridiculed me and gave me pain; I would have hid in the cabin to stay away from them, but we shared it with two others who slept in it when we did not, and so I had to spend my days up on the deck and at the mercy of those scorn-filled, hostile others. How I ached to show them they were wrong—but every word I spoke only served to prove them right. In their eyes I was stupid and naive, idealistic, inexperienced, selfish, and worst of all, I’d come from a better family than theirs—that most of all, they would not forgive. I hid up in the bow and tried to keep apart. I felt despaired and dirty, I felt fouled because they treated me as something loathsome—as if confirming a bitter judgment of my own. Well, I was a thing of ugliness and shame, wasn’t I? I cried a lot at night. I tried to tell myself that they were jealous of my more noble breeding and my education and the fact that I would leave this ship while their lives were bound to it forever, but it was a lonely reassurance at the best, and it was too easy to accept their perceptions as the right ones—they’d elected me untouchable, a deviate, a freak, and there was nothing I could do or say that would not prove it more so in their eyes. My sailor, named Dew-Ayne, tried to understand and comfort me—‘You’re something special, sweet one,” she’d say. ‘Don’t listen to their words.’ And then she’d touch my breasts, and I would cry again. She was puzzled by my tears—I cried too easily, it seemed to her; I needed to grow a callus on my soul, as she had done. The others never bothered her, she wasn’t worth the teasing, it rolled off her like water off an oilskin; but that protection could not extend to me. Her ways of comforting always led back to the dance of love and lust—its motions are the same no matter what emotions are expressed. I could not blame her; her skills were not of people, but of sails and knots and seas and winds. She was a slow-thinking soul who could not tell the difference between love and lust and sex, to her they were the same. Her life had been a battered one, so she took what joys she could and didn’t question, and continued trying to continue. I was an altar on which she longed to worship, little more than that. If the altar would not work, if it cried and seemed distraught, then she would stroke and comfort it until it calmed, became relaxed. Stroking was a prelude anyway—once that altar was no longer crying, then it could be used as Reethe intended, and she did. Except that it was being used that way that so distressed me.

“I reached Cameron on Eighteen, another damaged darkday—even Lagin’s beacons now were gone. There was the low west twinkling of the Bogin satellite, however—someday there’d be a moondrop there, an umbrella for a sea that even now was filling. I still had a way to travel, slightly north now, mostly west. From Cameron to Lone, to Ellastone and Fire Wall, Hard Landing and then home. I hoped.

“I stole a boat. The docks were deserted, the natives had fled eastward out of fear. There were catamarans and dinghies tied up everywhere, but few to move among them. I picked one out, then went and bought a store of food—Dew-Ayne had given me some cash and I took it without shame—then I went and took the boat. I told myself that it had been abandoned, that I needed it far more, and what I did was necessary. ‘I’m sorry, Mother Reethe, but I am soulless now, I cannot feel guilt for this when I have done far worse.’ Besides, worse things were being done all in the name of virtue. The craft had a single sail, and a small field-effect motor for when the winds were wrong. I caught a head wind almost immediately—Reethe’s way of warning me?—and so I used the motor to head for Kossarlin. I could be home before the long sunday began.

“Darkday faded in the east behind me, and the stars came out like jewels. There was the curve of Tango’s Arms cradling the Infant Graye; looking north from there, following the Infant’s gaze, one could trace the Pilgrim’s Course; it was sheltered by the Hand of Squeak. A bright red star named Chorizon marked the Heart of Darkness; it was called the Bloodstone and was said to be the home of all the evil pranks that Dakka’s ever loosed on us. I kept the Bogin beacon just ahead and to my right. I had to pass by Wullawen and circle Van Cott crater, then through Crabtooth Straits. Hard Landing was dead ahead, beyond was home. I sailed ten hours west and slightly north. I watched the stars and shivered in a robe that someone had left inside the little cabin. The night was warm and getting warmer. I watched the Bogin beacon creep higher in the sky, knowing when it reached the point halfway between the zenith and horizon that I was nearly home.

“It felt eerie to sail beneath a sky without a zenith beacon. I felt naked, unprotected—but the beacon had been terminated to keep unwary travelers from sailing into those unshielded waters. Only a fool would set her course for empty skies.

“Dawn is defined as the moment when there is enough light to distinguish a black thread from a white one. It was shortly after dawn that I stood up and sighted Easterlin, our jagged boundary rock. Behind, a disk of sun was glaring white and baleful, awakened from its rest beneath the shadowed waves. It climbed upon the dark horizon. It spread its eye like molten light upon the pale pan of the sea; the sky was pink around it. Ahead, my shadow stretched across the waters. I could see the bottom of the sea; plants and coral made a garden underwater. Morning fish leapt through the air, playing tag with motes of twinkling light; they flashed through sprays of water. This was the Shallows and I had to watch my navigation. The catamaran had a shallow draft, but still I had to watch for coral and occasional jagged rocks. Soon there would be buoys to mark a deeper channel, but even if I had to, I could have walked the distance—the seas here never averaged more than a meter deep. There were colored shells and waving plants along the ocean bottom and I slid across them like a dove. The water was so clear I might have been aloft above a vast and wondrous landscape—

“Kossarlin bounced up on the horizon shortly after. My shadow now was shorted, but still pointed straightly toward it; the boat raced my shadow home. Even from this distance, I could see that much was wrong. There was smoke rising from the shore—not a lot of it, just the smoldering remainder of a larger fire. As I drew closer, I could see the vegetation on one side of the mountain had been burned away. The rest of the island looked brown and dead. There had been six long sundays now without a shield—I was afraid of what I’d find. And for the first time, I began to wonder why I’d come. If anyone was still alive, they would have left by now. There was no point in staying in a place turned uninhabitable. And yet, I could not imagine my family fleeing home . . .

“There were no boats tied at the dock, except Thoma’s gaudy dinghy; her one extravagance had been the colored filigree we’d added in a bit of silliness. It looked baked and faded now. All the paint was peeling. I tied my boat and hurried up the path with dreadful fear; as I ran, the dead moss crunched beneath my feet, like bones of tiny creatures. One either side, the graceful sky-feather trees had wilted, lost their shading leaves. The ferns were lying withered on the ground, their blossoms looked like shrouds. Everything was silent. There were no birds, no bugs, no buzzing things, nothing flittered, crawled or climbed or hopped. No mice, no moths, no dragonflies nor lizards. No wings, no legs no beaks—no voices. All was covered with a pall of gravestone white, a dusty layer of powder, like ash—but finer, like a fall of smoke—painting the world with a gray mood of despair. It was a land of dead and dying things—this was the death of hope. Everything was gray, except above; the sky was blue and patient. Kossarlin was waiting for immersal in the fire once again.

“The family dome was fallen, like a ball punched in one side. A storm? A fire? It didn’t matter, I couldn’t tell—half of it was ashes, the other half was sodden. There were brackish puddles everywhere. Kuvig’s pride, her silken hangings, were draped across a fallen beam and soiled beyond repair. And here—Suko’s handmade chandelier—and the bed-stands, and the chairs—and this porcelain bowl, I used to eat my rice from it—and this cap that lay in pieces, this was my favorite one; when you drank down to the bottom, a fat green frog grinned up at you. Now the frog was chips of glaze and pottery, lost in ash.

“I pushed a beam aside and went into the nursery, where I’d left a few belongings. I saw a tiny wooden hand reaching out from beneath a charred timber that once had been a bed.

“It was Gahoostawik, her charred corpse. Her face was burned away, she’d lost one arm and both her legs were broken and hanging oddly, but I recognized her anyway and I hugged her close. And cried—I should have returned her to the sea before, instead of letting her live to see such pain.

“I remembered something Suko said—every moment is a door, and once you pass beyond it, it is locked to you forever. Whatever happens, it is done; like my birth, it is part of my experience. I could not go back and do it right. It was fact, and I was here and had to make the best of it. Today I knew my childhood was over, the door to it was gone. My body would confirm that. Somewhere in the twenty days since Option, I’d passed my second blush, almost unnoticed—I could feel the tenderness of my breasts and nipples announcing that my body had followed Reethe while my soul had followed . . . no one.

“I stood there in the ashes of my home, not knowing where my family was, too dazed and dumb to cry. I just wandered, holding little dead Gahoostawik and wearing smudges of her charring on my face and hands. I went out into the garden, black-baked dirt and again the ever-present ash. There were markers there for all the souls we had known. Grand-Uncle Kossar, Baby Kiva, Toki, Baby Leille, Yasper, Fellip, Dardis, Thoma, Baby Nua, Kinam, Potto, Kirstegaarde and Suko. It was like something slamming into me. Half the people that I loved the most were dead.

“I screamed. I wailed. I sobbed. I ranted and I cursed. I swore and stomped and hollered. I raged and moaned and heaved my grief in racking gasps. And finally, exhausted, I collapsed before those markers. There was hope here anyway—someone had loved them enough to put these markers up—that meant someone still survived. Hojanna? Porro? Kuvig? Orl? Who? . . .

“I realized I couldn’t stay. The sun was climbing toward eclipse that wouldn’t happen. The day was getting warmer. I still carried my foolish little doll—why hadn’t she been smart enough to go? And yet, I was still glad to see her even as she was—had she been as dumb as I? I had traveled fourteen days across the sea to get back here; had she waited here for me, knowing that I had to come? It had cost Gahoostawik her silly wooden life, it had cost me my Choice.

“I wrapped her in one of Kuvig’s hangings and placed her in Thoma’s dinghy. I untied it from the dock and pushed it toward the sea. ‘Take it please . . . ‘ and said a prayer to Reethe. You might outgrow your toys, you don’t stop loving them. “Good-bye, little friend. Wait for me on the other side.’ And also, ‘Please take care of her, Mother Reethe; she’s a good child.’

“And then I was on my boat again—directionless, drifting on a hot black sea that smelled of rot and garbage. The wind was as dead as the island—as if the world held its breath in the fear of fire to come. I was tired, frustrated and frightened—unsure of where to go—and then an otter climbed aboard the boat, so huge it must have been the Great Otter of all the otters in the sea. She looked at me with huge dark eyes, and blinking water from them, she wiped her whiskers and studied me. I offered her a fish, but she just continued to regard me impassively. Finally, she cleared her throat and asked, ‘You are Jobe?’ I nodded. ‘Sail west,’ she said. ‘Sail west and north.’

“‘Deeper into the circle? I asked—but she had turned and disappeared back into the water, leaving not a ripple, only a wet place on the canvas decking of the boat.

“And then, as if in confirmation, there came a cry from overhead—there was a bird, like none I’d ever seen before; all large and white, too big to be a gull, too sweet of voice—and crying like a newborn infant gasps for air. Distressed. She came hurtling from the east behind me, as if created from the Nona Shield—but she wasn’t flying; she was high and being hurtled by a spinning wind; she was wrapped in strange debris that whirled round her, tumbling her as well. The bird was fighting to break free of her air spun prison, but was failing—crying, like an infant, and hurtling westward, ever west, beyond herself, her self-control was illusion. Her cries hung in the air long after she was gone. I sailed after her. I don’t know why.

“I sailed west, into the Empty Reaches west and north. The sun reached zenith and refused to disappear. I painted my body with oil and ash to protect me from its glare. When the heat grew too much, I dipped into the water for a while, a rope around my waist, and swam or walked behind the boat. The seas were even shallower on this side; the only deep water near Kossarlin was on the north side of the island; the Cold Shelf where once I’d been caught in an undertow.

“I dipped into the water to cool off, then oiled myself again, then dipped again, and oiled again against the sun—alternating like that, I sailed steadily west. The sun remained at zenith and the temperature passed sixty and kept on climbing. I might have passed out . . .

“When I came to, the sun was still above me, still bright and burning whitely—but a cold breeze swept across my body like a wraith. I was conscious, first, of thirst, and leaned over the edge of the boat to drink my fill of the sea’s fresh water. My throat was parched and aching and I kept my face and cracking lips immersed as long as I could; I couldn’t drink enough, it was so sweet and cold. Only slowly did I become aware how cold the air around me was. I stood, curiously, naked and black and oily, covered with ash, and looked around. The sun was still has hot as ever, the sea and sky were blue as stingfish eyes. But the air was fiercely cold. I shivered in the middle of a burning sunday and wondered if this were a miracle of Reethe to save my life.

“It was not a miracle—it was a warning of a greater disaster still to come. However, I didn’t know it at the time; to me it seemed reprieve, as if the hand of Reethe had reached down to shelter me as she had sheltered Lono and Rurik in the legend. But I wasn’t ready yet to die; I used what strength I still commanded to set my sail for the Bogin Circle; beyond it lay the Astril, perhaps safety. I set my motor for the highest speed, no matter if I burned it out. Some inner voice told me to escape the Lagin as fast as possible. The cold air chased me west, getting colder all the way, leaving me shivering—I’d brought no blanket, the robe was not enough. I dipped into the water to keep warm, tied to the boat so it wouldn’t get away from me. The wind grew strong around me, driving me before it, stinging me with drops of ice and rock. Behind me something roared and growled—

“What had happened was this—the heating of the Lagin Circle had triggered storms around the borders of adjacent circles. The storms had triggered earthquakes—the crust of Satlin was still nervous from the pounding it had taken half a thousand years before—the quakes had triggered new volcanoes; high ones pouring ash into the sky and magma into oceans. The Southern Rift reopened as far south as the polar cap; part of it must have fractured, great chunks of ice avalanching into roaring magma—and turning into steam. Explosions, violent, roaring, ocean-ripping—billions of tons of ice turning into steam—the heat fracturing the shattered crust of Satlin once again—breaking off still larger pieces of the polar ice, until—finally, the great sheets of frozen ground cracked and shuddered and collapsed. Uneasy on their base already, they slid off their sloping shelf into the sea, into the raging fires and steam, exploding with a force as vast as that created by the crash of any ice asteroid. Vast winds of cold air swept outward in all directions, chased by clouds of super-heated steam and fog and raging fire. Churning walls of water were already heading north. The cold air I felt was just the first breath of Reethe’s revenge against the sun—she could be violent when she was angered, even more than Dakka ever could be. The islands behind me would be flattened when the walls of water finally came, smashing mountains down before them. The whole Southern Reach was struck—Cameron was decimated, Fire Wall was crushed, Wullawen was scoured, the Swale Friend and all she carried were never seen again. Hard Landing disappeared beneath the waves, Kossarlin was—

“The cold air had saved me from the sun—only that I might die in the storm to follow. The air turned gray, then muddy, then darker still—the sky flashed with wind and thunder as great masses of charged air rolled and argued across the world. The water flung itself in great lazy crashing waves and stung itself against my skin—the boat tossed and tumbled—when the sail fell, ripped from the splintering mast, I climbed back aboard and wrapped myself in canvas folds, I tied myself to its broken spar and prayed that we would ride the crest of waves to come—I was afraid to pray to Reethe, she was angered enough already—there were hailstones pelting from the sky like icy spittle.

“The storm grew worse and I lost consciousness again. I remember waking on a still, gray sea while rainfall splattered around me, but whether it was darkday or shrouded sunday, I couldn’t tell. I sipped water—it tasted ashy, there were things floating in it, and I passed out again.”

“I came to in a hospital in Astril Circle. I didn’t know how I had got there; they had no record either. I suppose some rescue vessel found me. When I recovered, I stayed there for a while to help with other refugees; it was the least thing I could do. Sometime, during those days, I must have passed my final blush; I hardly noticed. Dimly, I must have realized I was a woman, a bearer of responsibility, a source of strength, a piece of Mother Reethe upon the earth. And I didn’t want to be, I didn’t want it. All that responsibility, I despaired for I was burdened with it whether I wanted it or not. I wanted to be Dakka, I wanted to be free. And I wanted to go looking for my family, so I could cry in Mamma’s lap.

“Eventually, I did move on. They couldn’t save me from myself. I spent long hours lost in prayer, walking the stations of the Oracle, counting beads and chanting, trying to obliterate all sense of my identity in the larger timelessness of prayer. I wondered if I should become Watichi—a holy person. Watichis never need to own, because Watichis never need. You must feed a Watichi before you feed yourself, because she has given up her life to be a moment of the gods. I had the capability, I thought, I’d shown it when I’d been Enchanted—but when I’d been Enchanted, I’d released an evil voice upon the world, a huuru thing. I’d heard it howling in the storms; someday it would come back to me. What kind of Watichi could I be if I was haunted so?

“I went crazy for a while. In that I was not alone. There were many who survived the Lagin fire only to go crazy—not Enchanted, that, at least, was gentle—this was crazy, savage, vengeful. I moved in hurt, and I struck out at all around me. I wandered aimless on the surface of the world, across the surface of my life, not touching anything, not being touched in turn. Hate was a wall to hide behind. It was not a way to live, but it was a way to survive, and in those terrible, terrible days, just surviving was enough.”

Allabar was opened to the refugees; there was a deep harbor there, and several long docks for a mining operation that had never started. It was on the inner side of Nolle Crescent, and there were agricultural settlements at Cinne, Rann and nearby Mairel, so there would be food; there were industrial villages at Gowulf and Trask, so there would be machinery, labor and support for the refugee camp. Across the bay, at Sandar Crescent, there was Wandawen, which had an Access terminal to the files at Authority. A wire was extended to the Service Center at Allabar dock, and several consoles were installed for the use of refugees.

Jobe registered her name, but no bells chimed when it was entered in the banks; there were no messages waiting, no one had inquired after her. Nor was there any record of a Kuvig, Hojanna, Dorin, Orl, Rue or Marne surviving. Not even Aunt William.

“But don’t lose heart yet, little fish,” counseled the paunchy Dakka at the terminal. “This file is only for the Astril and the Bogin Circles. It will take some weeks to correlate with all the other circles; perhaps then there might be something.”

Jobe took her papers and turned away, making room for the next person in the line. Allabar was a barren place; its hills were brown and scrubby-looking, its cliffs were white and chalky. Dirty bushes clung tenaciously to rocky slopes. Hot winds plucked at canvas tents; sand and grit crept into food and clothing.

The camp was on a naked slope, a parched dry stretch of rock. There wasn’t food enough to go around, and if Jobe wanted to eat, she had to be at the cook tent early. Authority was urging everyone to eat one meal less; go to bed a little hungry, they would say, so the next person might have something too. Hunger once had been a novelty to Jobe, a curious kind of pain; now it was a companion, a full belly would have been the novelty. There was rationing. Jobe stood in line with all the others to receive her allotted slabs of paste and curd and protein loaf. Sometimes there was stew of fish and biscuits, sometimes there was rice, but more often there was paste and curd and protein loaf. Jobe wanted food she recognized, fruit and vegetables, pig-fish in sauce or oils, filets of finlets, clams or crawlers, slices of melon, pickled roots and tubers, anything. Authority was talking of reseeding areas decimated by the Southern Scour—not the Lagin yet (if ever), but adjacent shields certainly—they would have to turn a lot of crops to seed. The populace was being told to eat a little less today, so we can eat our fill tomorrow. But the food that came to Allabar was not food, merely kinds of protein that would store without decaying—like paste and curd and protein loaf. They looked like things the Erdik ate, and tasted every bit as bad.

She slept in a commonhouse near the docks. When there was cloth available from the commonstore, she made herself a new kilt. She washed herself at the public baths, and she carried everything she owned in a canvas bag fashioned from a piece of sail.

She tried putting a call through to Strille on the Weeping Crescent under the Tartch umbrella, but Porro’s family didn’t exist; whether they had moved or broken up or died, Jobe didn’t know; they weren’t listed anymore. There was no Porro.

Jobe wished for—hope. Something to live for. A goal. Even revenge would have been enough if she could have had it.

She spent her days waiting in line. She waited in line for food. Then she waited in line at the Access to see if there was any news of Grandpere Kuvig or the others. She waited at the commonstore for medicines for the cough she had developed and the sores along her legs. Sometimes she waited for clothes. Then she waited in line for food again. Lines were something new to Jobe; they were new to Satlin. Jobe didn’t like them, she cursed them as another Erdik intrusion.

Sometimes she went down to the beach and listened to the minstrels and the songlers. Sometimes she slept in one of the lean-tos there. Authority didn’t want a shanty town growing on the beach, but as fast as they knocked the shelters down, the refugees rebuilt them. Sometimes Jobe shared her bed with another lonely person, hardly noticing whether she was Dakkarik or Rethrik. It didn’t matter. It was an echo of her churning days on Tarralon.

She began to learn anew of sex. It wasn’t always fun and it wasn’t always sharing; sometimes it was just—something to do. Sometimes it put more distance between two people. They’d use each other’s bodies for their own satisfaction, each pretending to be happy for a while, but they were lies instead of love and even though Jobe knew it shouldn’t be like that, it was.

Lono and Rurik must have been a lie, she decided. She could not imagine such devotion happening in real life. They were outcasts, that was all—that was why they stuck together; nothing more. She imagined Lono reaching out or Rurik in the middle of the night and being met with words mumbled, Please, leave me sleep.”

Mostly Jobe slept alone.

One day, she saw a familiar sail in the harbor. It was wide and square, bright red, and in the center was a yellow sun with an eye inside of it.

“Sola!” Jobe fairly flew across the wooden dock, shouting all the way. “Sola! Sola!” and collapsed crying into Sola’s arms. Sola seemed taller now, and stronger—where before she’d seemed made of silk and pudding, now she was wire, supple and bound in leather. Jobe held her tightly.

“Jobe—little Jobe! What are you doing here? Are you all alone? Who else is with you? Oh, let me hold you! I thought you were lost—let me look at you! How big and pretty you’ve grown. Great Reethe, what a fine woman you are, Jobe!”

But all Jobe could do in response was hang on to Sola as hard as she could. She poured out her grief in great racking gasps and sobs. She was so happy to see her—so relieved that someone she still knew had survived—yet saddened with the knowledge that Sola might be the only one.

Sola stroked her hair and murmured, “Easy, Little One. Easy. I’m here now.” And she hugged her tightly back. “My little Jobe—the last time I saw you, you were leaving for Option. How did you get here?”

“I don’t know—I just sailed west—like the otter told me.” Jobe managed to get a few words out, but she was still too happy crying.

“I was in the north,” Sola said. Her face was shining. “Authority has finally decided to set aside an island for—for persons like myself. An official retreat. Asylum, that’s its name. I’m going to build a house, Jobe. A place of my own! That’s why I came here—there are some people that I know who might want to come there too.”

“Who—me?”

Sola laughed. “Don’t be silly. We’re just friends; but outcasts have to stick together.” She added self-consciously, “Maybe in the future perhaps . . .”

Jobe wiped at her nose and looked at Sola—she seemed both taller and smaller; taller because maybe she was, she was certainly leaner; smaller because—well, Jobe was a little taller now. But there was something more—Sola was a pearl; before, she’d been veiled in melancholy, now she shone with inner glory—as if she’d decided she was going to be proud of being Sola; she stood tall, that was it. She didn’t try to pass for either Dakkarik or Rethrik, as some outcasts did; her clothes were honest and simple, a kilt and a vest. Oddly, it increased her beauty—Jobe could see both Reethe and Dakka in her, and both were gloriously expressed. “Sola—“ she asked, “my family—do you know anything about them? Kuvig, Dorin, William, my mother—?”

Sola looked unhappy. “I haven’t heard anything. Little Fish—“

“But you’ve been in the other circles, haven’t you? You must have checked at every Access.”

Sola became uncomfortable. “Uh—no, I haven’t, Jobe—“

“Don’t you care?”

“I do, a little—but—I am not who I used to be. I am someone else these days.” Sola put her arm around Jobe’s shoulder. “Come let’s go somewhere not so public.”

Jobe pulled away. “You don’t care about them, do you?”

“Jobe.” Sola’s eyes were steady. “They stopped being my family a long time ago—even before the argument over who would sail you to Option. They threw me out—oh, not in so many words; but their hearts were always closed to me because I couldn’t give them children, because I couldn’t bring another marriage to the circle. I love them as I love my childhood, but all of that’s behind me now. I have a larger family that I care about today. Myself, and others like me. If we don’t take care of ourselves, no one else will.”

“But, Sola”—Jobe felt the tears rising again—“I’ve always loved you.”

“I know you have, Little Fish—and I’ve always loved you—but it’s not the kind of love I need the most. Nor you, either. I mean, there are some kinds of love that are good for strength and some that are necessary for growing. You are a strength to me, as I should be to you—but neither of us is right for the kind of growing love the other needs. And if you hide behind the one, you’ll never find the other.”

“I didn’t know—that deviates could love. I mean, really love.”

“Of course we can, silly. We’re still human, aren’t we?” She steered Jobe down the dock. “But that’s one of the things that some people still don’t understand. Now, come on, let’s get away from here for a while and talk. I think the family would have headed for the Sash, but they might have gone to Cameron. They’d have assumed that you were safe at Option—“

“Cameron is gone,” Jobe said.

Sola became grave. “They would have been caught in the Scour then . . . thousands of people were lost—“

There. It was said. Jobe collapsed in tears again. This time, though, she didn’t grab Sola, she just wilted there on the dock. Sola looked embarrassed, but it was such a common sight to see a person suddenly break down and cry these days that no one even noticed.

Darkday glimmered into pearlescent life. The bay began to shimmer with a wrinkled light; the lanterns of the camp described a faerie landscape. Jobe and Sola were sitting on a spit of land a short way down the coast. Here, there were trees and featherlings. Sola had brought along a sausage and some bread, some fish paste and wine, and they had a little picnic, just the two of them. “I’ll be leaving here tonight,” said Sola. “Will you be all right?” I can give you money if you need it. I can spare a little from my allowance from Authority—I’ve been hired as an administrator for Asylum.”

Jobe was thoughtful. “Where is Asylum?” she asked.

“North—it’s under the Old Shield. It was one of the earliest wilderness islands, but it’s been the site of so many tests, it’s not good for anything anymore. Its ecology has been unbalanced—it’s no longer a control; perhaps that’s why they gave it to us—we’re not worth much to them either.” After a bit she added, “Maybe we can make something of it. Maybe it will make something of us.”

Jobe looked at her. “Sola . . . take me with you when you go. I don’t want to be alone again.”

Sola shook her head. “You wouldn’t like it there, Jobe. There will be only deviates. You need to be with younglings like yourself, so you can meet a fine young Dakka and start a family.”

“Take me, Sola,” Jobe insisted. “I belong with deviates.”

“Oh?”

“I—I’m wrong-chosen.”

Sola made no expression. “Do you really think that?”

“I know it, Aunt.”

“You’re wrong, Jobe,” she said, reaching over and touching Jobe’s arm. Her fingertips were gentle pads, their strokes were tender graces. “Really, you are. You were always meant to be Reethe. I knew it back on Kossarlin.” She smiled. “That’s one of the things about not having any Choice at all—when you’re an outsider, you can’t help but see some things objectively. You may not think so now, but you will see it someday, if you’ll just give yourself a chance to be.”

Jobe didn’t answer. She put her arms around her knees and pulled them close in to her chest as if shivering. “I’m wrong-chosen,” she insisted.

Sola moved over to sit beside her. She put her arm around Jobe’s shoulder and pulled her close. Jobe let her, neither welcoming nor rejecting the touch, only accepting its existence. Together, they studied the shiny, crinkled surface of the bay. “Listen to me, Little One. It’s natural to have doubts. Everybody does. I’ve seen and done a lot of things in my short time; some things I’ve done are not so nice—at least, that’s what so-called nice people would have to say; but I’ve learned an awful lot by being an outsider.” She rocked Jobe a little bit against her, and asked, “How do you think the Erdik choose?”

“They don’t,” said Jobe bitterly. Any mention of the Erdik made her insides churn. “They’re animals. That’s why they’re so—mean and frustrated and uncivilized.”

Sola smiled sadly. “Well, I suppose that’s one way of explaining why they are what they are. But, I think they do have a Choice. Of a sort.” She let the thought hang, but Jobe didn’t pick it up. “If you try to understand them, Jobe, you might learn something about them—and about yourself as well.”

Jobe’s reply was small and mean. “What kind of Choice could an Erdik have?”

Sola half shrugged. “Think about it. There must be a moment that every Erdik child has, just like every Satlik child has to go through blush. There must be moment when the Erdik child realizes that there are two Erdik sexes and her body has already been given to one of them, that she has no Choice between Reethe and Dakka. The child realizes that half her race is different from her, alien—and always will be. There will be a level of experience that she will never truly know or understand. Do you know what happens to them when they realize that?”

“They go crazy and they hurt other people.”

“Sometimes,” sighed Sola. “But that’s the moment of the Erdik Choice—they can choose to accept what they are and make the best of what they have to work with, or they can never be. In that, perhaps, the Erdik have an advantage—they can make that choice at any moment of their life, when they are young, or when they have had a chance to learn a little—or they can refused to make it, and that’s a kind of choice itself. It is a choice that they are not committed to the consequences of; they can bounce back and forth within themselves all they want—and yes, sometimes all that freedom can drive them crazy too.” Sola stopped to catch her breath and compose her thoughts. “Of course,” she added, “we could make a choice like that ourselves, couldn’t we?”

“I—I guess so.”

“I’ve met the Erdik, Jobe. They can be happy people, just like us. Not all of them are mean or crazy Dakkarik. But we have to learn about them to understand—when you understand, it’s a lot harder to hate. Sometimes the Erdik can’t accept the bodies they were born with—but sometimes we’re like that too; but you have to learn to live within yourself if you wish to find fulfillment. Sometimes the solutions aren’t always what we wish—they don’t fit our arbitrary rules. Some Erdik choose to be singletons, never marrying at all—some Satlik do that too. Some Erdik prefer to mate with others chosen as themselves instead of opposite—some Satlik do that too. Some Erdik turn compulsive, trying hard to prove that they are Dakkarik or Rethrik by bedding every opposite they can—and there are Satlik too who live like that; lots of Satlik who have doubts about their final blush turn compulsive in their need to prove that they have chosen right.”

Jobe didn’t say anything about that. She was thinking of Tarralon—had she been trying to prove something then?

Sola was saying, “Sometimes these are happy solutions, Jobe—because they are the person making the best of what she can; and sometimes they are unhappy ones because the person does them instead of being her best self. It depends on the person, every one of us is different—we don’t fit a common set of answers. Just as the Erdik must seek their happiness in whatever form they can, so must we, Jobe.” She was silent a moment, then added, “I had to.”

Jobe looked up.

Sola’s eyes met hers—they were dark and penetrating. “Yes,” she nodded. “I’m speaking from my own experience. Does that tell you something too?”

“The words are from your heart, Aunt Sola.”

“Do you know what I had to learn the most? Being deviate meant only that I had no Choice—it did not mean I had no body. We are not celibate, dear Jobe—just infertile. We have sensation. Our organs are . . . retarded at a childish level, but even children have sensuality; quite a bit of it in fact. We can have sex, and we do. And that is why there’s prejudice against the Unchosen, Jobe—because being neither Reethe nor Dakka, we are like permanent children, frozen on the threshold of blush. Some people hate us because they are jealous of us, the freedom that we have to be of either gender as we choose, whenever we choose. We are special and anyone who’s special is both feared and hated.”

“I never realized—I never thought about it—“ Jobe felt embarrassed and uncomfortable.

“You’ve never been a deviate, Jobe. You have to be a target before you can see where the bolt is coming from But, this is what it is—we make the best we can of being what we are. We can love, and we can have sex in our own way. Are we wrong to do so?”

“I don’t know, Sola—there’s so much I don’t know. Once, maybe I thought I understood what I was supposed to be—but the only thing I’m sure of now is that I can’t be sure of anything.”

“I met an Erdik once who wished that he—“

“He?”

“It’s an Erdik word, a pronoun—it means the person is Dakkarik, a male. They have different pronouns for each sex. It’s another way they keep themselves apart. Anyway, this Erdik wished he could have been a Satlik; he said, ‘If I could have been a female, even only for a moment during blush, perhaps I might know better what being a male must be. Perhaps I might be happier being male.’”

Jobe was silent, thinking.

Sola asked, “Was your blush a good one?”

“I don’t know. I guess it was. I didn’t seem so.”

“Nobody’s blush ever seems a good one; even the best ones are unhappy somehow.” But she asked, “Did you have a chance to be both Reethe and Dakka?”

“Yes.”

“And—?”

“And what?”

“Which kind of mating did you like the best?”

“I didn’t—I never—I mean, I couldn’t tell the difference. That is, both were nice, Aunt Sola. Sometimes. And sometimes not. It depended on the person I was with.”

“I guess so.”

“But if you had to choose which way of loving was the best, which would you say?”

“Well, Dakka is fun because it’s so—I don’t know, Aunt Sola—I’m embarrassed to talk about it—but sometimes Dakka’s fun because it’s fun to be the one enclosed by Reethe. I mean, not always, but mostly—that is, the mechanics of the act let you feel that you’ve mastered something—“ Jobe’s face was getting red, but she pushed on. “Well, it just feels that way. And—and—it’s nice to bring your lover pleasure that way, to watch her face because she’s glad that you’re inside of her—and it’s nice. Being Reethe is nice too, because it’s a—a chance to just let go and just enjoy the ride. You can let another person be your strength that way. You can stop being responsible for everything while you are holding Dakka. Let her strength guide your sails, sort of. Sometimes . . . sometimes . . . you sort of want to be conquered that way. Um—it’s not always Reethe and Dakka that way—sometimes Reethe is conquering and Dakka conquered—but you see what I mean . . .?”

“Did you know that those are Erdik attitudes?”

“I sort of thought they were—a lot of the ones were being Erdiki at Option.”

“Erdiki . . . yes . . .” Sola made a face. “But, as you said, you can be strong while being Reethe, and you can still be sweet and soft while being Dakka too. I am told,” she said, twinkling, “that the Satlik way of loving is that Dakka worships Reethe who consoles her for being so imperfect.”

“That’s part of the rituals—we didn’t learn them at Option. I mean, we did—but we learned them because we weren’t going to practice them, so we had to learn what we would do if we were doing them, so we would know what we weren’t going to do. They said those kinds of love games were old-fashioned.”

“Erdiki . . . yes . . .” Sola murmured. “Erdiki would have to conquer Satliki, just as Erdik Dakka conquers Erdik Reethe. We lose our heritage in little pieces, Jobe; each piece may be only a speck of dust, but the whole of it is crumbling as an avalanche.” She changed her tone of voice to the more immediate moment. “The point is, Little Fish—there is no wrong way of loving—not even the Erdik way is wrong if both of you want it. If you’re having fun, if you’re happy, and your lover’s happy too, then that’s the right way for the both of you.”

Jobe stared at the ground before her. “I’ve heard all that before.”

“But you don’t believe it, do you?” Sola sighed. “It’s true, Jobe, but you don’t want to believe it so you won’t. You’re longing after the way you think it should be because you can’t accept the way it is. I used to be that way myself, until I got tired of being frustrated.” She took Jobe by the shoulders and turned her so they were facing; she kept her hands on Jobe’s shoulders and said firmly, “What I’m getting at is—well, sometimes your body knows your own mind better than you do. You might have thought you wanted to be Dakka, Jobe, but your body knew that you would be happier as Reethe. You’ll see. You just need someone Dakka to be Rethrik to—and she’ll need you to be a Dakka for.”

“That might be true of others, Sola—not for me.”

“Jobe—it’s truest for the ones who won’t believe it. At least give it a chance before you reject it so completely.”

Jobe shook her head. All of that just did not apply. “I still want to be a Dakka,” she insisted.

“Why?”

“I don’t know why—I just do!”

“But the only difference between Reethe and Dakka is what you do in bed. And you admit that both are nice. Anything you want to be, you can!”

“I can’t!” she cried, tears welling in her eyes. “I want to be Dakka. Dakka is—is better.”

“Why?”

“Because—just because! It feels wrong the way I am; it feels wrong! That means I should have been a Dakka, doesn’t it? Dakka is the one who’s free! Dakka conquers! Dakka’s prettier! Dakka is!”

“Oh, Jobe—you can’t believe that nonsense.” Sola looked so . . . dismayed and sad that Jobe felt anxious for her. “Yes, yes—all of it is true in its own peculiar way; but it’s not the only truth. The whole purpose of Choice is so that you can discover other kinds of experiences and see the truth in them. Have you failed to do that? Was your blush a blind one?”

Jobe didn’t answer. There was nothing she could say.

Almost immediately, Sola was apologizing. “Oh, Jobe—I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to chastise you; every person’s blush is private. You do what is right for you.”

“No,” Jobe said, raising her hand. Sola let go of her shoulders, dropping her arms into her lap. “You speak truth . . . at least, a truth that you believe in. I don’t know what I believe in.” Jobe pondered it. Some truths perhaps were only for the speaking, not the living—at least not for Jobe to live. Is that what kind of truths these were? They didn’t sound like they applied to her. And what did Sola know about it anyway? She was a deviate, unchosen. Jobe felt that she was wrong-chosen—didn’t that make her a deviate too? What could either of them know of love? They both were on the outside looking in.

Jobe blinked away her tears. “I still want go with you,” she insisted.

“And if I let you,” Sola said, “would you be happier?” She shook her head; her expression was regretful. “I doubt it. I’d be cheating you of your life, Jobe. You’d be unhappier than ever. It’s because I want the best for you that I am saying no. Jobe, it’s time for you to finish growing up. You cannot be a blushling anymore. There’s work to be done all over Satlin, and you’re going to have to stop feeling sorry for yourself and start doing your part of it.”

“I don’t want to—“

“No one ever said it would be easy. If it were easy, it would have been done already. Do you think it’s easy being a deviate—not allowed to stay anywhere for more than a few days?” Sola’s tone was rising and intense, as if all of her old anger was releasing itself again—as if Jobe’s rejection were a target. “I’m jealous of you, Jobe—I want you to have what I will never know. You can dwell on your unhappiness and waste your life away while feeling sorry for yourself, or you can live it and be so busy living, you won’t have time to worry! At least, give yourself a chance to live before you reject your future out of hand. When I realized that I would have no Choice, I felt such shame and rage I couldn’t stand myself, and I couldn’t stand my family and I was embarrassed just to be around all other people. I was angry at the gods, I refused to be a part of their world because I was so angry—I nursed that hatred for more than five years, Jobe. And then . . . I began to realize, after a while, that I had a Choice to make. I could continue on that way, or I could deal with the harder truth and make the best of it—just like the Erdik do. I could love in my own fashion even if I couldn’t be a parent. I could love and be loved in return—and do you know something? That made me feel human! Finally! For the first time in my life, I felt complete because I could know love. And that enough has made my life worth living. I know it sounds . . . old-fashioned and clichéd to say such things—but those who have experienced them can tell you they are true; it’s only those who’ve never known the truth of love who ridicule or reject it.” Sola’s eyes were shining now. “Jobe, this is the finest gift that I can give you—if it sounds like a cliché, perhaps it is; but all truth is repeated endlessly until it’s so familiar it’s cliché—but it never ceases being true. Jobe, you will have to learn to live for yourself, just as I did—the same way every human being has to if they are ever to be mature. You have the same Choice that an Erdik does—the same Choice that I had—the same Choice every Satlik has—you can accept yourself and make the best of you, or you can choose to be unhappy.

“It’s just this simple, Jobe. You can be loved if you can learn to love another without thinking of yourself. And then it doesn’t matter who you are, or what—you have something larger to believe in, to be a part of, and that becomes your life. And that will make you beautiful and whole. If I, a simple deviate, can learn that truth and live it—then you, who have the laughter of the gods within your eyes, should shine gloriously with that knowledge.”

Jobe shook her head. “It sounds too simple,” she protested.

“Well, why shouldn’t it be simple?” Sola softened then, and smiled. Jobe trusted her, she always had. And yet—

Sola kissed Jobe’s hands. She pinned a flower in Jobe’s hair. She touched Jobe’s cheeks and brushed her lashes with her lips.

“Don’t be afraid of living, little one,” she whispered. “You can learn to fly. You will. You have the power in you.”

But Jobe didn’t believe it. She wanted to, but she couldn’t.

Not yet, anyway.

_______________________

* Like most Satlik operatic presentations, rhyme is only used for dramatic effect. In this case, the two separate melodies come together in the last chorus to harmonize in an ominously dissonant minor key, underscoring the dramatic impact of the sudden rhyme, and also foreshadowing developments to come.
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Only an endless space war could have produced the Roger Burlingame. A war that had caused Earth to turn starships into instruments of total destruction. A war that had so drained Earth of resources that the Roger Burlingame was kept in service long after it should have been scrapped.

Now, light years from Earth, the great starship had sighted a quarry almost certain to defeat it in a fair fight. The captain’s nerve was gone; the crew were on the verge of mutiny. And command had passed to a fanatical young first officer hungry for his first kill.

War had turned into hell—and this was a voyage of the damned . . .

Originally published as Yesterday’s Children.



THE WORLD OF STAR TREK

9781939529572
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They said it couldn’t be done! A science fiction show on national television? The network didn’t believe it would work. It was the 1960s. Would the public accept a non-human hero with demonic pointed ears? A black female lieutenant? Impossible!

BUT STAR TREK LIVES!

This is the story of a phenomenon—a story as strange and wonderful, in its way, as the Enterprise’s trip through space. Even the power of the networks couldn’t stop it. And so Star Trek went on to make entertainment history. Here is the complete inside story of what happened behind the scenes of the Star Trek universe, from scriptwriters’ memos to special effects, plus revealing personal interviews with the series’ legendary stars.

The legend of Star Trek lives in the hearts of millions—now, discover the truth behind the fiction. Writer David Gerrold was on the set, watching it happen: the feuds, the fun, the love—the magic that is Star Trek. A must-have for “Trekkies” of all ages, The World of Star Trek includes more than 50 pages of photos from your favorite episodes and stills from all three movies.



ALTERNATE GERROLDS

An Assortment of Fictitious Lives

9781935618959
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David Gerrold takes you on a tour of alternate universes . . . universes where Santa Claus isn’t nice and the best man is actually elected president; where Ronald Reagan and Gregory Peck command the plane carrying the first atomic bomb and John F. Kennedy stars in the hit show Star Track, where Franz Kafka doesn’t write fiction and the Devil holds educational seminars. Introduction by Mike Resnick.



WHEN HARLIE WAS ONE

Release 2.0

9781939529466

[image: ]

HARLIE is the first self-aware intelligence engine. But instead of answers, he has questions—too many questions, and most of his questions have no answers at all.

First published in 1972, When HARLIE Was One was immediately hailed as a groundbreaking debut novel, examining the most fundamental question of all: What does it mean to be human?

Revised by the author in 1988, this expanded edition is available again. Despite all the progress in computer technology since then, When HARLIE Was One still has extraordinary power to touch the human heart.

Nominated for the Hugo and Nebula awards for Best Novel of the Year, its themes of love and discovery are even more important today than when first published.

Read. Enjoy. Be inspired.



CHILD OF EARTH

Sea of Grass, Book One

9781935618713
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Want to visit another world? It might not be as easy as you think.

When Kaer’s extended family signs up to emigrate to Linnea, a planet known for horses as large as houses and dangerously mistrustful natives, Kaer is certain the move will bring the divided household closer together. What none of them are prepared for is the grueling emigration training in the Linnean dome, a makeshift environment designed to be like Linnea in every possible way, from the long, brutally harsh winters to the deadly kacks—wolf-like creatures as tall as men. The training is tough, but Kaer’s family is up to the challenge. Soon they begin working like Linneans, thinking like Linneans, even accepting Linnean gods as their own. The family’s emigration seems to be just around the corner.

But then, a disaster on Linnea itself changes everything.



CHILD OF GRASS

Sea of Grass, Book Two

9781939529589
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In the first installment of David Gerrold’s Sea of Grass trilogy, Child of Earth, Kaer’s family expected to assimilate into Linnean society undetected after becoming accustomed to the harsh climate and relatively primitive culture in the training dome—a synthetic Linnean environment designed to prepare Earthlings for emigration to the new world. But a sudden uprising on Linnea changed everything. After a band of religious zealots known as the Hale-Stones, former Earth residents living on Linnea, began outing other Earthlings and disrupting Linnean society in order to convert them to Earth’s Christianity in place of the Linnean religion, Kaer’s family was stuck in limbo.

Now, in Child of Grass, Kaer and Lorrin, Kaer’s father, venture away from the training dome as part of a secret mission to restore peace to Linnea and free the hostage Earthlings from captivity. Defeating the Hale-Stones means using every available resource to preserve the Linnean way of life, from advanced technology, to natural disasters, and even the Hale-Stones’ own religious teachings.

Through the struggle for peace, young Kaer is forced to confront issues about morality, loyalty, the bond of family, and the nature of intelligent life.



THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE

Star Wolf Trilogy, Book Two

9781935618737
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The Morthans were physically and mentally superior. Descended from humans, they were now, literally, “more-than” human . . . and considered the human race to be little better than animals. They would stop at nothing to conquer the remaining human-controlled worlds.

Docked for repairs after a harrowing battle with a Morthan ship, Jonathan Korie and his crew discover they have a Morthan imp aboard—a Morthan weapon so quick they have no chance of catching it, so clever they have no hope of outsmarting it, and so deadly they have no choice but to try.

Includes introduction by Spider Robinson.



BLOOD AND FIRE

Star Wolf Trilogy, Book Three

9781935618690
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The Morthans were physically and mentally superior. Descended from humans, they were now, literally, “more-than” human . . . and considered the human race to be little better than animals. They would stop at nothing to conquer the remaining human-controlled worlds.

Formerly a never-filmed script for Star Trek: The Next Generation, this conclusion to the Star Wolf trilogy finds Executive Officer Korie and the crew of the Star Wolf answering a distress call from a mysteriously lifeless ship. On board the Norway, they discover half-wave, half-particle clusters of golden light—and a dead man. The lights are the energy form of bloodworms, a fatal infestation that feeds off the energy of living bodies, which scientists on the Norway have developed for use in the Alliance’s war against the Morthans. Officer Korie’s struggle between his conscience and his desire for vengeance will determine not only the safety of the Star Wolf, but the fate of the enemies he’s sworn to destroy.

Includes introduction by D.C. Fontana.



SPACE SKIMMER

Book One

9781939529510
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Mass is humanoid, but genetically evolved to cope with greater pressures, stronger gravity, and heavier densities than those of an ancient planet he never knew, nor probably ever would. For Mass, Earth is millennia in the past.

His companions are equally diverse, differently evolved, and most unsuitable—to him and to one another. Each live on a separate plane—they had grown on separate worlds.

Yet survival might depend on communication. To live, they must find a way to come together as they’re faced with intense pressure, clashing perspectives, and unfamiliar circumstances.



CHESS WITH A DRAGON

9781939529633
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The Galactic InterChange is the greatest discovery in history. Through the InterChange, humanity gains access to the combined knowledge of all the worlds and all the races of the galaxy. For librarians, scientists, doctors, teachers, and anybody interested in the spread of knowledge, it’s a field day. Just find something intriguing on the menu and request a copy—so simple, so exciting!

Until the bill arrives.

It’s the greatest bill in history, and humanity has no way of paying it off. No way except one—indenture. Being slaves to aliens doesn’t sound like much fun.

Yake Singh Brown is the man who has to negotiate the deal for humanity. It’s the toughest assignment he’s ever faced, like playing chess with a dragon—all he has to do is figure out the rules of the game before being eaten.

In the tradition of Douglas Adams and Piers Anthony, David Gerrold, the writer who created The Trouble with Tribbles, pits Earth’s most daring diplomat against the scheming—and hungry—races of the rest of the galaxy, with hysterical results.



BOARDING THE ENTERPRISE

Transporters, Tribbles, and the Vulcan Death Grip in Gene Rodenberry’s Star Trek

9781935618706

[image: ]

Trekkies and Trekkers alike will get starry eyed over this eclectic mix of essays on the groundbreaking original Star Trek series. Star Trek writers D.C. Fontana and David Gerrold, science-fiction authors such as Howard Weinstein, and various academics share behind-the-scenes anecdotes, discuss the show’s enduring appeal and influence, and examine some of the classic features of the show, including Spock’s irrationality, Scotty’s pessimism, and the lack of seatbelts on the Enterprise. The impact of the cultural phenomenon on subsequent science-fiction television programs is explored, as well as how the show laid the foundation for the science-fiction genre to break into the television medium.

Edited by David Gerrold and Robert J. Sawyer.



DEATHBEAST

9781939529534
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TIMEBEAM TO DANGER

Six hunters and two official guides are going on the trip of their lifetime.

Their destination? Earth as it was a hundred million years ago, long before human dominion, when the great hot-blooded dinosaurs ruled supreme.

Each of the time travelers has a different motive. Some are on the strange safari for pay. Others are taking a psychological and sexual holiday from civilization. There are women who wanted to show themselves the equal of men—and men out to test and prove their manhood.

But whatever their drives and desires, their strengths and weaknesses, the ultimate horror awaits them . . .

DEATHBEAST.



IN THE DEADLANDS

Stories

9781939529503
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David Gerrold burst onto the science fiction scene in the late sixties with more Hugo and Nebula nominations than any other writer had ever received at the beginning of his career.

His first collection of stories, With a Finger in My I, showcased his remarkable range. The jewel in that collection was “In the Deadlands,” a bizarre and disturbing journey into a landscape of madness—not so much a story as a sculpture made of words. Nominated for the Nebula award for best novelette of the year, “In The Deadlands” has been out of print for 40 years.

This new collection contains all the stories from With a Finger in My I, plus four other works written in the same period, with revealing notes from the author.

Includes new forword by Adam Troy-Castro.



THE FLYING SORCERERS

9781935251507
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This funny and insightful science fiction classic introduces Shoogar, the greatest wizard ever known in his village. His spells can strike terror in the hearts of even his most powerful enemies. But the enemy he faces now is like none he has ever seen before. The stranger has come from nowhere and is ignorant of even the most basic principles of magic. But the stranger has an incredibly powerful magic of his own. There is no room in Shoogar’s world for an intruder whose powers match his own, let alone one whose powers might exceed his. So before the blue sun can cross the face of the red sun once more, Shoogar will show this stranger just who is boss.



MOONSTAR

Jobe, Book One

9781939529473
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She was born in the moonstar’s shadow when the storms of Satlik raged their worst. Because of this, Jobe was different. The family never spoke of it, but everyone knew Jobe was special. So Jobe came to know of it, too. She had a destiny beyond that of Choice, beyond that moment when she would finally have to decide for Reethe, Mother of the World, or for Dakka, Father, Son, and Lover. For the others it was easy, but not for her, not for Jobe. So she was sent to Option, the island of learning, to make her choice and become who she must be. And slowly, ever so slowly, Jobe retreated from the world, from the time of decision. Then the ultimate cataclysm wracked the planet, threatening all her people had struggled to create, and Jobe came forth at last to fulfill her destiny and begin the quest that the moonstar had set for her so many years ago . . .

Nebula award nominee for best novel of the year (1977). Originally published as Moonstar Oddessy.


 


For more books and stories by David Gerrold, please visit:

Gerrold.com/eBooks.htm







ABOUT THE AUTHOR

A Hugo and Nebula award winner, David Gerrold is the author of more than 50 books, several hundred articles and columns, and more than a dozen television episodes.

His books include When HARLIE Was One, The Man Who Folded Himself, The War Against the Chtorr septology, The Star Wolf trilogy, The Dingilliad young adult trilogy, and the award-winning autobiographical tale of his son’s adoption, The Martian Child. TV credits include episodes of Star Trek (“The Trouble with Tribbles,” “The Cloud Minders”), Star Trek Animated (“More Tribbles, More Troubles,” “Bem”), Babylon 5 (“Believers”), Twilight Zone (“A Day in Beaumont,” “A Saucer of Loneliness”), Land of the Lost (“Cha-Ka,” “The Sleestak God,” “Hurricane,” “Possession,” “Circle”), Tales from the Darkside (“Levitation,” “If the Shoes Fit”), Logan’s Run (“Man Out of Time”), and more.

David Gerrold is a figment of his own imagination.
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