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Venus of Dreams

Part One
One

Thenight air was clear and cool. In the hour before dawn, the village of Lincoln was silent. Juliawalked
aong the town’ s narrow main road; her granddaughter Iris clung to her hand. A dark wall of houseslined
theroad on either sde. Juliamoved dowly so that thelittle girl could keep up with her.

Juliahad been born in Lincoln. The smdl town, one of hundredsin the Plains Communes of North
America, took pridein itsillustrious name; in the centuries before the Mukhtars of Earth’ s Nomarchies
had brought peace to the world, agreat Plains city, now aruin, had borne the name of Lincoln.

The road began to curve upward as the two | eft the houses behind; it came to an end near the bottom of
asmdl hill. Juliaand Iris climbed the dope and stopped at the top of the hill, wherethelittle girl could see
afield of grain stretching to the northern horizon. Juliagazed at the sea of whesat sllently for amoment
before turning east, then sat down and covered the child with afold of her warm cloak.

“There syour star,” Juliasaid as Iris nestled under her arm. “That one there — the one shining steedily. |
saw it the moment you were born.”

Irisstirred restlesdy. “Wendatold me,” she murmured. “ She said women born under that star have many
lovers because it was named for love.” The girl recited the words, not redlly sure exactly what they
meant.

“All women have lovers” Juliasaid, “and any respectable woman has severd. That’s not what it means.
Wendabelievesalot of foolish things.” Her arm tightened around Iris. *Y ou mustn’t say that to Wenda,
though. Y ou' d hurt her fedings, and most of Lincoln would rather give her credit for wisdom.”

Irislooked up at her grandmother. She had just begun to notice that Julia’ s voice often sounded hard and
mocking; sometimes she seemed to mean the opposite of what she was saying. “What doesit mean,
then?’

“Firg of dl, it snot astar — it saplanet. It' saworld, like Earth, and it' s being tinkered with so that
people can live on it someday. Maybe your children will live there instead of here— that might be what it
means. Maybe you'll become something different.”

Iriswas puzzled. She had known that the star was a planet, though she had only avague idea of what a
planet was. Planets, like Earth, circled the sun, but, unlike the Associated Habitats, they had not been
built by people. What did Julia mean by saying thet Iris s children might live on Venus? The boyswould
wander the Plains and the girlswould stay in Lincoln and farm, as her family had always done.

Iris smother, Angharad, was proud of her lineage; her people had been part of the Plains Communes
even before the Plains became one of Earth’s Nomarchies. Angharad could recite lists of ancestors,
among them Indians and old farm families; afew had migrated to the Native American Nomarchy, but
most had remained on the Plains. This lineage was preserved not only in Angharad’ smemory but dso in
the memory banks of the cybermindsthat served Lincoln. Anyone could cal up an ancestral list and listen
to themusical chanting of names, and Angharad’ slist was more illustrious than many.

“Bet you don't know that it isn’t redlly the light of Venusyou're seeing,” Juliasaid. “They had to build a



giant shield in space near that world to protect it from the sun and let it cool, so what you're actualy
seeing isthe shidd' sreflected light. Wenda probably didn’t think of that when she decided what that sSign
meant for you. There smoreto life than Lincoln, you know. | l&ft thistown once.”

“But you came back.”
“Yes.” Julid s voice sounded hard once more.
“You never talk about it,” Irissaid. “Nobody’ s ever even told me where you went.”

Juliashrugged under her cloak. “ There' s no reason anyone should have mentioned it to you, but itisn't a
secret. | went to livein the Atlantic Federation. They needed workersto repair afew of the seawalls”

Iris s mouth dropped open. “Redly?’ She shivered ahit, thrilled by the revelation.
“I worked on the dikes near New Y ork. A few of us even took atrip into the city once, a boat tour.”

“Oh, dulia” Irisimagined aboat with sails gliding among the nearly submerged towers of the old city. The
girl had seen images of New Y ork with the aid of the band that could link her to the cyberminds, and that
had been amost like being there, but Julia had seen the sight with her own eyes.

“It wasn't afancy tour. Manhattan in the morning, lunch at the cafe on top of the World Trade Center, a
lot of gab from the guide, and alittle diving for anyone willing to risk getting hit by another boat.”

“Oh, dulia” Irissaid again.

“I worked on dikesfor over ayear. Some of my friends went on down the coast afterward, but the rest
of usweren't needed, so | came back home.” The woman paused, asif wondering how much moreto
tell the child. *'Y ou see, they had enough workers on the dikes, and they knew my mother had afarm
here, and that | could be more useful here than there. | had to come back.”

Irisfrowned. “ They forced you?’

Juliachuckled mirthlesdy. “The Nomarchies never force anyone, you know that, and especialy not here.
WEe re afree people — we dways have been. | had a choice — come back here or risk being sent to a
strange place where my skills might be needed. | guess| was afraid of where | might end up, and my
mother was begging me to come back and continue our line.” Juliadrew up her legs. “ The Nomarchies
and the Mukhtars aways give you a choice. The cyberminds can teach you anything you want to know,
and if you don't take advantage of it, that’ s your decision. Y ou can do anything you want aslong as
there’ sademand for it. Y ou can live anywhere you want, aslong as you have work in that place. Why,
you can even have as many children asyou want, if you' re prepared to ignore the Counsdor telling you
and al your neighborsthat only one or two are needed, and don’t mind people thinking you're being
obgtinate or selfish.” Her low voice was hoarse; her fingers dug into Iris s shoulder.

Juliabit her lip. She was saying too much, saying bitter words that an eight-year-old child should not
hear, yet she wanted Iristo hear them.

Juliaglanced at her right wrist, gazing at the identity bracelet she no longer needed buit still wore even
though she was unlikely to leave Lincoln again. Turning her head, shelooked south, past thetown's
doping roofs, a the clearing where the floater cradle stood. The airship bringing her home had docked
there; her mother Gwen had been there to greet it. Gwen’ s grasping hands had made her think of the
clamps and tethers holding the helium-filled dirigible in its egg-shaped cradle. Even now, shedid not care
to watch when afloater, freed from its bonds, left Lincoln for the world beyond. Her own bonds till
bound her.



Sheloosened her grip on her granddaughter’ s shoulder. Y ou might still have achance, she thought. Y ou
might find away to bring greater glory to our lineingtead of losing yoursdlf in dreams of the past, asmy
daughter does. If people could change aworld, then they could change themsalves.

Iriswas feding unessy. She dready knew, without awarning from her grandmother, that thiswas not a
conversation to share with Angharad or anyone else. “I can do what | want, can’'t |7’

“Of courseyou can.” Julia sounded as though she did not mean it. “But you' d better be sure of what you
want first, and of how to get it. By thetime | found out, it wastoo late.”

Iris gazed at the distant morning star. She had never doubted the pattern of her life before; now Juliawas
saying that some terrible disappointment awaited her. Shelooked up at her grandmother’ s round face,
which was nearly hidden by her hood; two tiny lines, the only sign of age, were dready etched on either
sde of Julia sbroad mouth. Juliawas older than the grandmothers of Iris sfriends; she had been nearly
thirty when Angharad, her only child, had been born. Was that why Julia was unhappy? Had she waited
too long to give birth? Had she wanted other children and been told by the Counselor that Lincoln had
enough young ones?

Every Plainswoman vaued her ling; most bore at least one child before the age of twenty. Because most
people could expect to live for more than a century, seven or eight generations of women might livein the
same house or town, thus preserving the continuity of their line. The past lived on in the oldest; the future
was reflected in the youngest, who could see what she would become. A linewasalivingbondina
household.

But Julia slinewas not like others. Only three generations of her linewere divein Lincoln, and their
grasp of the past and future was more tenuous. Julia’ s mother Gwen had died early, never reaching her
seventh decade, and Julia s grandmother had died soon after that — of grief, according to Wenda.

Iris, feding the weight of her own respongibility to her line, was suddenly afraid. “What should | do?’ the
child waliled, as she thought of the distant misery that might await her.

“Iris, Iris.” Juliahugged her, then let her arm drop away. “What do you want?’

The girl wassilent for amoment, wondering how much she dared to admit. But Juliawould understand.
Maybe her grandmother had aready guessed why she had been awake so early. Iris had sensed the
woman' s restlessness before, had heard Julia cregping down the Sairsin the night or caught a glimpse of
her at dawn on the hill. Perhaps Julia had heard her too. Her grandmother hadn’t seemed surprised to
find her awake s0 early that morning.

“Youwon't tell anyone?’ Irissaid. “Y ouwon't tell Angharad, will you?’
“I won’'t say aword.”

Irisbelieved her. Juliadid not gossip with any of the townsfolk or even with the women of their
household. “1 want to find out things,” Iris burst out. “ Sometimes | wait until everyone' s adeep, and then
| turn on my screen or put on my band. First, | just wanted to see places. | swam around New Y ork —
itwasjust like being there”

Juliashook her head. “ Better than being there, child. A mind-tour aways shows you the nicest spots.
Wéll, you needn’'t hide that. Everybody takes mind-tours — keeps us happy to stay put the rest of the
time”

“Not just that, Grandmother. | wanted to see where it all was— how far New Y ork isfrom Lincoln,



how far Tashkent isfrom Idamabad. The cybers showed me maps, just with pictures at first, until |
learned how to read the names.”

Juliaclutched her wrigt. *Y ou read the names?’
“Y ou promised you wouldn’t tell.”
“And I'll kesp my promise”

“I learned the names, and then the cybers showed me stories about some of the places. | saw pictures
with the band and then avoice told me | could look at words on my screen and now | can look at the
words and make up my own picturesin my head.”

Julialet go of Iris sarm. Thewoman’'s eyeswerewide; Iriscouldn't tell if shewas upset or pleased. “ Go
on.”

“| wanted to find out more things, about what New Y ork was like before the flooding — things like that.
Sometimes, when | think aquestion, | see awoman and she tells me where to find the answer and gives
me codesto call it up and if | can answer her questions afterward, she givesme moreto read.” Iris
turned toward the town. Light shone through afew of the windows, Lincoln was beginning to wake up.

“Now she' steaching me about numberstoo,” Iris continued in alower voice. “ She saysthey’ re another
language, likewords. Shetold me | can learn whatever | want. It' strue, isn't it?’

“Of courseit’strue. She'sateaching image. Iris— you’ re supposed to learn from her.”

“My friendsdon't. | told Laizaabout her and she told me she never saw anything like that. | made her
promise not to tell or I'd tell everyone her secrets.”

“Of coursethey don't know about her. | wasjust like your friends, playing games and using my band for
mind-adventures. All | needed to know was how to run the farm equipment, and you don’t need reading
for that.” Juliasighed. “Listen to me. Do what that image tells you to do. The more you learn, the more
chances—" She paused. “I wish | had learned more. By thetimel tried, it wastoo late. | can’t read
anything except my name and afew others and enough figuresto keep track of thetime.”

“But that’ sdl anyone needs here.”
“Here.” Juliapatted Iris' s head, smoothing down the long, thick curls.

Can | travel if | learn more? Iris wondered. That notion excited her, but disturbed her aswell. Would she
haveto leave her family and friends? She wouldn't mind traveling for awhile, but she could not imagine
leaving Lincoln for good; even Juliahad come back. But Juliawasn't happy. Irisfelt bewildered.

She looked up at her grandmother. Juliawasn’t happy because she had not reached for enough; she had
left Lincoln only to find that she was not redlly needed anywhere el se. Juliawastelling her to try for more
than Julia hersdlf had attempted.

The eastern sky was pale with light. Juliarose, adjusting her cloak. “ Timeto go home,” she murmured to
Iris.

Theteaching image, who caled hersdlf Bari, had become Iris sfriend. The girl knew that the image was
not areal woman, but only a set of complex responses presented to her by the cyberminds when she
linked hersdlf to them with her band. The red Bari who had served as the modd would beliving her life
elsawhere, unaware of Iris, or might even be dead, but Irisforgot that when she spoke to Bari’ simage.



Julia, with her talk about Venus, had aroused the child’ s curiosity about that world. There, her
grandmother had told her, was a place where people did great deeds; there was a place where people
could do something new instead of what others had done before them, where even aworker was of
vaue. It was Bari who explained what Venus stransformation might mean to humanity.

With her band, Iriswas able to see Venus asit had been over four hundred years ago, beforeits
transformation had begun. She floated at the edge of an atmosphere nearly two hundred kilometersthick,
then dropped through the ionized layers toward the poi sonous clouds bel ow, where the strong winds
howled asthey swept westward around the planet. Venus was shrieking its warning to her and to all
people: Y ou tame me at your peril; you may have named me for love, but remember the wildness and
cruelty that is so often part of love.

Aslris continued to fdl, the winds died and the acidic clouds thinned into a haze. Now, she seemed to be
standing on abarren plain of basdtic rock; to the west, lightning flickered above avolcano. The
volcano's dopes made her think of amountain of shidds, thrown there by invisble warriors asthey
awaited acoming battle. An eerie orange light shone through the stagnant haze, illuminating the hellish
world.

That surface, four hundred years before, had been dmost nine times as hot as the hottest summer days
on the Plains; the atmospheric pressure had been ninety times as great as Earth’s. Evenif Iris could have
stood on the surface and endured the heat without being crushed by the pressure of Venus's atmosphere
or poisoned by the sulfuric acid of the clouds, she would have had no air to breathe. The atmosphere of
carbon dioxide, which kept the intense heat from escaping, would have killed her.

Y et human beings had begun to terraform that world, dreaming of making it anew Earth. If they could do
that, Iristhought, then they could do dmost anything; the light of the planet would show all the people of
Earth their true greatness. She thought: If | could be part of it and work there, I’ d be doing something
wonderful. Shewould not return to Lincoln discouraged and unhappy, as Julia had; she would stand on
the hill with her descendants and tell them proudly of her own deeds as she pointed at the beacon of
Venus

This dream had begun in one mind, the mind of a man who had somehow managed to look beyond the
ruined Earth on which helived.

Karim d-Anwar had been one of the earliest of Earth’ sMukhtars; that smpletitle, which any village
elder in his part of the world might have claimed, belied his power. The Mukhtars who had preceded him
had survived Earth’ swars over resources and had seen many of the ravaged world’ s people abandon
Earth for space, to make new homes in hollowed-out asteroids and, later, inside vast globes built out of
the resources sunspace offered. Those left behind on Earth had gathered together, seeing that the world
could now betheirs and the destiny of their people fulfilled.

The New Idamic States became the first Nomarchy, which stretched from the eastern shore of the
Mediterranean to the Central Asian plain. A few peoplein that region had seen their chance for power a
the end of thelast of the Resource Wars, when the Russians who had dominated them for so long had
findly lost their grip on that territory. If the soldiers of the New Idamic States could seize control of the
wegponsin Earth orbit, the world would be theirs.

Those soldiers, along with the rest of Earth, endured the humiliation of being forced into peace, for those
living on the space stations had repudiated any alegiance to Earth and taken control of the orbiting
weapons, and it was then that the Idamic soldiers saw their opportunity. They becamethefirst to
negotiate with the spacedwellers, and swallowed their pride to plead their case, for they saw that the
spacedwe lers did not want the burden of holding Earth in check, and were dready planning to abandon



the home world for habitatsin space.

The New Idamic States did not win the Earth. It was thrown to them, aworn-out husk that the
spacedwdllers no longer wanted. Unity under one power might enable Earth to rebuild; it had not
mattered to the spacedwel lers which group held that power.

Thefirst Nomarchy’s old enemies, drained by war, made an dliance with the Idamic States; nations that
had once been stronger were in no position to fight. Once, the Mukhtars and their people had been
suspicious of the culture that had dominated the world; now they saw that they would have to make it
their own in order to survive.

Earth began to rebuild. More Nomarchies were formed, each with some autonomy, but ruled at first by
one of thefirst Nomarchy’s Mukhtars, and later by those the Mukhtars had trained. The Guardians of the
Nomarchies, al that remained of the armed forcesthat had once fought Earth’ s battles, would maintain
the orbiting weapons systems and keep the peace.

Karim d-Anwar might have contented himself with helping to keep what Earth had managed to wrest
from the ruins. But where others saw peoplefinaly at peace, Karim saw people who needed anew
dream, agod that might lift them to grester endeavorsthat would riva the accomplishments of the
Associated Habitats and their people, who had abandoned Earth. The people of the Nomarchies needed
more than the placid hope of preserving what they had. They had been fortunate; Earth’s most
destructive wegpons had been used only intermittently during the Resource Wars. Y et Karim believed
that, without an outlet, widespread violence might once again be visited upon hisworld.

Karim might have had hidden reasonsfor his dream. Perhaps he had wanted his nameto live forever;
perhaps his vision had been the product of a half-mad mind wanting to dominate human history. Maybe
he had wanted to bury the shame of knowing that his own people would have had no power if the
gpacedwellers had not given it to them. Therewas no way for Iris, as she learned of Karim, to be sure,
for Karim’ strue sdf had been swallowed by the legend he had helped to create.

Karim had dreamed of transforming another world. The ways of the Associated Habitats were abreak
with Earth’ s past, while Karim sought a continuity with the older culture. Planets were the proper homes
of humanity, not the closed Habitats. There were worlds within Earth’ s grasp, planets that could become
new homes.

Mars had seemed the most likely candidate for terraforming, but Habberslived on the two Martian
satdllites and had aready established their claim to the Red Planet. The gas giants beyond the orbit of
Mars offered too many obstacles to transformation, and people inhabiting their satellites would betoo far
from Earth and itsinfluence. That left Venus, Earth’s so-called twin.

The ancient goddess who had borne the names of Venus and Aphrodite had been born of the seaand
the blood and seed of the ancient god Uranus, she had risen from the seain al her beauty, dighting on
theidand of Cytherato be worshipped. The degth of the old god had given her life; hisblood had
become her beauty. So the planet named for her would aso be transformed, and its people become a
new Nomarchy of Cytherians.

Though the legend said that Karim d-Anwar had quickly brought othersto share hisdream, it waslikely
that many had thought him mad. His Venus Project would demand much from Earth, and there waslittle
enough to give. Why should more resources be drained by such atask?

Karim, asit happened (though the legend might aso have exaggerated his capabilities), was not only an
engineer but also a student of history. The Venus Project, he argued, costly asit might be, would stretch
Earth’ s abilities; the new technol ogies that would have to be devel oped would enrich the home world,



and Earth would acquire anew generation of knowers and doers, as the Associated Habitats had done.
Earth, he believed, had suffered strife not because its resources were too few, but because the world had
not seized the opportunities for greater resources that space had offered; it was no surprise that the
spacedwellers, growing impatient, had escaped Earth’ s bonds.

In the future, Karim claimed, Earth might in fact need the knowledge the V enus Project would yield, in
order to transform itself. Many had noted the rise in Earth’ s temperatures, the dow melting of its polar ice
caps, the gradua flooding of coagtd cities, the increase of carbon dioxide in Earth’ s atmosphere. When
Karim thought of the barren, hot, dead land under Venus s clouds, he saw Earth’s own possible future,
and feared for it.

Karim d-Anwar spoke of revitalizing Earth’ s cautious and fearful culture with the grest task of the Venus
Project. From scraps of evidence gleaned by those who had studied the Cytherian planet and who had
posed the possibility that VVenus might have had oceans during its distant geological past, Karim
composed adreadful picture of Earth’s possible future fate, and spoke of human history passing into
Habber handsif Earth could not learn how to transform aworld. Perhaps he also suspected that the
Venus Project would occupy those who might otherwise have interfered with the Mukhtars and their
control of Earth’s Nomarchies, and did not voice those particular thoughts.

Karim lived only long enough to see astudy of the Venus Project’ sfeasibility begun, but he had imbued
hisfollowerswith hisgod, and died knowing that otherswould achieveit. That, at least, was what the
legend claimed. Perhaps Karim, contending with those who considered him an impractical dreamer, had
begun to despair before then; maybe some of those who at first opposed him took credit for furthering
hisvison later. Some, in the centuries to come, might even have thought that Karim was fortunate not to
have seen the results of his dream; history, as dways, would confound both visionaries and naysayers
dike.

Karim, Iris saw, would long be remembered. Karim had not been content with what he had, even when
his power was gregter than that of most; he had reached for more. Somehow, Irisfet abond with this
man, even though he had been aMukhtar and she was only one of those millions the Mukhtars ruled. She
could share his dream. She could become more than another namein thelist of her line, more than
another farmer who kept the bellies of Earthfolk full. Making grain grow on the Plainswas little compared
to seeing aworld bloom under on€' s hands.

Bari’ svoice would fill with pride as Iris viewed the history of the Project’ s beginnings. Without being
shaded from the sun so that its temperature could begin to drop, Venus could not be changed; the
Project’ sfirst goa had been to provide ashield. Theimmensity of that task aone was enough to cause
even Karim’'smost devoted disciples to doubt the wisdom of the Project.

The space station called Anwara had been built, and circled Venusin a high orbit; soon, new modules
were added to it to house those who would build the Parasol that would shidd V enus from the sun.

A large disk, kilometers wide, was set up between Venus and the sun, and metal fanswere linked to that
disk. Irisgazed at images of the Parasol’ s construction; as more fans were added, Iris found hersalf
thinking of aflower’ s petds, while the tiny ships moving near it reminded her of insects.

The Parasol had grown until it was dmost aswidein diameter as Venusitself, and it had taken over a
century to build. Dawud Hasseen had been the chief engineer and designer of the Parasol; his name was
remembered. The names of those who had died building the vast umbrellawere aso remembered, and
there were many such names, for the work had held its dangers. Their lives might have been shortened,
but the beginning of anew world would betheir legacy.



More people, undeterred by reports of injured and dying workers inadequately protected from solar
radiation during the congtruction of the Parasol, came to Anwara. Often, the new arrivals were greeted
by those who were ailing and who would soon be too weak to continue to labor for the Project
themselves. A few arrivaslost heart when they saw such people but many more took courage from their
example and cameto fed that ashort life doing great deeds was better than along one waiting for the
time when one would return to the dust of Earth. More modules were added to the station, but new
dwellings were needed, new and more pleasant homes for those prepared to spend their lives with the
Project.

The Cytherian Idands began as vast platforms built on rows of large metal cdlsfilled with helium. Dirt
and soil were placed on top of the platforms, which were then enclosed by an impermesble, lighted
dome. The Idands were gardened; soon they bloomed with trees, grass, and flowers, and those who
cameto live on them longed for no other home, These Idands were part of Venus, thefirst outposts of
those whose descendants would be the first settlers. The Idands, located north of Venus s equator,
floated in the upper reaches of the Cytherian atmaosphere above the poisonous clouds and were
protected by the Parasol’ s shade; they were tiny beacons lighting humanity’ sway.

The Parasol was the greatest structure human beings had ever built and was a monument to Karim
a-Anwar’ sdream. Venus was cloaked in its shadow. The Parasol had succeeded in cooling the world it
shaded, but even with what the Project had done since then, Venuswas still ahot and deadly place. Bari
had spoken movingly of those who had died helping to bring life to aworld that they would never liveto
See.

“Venus might have been aworld like ours,” Bari said, “but its development took a different path. Now
our world isaso changing. We may need to transform it in the future. Look at Venus, and consider how
tenuous our grip on lifeis, and how eadly it could have been otherwise on our world.”

It smy tar, Iristhought, my world. | might even stand on it someday. She waslike Venus. Bari would
shield her for atime asthe Parasol shielded that world, protecting her as she learned. The clouds around
her mind would vanish as Bari led her to light.
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Two

For severa months after her talk on the hill with Julia, Iriskept her secret, telling only her grandmother
about what she was learning, but she was betraying hersdf in other ways. Exhausted by her nights of
secret sudy, she often ngpped during the day instead of playing with her friends, and the women of her
house were beginning to notice her pale face and the shadows around her eyes.

Inlatefdl, after the harvest of the summer crop and the settling of the farm’ s accounts, Iriswas
summoned to her mother’ sroom.

Angharad was Sitting cross-legged on her bed; Juliawas seated in a chair by the window overlooking the
courtyard. Angharad took off the dender gold band encircling her head and shook back her long brown
hair as her brown eyes focused on her daughter. She scowled at the girl.

“Y ou’ ve been up to something,” Angharad said.

Iris glanced desperately at Julia; her grandmother must have told her secret. Julia s green eyes narrowed
as she shook her head dightly, then covered her mouth with one finger; she was signaling to Iristhat she
had said nothing.
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“I listened to the accounts three times,” Angharad went on. “| thought there had to be amistake, but
therewasn't. We have less credit than | expected and everyone els€’ saccount isin order. Y ou' ve been
gpending more than your dlotment. Exactly what have you been buying?”

“Nothing,” Iris mumbled.

“Don’'t you darelieto me. | know you couldn’t have spent that much herein town or the shopkeepers
would have told me about it, asked me how rich this commune was getting if a child could throw so much
around. You'd better tell me now.”

Iris swallowed. “Lessons. Lessonswith my band and screen, that' sdl. | didn’t do anything wrong.”
Angharad arched her brows. “Lessons? Lessonsin agriculture don’t cost anything for us.”

“It wasn't that kind of teaching.”

“Exactly what land wasit, then?’

Irislooked down at the blue rug. “ Reading, numbers. Stories about different cities, things about the
Project on Venus.”

“Reading?’ Angharad sounded more surprised than angry. “ Stories?’

“A teaching image tellsme how to find out things. Her name s Bari. Sometimes she gives methingsto
learn that | don’t care about as much, but then | see how they help me with other stuff | do want to learn,
and she asks me questionsto seeif | got it right. She says| know almost two years worth of prep
studies dready.” Iris paused, suddenly wishing she hadn’t bragged about that.

“Prep lessons? For aschool ?” Angharad choked on the words, asif about to laugh. Irislooked up; her
mother had a crooked smile on her face. “What makes you think you’ d be chosen for aschool? Why
would you want to fill your head with al of that? It won’t make you a better farmer.”

“l don't know,” Irisanswered. “1 was curious.”

“It' sawagte of time and credit. | can’'t keep you from spending your child’ salotment — you have a
legd right to that. But | won't have my own fundsdrained. Now I’ll have to program arestriction. | never
thought I’ d have to do that with my own daughter.”

Irisstifled acry. She had never considered the cost of the lessons; her friends often spent hours on
mind-tours and game scenarios without using up their dlotments. Now there would be no more lessons
until her next alotment was due, in the spring. She would not be able to bear thelong, confining winter
without her lessons.

“Iris hasn’t done anything wrong,” Juliasaid.

“Comehere” Angharad said to Iris, patting the bed. The girl rdluctantly sat down next to her mother.
Angharad stroked Iris s hair, touching the brown locks gently. “Y ou're only eight years old. | suppose
it'snatura to be curious about things. But none of that learning will be of useto you later — it’sonly for
people who are chosen for schools. People who learn more than they should become very unhappy,
because it affects their minds. Y ou don’t want to be unhappy, do you?’

“No.” How, Iriswondered, could her lessons make her happy now and unhappy later? Werethey like
Angharad' s pecan cookies, which made her sick when she ate too many?



“Spend moretime with your friends. Y ou'll have to get dong with them when you' re older. Forget your
lessons, and | won't do anything about what you’ ve spent on them. Y ou know more than you have to

“No,” duliasaid abruptly, brushing back alock of her light brown hair. “I can give Iris some of my credit.
There smore than enough.”

Angharad gaped a the older woman; then her jaw tightened. She pointed her chin a her mother while
Juliaglared back. Both women had the same heavy jaw and strong chin; they made Iristhink of Laiza's
bulldog defending abone.

“Do you want Iristo end up like you?” Angharad said at last. “Do you want her to grow up wanting
things she can't have instead of being happy with what she'sgot?’

“How can learning hurt her? Besdes, even if thereishurt in somelearning, it might till beright. Shelll
have something to occupy her mind when there slittle work to be done. It’ s better than spending her time
ingamesand gossip.”

Irisredlized that the two women had forgotten she was present. Thiswas part of an old argument to
them; she had heard their voicesrise and fal in debate behind closed doors and in the common room
downgtairs. Iris had caught an occasiond angry phrase without understanding what the disagreement was
about.

“Thelearning might,” Julia continued, “even be of useto others here. Iris might bring more interesting
tidbitsto our gabfests.” Julia svoice held its usua mocking tone.

“She might want to leave,” Angharad said. Iriskept her eyes down; that possibility had often crossed her
mind. Therewas moreto life than Lincoln, her grandmother had said. Iris might want to seethe citiesshe
had visited in mind-tours, even more, she wanted to travel to where the new world was being
terraformed. She was sure, however, that she would return home. She would have to come back, as
Juliahad, but she would come back with accomplishmentsto relate and part of her dream fulfilled; she
would have no regrets.

“And what if she doesleave?’ the older woman responded. “1 did, and here | am. She'll be back long
before she has to take over our commune.”

Irishit her lip. Her grandmother was not being honest. Almost every time they had spoken together
lately, Julia had mentioned the few who had escaped Lincoln and the Plains dtogether, implying that Iris
might do the same. Already, the girl was beginning to long for the company of someone she could talk to
about the things she was learning. Julialistened to her but could offer few thoughts of her own, and Bari
wasonly animage.

But I'll come back, Iristhought. | can do what | want and then come back. She could not yet imagine
cutting hersdlf off from Lincoln forever.

“I haveto think of our line,” Angharad muttered. “It's my responsibility now, andit’'ll belris slater.” She
glared baefully at her mother. “Y ou might have thought of your own responsibility to it eerlier.”

Iris sfamily had dwayslived here. All of the resdents of her house shared equally inthefarm, but Iris's
ancestors had owned the land and were considered the traditiona leaders of that household. Angharad,
athough she consulted with the other women, had the power to make decisions whenever there was
disagreement; she represented the views of the household in town meetings and town council sessons
with the heads of other Lincoln farms. If Angharad had no more children and Iris|eft Lincoln, the



leadership would passto Angharad’ s cousin Elisabeth, and Iris knew that her mother thought Elisabeth
was not up to the task. She couldn’t leave for good, in spite of what Julia might think; the farm would
need her.

Irishad to spesk up. “If | learn things,” she said, “wouldn’t that help the farm?’

“Usdless knowledgewon't help,” Angharad replied angrily. “I’ ve made my decison. Y ou are not to
continue these gudies. If you must learn something, learn practica things— how to keep the land fertile,
when the best times are for planting, what new strains are available, how to assess the weether.”

“I can dill give her some of my credit,” Juliasaid. “What she doeswith it isher concern. Y ou can't stop
m"

Angharad swung her legs over the bed and stood up swiftly, nearly hitting Iriswith her arm. “I’min
charge now, I'll decide matters.” She clenched afist, looking as though she wanted to strike the other
woman.

“It'strue | turned everything over to you,” Juliaanswered camly. “Y ou can make us both abide by your
wishesif you think the farm’sinterests are at stake, and | suppose you could argue that they are, Since
Irisisyour daughter. Of course, | won't accept your decision now. I’ want to discussit with the rest of
our household. Maybe they’ Il agree with you, and sincewe al didike unpleasantness and have to get
aong together, it would be hard for meto go against them.”

Angharad smiled, looking triumphant.

“But maybe,” Juliawent on, “I can get some of them to agree with me, aslong as Iris promisesthat her
studieswon’t keep her from her chores or other obligations. And they might not take kindly to seeing you
tell me what to do with my own money. It sets abad precedent. They’ ve dways been free to spend
theirs asthey wish and they might wonder if you' Il come up with your own ideasfor their funds. You
might produce bad fedling. In dl thetime I’ velived here, I’ ve never seen an argument about this sort of

thing.”
“They’ll agreewithme,” Angharad inssted.

“Perhgps. And it will certainly give them afinetopic for talk at parties. They’ll say that Angharad Julias
can't even contral her own child without dragging her whole household into thefight. They'll say that
Angharad Juliastells her own mother how to spend her credit and showsingratitude and disrespect for
the old. That would be a pity, especialy since you dream of being eected mayor someday. | don't think
Lincoln would want such aleader.”

“They won't want aleader who lets her daughter get above hersdf.” But Angharad’ s smile had faded;
her arms hung uselessly at her sides. “Y ou old bitch,” she whispered. Iris blinked, shocked by her
mother’ s harsh expression.

Juliaignored the insult. “They might praise one who has adaughter with abrain. Y ou can tell them that
the studies will make her a better leader and a credit to the town. Y ou can show that we' re not the
dullards Linkers and city folk take usto be. It'sal amatter of how you present it, daughter.”

Angharad Sghed.
“Show somewisdom,” Juliasaid. “A leader should know when she’ slost, and accept it gracefully.”

Irisfdt torn. She climbed off the bed and went to her mother’ s side, looking up at Angharad’ s mournful,
round face. “I’ll do my chores, | promise,” she burst out. “1 dways finish them, don't 1?1 won't talk



about Bari to anybody.” That, she knew, would be the hardest promise to keep. “Angharad, please.”

Angharad took her hand. “I’'m afraid Julia sleft me no choice.” Thegirl’s chest swelled with happiness.
“But if you dack off, I'll haveto bring the matter up, whatever happens. Just remember that.”

Angharad was smiling again. For amoment, Irisamost believed that her mother was glad she had lost.
Wasthat why shewas smiling? Or was Angharad only thinking that she would win out over Irisin the
end?

Winter had cometo Lincoln. The wind whistled through the streets and came to ahowl as snow fell
steadily; icy white dunes covered the fields and clogged the roads. The townsfolk rarely ventured outside
during this season, preferring to socidize with the aid of their screens. Each house was well stocked with
provisions, and the shops were closed until early spring. The climatic changes that had brought tropical
springs and scorching summers to the Plains had aso given the land brief but extremely harsh winters, as
if in compensation for the high temperatures the Plains usualy endured.

Iris had opened her window. She rested her hands on the sill, listening to the murmur of voices below.
Her room overlooked the courtyard, which was surrounded on al four sdes by wings of the house. The
heated courtyard, protected by an invisible shield, wasimmune to winter, and the household often
preferred to gather thereinstead of in the common room downstairs. Mogt of Lincoln’s houses had only
domes over their courtyards; ingtaling the force field had been Julia sideaand she had spent alot of her
credit on it, yet sherarely sat in the courtyard with the others, whose talk made her impatient or irritable.
Iris often wondered if giving the house the luxury of aforce field had been Julia’ sway of making up for
her lack of warmth and friendliness. Her grandmother, whatever her fedings, was filll a Plainsvoman
and had tried to treat her communefairly before turning it over to Angharad.

Iris sat down on the window seat. She was too tired to study and not tired enough to deep. She had to
get morerest; it was her turn to help in the kitchen tomorrow and her room needed cleaning aswell.
Angharad had aready scolded her for alowing it to become so disorderly, and Iris had not forgotten her
mother’ sthreats.

Thewinter, imposing isolation, had given her moretimeto study. The afternoon hoursthat she usudly
spent with her friends during other seasons were her own. She still spoke with the other children
occasiondly over her screen, or joined them outside for games in the snow when the wind died down
long enough; if she hadn’t, Angharad would have counted it as another mark againg her.

She stretched out on the window sest, pillowing her head on her hands. Sometimes, when she couldn’t
deep, the sound of talk below would bring on drowsiness, soothing her until she drifted off there or
sumbled hazily to her bed.

She knew why she could not deep. Another teaching image, a man named Muhammar, had appeared
with Bari that afternoon. He had said that he would be guiding her in some of her sudies, and Bari had
looked pleased, saying that this meant that Iris had donewell. Iris had run to Juliawith the news, longing
to shareit, but even her grandmother had frowned before offering afew words of praise.

Iris pressed her lips together. She now knew enough about customsin other placesto redlize that such

news would have been cause for celebration elsewhere. No one in her household cared. They all knew
her secret now; Angharad, knowing it couldn’t be kept, had been the first to reved it, saying somewhat
defensively that the studies might help her to manage the farm when she was grown.

Mogt of the women had been amused, though Iris supposed that mockery was better than outright
hodtility. Eric, the only child in the household who was her age, kept asking her silly questions she could
not answer and then made fun of her when she did not reply. “Why don’t you ask theimage?’ hewould



say as he sneered, or 1 thought you knew everything by now.” He had nearly baited her into hitting him
that morning; only the thought of Angharad’ swarning had kept Irisfrom striking out.

She sat up and peered out at the courtyard. The women below had spread blankets on the grass, most of
them wore swegters over their long dresses or tunics. The house homeostat had been errétic lately, one
of the reasons why the dust that the system usually cleared from the air was beginning to form afilm on
Iris sfurniture. The women would have to retreat to the common room later that week unlessthe man
vigting them managed to repair the homeostat soon. Irisreminded hersdlf to dust her roominthe
morning.

Wenda poured herself more whiskey. She wasthe oldest of the women, nearly ninety; she had been a
friend of Julia’ s grandmother. Her silver hair gleamed in the courtyard’ s soft light; her stocky body was
gtill sturdy. Rejuvenation might give the old woman another three or four decades of life, and she had
aways been strong. She had not only survived her old friend but had also outlived Julia s mother, Gwen;
the people of Lincoln, unaccustomed to seeing degth carry off anyone before the age of ninety, till talked
about Gwen’ stragic end. Disease might be forestalled or evaded, but afoolish accident had taken
Gwen'slife

Wenda passed the bottle to Sheryl; the dender, dark-haired woman poured her whiskey daintily, asif
measuring how much she could swallow without getting drunk. Angharad whispered to LaDonna, who
giggled and then murmured to Constance. The three young women had aways been close, more like
sgersthan friends, LaDonnahad left her old communein Lincolnto live here.

Sheryl handed the whiskey to Lilia, who took only enough for aswallow. At fourteen, Liliawas old
enough to st up with the women, though she rardly had much to say; she had the large brown eyes and
tentative manner of her mother Elisabeth, who was absent from the gathering. Irishad seen Durdll, the
man who was repairing their homeodtat, enter Elisabeth’s room after dinner.

Irisdidn’t like Durell, who had stood aside with agrin on hisface while Eric taunted her about her
lessons. Irisdidn’t usudly care for the presence of men in the house. The women would begin to act slly,
batting their eyes and whispering invitationsto their beds, and the handsome Durell was worse than most
men. He strutted around the house, using any excuse ro remove his shirt and reveal his muscular, dark
brown chest. He joked with Eric, called the boy a*“little man,” and laughed and clapped whenever Eric
wrestled with LaDonna s son Tyree, even though Tyree was younger and smaller.

Sheryl looked up at the north wing of the house. “Elisabeth’ slight just went on,” she said.

Congtance craned her neck. “Do you think they’ re getting up?’ She jumped to her feet, shaking back her
long, blond hair. “Maybe aman like that’ s ready for more than one woman.” Sherolled her dim hips.
Angharad, giggling, tugged at her friend’ strouser leg as Constance sat down again.

“I wish | didn’t havethisbelly,” LaDonnasaid. She rested her back against a dender tree trunk, rubbing
ahand over her abdomen; she was pregnant, and her second child would be agirl. “He wouldn’t be with
Elisabeth now.” LaDonnawas telling the truth; with her feathery black hair, blue eyes, and rosy, clear
skin, shewasthe mogt beautiful of themall.

“If I were twenty years younger,” Wenda said, “and not repenting of my sins, he wouldn’t be with any of
you.” Sherolled her eyes. “Maybe | should try my luck anyway. He might like awoman who knows a
few things”

“Shejust turned out the light,” Congtance said, heaving asigh. “1 know Elisabeth. She' Il keep him there
al night.” The blond woman grinned. “ She could at |least have given Liliaacrack at him.” Constance
poked the girl while Lilia blushed and covered her mouth. “Y ou can’t fool me— I’ ve seen you looking a



him when you think no one’ saround.”
Liliashook her head.+569
“Come on. Now that Jacob’ sleft town, you' relooking, aren’'t you?’

Iristried not to laugh. Liliahad talked of nothing except Jacob when the boy had been living next door;
he had been her first love before he had taken up aman’slife of traveling from town to town. Most men
wandered, finding work as mechanics or repairmen in other Plainstowns, some even left the Plains or
Earth itsdlf. Jacob had promised to come back in the spring; Liliahad told Iristhat. Now shewas ogling
Durdl, who wasn't nearly as kind and gentle as Jacob. Liliawasafool.

Liliahung her head; her pale bangs hid her eyes. “Durdl’sal right,” she said in soft, durred tones, *but
I”’m too young for him. | haven’t even had my ceremony yet.”

“A meretechnicdlity,” Wendasaid, tripping a bit over thelong word, “but it’s probably best to respect
custom.” The old woman chortled. “Didn’t see such modesty when Jacob was around, though.”

“Maybe| should try my luck with Durell,” Angharad said. “I’ ve been missing aman lately.”
“When don’t you missone?’ Constance asked, to a chorus of laughter.

“I’ve been thinking,” Angharad continued. “ There' s no reason not to have another child now, aslong as
our Counsglor has no objection. | was putting it off until Irisgot older, but maybe | shouldn’t. | might like
apretty dark-skinned daughter.”

Iriswanted to scream, unable to bear the thought of a sister who might belike Durell. How could her
mother even think of it?

“Another daughter?” Wenda shook her head. “ That might not be wise. Y ou' d have to turn the farm over
to one of them eventudly, and the other might resent it.”

“But agirl could say herewith us,” LaDonnasaid. “I’m glad thisone' sgoing to be agirl. Tyreewill have
to leave uswhen he' solder, but I'll fill have hissster, and she’ sbound to be alot like him, after al.”

The other women were silent for amoment. LaDonna had reminded them al of an awkward fact;
LaDonna, who could have chosen dmost any man, had become pregnant by the same man who had
fathered Tyree. No one could understand such unconventionadity; it made no sense. Having two children
by only one man was dmost like having abond with him.

“I think you ought to wait,” Constance said. Y ou know wheat it waslike with Irisand my Eric born so
close together. We wouldn’t want to lose the labor of two women at the same time. We were exhausted

trying to keep up with everything.”

“You'reright,” Angharad replied. “I’ ve got time. I'm twenty-four now — | could even wait until Irisis
grown, see how things are then. | don’t know.” An odd, unhappy look came over Angharad’ s round
face; her brown eyes seemed to be staring into a secret place only she could see. Iris had caught that
look on her mother’ s face when Angharad had not realized she was present. “1 wonder.” She shook her
head and smiled again.

“Y ou sound worried.” Old Wendawaved an arm. “What are you thinking — that Iriswill grow so
addled by her learning that you' || need another daughter to tend to things here?’

Irisheld her breath, wishing that Juliawere awake and in the courtyard to say something in her defense.



“Of coursenot,” Angharad answered. “Irisisn’'t addled. She' s better behaved than alot of children.” She
glanced a Congtance; Eric sometimes beat the walls with hisfists or shrieked when he was denied a
game or treat, and since he wasted his own alotment, his mother often had to refuse his requests for part
of hers. “Iriswill do very well.” The eavesdropping girl loved her mother a that moment, wishing
Angharad would say such thingsto her more often when they were done. “Besdes, it' sastage. She'll
get tired of it soon enough, especidly when it starts getting hard. When she gets old enough for aman,
shé'll find other thingsare more interesting.”

The women chuckled. Iris s eyes stung. Was that true? She couldn’t believe that she would ever want
someone like Durell, loud and boorish and full of himself. A man would never take her away from her
studies. Shewould prefer not to have aman at al. Shetensed, surprised at the thought. Therewerea
few women in Lincoln who had only other women aslovers or took no loversat dl, and though they
were tolerated, most of the townsfolk disapproved of them.

“Y ou're probably right to let her go through it and get past it,” Sheryl murmured. “Best to let children do
some of these thingsinstead of forbidding them.” Sheryl, who had no children of her own, aways seemed
to know what other women should do with theirs. “ Children are drawn to the forbidden. Anyway, it's
probably just agameto her.”

Iris pressed her nose against the raised windowpane, then drew back, afraid someone might look up and
see her even though her light was out. Bari had praised her, yet Sheryl was caling her studiesonly a

game.
“Maybe she'll bechosen,” Liliasaidin ahigh, quavering voice.

“Chosen!” Constance dapped her thigh. “Mother of God, Iris chosen! Wouldn't that give Lincoln
something to talk about! We' d certainly seem grand then — why, we' d be invited to every party in
town.” Constance struggled to control hersalf. “ Chosen! Why, if that happened, she might even become
aLinker!” She shrieked with merriment.

“It'snothing to laugh about,” Sheryl said, covering her own smile with one hand. “Linkers are strange
folk — they’ redmost more like Habbers than other people.”

“Shut your mouth,” Angharad said, clearly shocked by Sheryl’ swords. “They may have Links, but

they’ re nothing like Habbers.” She looked around uneasily, seeming to think that a Linker might suddenly
appear in the courtyard — asif such aperson were likely to have any businessthere. “They go out of
their way to show that they aren’t.” Iriswondered how her mother could possibly know that.

“When | was achild, aboy from Lincoln was chosen,” Wenda said. “Once his mother got over the
shock, she couldn't stop bragging. Of course, she knew the boy would end up leaving Lincoln anyway,
and there was arumor that she had aLinker cousin.” The old woman paused. “That’ sredly the point,
you see. Some think anyone can be chosen, but it isn’t true. Y ou need strings somewhere.” Wenda
dhrugged. “Asit was, it brought only grief to the boy’ s mother.”

“Who was she?” Angharad asked.
“BerinthiaSheilas”
Sheryl’smouth fell open. “Berinthial Y ou mean that old fool had a son who was chosen?’

Wenda nodded. “ She was different when she was younger. Oh, she was quick then — clever and smart.
But she loved her son too much, and loving ason like that isawaste. Being chosen changed him. He
never returned, not even when she died. A woman of her house told me once that he had joined the



Habbersfindly.” She sighed. “No one would speak of him after that.”

Angharad shook her head. “Why should anyone here be chosen? We re needed here, onthe Plains. If
you think about it, we' re just about the most important people in the world, aren’t we? We feed most of
it, and it's our tongue people of different lands use to speak to each other. Didn’t our ancestorsrule
everything in the days before the Nomarchies?” She held out her glass for more whiskey. “We hardly
need to prove our worth.”

Iris had heard her mother make smilar statements before, often in the same insstent tone. The past of her
people was asource of pride, but was also an excuse to leave things as they were, for it was an
achievement that could never be equaled.

“It might be better,” Wendasaid, “if you discouraged the girl alittle. By encouraging her, Juliadoesn't
have the interests of thiscommune at heart.” Wenda swallowed more whiskey, then began to sway a
little; the gesture, Irisknew, usualy preceded one of the old woman’ s pronouncements. Many saw
Wenda as a soothsayer of sorts, and she had learned something of the outside world. Wenda could read
omensin themost trivid of events, and was often right. She could predict, through long experience, a
better than usual crop or along drought; it stood to reason that she might be able to predict other things
aswdl.

“It'sthat star she was born under,” Wenda continued. “1t' sa sign. As people seek to change that world,
0 Iristriesto remake herself. But Venus has claimed many victims.”

Iriswished that she dared to lean out of the window and shout an objection. Why wasn't anyone
gpesking? Didn't they see that this statement was different from what Wenda had said about that omen
before?

Angharad nodded. “Oh, Iriswill giveit up. There€ Il be moreto do when LaDonna s childisborn, and it's
time Irislearned more of our rea work. Shewon't havetime for those sudies of hersthen. | think | can
let her havetherest of thewinter.”

No, Irissaid to hersdlf. | won't giveit up, you can’'t make me giveit up.

Wenda had said that she waslike Venus, trying to remake hersdlf; Julia had told her that she might
become something different. The two, without knowing it, now agreed on the meaning of that omen;
could that be evidence that they were right about it? Bari, Iris knew, would call such thinking silly and
superdtitious, but it gave Irishope. She might even trave to Venus sometime. It wasn't impossible;
workers were often needed, and she might learn something that would make her useful to the Project.
Wasn't the Project, after dl, alittle like farming, sowing the seeds of life on barren ground?

Angharad spoke of past glories, but seemed to forget that her ancestors had dreamed of more than
feeding theworld. Iris had learned alittle about their accomplishments; why wouldn't her mother want
her to be more like them? She would come home eventually. She would have talesto tell the people of
Lincoln about her ventures, and the town might take pride in having one of their own asasmall part of
such an enterprise. Her life would be along one, perhaps as long as Wenda' s. Why should she spend it
dl in oneplace?

“Did you hear about Teresaand Devlin?’ Congtance asked; her voice was durred. “ Genatold me he
didn’t leave on the Tuesday floater, the last one that came through before the storm. She saysthat Teresa
and Devlin arein love— hewon't even look at anyone dse”

“Thosefirgt dayswith anew man arethe best,” Angharad said.



Irisrose. The women would gossip now until the whiskey made them too groggy to talk. Shetiptoed
across the room, feding her way so that she would not have to turn on her light, and sat down in front of
the screen.

This screen, no larger than her window, was much smaler than the one in the common room, which
covered awadl. Her band, aflexible golden circlet, lay on thetablein front of her smal screen. The
screen could show her words, numbers, and three-dimensiona images, but the band, by linking her mind
directly to Earth’ sartificia intellligences, could feed her sensations. She could travel in amind-tour,
experience an adventure, take on any of anumber of rolesin astory. She could even experience, ina
small way, what it might be liketo be a Linker, one of those whose implants permanently linked them to
the cyberminds. Such people could cal up any fact they needed at any time; the cyberminds were aways
at their command. But their training was rigorous, they had to know what to ask, how to direct their
minds so that they weren't overwhelmed by an ocean of data, how to sort, how to know what was
relevant and how an isolated fact might fit a pattern. Iris had begun to wonder if Linkers controlled the
cyberminds or if those intelligences viewed the Linkers as extensions of themselves.

Iris put on her band. The dark world of VVenus, shaded by its Parasol, was suddenly below her. She
struggled with vertigo as her perspective shifted and the planet seemed to float overhead. Already, the
Project’ slabors had changed that world. Venus' s surface temperature had begun to drop, though it was
dtill too hot for life.

Aslrisfdl toward the clouds, several tanks dropped past her and flared up into bright light asthey
opened to reease their cargo into the atmosphere. These tanks, she knew, contained hydrogen siphoned
off from Saturn; they had been hurled from that distant, ringed world years earlier. Here, they would
combine with the free oxygen the changesin Venus had produced, and form water, while traces of
ammoniain the Saturnian eements would a so produce needed nitrogen. Another tank flared asit opened
to release its solid, compressed hydrogen.

People had ventured far, out to the gas giants beyond the inner solar system, to get what they needed for
the Project. Some of them had died out there, too, far away from Earth and the world they were
transforming. It cameto Iristhat there was wedlth in the solar system, more resources than Earth could
possibly use; yet Earth reached for little while clinging to the few it till possessed. The Project was
showing them what could be created from that wedth.

Iris continued to fal, dropping through the seeded cloud layer. Life was dready present in these clouds,
for an dtered, hardy strain of algae was feeding on the sulfuric acid and expelling it in the form of iron and
copper sulfides. A velil of soft rain surrounded her as she left the clouds and entered the mist; below, a
Sterile ocean had begun to form, an ocean that would have boiled away in thefierce heat if not for the
intense atmospheric pressure.

She bobbed on the shalow seg, |etting the waves carry her toward the black land. A small beam lighted
her way; she was a probe, surveying one of humanity’ s future homes. VVenus would cool, more oceans
would form; the land, which had been locked into place by the heat for uncounted millennia, would begin
to shift on itstectonic plates. Venuswould writhe asthe forcesin its mantle and crust were released; new
continentswould form.

Iris slight suddenly went out; she was surrounded by a blackness darker than night. Thiswas how Venus
would look to her unaided eye, hidden asit now was from the sun. The blacknesswas that of agrave.

She took off her band. Someday, people would wak unprotected under those clouds, and the sun would
reach Venus again. Everything would be new to them; they would be at the beginnings of their history.
They would not hear stories from their mothers which made it seem that al grestness and



accomplishment were past. They wouldn't live in mind-tours and adventure games, their liveswould be
their adventure. She, or her children, might even be among them.

Irisstiffened. It was the firgt time that thought had come to her — the possibility that she might leave
Lincoln forever.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Three

The snow was beginning to melt, and the roads of Lincoln were clogged with mud and meting ice. The
mud sucked at Iris s boots as she walked south. Carts of cargo were already rolling past her, moving
north toward the town square.

A crowd had gathered by the time she reached the clearing outside the town. The first floater of the
spring had arrived, and many were thereto seeit. The large arships came only infrequently during the
winter months; now, they would arrive every Tuesday until winter came again.

The floater’ s cabin had been locked into the bowl of the cradle that made up the only port Lincoln had.
The speeding trainsthat linked grest cities did not come here, and there was no place for a shuttle to
land. Theribbons of roadways on which streams of vehicles had once crossed the continent were no
more than rubble beyond the fields. Only floaters carried the outsde world' s gifts to them.

Iriswatched as afew passengers came down the ramp. Others stared out at her from the windows of the
floater’ s cabin, which could carry as many as three hundred passengers. Chutesjutted out from the rear
of the cabin, where crates and boxes rolled down on small, wheeled wagons, then on toward the town.
The shopkeepers had gathered to claim their wares; afew people were following the carts back to the
town square. Those shops, which surrounded the square, would not officially open until the next day, but
farmersand children aways came to see this early spring shipment, hoping to guess what might bein the
crates.

No one had to make use of a shopkeeper’s services. Orders for almost anything could be placed directly
from one’ shome, and afloater would deliver them. But using a shopkeeper was smpler; the shopkeeper
would meet the shipment, convey packages from the square to the cusomer’ s home, place new orders
for goods at specified times, and issue advice on the rdlative merits of different products. Iris's mother,
like dmost everyone elsein Lincoln, thought it was worth the extra credit for the service. But the
shopkeepers dso sold itemsin their stores that no one had ordered; much of their money was made
anticipating what someone might want to buy immediately onimpulse.

Irislooked up at thelong, silvery, sausage-shaped dirigible attached to the cabin, then lowered her eyes
to the ramp. Two men carrying satchels were making their way down to the muddy ground. Iris searched
the crowd for Laizaand finally saw her friend, who was standing with her mother, Maria, and Peter, the
head of Maria’' s commune. Iris waved; Laiza and the bearded Peter began to walk toward her. Peter
was the only mae farmer among the people of Lincoln; instead of wandering, he had stayed to take over
hismother’ sfarm. Irisliked the quiet, gentle man, hardly thinking of himasaman at dl.

“You, therel” Iris started; one of the two men with satchelswas speaking to her. “Y eah, you.” Hisface
was broad, hishair dark blond. “Y ou look familiar.”

She walked up to the man, sure now that she had seen him before, but unable to remember when. “I'm
IrisAngharads,” she said tentatively.
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The young man grinned, barked alaugh, and suddenly lifted her up by the arms, swinging her through the
ar. Hewas hurting her; she felt asthough her arms were being torn from her shoulders. Shewinced as he
et her down. “Don’'t you remember me, girl?” Heruffled her hair; his sturdy face seemed to swoop
toward her from agreat distance as he bent over her. “I’'m Tad Ruths, your father.”

Iris rubbed her shoulder, not knowing what to say, dimly recalling avisit two or three springs ago. Tad
dapped her on the back, then pushed her toward the other man, nearly knocking her over in the process.
“Donny, meet my daughter Iris”

“Hello,” shesad, trying to amile.

“Why, hdllo.” Donny’ s hand darted toward her. She was about to duck, then saw that he only wanted to
shake hands. She reached out and touched his pam, reassured by hiskindly brown eyes.

Tad clutched her shoulder. “Y ou’ re growing up. | bet you'll be as pretty as your masomeday. Don't
have much time— I’'m only herefor aweek. Let’sgo to the house, kid.”

A week, she thought, wondering how she could beer it. Details of Tad' slast visit were coming back to
her now. He had teased her in arough, coarse way while sending her off to fetch him whiskey or sweets,
and she had soon been avoiding him. “I can’'t,” shesaid. 1 promised my friend —" Iriscaught Laiza's
eye. “| mean, wewere going to—"

“Sure, sure” Hisgrayish-green eyes softened alittle as he patted her more gently on her head. “It’ sal
right — I think | can find my way.” He picked up his saichdl. “ Seeyou later, kid.” He and Donny strode
off through the crowd.

“Y ou be home by suppertime,” Peter shouted as Laizaand Iris scampered closer to the floater. Iris
stared up at the heium-filled dirigible as she entered its shadow; Laiza craned her neck as she peered
around at the remaining shopkeepers.

“Theresheis,” the black-haired Laizamurmured. “Hey, Winnie!”

A stout, gray-haired woman smiled at the girls as they approached her. Two boys and another girl were
aready tugging at thewoman’ slong coat. “Oh, Winnie,” Laizasaid, “I have to have some chocolate. |
just haveto, oh, please.”

Winni€' s smilewidened. “Now, you children know | don’t open until tomorrow.”
“If | don't have sometoday,” Laizaresponded, “I'll just die. Oh, please.”

Winnie stooped down, cupping ahand around her mouth. All of the children drew closer. “Tdl you
what,” the shopkeeper whispered. “All of you can cometo the shop in acouple of hours, al right? Just
knock on the door. Ther€' Il be some nice treatsin the shipment.”

“Oh, thank you,” Laizasaid dramaticdly. Irisled her friend away as Winnie followed a cart toward the
town. Laizasuddenly clutched at her arm. “Wasthat man redlly your father?’

Irisnodded. “I hateit when hecdlsmekid.”

“Peter was giving him the once-over.” Laizagiggled. Peter took only men aslovers and that had caused a
bit of discord among the women of his household whenever an dtractive visitor was more drawn to Peter
than to them. “ Anyway, he doesn’t seem so bad.”

Laiza, Irisreflected, could afford to say that; her own father visited her at least twice ayear and dways



took akindly interest in his daughter. What would Tad think when he found out about her studies?
Angharad was bound to mention them and he would probably find her lessons afruitful subject for more
teasing.

The crowd had thinned out. “Look,” Iris said, pointing toward the ramp. A small, dark man had |eft the
floater; he carried no satchel and wore white pants and a bright red silken jacket that reached to his
knees. Helooked around at the remaining townsfolk placidly; everyone had fdlen sllent a his
gppearance. He wa ked toward the town, passing the two girls, who gaped a him. A smdl white jewel
gleamed in hisforehead, the only outward sign of the implanted Link he bore.

“A Linker,” Laizagasped.

“What's he doing here?’ Iris asked. If aLinker was expected here on avisit, everyonein town would
have known about it. She had never seen aLinker before, though Angharad had told her one had come
to Lincoln years ago to address the town council.

“A Linker,” Lazasad again. Thetwo girlsbegan to trail the man, following him out of the clearing and
along the road leading to the town square. A few women stood in the doorways of their houses, shaking
their headsin wonderment asthe Linker passed.

In the square, the shopkeepers waited as carts parked in front of each shop unloaded the shipments with
metal arms. Eric, asusud, was getting in the way, sitting down on one of the crates until he was shooed
away. The assembled townspeople were dready huddling together as they watched the Linker stroll
around the square.

“Let’sfind out why he'shere” Irissaidto Laiza

“How?

“Let'sask him.”

“Mother of God!” Laiza sbrown eyeswidened. “Y ou’ re going to talk to him?’
“Comeon.” Irisran toward the man; Laiza hestated and then followed.

The man was standing in front of the Marian Catholic Church, alarge steepled wooden building on the
west sde of the square. His shoes and white pants were unmarked by mud; Iris had seen the soil dither
off his clothing as he walked: She took a bresth as she stopped in front of the Linker; Laizanearly
collided with her.

“Hdlo,” Irissad.

The man gazed at her solemnly; he was nearly as short as Angharad, who was smdler than most women.
“How do you do,” hereplied.

Laizasnorted and covered her mouth. “Are you visiting someone?” Iris asked.

“I am afraid not. | am only taking alittle stroll until the floater’ sready to leave. Thisismy first trip to the
Fains, and | thought | would seethe Sights.”

“My name' slrisAngharads. Thisismy friend, LazaMarias.”

Laizagiggled. Iriswished her friend could control hersef; the man would think they weredlly. “I'm
happy to meet you both,” he said. “1 am caled Jawaharld.” He said his name dowly. Laizabegan to



giggleeven more.

“Thisisour church,” Irissaid. “1 mean, it swherewe go.” Her mother and grandmother were not very
religious, but attended mass out of habit. “ The mosgue' s over there.” She pointed down the street at a
small, domed structure, then waved at a building on the opposite side of the square. “ And that’ swhere
the Spiritists go, to that white building next to the town hall, but only when the weather’ sbad — when it's
nice, they have their meetings outsde.”

Jawaharla nodded absently; he was gazing through her. 1t wasfoolish to tdl him al of that; hisLink could
provide such information.

“Areyou from one of the Indian Nomarchies?’ Iris continued. The man’ s black eyesfocused on her; he
seemed surprised by the question. “It’ syour clothes.” Shefelt her cheeks grow warm. “1 saw people
wearing them on amind-tour of India. | thought that might be your home.”

“Itis It was.” He amiled. “Bihar — that was my home.”

“Irisknows how to read,” Laizaburst out, then nearly collapsed in afit of more giggling. Iriswanted to
scream at her to be quiet.

“Doyou redly?’ Jawaharld’s smile widened.

Iris nodded reluctantly. 1’ ve been taking lessons, just afew. Prep lessons” Jawaharld lifted his dark
brows. “Oh, | know | don’t need them, but — well, if I know somethings, it might —" Shefdlt flustered.
“It might help me be abetter farmer someday,” she finished, wanting to show that she knew her place.

“Perhapsit will.” Jawaharlal peered a her moreintently. “Y ou say that your nameis|ris Angharads?’
13 Ya”

The man’s eyeswent blank and hisimplanted jewel glowed; Iriswas sure that he was communicating
with the cyberminds through his Link. The blank gaze frightened her. A record of her progressin her
lessons had to exist somewhere, and any Linker could probably cal it up. Why did Laizahaveto tell
him? She couldn’t bear aLinker’ s mockery; he might even tell her to end her sudies.

Jawaharld shook his head; hisdark eyeswere focusing on her again. “Y ou should continue,” he
murmured.

Iris's mouth dropped open; had hereally said that?

“Continue, child. It appearsyou' re doing well at them. Don’t be discouraged. | know only too well how
eadly one can be deflected from one' s chosen course.”

The man had praised her. Shewas ill, unable to move.

“I must get back to the airship,” hewent on. “Farewdll, Irisand Laiza.” The dark-haired girl started at the
mention of her name.

Irislifted her head. “Good-bye, Linked One,” she said courteoudly.

Jawaharla began to walk back in the direction of the cradle. Irisredized that severa people were now
staring at her from across the square, probably wondering what she had dared to say to a Linker. Eric
was making aface; hewould tell her whole household about the incident.

Lazasuddenly howled with laughter. 1t gppears you' re doing well,” she said, mimicking Jawaharld’s



dight accent. “Oaooh, Iris. You'll be the smartest girl intown.” Laizajabbed her with an ebow.
“Stopit,” Iris muttered.
“Oooh. Wait until they hear about this.” Laizaraced off, clearly wanting to spread the newsimmediately.

Irislay on her bed. She had gulped her supper, and her ssomach, heavy with Winni€' s chocolate and a
hadtily eaten meal, was beginning to hurt. Laiza had told dl of the children in the store about the Linker;
Iris could still hear their jeers. Tommy had inssted that the Linker was making ajoke; Dariahad said that
Iriswould soon be too smart for her company. Iris had somehow kept her wits, forcing hersalf to spend
the rest of the afternoon playing asilly game of Jumperswith her friendsinstead of studying as she had
planned, knowing what the other children would say if she went home early.

Supper had been almost as bad. Eric, who hadn’t teased her in dmost amonth, had started in again
while the women madeO ' swith their mouths, Juliahad finaly slenced their chatter with anicy sare. Iris
had not been ableto ook across the table at her father, where Constance hovered over Tad' schair asif
she had never seen aman before.

| don't care, Iristold hersaf. Jawaharla had told her to keep studying. A Linker had said she was doing
wdll. Hewould have known if shewere not, and had no reason to lie to her. She would show them all
somehow.

Her door suddenly opened; Tad was standing in the hal. She sat up. “Can’t you knock?’ she cried out.
He entered the room. “Can | comein?’

“You'redready in.” Sheglared a her father, wishing he would go away. He walked over to her screen
and picked up her band.

“So you'retaking lessons, kid.”
“Don’'t cdl mekid. My name'slris, in case you forgot.”

“Y ou don't have to get snotty with me.” He put the band down on the table. “It isn't such abad thing,
you know — learning.”

She crawled to the edge of the bed. He sat down next to her. “I don't think it's so bad,” Tad continued.
“Y ou might pick up something useful.” The young man rubbed his chin. “Who knows?’

“Youdon'tthink it' sslly?’ Irisasked, surprised.

“No. Look, I’ ve seen other places besides this hole. Linkers don’t go around handing out complimentsto
people like usfor no reason.” He patted her shoulder with one broad hand. “Let metell you something,
kid— Iris. If you're going to go on with this, you ought to stick up for yoursdlf. If you don’t take some
pride, nobody’ sgoing to hand it to you. Y ou can't just Sit there and look hurt, or they’ll redlly digin.”

“I hatethem,” she sad fervently.

“That isn't right. They’re good people, and | bet there’ s others who might feel theway | do about it. |
mean, if you go around looking unhappy or ashamed about what you' re doing, you'll just prove their
point — that it sawaste.”

“Y ou could have said something at supper,” she sad, dlill fedling alittle resentful.

“I’'monly your father,” Tad responded, “and aguest in thishouse. | can’t hang around here just to prop



you up, you haveto do that for yourself. Look, if you do dl right a whatever you' re learning, then you'll
get to do what you want — the Linkers' || seeto that. And if you don’t, then nobody here' sgoing to
changethat, either. At least you'll know you tried, and that has to be better than not trying.”

She leaned back on her elbows, letting her feet dangle from the bed. “Did you try, Tad?’

Hislip curled. “No, I'm doing what | want. I'm sort of hoping | might get achance at satdllite repair —
they till need some peoplefor that. | put in my namefor seawall work too. See, if | get to do any of
that, | won't be coming by here again for along time, maybe not until you' reawoman, so | haveto say
whatever | haveto tell you now. Inaway, it' seasier for aPlainsboy. At least if helearns some skill or
craft, he getsto go places.”

“Juliaworked on dikesonce,” Irissaid.

“Y eah, but here sheis, right? I’ ve worked with afew woman mechanics. They do dl right, but they
aways seem to get dragged home after awhile, especidly if they want kids. Y ou can’'t go roaming
around with ababy. Anyway, you need farmers. There sonly oneway out for afarm girl. Y ou haveto
have something that makes you more valuable to the Mukhtars somewhere else”

“I wouldn't leave Lincoln,” Irismurmured. “1 mean, not for good.”
“I don’t know if you' d be studying if you didn’t think of leaving.”

Iris gazed into Tad' s grayish-green eyes. He was more understanding than she had redlized. Hisrough
horseplay, like her feeble efforts to appease her friends, might have been only away of hiding hisred

fedings

“There'soneplacel’d liketo go,” shesaid.
“And where sthat?’

“Venus”

“Venus! You want to work on the Project?’ Tad snorted, then rubbed his nose on hisdeeve. She
looked down, hurt; hewould laugh at her after al. “Hey, Iris, don't St there like that. Y ou just surprised
me, that'sdl.”

Shetugged at hisshirt. “Don’t tell Angharad. She'd just —’

“Yeah, | know.” Tad frowned for amoment; his drooping mouth and lowered eyelids made him look like
aboy who had lost something precious. “I won't tell. But why would you want to go there?”

Irishit her lip, unable to find the words to answer him.
“What do you know about it, anyway?’

“Alot. I've seeniit dl with my band — how the Parasol was built, why they brought in metalic hydrogen
from Saturn.”

“Why’d they do that?’ Tad asked.

“Because otherwise, as the atmosphere changes, there' d be too much free oxygen. | mean, asit cools
and thelevel of carbon dioxide goes down, more oxygen isfreed, and they can't just leave it there, but
when it combines with the hydrogen, it can turn into water. Venus didn’t have enough hydrogen there
before, so they had to bring it there, you see. It's complicated.”



Tad frowned. “I guessitis” Hewassilent for amoment. “I don’t know. | can’t see peopleliving there,
m _”

“That’ sjust one of the things they’ ve done there. They haveto do alot more.”
“Widll, | know that much.”

“They even had to make anew kind of dgae for seeding the cloud layer. See, therain hasalot of sulfuric
acid init, but the agae metabolizes—" She had mangled that word. “Well, it sort of eatsthe acid and
changesit into other things— iron and copper sulfides.”

“Y ou understand dl of that?’ Tad asked.

“Sort of. It'snot redly part of the prep lessons, but — Venusismy ar, it wasin the sky when | was
born. I wanted to know about it.”

“Wall, that won't get you to the Project.” Tad raised one leg, resting hisankle on hisknee. “ And no
on€ sgoing to liveon Venusfor along time— if ever.”

“Y ou might be wrong. Some people think that if they can set up domes, domes something like those on
the Idands but strong enough to stand the air pressure and protect everything insde, that people could
livethereinforty or fifty years”

Tad tilted hishead. “1t' d be hard living like that — maybe dangeroustoo. But | wouldn't mind trying it,
maybe, building area home. Wandering around gets sort of lonely after awhile.” He sighed. “ Sounds
like you know somethings, evenif | don't redly understand them.” Helaughed. “Y ou know, onetimel
was talking to my friends about our kids— we were talking about what they’ d be like when they grew
up. Most of them said the usual — wanting to take their boys aong on jobs, or as apprentices— maybe
taking ther girlsaong, too, if they could do the work and their mothers d let them travel for abit. Donny
wants his girl to be a shopkeeper in Ames. Y ou know what | said?’

Iris shook her head.

“I said I'd want akid who was so smart | wouldn’t know what she was talking about.” He chuckled; Iris
smiled. “I’d want her to be bettter than me.”

“You'redl right theway you are,” Irissad, blushing. Her father averted his eyes, looking embarrassed.

“You'retheonly kid | have, you know — not that | don’t try for some more.” Tad moved his hands
awkwardly. “Well, | hope you get to that place someday. Listen to me— you just keep doing what
you'redoing.”

“I wish the others—"
“Forget about the others. Just remember what | said.”

She heard aknock. The door did open; Angharad stood there, dressed in a sheer blue gown dlit to her
thighs. She beamed at the pair, asif pleased to see the father and daughter together. Tad rubbed Iris's
head roughly and poked her in the ribs as he got up. “We'll go to the shops tomorrow, see the opening,
al right?’ He paused as Angharad draped her small, rounded body seductively against the door frame.
“All three of us,” he added, for Angharad’ s benefit.

An ocean of whest, brown wavesin contours rippling under the summer sun, surrounded the idand of
Lincoln. The strain was a strong one, able to endure, up to apoint, scorching sunshine, heavy rainfal, or



cooler temperatures. Iris, for thefirst time, had hel ped to sow the seeds, putting on her band to link first
with aplow and then with asower, guiding the metal servants with her mind.

Part of her day was dso spent in the greenhouse down the street, which her household shared with
severa others, where she checked on the carefully tended tiers of lettuce, beans, vegetables, and fruits.
She had aready heard Angharad and other farmers discuss the possibility of keeping the greenhousein
operation during the coming winter. Usually the communes kept most of the produce for their own use,
but the agricultura coordinators up in Winnipeg, the Plains capitd, had told dl of the communes and
townsthat more of their greenhouse crops would be exported in coming years. That meant that there had
to be shortages somewhere. The communes would get more credit, but also more work.

Irisfdt that she had enough work asit was. She took her turn looking after LaDonna sinfant daughter
Mira, who had been born in early spring and had the unpleasant habit of spewing spittleinto Iris sface or
over her clothes. Irisdid both her farm and household tasks, and dl of it |ft little time for her lessons.
She had been hoping to make up the time during the coming winter; now the greenhouse was likely to
rob her of some of those precious moments.

She crouched in thefield, hiding hersdlf in thetdl grain. Laiza had suggested agame of hide and seek
earlier. Irislooked up at the clear blue sky. It hadn’t rained for some time; Dory Trudes, the mayor, had
aready sent arequest to Winnipeg for somerain. A few rainclouds might be routed their way if therain
were not needed more elsewhere and if the task could be done without atering climatic patterns too
greatly. The Nomarchies tended to be cautious about such matters. It was not wise to tamper too much,
to risk a possible misca culation or arenewa of the conflicts over resources and fertile land that had
nearly destroyed Earth more than five hundred years ago. At any rate, much of the grain could outlast
even thisdrought.

| should be doing lessons, Iristhought. But she liked to get outside whenever the heat did not confine her
to the house, and she would get in an hour of study before bedtime. Her friends still teased her about her
pursuits, but more gently. The story of her encounter with Jawaharld had grown in thetelling until some
believed that the Linker had predicted greet thingsfor her. If there was a chance the girl might rise,
perhapsto a Counsglor’ s post or even to a position such as Regional Coordinator, it would not hurt to
be on her good side; at the sametime, alittle ribbing would keep her from getting a swelled head.

Iris heard a shriek, then a shout from Darig; the red-haired girl had tagged Tommy ashewasracing for
the tractor that wastheir goal. Iris peered out through the grain, watching while Tommy protested to
Daria, then ducked back before Daria could see her.

Tad had sent her amessage that morning. She hadn’t believed her father when he had told her that he
would send messages regularly, but he had sent three since spring and two had been confidentia, for her
aone. Those had been transmissions, recordings of hiswords and image, but the third had been acall
where she had been able to talk to him. Hisimage had appeared on the screen in the common room, as
lifdike asif he had actually been present. Iris had accepted his cdll thereinstead of in her room, knowing
that Angharad and Constance would want to talk to him also and not wanting to seem sdlfish.

Iris had sent messagesto Tad, too, asking the system for hislocation and then routing her wordsto him.
Thefirg time, she had sent the norma transmission, but Tad had surprised her by asking for aletter next
time. He could not read the words, but he liked seeing the symbols form on a screen while knowing that
his daughter was tapping them out, and a voice would give him the words.

Hisfourth message, the one that had come that morning, had been different. She remembered the
excitement in hisvoice. He had called from Bogota; he wasleaving Earth, taking ajob in satdllite repair,
and would let her know in afew days which space station was to be his home base. He had been



grinning; hisflushed cheeks and dightly durred voice had made her think hewas alittle drunk. Shewas
happy for him, but she dso knew she wouldn't be hearing from him as often. He could not spend dl his
credit on callsto her from so far away, and she couldn’t afford many more |etters, either. She had
aready spent much of her alotment on akeyboard with letters and numbersto attach to her room
screen. Maybe she could transmit words done, without an image and voice, to her father. That wouldn’t
cost as much, and he might find someone who could read them to him; on a space station, there would
be many who knew how to read.

Congtance and Angharad had not been pleased by Tad’ snews. “ Tad thinks he' sa Habber,” Constance
had said scornfully. “Going up there, when there’ s enough to do here.” Angharad at least had the wit to
object; Earth depended on such space ventures and Tad was working for the Nomarchies, not the
Associated Habitats, who had |ong ago abandoned any enterprises near Earth orbit. But even Angharad
had not managed to hide her displeasure. Anything that resembled Hab ways was open to some
guestion, and she had seemed worried about the example Tad might be setting for his daughter.
Angharad had watched Iriswith narrowed eyes after the call.

She suddenly redlized that someone was caling her name. Iris peered out from the whesat again, and saw
Sheryl standing by the tractor, hands cupped around her mouth. Tommy and Dariawere next to the
dark-haired woman; Laizaand Greg had come out of hiding.

Iris hurried toward them, wondering what Sheryl could want. The woman shoved her handsinto the
pockets of her baggy shorts as she tapped the ground restlessly with one sandaed foot; her lipswere
pursed. “ There you are. Come on.”

Iriswaited for an explanation.

“Comeon .” Sheryl pushed her toward the road, not bothering to explain.

“Bet you'reintrouble” Dariacaled out asthe other children began to follow them.

Sheryl siwung around, looking annoyed. “ Go back to your game.”

“What isit?" Laizashouted.

“That'sfor meto know and you to find out. You'll find out anyway — I'm sureit’ll be dl over town.”

Sheryl herded Iris aong, refusing to speak until they had passed severa houses and had | eft the children
behind. “ There' sa Counsdor at the house,” the woman muttered at |ast.

Iris halted for amoment before walking on. “But he dready came.” The Counsdlor for their region, Bart
Jennifers, had comein the spring, taking over hisroom in the town hall to listen to any requests,
complaints, or pleasfor advice. He usudly offered little more than reassurance, but his presence made
the townsfolk fed that the Nomarchies were not neglecting them, and the persona contact was more
reassuring than messages from afar. Bart never stayed in Lincoln more than amonth. He could
recommend amore specidized Counsdor for any specific problems acommune or individua might have
that he could not handle, but Lincoln prided itself on not having requested such servicesfor nearly a
decade. Other towns might have children who ran wild, or uncooperétive citizens, or the occasiona
crime needing ajudge' s attention, but not Lincoln. The townspeople were capable of settling their own
smadl troubles.

“Thisisn't Bart,” Sheryl muttered. “It’s another Counsdlor — a Linker — and she asked to seeyou.”

Iris swdlowed hard, imagining how angry Angharad must aready be with her. What could she have



done? Sheryl was striding briskly now, glaring at the ground, as Iris struggled to keep up with her. She
tugged at the woman’ s shirt. “How did the Linker get here?’ she asked. Another floater was not due until
next Tuesday, but occasionally one made an unscheduled stop. She looked south, toward the cradle, but
knew that she would not see adirigible hovering there; she would have noticed afloater gpproaching
fromthefied.

“She has her own hovercar.”

Iris' seyeswidened. A Linker, in aprivate vehicle— her visit had to be important, then, and it probably
meant grave news. What could her commune have done to bring about such avist? Why did the Linker
want to see her? Why hadn’t she smply used the screen?

People were walking about in the square, while others stood in front of wide shop windows that
displayed goods; severa women eyed Iris and Sheryl asthey passed, but did not offer the cusomary
greetings. Sheryl quickened her pace. “Mother of God,” she said; she crossed hersdlf and then made a
curving motion over her belly with one cupped hand as they passed the church. “ A Counsglor unbidden
meansill fortune unsought.” The woman said the old proverb asif it were an irrefutable truth. “ And that
goesdoubleif she'saLinker aswdl.”

Neighbors were lurking in the road, staring at the small, domed craft parked in front of Iris'shouse;
Sheryl glared at them as she and Iris entered. The woman paused in the hallway for a moment, smoothed
back Iris'shair with one hand, then ushered the girl into the common room.

The entire household had gathered, except for Mira, who was taking her nap. Tyree, Stting on the floor,
fidgeted at LaDonna sfeet; Eric, looking vacant, sat next to Constance on the sofa. Iris glanced at her
mother, who was sitting near the large window that faced the road. Angharad’ s lips were drawn back
from her teethin atense amile.

“Sothisislris” the Linker said. “Now I'vemet dl of you.”

Iristurned toward the visitor. The woman had the brightest blue eyes Iris had ever seen, and her short
hair was nearly white. A glass of beer, untouched, sat on atable near the Linker.

“My nameis CeliaEvanstown.” The woman’slips curved in adight smile. “Y ou see, child, where | grew
up, it was the custom to take the town’ s name for one'sown. There arealot of Evanstowns.” She smiled
ill more, asif making ajoke; Irisheard afew nervouslaughs. “ Please it down, Iris. I've been trying to
reassure everyone here about the purpose of my visit. Do put yourselves at ease. | know what some say
about such vigts”

Sheryl coughed, looking abit paler as she seated herself near LaDonna. Iriswent to the ottoman and sat
down, folding her hands. “Can | get you anything else?’ Elisabeth asked in ahigh, trembling voice. “I
mean, if you' d prefer whiskey, or aglass of wine—" Angharad shot her cousin aglance; Elisabeth
lowered her brown eyes.

“Please don’t bother. Actudly, | came hereto speak of matters concerning young Iris. | must apologize
again for not having warned you — you see, | was passing thisway anyway, and thought it might be
sampler todropin now. You'll dl be even busier later in the season.”

Iris stared at the gem on the woman’ s forehead, unable to meet her eyes.

“Yes, Iris” Ceiacontinued. “Y ou were born in 522, so you’ d be nine now, wouldn’t you?” Iris nodded,
wondering why the Linker was asking that when she must aready know. “1t seems you' ve been taking
the preparatory lessonsfor schooling. 1sn't that 0?7’



Iris nodded again. Angharad’ s mouth tightened; Constance' s hazel eyes widened with fear. Iris could
imagine what they were thinking. She had attracted a Linker’ s attention. Her brief conversation with
Jawaharla could be forgiven, but not thisvist. Angharad had aways fulfilled her duties as a citizen; now,
through no fault of hers, her privacy and that of the commune had been lost. Therecord of their lives
would be open to the Linker, who could cdl up any information about their farm, their assets, what their
credit had been spent on, their recreation and past histories. Celia had probably aready called up such
information through her Link during her journey to Lincoln. Such information gave her, and dl Linkers,
power over everyone else. One could never know what such powerful people might do; it was better to
live decently, in some obscurity, with only aregiona Counsdor poking into one' s affairs.

“It seemsyou ve donewell.” Celiatook asmall sip of her beer. “ Almost three years worth of lessonsin
little more than ayear, and some supplementary studiestoo.” Her blue eyes went blank for amoment as
her Link glittered. “What drew you to studying, Iris? Y ou won't need to know al of that to beafarmer.”

Iris struggled to keep her hands till. “1 wasjust curious. | didn't mean —" She paused, remembering her
father. Tad had told her to stick up for herself; nothing she would say could possibly make matters any
worse. Shelifted her head, forcing hersdlf to gaze directly at Celia “Firgt, | wanted to find out more
about the places | saw in mind-tours, and then | started wondering how they became how they are now
and how Earth had changed.”

Celiatilted her head. “There are history mind-tours for that.”

“But they didn’t tell me what | wanted to know — they were more like adventures. Findly, Bari — the
teaching image — told methat if | learned how to do certain things, like reading, | could find out more.”

Celianodded. “And exactly what do you intend to do with this knowledge?’

“I don’'t know. | mean, | know I'll be afarmer, like Mother, but | thought that learning some lessons
might help me be a better one, | guess”

“But you're not just learning about farming. Y ou' re preparing for aschool, and there is no school here”

Iristook abreath. How could she explain herself?*1 just want to learn,” she said, twisting her hands
together. “When | figure out something that’ s hard, and learn how to do it, it makes me happy.” She
scratched her head. 1 can see akind of pattern instead of just something dl by itself, how things go
together and what made them that way and how people might change them.” She paused; she had amost
mentioned Venus, and her secret desire to go there. “It doesn’t matter if | go to a school or not.”

“And how long do you plan to continue with these studies?’
She sat up straight. “Aslong as| can. Aslong asthere’s something | want to find out and don’t know.”

Ceiachuckled. *Y ou have alifetime of work ahead of you, then. Well. Thereisno school to send you
to, but | see no reason why you shouldn’t go on with your studies.”

Iris nearly sighed with relief. “ There sa school in Omaha,” she burst out, surprised at her own boldness.
“Hush your mouth,” Angharad said quickly. “That’snot for the likes of us.”
“Thereare children Iris sagein that school,” Juliasaid; Angharad motioned to her mother to be quiet.

Celiaglanced a Juliapensively. “Y ou’ ve been paying for many of the lessons, haven't you?’ the Linker
asked.



Juliagtared back. “There sno harm in that.”

“Even if schools demanded payment, which they don’t, and you could afford the credit, there would be
no place for the child.”

“Because the children of Linkers and Counsdlors and such get preference,” Juliareplied.
“My mother is one who spesks her mind,” Angharad said in nervous tones. “Forgive her talk.”

“She'sright,” Cedliasaid: “But there are reasonsfor that. We have to alocate our resources carefully.
Educated people are aresource we need, but schooling can be wasted on some. We need at least some
assurance that the training will be put to some use, and the children of Mukhtars and Linkers and
Counsdorsare more likely to useit. Their parents guide them in that direction. That doesn’'t mean we
neglect others.” Sheturned toward Julia. “ Y ou’ ve encouraged the girl when she needed that, but there's
no need for you to spend more of your credit on this. The Nomarchies will cover the cost of her lessons
from now on, provided she wishesto continue with them.”

“Oh, | do,” Irissaid, overwhelmed by such good fortune.
“Evenif nothing comes of it except the learning itsdf?’

“Oh, yes. | can learn just as much here— | don't care about not going to aschool.” Iris shifted alittle on
the ottoman, certain that Celia had caught the dishonesty in that statement. She wanted to tell the Linker
of her wish to work on the Venus Project, but could not do so in front of the others. Angharad would
find away to keep her from reaching that god if shelearned of Iris swish; Irisknew she would have to
keep her dream a secret until Angharad was powerlessto interfere. That thought pained her; to reach her
god, she would have to deceive those she loved most.

Celialooked around at the othersin the room. Wenda s face was stern; Iris could not tell what the old
woman was thinking. Eric glared at Iris resentfully with hisdark eyes. He wanted, she knew, to bea
shopkeeper someday, but there was little chance of his becoming one. Eric was bound to make the rest
of the day miserablefor her, but Irisdidn’t care. The Nomarchies cared about her lessons; even
Angharad could not stand up to aLinker. Celiahad to fed that Iris might accomplish something with the
lessons being givento her.

“It would help,” the Linker said softly, “if Iriswere able to set aside two or three hours aday for her
gudiesin the morning. She' d be fresher then, and would get more deep at night. Of course, thisisonly a
suggestion. She should be ableto carry out dl her other obligations without difficulty.”

“Oh, indeed,” Angharad responded. “ That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“We |l see what crop these seedsyield inthe future.” Cdiarose. “I’m glad | stopped by, but I’ ve taken
enough of your time. | did so enjoy meseting al of you— it’snice to know that Iris has such agood
home.”

Everyone stood up; Angharad showed her teeth in arelieved smile. Cdliamurmured afew wordsto Eric
as she passed the boy, who beamed; the Linker then patted Tyree gently on the head as Sheryl hurried to
press the door open for the departing visitor. Liliablushed as Celiacomplimented her on her blue dress,
which Liliahad sewn hersdlf; the other children, Iris saw, would not fed left out.

The women began to murmur to one another as soon as Celiawas outside. Iris went to the window and
watched asthe Linker’ s hovercar moved down theroad on its cushion of air, raising small dust clouds as
it floated west. Constance and Sheryl had crossed the road, where they were now tdling the neighbors



the news. Iris clasped her handstogether. A Linker had traveled here to praise her, and thought enough
of her to have her lessons paid for by the Nomarchies. She shivered, amost afraid to show her joy.

Angharad moved closer to her. “ She didn’'t make a specid trip just for you,” shesaid to Iris. “ Shejust
happened to be passing by — she said s0. | supposeit amuses her to throw alittle something your way
just to keep you from being troublesome or unhappy. Well, I’'m pleased for you, but don't let it go to
your head.”

Iris averted her eyesfrom her mother. She continued to gaze out the window; the women across the road
were pointing at her and shaking their heads.

She felt ahand on her shoulder and looked up a Wenda swrinkled face. “ Y ou will learn much,” Wenda
sadinthe low but forceful tone she usudly reserved for pronouncements and predictions. “ But your
learning will only bring you into conflict with yoursdlf.”

Iris pulled away, afraid that the old woman had seen too deeply into her soul.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Four

Anamadaof floatersarrived in Lincoln in thefal. These airships were freighters; their e ongated
shadows floated over rooftops and darkened the streets as they moved toward the town silos at the edge
of the fields. The silos were emptied; the winnowed and harvested wheat was carried to the granariesin
Winnipeg, Omaha, and Kansas City. There had not been as much of asurplusthat year, but the weather
in other parts of the world had been favorable; the Nomarchieswould be able to feed all of Earth’'s
dtizens

The people of the town had prepared a celebration. Tables had been carried to the town hall; specia
dishes and ddlicacies had been cooked, and Lincoln would feast until dawn.

Iriswas helping Eric load their household’ s contributions to the festiva into a cart. Constance had
prepared a stew; Sheryl and Wenda had baked aham. They did not usualy eat so much mest, but this
wastheir most important feast, and Irisknew that even the Mudim citizens would surreptitioudy sample
Sheryl’ srenowned ham. There were loaves of Angharad’ s bread and bowls of LaDonna s bean
casserole and a salad Elisabeth had prepared. The women had been cooking for days.

“You'regoing to belate,” Irissaid to Eric as Tyree climbed into the cart. Lincoln’ sfew adult male
residents, most of the older boys, and any men who were visiting would aready be at the town hall
Setting the tables and keeping the food warm until the women returned from thefields.

Eric shrugged. “Can’'t eat until later anyway.” Tyree stretched one chubby arm toward a covered dish;
Eric pulled the younger boy’ s hand away. “Aren’'t you coming?’

“I'll come over soon.” She searched her mind for an excuse. “1 promised Angharad I’ d make surethe
common room was clean for when people come over later, and | forgot to do it.”

Eric pressed the pand undernesth the cart’ s visor; the vehicle began to roll toward the square. Iris
walked back into the house. Her friends would be at the town hall, playing games and anticipating the
feast; afew men would snesk them sometidbits. More men would be there than usud, some of them old
friends or lovers, others strangers who had been near enough to Lincoln to travel therefor the festival.

Iriswent into the common room and surveyed the polished tabletops. The room needed no more
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cleaning, as she had known. She now had the house to hersdlf, and relished the sllence; even little Mira
was at thetown hall, |ft there with the other smdl children in acrib-filled room.

The women of the household, and dl of the women of Lincoln, had goneto thefieldsfor one of their
most important ceremonies, asthey did every year. The autumn night was clear, agood sign; afull moon
would shine down on the assemblage. All of the young girlswho had passed menarche during the past
year would be honored in the ceremony, and Elisabeth’ s daughter Liliawas among them. Liliahad begun
to bleed shortly after last year’ s ceremony, and asmall party had been held for her then, but she had
needed to wait until now before being officially welcomed into the ranks of Lincoln’ swomen.

Iris sprawled on the sofa, |etting her feet hang over the side. One day, she would be taken to the field and
would return to town as awoman. She was aready beginning to dread it, and that had to mean that there
was something wrong with her; other girlslooked forward to therite. Shewould lose her child's
alotment and have to earn her credit with |abor; the Nomarchies were not likely to continue the payments
for her lessons then, for she would be more vauable as aworking farmer. Her lessons would become
only apastime. She knew that children at schools postponed puberty with various biologica techniques
S0 that they would not be distracted from their studies; they prolonged their childhoods until it wastimeto
work or attend auniversity for moretraining.

She could go to Letty Charlottes, the town physician. Iris sat up, shocked that she would even consider
such an action. Letty would haveto keep Iris s request confidentia, but others were bound to find out
Iris had gone to the doctor for more than the usua complaintsif she could not make up a convincing
gory; illnesswasrarely kept asecret. Anyway, Iriswas sure that Letty would refuse her. The physician
had only basic medicd training, and no Link; she aways caled in specidigtsfor difficult cases, or sent
such patientsto the hospital in Omaha. Letty was not even likely to know the proper techniques for
prolonging childhood. Plainswomen took pride in being women; menarche, the signd of womanhood,
had become asymbol in their minds representing the fertility of their fields. If Angharad even guessed that
her daughter had considered postponing maturity, Iriswould suffer much more than the loss of her
lessons. Wendawould probably say that Iriswould put acurse on thefarm if she succeeded in
prolonging her childhood.

Irisleaned back. It might have been better if Celiahad advised her to give up the studies. The pain of the
losswould have faded by now; she would have been at the town hal with her friends, stedling bites of
food and looking forward to her own celebration, instead of Sitting in an empty house with her dark and
irrespong ble thoughts. She could till give up the lessons. Celiawould not care, the Nomarchieswould
savethat small expenditure, and Angharad would be relieved to see her daughter accept her
respongibilities.

| can't, Iristhought. | can’t giveit up.

She had alittle time; the women would probably not get to the town hal for another hour. She could
review some of her work and put the timeto use. As she stood up, a chime suddenly began to sound;
someonewas caling.

Iris hurried toward the screen console in the corner and pressed a button, wondering who could be
caling now; everyone who knew them would be aware of the festiva and would have called the town
hall instead. She pressed another button, preparing to record the call for the househol d.

A woman appeared on thewall screen. Iris approached the image hesitantly; the caller’ slight brown face
was contorted with grief.

“I amMiriam Acdla” thelifdikeimage said, sounding as though the words were strangling her. Shewas



gtting on asmall bed that jutted out from awhite wall.
“I'm IrisAngharads,” the girl replied.
“Of course. Isn't anyone el se there?’

Iris shook her head. “They're at our festival.” She had noticed that there was adight delay between her
words and the woman' s response; that meant Miriam had to be calling from space.

“I was going to send just amessage, but | couldn’t do that — it didn’t seem enough. Y ou'd better Sit
down, Iris”

Iristook afew steps backward and settled in one of the chairs, terrified of what she was going to hear.

“I don’t know how to tell you this.” Tearsweretrickling from Miriam’ s brown eyes. “Y our father’ s dead.
| don't know if anyone' s sent you anotice yet — he only died twelve hours ago.”

Iriswas numb. She covered her mouth, unable to speak. Asthe full meaning of the words struck her, she
nearly doubled over, feding as though she had been hit in the chest.

“Oh, Iris, I'm so sorry. | know you never knew him well, but | saw your three lettersto him here, and |
know he meant something to you. He' d ask meto read the lettersto him once in awhile. He was going
to send you along one soon — he' d asked meto — to—" Miriam shook her head. “He was so proud
of you. He used to brag about you to the crew here, how you could read, dl the things you were
learning. He used to say it showed he must be clever, to have achild like that.”

“How?’ Irismanaged to ask.

Miriam had started to weep during the delay; she lifted her head and wiped at her eyeswith asmall
handkerchief. “Micrometeorites. Y ou probably know about them. He was outside, working on one of
the solar panels. One went right through his helmet, like abullet. He never knew.” Miriam coughed, then
cleared her throat; her eyes were narrow with rage. “ Damn the Nomarchies. They kept saying they’d get
our systemsrepaired. If they had, we would have been warned. Tad should never have been outside.”

Iris stared at the screen mutely.

“... fucking pile of junk,” Miriam was saying. “ Calculate the cost and figure the odds. It'd cost moreto
repair the system right away than to risk the smal chance of losing aworker or two. That’show Linkers
think. They might aswell be cyberminds themsalves. It' s enough to make you want to escape to the
Habs. | don’t care what they say about them — at least Habbers ook after their people.” Miriam
coughed again; her eyes seemed glazed. “Well, | guessthey’ d have to, wouldn’'t they? Habbers dl have
Links, so they’real equa. Habberswouldn't let anyone get away with this shit.”

Iris swallowed hard. “What —" She paused, not knowing how to ask the question.

“I don't think Tad wanted his body sent back to Earth, and he probably couldn’t have afforded it
anyway.” Miriam had apparently guessed what Iriswanted to ask. “Hisfriendsand | said afew words
for him before he — before he was put into the recycler. Of course, he'll get his plaque on our memoria
wadl.”

Thewoman was crying again. Irissat very gill. A lump in her throat was making it hard to swallow, but
her eyesweredry. It wasal amistake; Miriam would look up and tell her it was all amistake. She
would wake up and know that her father was dill dive.



“Iris, | loved him very much. We had just started sharing aroom. I’m going to miss him dreadfully.”

“Mother would be glad to know you were with him,” Irisforced hersdlf to say. “ She'll be happy to know
he had awoman there, to say somewordsfor him.”

Miriam wiped her nose, then shook back her long black hair. Her tangled curls had hidden the small
symbol on her collar; Irisgazed at it now with some surprise. The woman wore atiny gold protractor, the
sign of an engineer; she must have loved Tad deeply to dly hersdf with asmple laborer. Tad must have
been more than even Iris had suspected. She would never know the part of her father that had attracted
thiswoman; she could not bear the thought.

“| should speak to your mother too,” Miriam said.

“It'sdl right,” Irisreplied. “She'll seeyour cdl. It must be hard for you — you don't have to make
another one. Y ou could send her aletter, if that would be easier. Y ou don't have to program avoice — |
canread it to her.”

“That might be best,” Miriam answered. “Maybe I'll cal again another time, when | — Well, at least |
got to tak to you. | won't ever forget Tad.” Miriam paused. “I’ll send you aletter, too, about hislife
here. Y ou might like to know about that.” She lifted ahand to her lips. “Now I'll haveto call his mother,
let her know —" Her shoulders shook.

“Thank youfor cdling,” Irissad.

Miriam and her room disappeared. Iris gazed at the empty screen. Angharad would grieve for abit, and
she supposed Constance, who had lured Tad to her room a couple of times, would also fedl theloss. But
to them, Tad was gill just one of anumber of men who had dallied with them for awhile, an occasiona
vigtor who had |eft adaughter for the commune. Miriam had clearly loved him.

Iris's shoulders dumped as she began to cry.

Iris strode toward the square, fighting to hold back her tears. The feast might aready have begun; for
Lilia, it would be one of the most important days of her life. Iris couldn’t walk into the hal carrying this
news, her grief would cast a shadow on the feast, and some were sure to call her message an evil omen.
She could not spoil the celebration for others.

Angharad would tell her that mourning so much for aman she hardly knew was inappropriate, that most
fathers vanished from their daughters’ lives sooner or later. She would probably say that Tad had chosen
torisk hislife by leaving the safety of the Plains, and make alesson out of hisfate for her daughter.
Angharad would say aprayer for Tad, perhaps even arrange for amass, and then go on with her own
life. She had never known the Tad who had smiled as I ris displayed symbols on her screen and pointed
them out to him.

Iriswould have to go into the town hall and pretend to be as happy as the others, keeping her bitter news
to hersdf until the feast was over. It was going to be the hardest thing she had ever done.

The square was bright with light; she could hear the sounds of merriment through the open doors of the
columned town hall. Shefdt asthough she were going to start crying again. Halting near the shadows
around the church, she concedled herself as the silhouettes of two women gppeared in the doorway of
the hal. They might be wondering where she was; Angharad might assume that she was reading, and had
forgotten thetime,

She could not face anyone yet. She waited until the women had gone back inside the town hdl, then



hurried up the steps and opened the church doors.

The church was dark, its only illumination the moonlight that shone through the plain glasswindows. Iris
crossed hersalf and then cupped one hand over her belly for amoment as she crept past the smple,
gtraight-backed pews. When she reached therailing in front of the dtar, she knelt and gazed at the
crucifix and theimages before her.

A datue of Mary the Co-Redeemer had been placed to the left of the dltar. She wore along, flowing
robe, but the carved wooden face had the thin, sharp features of many Plainsivomen, and Sheheld a
sheaf of wheat. Her Son, standing next to Her, held a carpenter’ s saw; like the men of Lincoln, He had
left His Mother to wander hisland.

Mary had wept for Her Son at the cross. Tad's mother might be weeping for him now.

Iris bowed her head, trying to pray for her father and hersdlf. Give him peace, she thought. Give methe
strength not to show my grief.

Her hands began to shake; rage seized her, threatening to burst from her lungsin along scream. You
could have saved him, she thought. Y ou didn’t haveto let him die.

She stood up and gazed at the statues coldly. They seemed more distant from her, and less caring, than
even those who controlled the Nomarchies. Anindividua life was no more to them than part of a pattern,
athread broken off when that part of the design was completed.

Thear insgde the church was oppressve. Y ou’ ve done nothing for us, she thought, unsure of whether she
was thinking of Mary or of the Linkers and Mukhtars. Once, it had comforted her to think of al the saints
who could carry her prayersto God; now, she imagined a host of saints who looked down at her with
vacant eyes asthejewds of Linkers gleamed on their foreheads, who granted some prayers and refused
others.

Mary’ s eyes seemed to glitter asthe moonlight wavered. Iris covered her face, knowing that Mary could
see her thoughts. Her own prayer had been granted; Celia had given her what she wanted.

Forgive me. | have aprayer for you now, Mother of God. Let me learn, let me do something fine, let me
be someone my father would have been proud of.

The prayer seemed pointless. For the first time, Iris felt as though her words were addressed to a
mindless void. Those who had granted her wish had taken her father’ slife. There was no reason in that,
only chance and the thoughtlessness of men and women.

She turned and walked down the aide. Tad had talked of going to VVenus someday when they had been
together; now hewould never have that chance. She might be onein her mother’ sline, but Tad' s genes
were part of her aswell. Shewould find away out of Lincoln. She would go to a place where people
built what they wanted instead of accepting whét they were given.
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Five

The two men sat on blue cushionsin asmall, lighted room bare of any ornament except for ashelf onthe
wall abovethem. A cloisonné plate, a porcelain vase holding one blue flower, and an ornate headdress
that might once have been a crown stood on the shelf. The men had sipped their tea, but had hardly
touched the smdll cakes arranged on the low glass table that sat between them. They spokein low
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voices, and nodded politely from time to time as they drank from their white cups.

Pavel Gvishiani was beginning to grow restless. He shifted on his cushion and plucked at the long white
robe that covered hisfolded legs. He smiled at the other man; the smile was making his jaw ache. He had
not been pleasad to see Y ukio Nakasone arrive on his doorstep; there had been no need for the
Guardian commander to come here aboard the shuttle arriving from Anwara. Pavel had aready endured
at least an hour’ sworth of dlusive and indirect conversation while waiting for Y ukio to get to the point.

Y ukio’'sLink glittered on hisforehead; his ceremonia weapon, adender wand, was at hiswaist. Pavel
had aways thought that Linkswere wasted on high Guardian officers, who rarely had what he
conddered proper training in their use. Guardian commanders drew on the cybermindsfor their own
limited purposes, seemingly unaware of theintellectud richesaLink could provide.

Y ukio put his cup down. “I've enjoyed our talk,” he said to Pavel in Anglaic; they had been spesking in
Arabic before, and Pavel began to hope that this change signaled an end to the conversation. “It’ sa pity,
redly, that we haveto rely on the Habbits at al.”

At last Y ukio was being direct. “Habbers,” Pave responded, still smiling. “They don’t care for theterm
Habbits”

“| don't care what they like to be called,” the younger man said forcefully. His broad nose wrinkled. “I
don't spend enough time with them to know their preference.”

Pavel nodded. “Of course not.” He was surprised at the Guardian’ s emotiona tone; Katy Szekely, the
Guardian commander who had preceded Y ukio on Anwara, the space station that orbited Venus, had
never displayed any of her fedings quite so openly.

“It' sbest to have aslittle to do with them as possible, even if you must put up with them here.”
“Indeed,” Pavel said.

“I just wanted to make that point. Some people here seem to forget it. Y ouwill seethe Linker who came
here with me as soon as possible.”

“I'll see him tomorrow at the latest,” Pave said, smiling now with some genuine pleasure. The young
Guardian commander had to be somewhat insecure in his new position to have come here to the Idands
to make that request; Pavel had known that he would have to see the returning Linker. Y ukio was only
trying to impress Pavel with hisauthority.

Pavel lowered hiseyesto the gold star on Y ukio’s black shirt. Through his own Link, Pavel had gained
access to the younger man’ s record, and had suspected that Y ukio was one who longed for more power
than he now had, but he had not expected the Guardian to confirm his suspicions so soon. That was
good; aman who could not hide hisfedingswell could be manipulated more easly.

Poor Y ukio, Pavel thought. He didn’t belong in the Guardians. Hewould st insgde Anwarawith the small
Guardian force that space station had, waiting in frustration for a battle that would never come. The
Mukhtars held the Guardians on avery short leash, making sure that they kept the peace instead of
disturbing it. Y ukio would have to be careful, or those above him might remove him from the Guardian
force and assgn him to thetraining of acity militia, thus stifling any ambitions he might have.

Y ukio might have been happier doing useful work for the Project, where he would have had a
congructive outlet for hisenergies, but the uniform of a Guardian alowed him the chance to Strut.
Luckily, the Idanders had no Guardians living among them; their tiny militia, volunteers drawn from



among the Counsel ors on the Project, was enough to keep order. They needed no Guardians here.

“I’'m very glad you came to see me persondly,” Pavel went on. “It’sgood to seethat you take our little
problem so serioudy. Perhaps I’ even seethat returning Linker this evening.”

Pavel waited until the other man stood up before risng himsdlf. “ Shdl | accompany you to the airship
bay?’ he asked.

Y ukio shook hishead. “That isn't necessary.”

“To the entrance, then.” Pavel ushered the smaller man out of the room. They walked down acurving
hallway of closed doors adorned with Arabic script until they came to the wide, open doorway that led
outsde. “God go with you,” Pavel murmured. “ Have a safe journey back.” The Guardian bowed dightly
fromthewas.

Pavel watched Y ukio’'s broad back as the man descended the steps; the younger man’ s shoulders were
iff and his back straight. Pavel’s mouth twitched. The Nomarchies had no shortage of such people,
restless and overly proud men and women who were grateful to the Mukhtars for the chance to fed
important. The three Guardians waiting at the bottom of the steps stood up as Y ukio approached them;
the commander clicked his hedls before the group marched away. A few workers were passing by aong
the white stone path; one of the women giggled and rolled her eyes asthe Guardians strutted off.

From the entrance to the Administrators residence, Pavel could see agreen park of trees and shrubs; a
few tableslined the pathway below. To hisleft, nearly hidden by the trees, he glimpsed the round stone
structure housing the Habbers who worked with the Project. Overhead, the lighted dome covering Idand
Two glowed with asoft, yellow light. The Idanders still marked their hours and days as Earthfolk did,
with agolden glow overhead during their twelve-hour days and adimmer, slvery glow asthe
twelve-hour night passed.

The domesweretheir only source of light, for the Parasol hid them from the sun, and the world below
was cloaked in that massive umbrela s shadow. The Idandsfloated in the Venusian atmosphere, above
the dark cloud layers, drifting dowly around the world they sought to tame. Venus s gravity held them;
the thin upper atmosphere in which they floated offered some protection against meteor strikes. The scars
and repaired punctures on the dome, where debris had managed to wound the protective shield, were
invisble from where Pavel stood; he could forget, looking out at the green expanse and the people
grolling by, that he was on a platform, dwelling on one of eleven Idands above raging windsand a
dtill-deadly world.

Pavel turned and went back inside, relieved at being rid of the Guardians. An Idand airship would carry
Y ukio and hisaidesto Idand One, where a shuttle would return them to high Venus orbit and Anwara.
That space station wastheir link to Earth, the place where spaceshi ps docked and shuittles carried the
gpaceships cargo to the Idands. Representatives of the Project Council usualy stayed on Anwara, dong
with other Linkers and some specididts, but the smal group of Guardians was with them to remind them
of their loyalty to the Nomarchies. Here on the Idands, it was sometimes easy for Pavel to forget that he
served the Mukhtars aswell.

He stopped in front of his door, pressing his hand against the lock pandl. The door whispered open and
he entered, seated himself on one of the cushions, then opened hisLink, listening to the hum of the
cyberminds as images, equations, projections, and other data flowed out to the specidists and workers.

Pavel had been born on Idand Two. His grandparents had come to Venus as workers; his parents,
taking advantage of the schools on the Idands that were open even to the children of workers, had been
able to rise and become engineers. Pavel had surpassed them. Though the study of mathematics had



attracted him, he had seen how he might acquire some influence, and had supplemented his sudieswith
work in the muddier and more ambiguous area of psychology. Often, even in his present position, he
wondered whether he had made the right choice. He thought of Y ukio and the man’ssilly pridein his
Guardian uniform, and sympathi zed with the commander for amoment.

At the beginning of 533, two years earlier, Pavel had become amember of Idand Two's Adminidrative
Committee. Though each of the other Idands had such a Committee, Idand Two's dominated the others,
and Pavel in turn dominated hisown. Many aready addressed him as“Mukhtar” instead of calling him by
name; occasiondly, he chided them for doing so while feeding his pride secretly. Venuswould have a
Mukhtar someday, when it became one of Earth’s Nomarchies, and he could hope that Earth would
consider him thelogical choice for such apost.

The Project was hislife. Pavel had taken no bondmate and had fathered no children; hewanted to livein
the memories of the first Cytherians through his own deeds rather than those of his descendants. Happily,
few of the five thousand souls on thisldand, or the other forty-five thousand on the other Idands, held
this decision againgt him. Though most of them, whatever their previous customs, had cometo place
great importance on family ties, which promoted socia stability among the Idanders, Pavel’ sfreedom
from such ties gave him an air of impartiaity. Hewould befair, and favor no one above ancther, asif he
werethe father of all.

Sometimes, when he viewed the Project’ s past, and considered the arguments that had been raised
againg terraforming, he could fed abit of sympathy for those who had wanted to preserve Venus as an
object of study. Those scientists had seen Venus as a planetary laboratory, one from which they might
ganindghtsinto planetary evolution. They had tentatively painted a picture of ayoung Venuswith lakes
and a shalow ocean orbiting a cooler sun billions of years ago, until the sun had grown hotter and the
water evaporated under the increased hesat, separating into hydrogen and oxygen. The scientists had
imagined alandscape of volcanoes spewing carbon dioxideinto the air, while the lighter hydrogen atoms
escaped the Cytherian world and the heavier oxygen atoms combined with carbon and the surface rocks.
They hypothesized a possible further catastrophe, the impact of alarge asteroid or other body on

Venus s surface, to account for its ow, retrograde motion.

Those wanting to preserve Venus had found enough evidence to make their hypothesistenable, if not
certain. Oxideswere locked in the terrain and the proportion of deuterium atoms to hydrogen, a hundred
times as great as on Earth, showed that an ocean might once have existed on the surface. Traces of
organic materia had even suggested that life might have begun to form billions of years eaxlier.

But these speculations had doomed those standing in the Project’ sway, for those wanting to dter the
world could claim that they were restoring Venusto what it might have been. Even now, terraforming
was destroying whatever other evidence might exist for those hypotheses; Venus, dways amysterious
world, would keep many of its secrets. Pavel could sometimes regret the loss of that knowledge, while
accepting it as part of the price of the Project.

Dimly, through his Link, Pavel sensed the questions of a Habber who was probing the cyberminds.
Habbers had worked with the Project dmost sinceits beginnings; even the Mukhtars on Earth had seen
that Habber help was needed here. Without the Habbers, the three install ations on Venus' s equator
could not have been built, though few cared to admit that openly. Habber robots had built those
pyramids on Venus s surface, had sunk the rods anchoring them deep into the crust. Habber technology
had constructed the gravitationa pulse enginesinside the pyramids and had captured the mini-black holes
that would power those mighty engines. Eventualy, those engines would rel ease their power, and Venus
would rotate more rapidly; the magnetic field thus created would protect the planet from solar radiation
even when the Parasol no longer shaded it. Habbers had made that possible; Earth could not have built



the ingtalations aone. The Habbers who had forced peace on Earth long ago till doled out afew small
giftsfromtimetotime.

Paved shook his head. The Habbers were only consulting with the Project now, living among the Idanders
as observers. It was necessary to tolerate them. Earth, whatever its resentments, depended on the
Associated Habitats and their technical accomplishments more than the Mukhtars cared to grant openly,
and the Project had to abide by the agreement that alowed afew Habbers on the ISands. But now Pavel
wondered if the Project would have to turn to the Habbers for even more help when work on the surface
settlements began. This possibility made him uneasy, but it was the Project’ s future that mattered more.

The Nomarchieswere growing impatient. Each Idand, floating in the atmosphere atop its giant helium
cells, could support only the weight of about five thousand people and the objects that sustained them.
The whole point of the Project had been to settle a planet, not to have permanent settlements around it,
which was something the Habbers might have done. Earth wanted to see people housed in domes on the
surface, claiming Venus, even if it meant that the early settlerswould be amost as cut off from the planet
around them as they would have been on an Idand, and exposed to more danger aswell.

Pave was not pleased with Earth’ simpatience for surface settlements, but he had made his peace withit.
Earth’ s politics and motives were matters to study and use for his own ends, not issues on which to take
astand that could jeopardize the Project. Earth had waited along time. It needed an outlet for itsrestless
and energetic souls, and a dream to soothe and challenge those I eft behind on the home world. Without
Venus, afrugtrated, bounded Earth might again turn on itself.

Pavel sghed, withdrawing from the hum of his Link. He had avoided thinking about the Linker whom
Y ukio had pressed him to see, and aready knew what that man would tell him.

Some of the Idanders had grown cardless, were spending too much free time in the company of

Habbers, and that presented its own dangers to the Project. Working with a Habber was one thing;
becoming too friendly was quite another. Unfortunately, people had to be reminded that their loyaty must
be to the Nomarchies. If one grew too close to Habbers, one might begin to see the Project, and Earth
itsdlf, through their eyes. Questions could be raised, doubts could infect the Project, and the Habbers,
with ther talk of how their ancestors had escaped Earth, might even lure someto their worlds. Those
working on the Project had to be warned, shown the consequences of too close an attachment to
Habbers. A few would have to be reprimanded, perhaps even exiled from the Idands. Otherswould get
the message, and the exileswould be more circumspect if they were ever alowed to return.

Pavel rubbed his chin. Thiswas atask he did not welcome. He longed to | et the matter pass, most
Idanders cared too much about the Project to alow themsalvesto fall under the spell of the Habs. But he
had to act now, while this potential problem could still be controlled. Only the Project’ s future mattered,
the dream to which he had given hislife; those who might stand in the way of itsfulfillment would have to
be chastened or disregarded. The cyberminds could select afew examples from those who had sought
the company of Habbers abit too often. The sooner he settled this, the sooner he could clear hismind
and peruse the mathematica papersascholar in Thilis had recently transmitted to him.

Pavel opened hisLink and summoned Ari |saacson, the Linker who had returned from Earth.

|Go to Table of Contents |

SIX
A shuttle was decreasing its speed as it entered Venus' s upper atmosphere; then it beganto raiseits
rounded, stubby nose asit positioned itself for alanding on Idand One. That Idand was known to most
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asthe Platform, or the Fied, for it had no dome. It was on the Platform that shuttles returning from the
Bats or from Anwara docked, where waiting airships ferried passengers back to the Idands.

The Platform seemed to float under the ship’stail; the Idand’ s dark meta surface was studded with
circlesof light. The shuttle was returning from the northern Bat, one of the two large, winged satellites
sunward of the planet’ s poles. Each Bat orbited the sun rather than Venus, thus maintaining astable
position; the wings of each Bat extended past the shadow of the Parasol in order to capture power from
the sun.

Liang Chen had been working on the northern Bat for over two months; he had earned the period of rest
he would now have on Idand Two. Though he would have some work to do there, it never seemed like
work after ashift on the Bat.

Straps held Chen in his seat; he kept his eyes on the seet in front of him and tensed as the ship dropped
closer to the Platform. He wondered why anyone would want to pilot the craft, or beapilot a al. An
invisble weight pressed againg his chest and he knew that the shuttle’ sretros were firing, dowing their
descent toward the circle of light; the weight dissipated, and he knew that the craft had landed safely.

Thefloor under hisfeet had become adoping wal. A dight hum filled the ship; Chen waited until alight
on the pandl above him signaled that the ship had been safely lowered into ifs dock and the dock sedled
off above. Hisfriend Fei-lin was dready out of his sest, nimbly making hisway down the jutting
handholds on the sides of the seats. Chen shouldered his duffel and followed the other man, careful to
keep his hands out of the way of the feet above him.

He went through the exit and climbed down asmall ladder to the floor; he was standing insde the wide,
cylindrica dock that held this shuttle. People were crowding through the dock’ s door; Chen pushed
through after Fei-lin and entered alighted tunnel, then climbed into one of the waiting carsthat would

carry the passengersto the airship bay.

Chen wedged himself into aseat next to Fei-lin, ignoring his talkative friend’ s chatter with the other
workers. The car began to move, rolling past walsfilled with graffiti in severa languages. One passenger
who could read howled with laughter as he read one inscription to the others; the inscription, apparently a
recent one, concerned the personal habits of a particular Guardian commander who had visited the
Patform not long before.

Chen settled back, resting his head againgt the car’ s dome. He had survived another shift on the northern
Bat, where he had worked repairing the systems that supported its docks. The Bat was largely tiers of
docks designed to service the automatic shuttles that traveled to and from the ingtalation on the polar
surface. That structure, like the other at the south pole, had been built in order to remove excess oxygen
from Venus. Chambersin the structure drew in the atmosphere, separated the oxygen from other
elements, and compressed it. Robots then ferried the oxygen in containersto the shuttles, which carried it
up to the Bats where much of it was flung into space. The rest was used on the Bat itsdlf, or ferried avay
for other purposes.

The oxygen-remova system was an automatic one, but people were needed on the Batsto service the
Seady stream of hundreds of shuitles, and they al lived with the fear that the vol atile oxygen might
explode. That had happened before, and the memoria pillars engraved with the names and images of the
dead back on the Idands aways reminded Chen of the danger he would face once more on his next shift
ingdethe Northern Bat.

That danger, however, was not his greatest fear. He worried more about the polar installation below,
about the possibility that amafunction might occur and that the robots would not be ableto handleit. He



could be one of those sent down to the surface to deal with such a problem. He had never been sent
down yet; though he could think calmly about being a settler during the decades to come, the thought of
actualy descending to the barren land below still frightened him. He hoped that his dream would be
strong enough to overcome hisfear, which he had never admitted to anyone; how foolish it would beto
labor for agod hisown fear might keep him from reaching.

Fei-lin nudged him. “Y ou look asif you' re goingto the Bat, instead of coming back.”
Chen shook hishead, unableto form areply.

“Cheer up. We'reamost home.” The corridor suddenly widened asthe car cameto astop at the
entrance to the airship bay.

Thedirigible floated toward Idand Two. Its cabin had no windows, but alarge screen near the front of
the airship revealed the darkness outside.

Thisairship, like most of those used by the Project, had asmall cabin with fifty seats covered by aworn,
palefabric, and the aide was scarred by tiny dents and scuff marks. Thetwo pilotsin the front of the
ship, bands around their heads, were concentrating on the panels before them, ignoring the talk of the

passengers.

Chen sat near the back of the airship, listening to the swirl of conversation around him as he polished the
small piece of wood he held in his hands. He had managed to finish the carving on the Bat; afriend had
salvaged the wood for him from a dead tree on Idand Two destined for the recycler. The face he had
carved in the wood stared up at him sightlesdly; it was the thin face of aman whose eyes seemed to look
inward instead of out at the world.

Fei-lin was entertaining some of the other passengers with a story, moving his hands as words flowed
eadly from hislips. Chen envied the small man hisfluid speech; Fei-lin could make words sing and dance.
Chen, with his own speech, chipped at stone, each word struggling to force a chink through the wall
around him; even in his boyhood tongue, he had never been able to remove the barrier. Thewall only
vanished when he listened to others and let their words flow into his thoughts; the wall reappeared
whenever hetried to express hisown.

On the screen, through the darknessilluminated only by the lights on the outside of the airship, he saw a

faint gleam in the murkiness. Chen was going home. He thought of 1dand Two as hishome now. He had
been with the Project for four years, ever snce he had turned seventeen. He could hardly bdieve that he
had once feared coming here. His poor way with words had saved him; he had been unable to form any
coherent objectionsto his Counsdlor’ s suggestion that he apply for the Project.

Idand Two was the only real home he had ever known. In spite of what the Nomarchies had been able
to do for hisregion of Earth, there had been too many children in hisvillage, too many peoplein the cities
nearest it, and not enough work for them all. His peopletilled the land and were grateful when they raised
enough to feed themsd ves without having to prevail on their Counsdor for moreaid.

Only afew had been able to escape the village, and Chen had been among the fortunate ones. He had
been taken from hisfamily at the age of nine and sent with other children to be an gpprentice mechanicin
Shanghai, and he had been glad to go. Children’ salotmentsfor histown had been cut in haf by then,
making him usdlessto his parents, who had been promised more credit if they gave him up. They were
practical people; one son would not be missed when they had two others, and Chen had been more
usel ess than most, spending his days whittling and carving. The pastime his parents had mocked had
rescued him from them. Chen had given a carved wooden boat to the Counsglor during one of that man’s
vigtsto the village, and the man had remembered the gift when it wastime to select afew gpprentices.



Chen had never missed the father who had beaten him whenever he couldn’t find words to answer the
man’ s barked questions, or the mother who had hissed angrily or sighed in exasperation. But the couple
had not entirdly lacked the strong sense of family common in their town. They had wailed and wept when
he |eft them, though they had been careful not to protest againgt the Counselor’ s plansfor him.

In Shanghal, he had lived in adormitory with otherslike himsdlf. He had learned how to avoid the bullies,
how to use hisfists and feet when necessary, how to dter afew circuitsin the dispenser so that he could
get more than the dlotted rations, and how to snesk into the girls' dormitory at night without being seen
by the sensors.

Along with the skills that would make them useful Earth citizens, the gpprentices had a so been taught
Anglaic, the officid tongue of the Nomarchies, the remaining legacy of an old and once-dominant culture,
and the language the children would need if they were ever sent outside their own land. There had been
no need to teach them the formal Arabic still popular among the Mukhtars, for when werethey likely to
encounter anyone so grand?

The Anglaic words had entered Chen’ s head easily enough with the aid of his band and hypnotraining,

and he had not needed to master their written symbols. He had imagined that the new language would

finaly free histongue of its clumsiness. He had findly redlized that he would be awkward in the second
language too.

Fei-lin had finished his story; the passengers nearest to him seemed to be waiting for more. The small
man glanced at Chen, then began another tale of aboyhood prank he had pulled on a Counselor. Chen
had heard the story before, and suspected it wasn't true; Fei-lin dways added new details each time he
told it. Chen kept hisface till, used to looking as though he were listening while following his own train of
thought. He had always had friends who were talkers— aboy named Li at the dormitory in Shangha,
another boy named Benzi when Chen had first worked in space. He had been grateful to them for filling
the slence, while they had appreciated having alistener. Fei-lin was dender, while Benzi had been
stocky, but something in Fei-lin’s manner now reminded Chen of the old friend he had met in Earth orbit.

At the age of thirteen, Chen had been sent to a space station. The orbiting platform was an old one; he
and the others with him spent their work time repairing old, salvaged satdllites and some of their freetime
tinkering with the platform’ sancient circuitry. They were afraid to complain about-the wretched
conditionsthere, about the tiny, crowded rooms, the nearly constant problems with plumbing, and the
faulty homeodtat thet filled the air with the smdll of rotting vegetation; too many people were avalableto
replace them. Benzi had claimed that children were sent to work in such places because the Nomarchies
could afford theloss of achild more easily than that of an experienced worker.

Chen had been surprised when he learned that some people from other Nomarchies had chosen to work
in space, had even waited months or yearsfor the chance. Gradually, he came to understand them. Earth
was a bounded world, while space was limitless. Even on an old space station, one might dream of
escape — to anewer gtation, or to an asteroid mining operation, or even, if onewas daring and had no
gratitude to the Nomarchies, to one of the Habitats. The platform workers rarely spoke about the Habs;
such talk could make trouble. The Mukhtars might deal with Habbers, but they did so only in the interest
of Earth and not because they approved of Hab ways. Y et stories of the Habs, where everyone could
have aLink and no Mukhtars ruled, had reached even the space stations around Earth.

Chen had been afraid of coming to Venus. The danger had not frightened him; the orbiting platform had
offered enough threats of its own. Death was not even the most dreaded consequence of work in Earth
orbit. Aninjury could send aworker back to Earth; a serious disability might sentence apersonto lifeon
the basic dlotment, without the credit for the extramedical treatment that could repair abroken body.
Venus, he knew, would not be any more dangerous. The Nomarchies had invested heavily in the Project



and had to protect the scientists and specidigts; the workers benefited from that.

Chen had feared joining the Project because he had been afraid of the hopeit might awaken in him. He
had been grateful for what he had; wanting more could only bring pain. He had been happy with what the
Nomarchies had given him; he had forced himslf to be.

Now, he welcomed his hopes. The true reward of working on the Project was not the extra credit, or
even the frequent rest periods that gave him timeto do his carvings; it was knowing that he would be part
of anew world. It said so in his agreement with the Project, which had been read to him before he
consented to it; the first settlers would be chosen from those who had |abored for the Project, who had
aready proven their devotion toitsideds. Earth dways abided by its agreements, even those with the
Habs. Earth had to keep to its promises; al knew what had happened in the past when people had not
kept them.

He might live to see domed settlements on the surface; he might even be one of the settlers. Later, in the
centuriesto come, even the Idands would drop dowly toward the fertile soil below, and humanity’ sarks
would settle on the surface of aworld rescued from sterility. Those who had labored on the Project
would become the ancestors of people freed from Earth’s history. All of these thoughts were formless
and vague in Chen’ smind, but the image of free people standing on a green, new world was sharp and
Clear.

Chen frowned. He would have to overcome hisfear of the dark planet below before he could become a
Settler. He steadied himsdlf, certain that he would find his courage when he needed it.

Fei-lin poked himin theribs. “Look happier. Toni€' s probably waiting for you right now. Better become
bondmates soon, before she flies away.”

“Tonie can fly my way any time,” Olaf said as he leaned acrossthe aide; his companion Catherine jabbed
him with an elbow. On the screen, the lighted dome of Idand Two swam toward them.

Theairship had landed in its cradle, which drew it through the lock and then into the bay, where it sat
among arow of cradled dirigibles. The workers scrambled down the ramp at the cradl€’ s side, making
their way toward the entrance to the 1 and; Chen and Fel-lin were the last to enter. The door did shut
behind them asworkers hurried off dong white-tiled paths.

The two men were standing in agarden. Among the blossoming flowers and small green shrubs, dender
trees stood with outstretched limbs capturing the light of the dome. A woman was leaning againgt one of
the trees; she wastiny and dim and wore the gray shirt and pants of aworker.

Chen hurried toward her. She smiled with her ddlicate mouth, showing smdl, white teeth, and took his
hand. Fei-lin was right; Chen would have to ask Toniefor apromise soon, but he had never found the
wordsto ask her to share her life with him. He spoke of hislove with his hands, cupping her breasts with
hislong fingers or caressing the slky skin of her thighs.

“Tonie” hesad. “I wasn't sure you' d be back yet.”

“I"ve been back for dmost aweek. We' |l have two weeks together, maybe more. | asked if | could be
assigned to your work crew next time, but you know the Committee.” She shrugged. She had meant the
Workers Committee, which in its zeal to keep from offending any Adminigtrators, often seemed more of
an obstacle than an aid to the workers it was supposed to represent.

If he and Tonie became bondmates, the Administrators would do their best to keep them together.
Forma bonds were encouraged here; the children of bondmates were the representatives of the future



the Project was trying to build.

A tall, thin man was waking toward them, hisface areplica of the wooden one inside Chen' s pocket.
Fe-lin’ sdark eyes narrowed; Tonie moved closer to Chen. Her fingers were cold as they brushed

agang hispam.

“Greetings, Ibrahim,” Chen said.

“Héllo, Chen,” the man replied. He, like the other three, was al so wearing agray shirt and pants, but the
cluster of slver circleson his collar showed that he was not aworker. 1brahim was a Habber; though no
jewd glittered on hisforehead, he had his own Link. Habbers wore no outward signs of their status, a
habit that made others uneasy; Habbers might not care about such distinctions, but Earthfolk did. Without
ajewd on one sforehead, a stranger might not even know that one was a Linker; it seemed an affront

for aHabber not to have one. The Administrators on the Project had insisted on the pins of Slver circles
to mark Habbers as such.

“Uh, | think you aready know Wu Fei-lin.” Chen gestured at hisfriend. “And Tonie Wong.” Fel-lin was
biting hislip and looked ill at ease; the smal woman plucked nervoudly at her short black hair.

“Indeed.” Ibrahim nodded to them; Tonie took a step back and stared at her feet.
“I finished it.” Chen took the carving out of his pocket; Ibrahim grasped it and held it up.

“Nice seeing you,” Fei-lin said abruptly; it seemed that hisusua clever speech had deserted him. “Have
to go.” He adjusted his duffel and hurried off, casting one fearful glance back a Chen before
disappearing around a bend in the path.

“It'squite lovely,” Tbrahim murmured as he gazed at the carving. “I'll treasureit.” He tucked the carving
into one of hislarge shirt pockets. “I must give you more for such apiece.”

“You pad medready,” Chen replied.
“Redly, it wasn't enough.”
“A medl, then,” Chen said. *Y ou can buy us both something to eat.”

“I’'mafraid | can’'tjoinyou,” Tonie said; her clear, musical voice sounded strained. Her eyes met Chen's.
“| promised Dorcas I’ d meet her inthe gym.” Her oddly intent gaze told him shewaslying. “I’ll drop
your bag off ontheway, if you like.” She grabbed at his duffel, shouldered it awkwardly, then kissed him
quickly before she strode away.

Ibrahim rubbed his chin. “I may be doing you no favor by dining with you in public.”
“It doesn’'t matter,” Chen replied. “Y ou’ re paying me for somework, that’sal.”

“Things have changed since you I eft for the Bat. Y our people have been avoiding us even more than

The two men walked along the path, leaving the garden and passing alow, glassy structure that housed a
hydroponic food plant. The Idands produced much of their food, importing aslittle as possible from
Earth.

Ibrahim seemed lost in musing, as Habbers often did. Chen thought of what the man had said. It wasn't
wise to be seen too often with Habbers; their help might be needed occasiondly, but one did not have to



associate with them socidly. Chen knew all of that, but he had never been ableto share the fedings of
others about the Habbers. Ibrahim, like hisfdlows, wasinvariably courteous and kind in an abstracted
way; the stronger human emotions did not seem to trouble him. Others might resent such serenity, but
Chen welcomed it. Ibrahim did not even mind hislack of graceful and fluent speech, and often anticipated
what he might say, thus relieving Chen of the necessity to say it.

The two men cameto asmall pool, around which tables and chairs had been placed. Five Linkers sat at
onetable; one of the women stared coldly at Ibrahim before turning back to her companions.

Chen touched the Habber’ s arm, leading him away from the pool and a ong the path to another group of
tables near atrelis of vines; Habbers never understood that it was not suitable for someone like Chen to
st in aspot frequented by Linkers. Asthey sat down, aservo rolled toward them; the squat robot
stopped at their side, awaiting their order. Chen looked around, relieved that no one else was present.

“What would you like?’ Ibrahim asked. “ Some new imports arrived recently. We could have some pate,
if youwigh.”

“Anything’sfine” Chen rardly spent his credit on imports, usudly contenting himsdlf with theworkers
smple but adequate rations, and had no idea of what to choose.

“Let’stry the lobster, then. Our substitutesreally don't taste the same. Really, the Project ought to set up
atank and breed its own. It wouldn’t be difficult.” His brown eyeswidened a bit as he gave the order
slently through hisLink.

Sometimes Chen wondered why the Habbers were interested in the Project. He knew that they found it
odd that people should terraform aworld when one could be built inside an asteroid, or from scratch,
with lesstrouble, but Earth’ s reasons for the Project were involved and Chen had never troubled himsalf
with them. He had his own dream, and the Habbers would help him and others redize that dream; hefelt
he owed them some consideration for that.

The Habbers had |lent Earth their resources. They had brought in the hydrogen from Saturn, afact Chen
had not known before coming to the Idands. Habber robots had built the three vast ingtalations on the
Cytherian surface. Chen had seen images of those dark, looming pyramids, each so large that amillion
people might have been housed inside one. At some future time, the enginesinside the pyramidswould
release their power, and Venus, which now turned from east to west only once every one hundred and
twenty days, would begin to rotate more rapidly; Chen aready looked forward to that great event, and
the surface settlements that would follow.

The people of the Habitats had made that possible, and they seemed to want nothing in return for their
efforts except whatever new knowledge their techniques might yield. But it was hard to guess what
motivated such people, who at times seemed amost like another species. Chen drew his brows together
at that thought, recalling stories he had heard about the Habbers' biological techniques. Some claimed
that they had gone beyond the normal types of genetic engineering, which on Earth werelimited to
correcting flaws, and had even atered their own hormona systems. Catherine, Chen’ sfellow worker,
had claimed that Habbers could no longer breed with other people in the usua way, athough Chen was
surethat wasn't true.

I brahim made a steeple with his hands; his eyes gazed placidly past Chen. It was not necessary to
digtract the Habber with talk; he aways had the company of hisLink.

“I'll have timeto do alittle more carving now,” Chen said, breaking the silence. 1 can use the credit.”

“You'd do it whether or not you were paid,” Ibrahim said. “It' sapity you can’'t devote dl of your timeto



it, maybe get some artistic training.”

Chen shrugged. “ They don’t need carvers here. Can’t use art on the Idands.” It felt strangeto call his
hobby art, as Ibrahim did.

“Because beauty isn't useful doesn’t mean that it’snot needed,” Ibrahim replied. “ At any rate, I'm sure
many more of your people would appreciate your work.”

“I thought some of your friends might.”

“That might not bewise.” lbrahim leaned forward as the servo returned with plates holding chunks of
|obster, abowl of fruit, and asmal bottle of wine. *Y ou’ ve been kind to me, Chen, but | don’t think you
should seek out my company again, or that of other Habbers, unless we have to work together.” He
speared a piece of lobster with hisfork. “1 wouldn't want to endanger you.”

Chen frowned. He could tolerate disapprovd, even areprimand; what other danger could there be?

The corridors of the building in which Chen lived were filled with the hum of voices. The workers kept
their doors propped open during much of the day. People were squatting or sitting on their hedlsin
groups near thewalls; afew children passed Chen on skates, weaving their way expertly past the men
and women sharing beer or gossiping in the open doorways. The door frames bore pictures of their
rooms occupants, some were holo portraits, while afew were carvings Chen had made for friends.

He greeted five men who were knedling near one door asthey gambled with small sticks and dice, then
stopped in front of his own door, where his own carved face nestled next to Toni€' s. Hiswas abroad
facewith full lipsand adightly receding chin above amuscular neck; Tonie had never liked the carving,
ingsting that Chen was handsomer.

He pamed the door open and entered; the door did shut behind him. Tonie was wearing her band as she
idled away afew momentsin a game scenario; she took off the circlet and turned toward him.

“I hope you won't see that Habbit any more,” she said.
“I won't. Anyway, he doesn't think we should.”
“Wadll, a least one of you's showing some sense.”

He sat down on his bed, resenting her tone. Their room was small, though the two beds could be pushed
into the wall to make more space. Drawersinsde the walls held their few clothes and other possessions.
Ontheir one shelf, asmdl carving of Tonie wasthe only ornament; the figure was naked, onearm
crossed modestly over the chest. He and Tonie had waited months to move from the quarters they had
each shared with other workers to this room. He wondered how long they would have to wait before
having children; the Idands could support only so many.

“Itjustisn't smart,” Tonie continued as she took off her shirt. “Habbits give people funny ideas— that’s
what Catherine says. | don’t know why they stay on, anyway. We could get d ong without them now.”

“They mugt gtill be needed.”
“I don’'t know what for. They’re probably spying on us.”
“Anyway, Earth has an agreement. They can’t break it.”

“The Mukhtars shouldn’t have made one. Now, we' re stuck.” She opened adrawer, then shed her



pants. Chen reached over and cupped her small buttocksin his hands. She dropped her clothesinside
the drawer, then turned toward him, drawing his hands to her narrow hips.

Hehad to ask her. “I loveyou,” hesaid in alow voice, pulling her gently toward him. The words lodged
in histhroat. She might prefer to leave things as they were; she might not want to make apromise.

“I loveyou,” he said again, brushing hislips againgt her abdomen as he ran his hands over her smooth
kin.

“I loveyou, Chen,” shewhispered. “1 love you enough to form abond with you, | think.”
He looked up quickly, surprised. “I was— | was going to ask you.”

Shewas smiling; her dark eyes glowed. “Well, why didn’t you, then?’ Her hand touched his cheek. “I
had to say something— I’m redlly getting tired of waiting. Will you be my bondmate, Chen?’

“You'resure?’
“Oh, Chen. Yes, | want to be your bondmate. | dready fed asthough | am. How long, then?’
“How long?’

“For how long do you want the bond? Ten years? Fifteen? Twenty might be best if we have children, and
| know we both want them. What do you say?’ She sat down next to him, circling hiswaist with her
ams.

“Aslong asyou want.” For alifetime, he thought. | want you for aslong aswelive, | want to be with you
whenwe' re old, | want to be at your side when our children become true Cytherians. The words were
ingde him; why couldn’t he say them?

“Always” hesaid a lad.

Sheloosened his shirt. Her hands were arousing him; he could fed himsdf growing stiff. “1I’d mekea
lifetime promise,” she murmured, “but a Counsalor might advise againgt it. They might say we' retoo
young for that, or that we' d change our minds later — alifetime bond’ s the hardest and most expensive
to break, and it doesn’t ook good on your record to make promises you can't keep.” She was probably
right, but her practicdity dismayed him just alittle. “Would twenty years do?’

“Yes” He pushed her down gently against the bed and rubbed his thumbs lightly aong her nipples.
“Soon, before we have to go back to work.”

“Oh, | wish | had asilk shirt to wear when we pledge, or agown, but then we' d have to wait, wouldn't
we? | know you’ [l want Fei-lin to be your witness, and Dorcas can be mine. Do you want to make the
pledgein one of the gardens?’ She sounded as though she had dready given the matter alot of thought,
and seemed as taken with the idea of a ceremony aswith the pledge itself.

“It doesn't matter. Whatever you want.”

“Of course.” Shedrew hisface closeto hers. “And after twenty years, we' |l form anew bond, | know
wewill. Oh, Chen.”

He rested his head on her shoulder, unable to speak of his happiness. His hands, speaking for him,
lingered lovingly on the open cleft between her legs until there was no need for words.

His Counsdlor summoned him two days later. Chen strode quickly through the curved and empty



corridor of the Counselor’ s more peaceful building, suspecting that she wanted to discuss his pledge with
him. He was sure he had nothing to fear from the encounter; a worst, the Counselor might ask them to
shorten the duration of the bond and renew the pledgein afew years.

He knew that something was wrong as soon as he entered the Counselor’ s room. Corazon Delgado was
frowning, and a Linker Chen had not seen before was with her.

“Please it down,” she said, gesturing at one of the chairs; Corazon’s room was somewhat larger than a
worker’squarters. “Liang Chen, thisis Ari Isaacson. Hejust returned from Earth about amonth and a
half ago, and he’' sthe new head of the Counsdor’s Committee here.”

The stocky Linker nodded at Chen. Ari Isaacson sat with folded legs, asif he were not used to Sitting in
chairs. Chen seated himself across from the Linker.

“Ari worked with the Project for most three decades as aphysician,” Corazon went on, *but it appears
that the Nomarchies would now like to make use of histaentsin counseling.” Her tone was sharp.

Chen looked into the man’s gray eyes, wondering what Ari Isaacson could want with him. He was not
even sure of how to address the man. When meeting aLinker for thefirst time, it was politeto use atitle,
while Counsdlors, like dmost everyone dse, ingsted on first names. “Greetings, Linker Ari,” Chen said,
compromising. Even Corazon seemed intimidated by the Linker’ s presence; she sat tiffly upright in her
chair, but her fingersfluttered nervoudy.

“I was going to spesk to you next week,” Ari said in asmooth voice, “but events have made it necessary
for meto tell you thisimmediatdly, and my timeisgoing to be taken up with many more of theselittle
meetings. Y ou see, we' re going to prune the work force here a bit. We have people waiting to have
children, and that’ s quite important now, since the time for planning our surface settlementsis not far off.
We mugt think of the future. Then, of course, there are the graduates of the Cytherian Indtitute to
consider — of course, many of them will be assgned to Anwara, at least at first, but we need placesfor
them here. Now, there' s always attrition — those who can’t adjust and want to leave, those who don'’t
do their work well, those lost in unfortunate accidents or who are called to God at the end of their long
lives, but we are now compelled to dismiss more people from the Idands.”

Chen wasvery dill. Hewasirritated a the Linker for explaining such obvious mattersto him, and dso
frightened at the man’s calm tone.

Ari rested hishands on his knees. “Y ou see, Chen, you' re one of the people we' ve decided to send
back.”

Chenwasdlent.

“It may beonly for awhile,” Corazon said hagtily. “Work will be found for you on Earth. | know how
you must fed, but you' |l befirst on thelist dong with anyone €l se who' sworked here when it’ stimeto
bring in moreworkers. You' |l have a chanceto be part of the Project later.”

“If, of course, your work on Earth is satisfactory,” Ari added, “as|’m sureit will be.”

Chen stared at his Counselor mutely; her black eyes reveded her unhappiness, asif shewerefeding his
pain as her own. Perhaps she did. Corazon, he knew, had grown up on an Idand; her parents and
grandparents had worked here.

“I wanted to tell you persondly,” Ari continued. “1 redlize that thismust come asasurprise. Anyway, we
felt that some of you might like the chance to go home, to see old friends and familiar places. The change



will do you good.”
“I can't go,” Chen said at lagt. “I have an agreement. There' s nothing wrong with my work.”

“You'd better listen to your agreement again, my boy.” Ari’svoice was abit sharper. “ There saclause
init that dlows usto send anyone back with cause. Y ou know perfectly well that we don’t break
agreements, and we have reasons for choosing you to return.” Ari’s eyes narrowed as he stood up and
rubbed his hand over hisgraying brown hair. “1I’ [l leave you with your Counsdor now — you may want
to talk. Unless you have any questionsfor me—" Heraised hisbrows.

“I can't go,” Chen repeated. “1’m needed here. Itisn’t right. Y ou're not doing me afavor — you're
punishing me.” He swallowed, trying to control himself.

“Be sengble. Others can take up the dack. Redlly, Chen, | thought | was being considerate in coming to
tell you thismyself instead of leaving it to Corazon here. Bdieve me, you'll seethat it’sfor thebest.” Ari
frowned for amoment, asif he regretted bringing this newsto Chen, but his frown seemed rehearsed.
“You'll be given agood job back home.”

Home, Chen thought. Thisis my home. “And when do | get to come back?’ he asked forcefully.

“That | cannot answer.” Ari was glowering. “I rather think that’ s up to you and how you get on, don't
you think?” The door opened; the Linker left without waiting for aresponse.

The door did shut. Corazon leaned back; her stubby fingers drummed against her armrest. “Bastard,”
she muttered. “I’ll have to go through thiswith two more people.”

“Who?" Chen asked listlesdly.
“I redly shouldn’t tell you. They should heer it from Ari and me. No one you know well, anyway.”

Tonie wouldn’t be one of them, then. Chen twisted his hands together. “I can’t go. Tonie Wong and |
were going to become bondmates.”

“I heard. That'swhy you were caled in now. | can’t tel you what to do about that, but I’ d advise against
it a thispoint.” Chen grimaced; advice from a Counselor was as good as acommand. “ Y ou can't be
expected to keep such promises when you' re separated — one of you would probably want to break
the bond sooner or later, and that would be extra trouble and expense you don’t need, and a mark
against you on your personal record. Of course, Tonie could ask to return with you. That’sentirely up to
her. | think she might be alowed to go, under the circumstances.”

Chen looked down; he couldn’'t ask Tonieto do that. He recalled Ibrahim’swarning. “I’m being
punished,” hesaid. “That' swhat itis, isTt it? 1’ ve been too friendly to the Habbers. He could have said it
ingtead of making it seem —’

“Oh, Chen. | wish | could do something for you.” Corazon bit her lip. “I’ll tell you what Ari thinks. He
thinks we forget our duty here, that we already think of oursalves as Cytheriansinstead of as
Earthpeople. He thinks we forget that we' re part of the Nomarchies and that Earth still makesthe
decisons. He even asked meif | might like atrip to Earth. Home, he called it. Home! I’ ve never been
there, and he knowsiit. Earth means nothing to me.” She could say that in front of Chen, who knew that
he was hardly in a position to repest it.

Chen swallowed. He couldn’t accept this; he would have to fight it. He could appedl to Ari, or to the
Administrators themselves through the Workers: Committee; he had the right. But no one would want to
argue his case, under the circumstances, and Chen knew that he could never be e ogquent enough to argue



for himself. He might even ruin any chance of returning by filing a protest. Ari would twist Chen’ swords,
make it seem that he wasn't being punished at dl and had no reason for complaining; then, after Chen’s
appeal was turned down, the rumorswould start, and everyone would know why he had been sent
away. Rumors were often useful to the Administrators in such cases. Chen would be punished, but no
onewould ever admit openly that he had been.

“I'll make out areport,” Corazon said. “I’ll note that you' ve been agood worker. I'll do everything | can
to make sure you return someday. | guess| haven't been agood Counselor to you, Chen, or | would
have warned you more forcefully, would have inssted —”

Hewaited for her to finish the sentence, then realized that even Corazon would not openly admit the truth
about hisexpulson.

“Y ou mustn't despair,” she continued. “Even Ari knows that the good of the Project hasto comefirs,
that it makes more sense to bring back experienced workers when we need replacements instead of
training new ones. Just do well a whatever job you' re given and don't give them anything to hold against
you, and you'll come back. Y ou have alifetime ahead of you — decades.”

He was mute, thinking of decades of exile, of waiting. He couldn’t beer it.

“Isn’'t there anything you want to ask me, to tell me? Say what you like, Chen. Y ou know that | haveto
keepitin confidence.”

Chen rose, suddenly suspicious of the Counselor, unableto tell if she was speaking from the heart or only
trying to console him as part of her job. “It’sdl right, Corazon. | just have to get used to theidea.”

In the hour before the dome' slight began to fade into silver, it was the habit of many of the workersto
gather on the grassy expansein front of the stedl-blue building where they lived. Parents knelt beside
clothsladen with small bowls of food, feeding their young children with chopsticks, spoons, or fingers;
others sat mending clothes as they gossiped. Y oung couples strolled aong the white stone path under the
watchful eyes of parents or other adults. A few children sat lone, gazing at the writing on their flat
pocket screens; one young girl pointed at the words on her screen as she said them aoud for her proud,
beaming mother.

It was easy to tell which workers had only recently arrived on ISand Two, for they sat near the entrance
to the windowless building, prepared to be the first to find refuge inside. Once during the years Chen had
spent on Idand Two, the Sirens had wailed and the Idanders had run for the nearest buildings, sedling the
entrances off and waiting for the repair crew on duty to mend the new puncture a meteorite had madein
the dome. Recent arrivals on the Idands often believed that air would rush through such an openingina
great gust, or that the dome might suddenly collapse around them, whilein fact asmall puncture meant
only adow leak; taking refuge insde a structure was Ssmply an added precaution.

Chen recalled his own fears when he had heard the sirens sound; he had been on Idand Two for less
than ayear, and had even considered returning to Earth. He glanced at the workers near the entrance as
he entered the building; these people were hiding their nervousness, but he saw afew cast furtive glances
at the diffuse light overhead. Most of them would have liked to trade places with Chen now; in another
year or two, they would lose such fears. The Project would claim them, and they would begin to dream.

A few women greeted Chen as he moved through the corridor toward his own room; they smiled asthey
caled out their congratul ations on his approaching pledge with Tonie. Olaf dapped Chen on the back as
he hastened by. Chen boredl of this passively, wondering how many would still speak to him so reedily
when they learned that he was going to be sent away. They would al guessthe truth about that, no matter
what they were told, and draw the proper lesson from hisfate.



Tonie was sitting with Dorcas and Catherine in an open doorway. Dorcas giggled as Catherineheld up a
gauzy, transparent blouse and sheer pair of panties, Catherine s pale cheeks grew pink as she looked up
and saw Chen.

“Look what Cetherin€ sgivingme,” Toniesaid.
Catherine shook her blond head. “He wasn't supposed to seeit until after the ceremony.”

“Let him whet his appetite,” Dorcas said as she rolled her brown eyes. “Not that he hasn't seen the
goods before, but anew wrapping can make dl the difference.”

“Fei-lin came by before,” Toniesaid. “He |l be awitness, but —”
“I haveto talk to you,” Chen said quickly. “Now, alone.”

The women stood up; Toni€' s smile faded as she gazed at Chen. Catherine, looking worried as she
caught Chen's eye, quickly led Dorcas away.

The door closed behind Chen and Tonie. “Y ou don't look very happy about our pledge,” Tonie said,
sounding affronted. “ Dorcas and Lise are going to give us a party afterward. | was going to ask just the
people on your crew and mine, but | think they want to ask more, so | said that wasfine aslong aswe
didn’t haveto provide the beer and winefor al of them. What do you think?” She did not wait for an
answer. “Dorcas and Lise said they’ d take care of the extra beer and wine. | guessthey’ |l expect usto
do the samefor them later, when they make pledges.”

Chen sat down acrossfrom her, folding hisarms. “| have to tell you something.”

She pouted alittle. “Oh, my. Don't tell me you’ ve changed your mind dready.” She shook out the
garments Catherine had given her and dropped them on her bed. “Dorcas would never forgive me. She'd
probably have the party anyway — she' |l use any excuse for aparty.”

“I haven't changed my mind,” he said dullly.

“Wel, I’'m glad to hear that.” Tonie stretched out on her bed seductively, leaning on one elbow and
arching her back abit. The gesture, tickled Chen’s memory; Tonielooked exactly like an image he had
seen on an erotic tape, dmost asif she had sudied theimage' s postures. “Did that damned Counselor
tell you that we can't have twenty years?’

“I havetotell you.” He stared at the wall behind her, unable to gaze into her eyes. “ They’ re sending me
back to Earth. Corazon told me today.”

“Sending you back?’ Tonie sat up; her hands fluttered. “But you haven't asked to go.”
“They need more room here.”
“WI,H]?’

“I don’'t know exactly when. Probably before my next shift on the Bat’ sdueto start. Assoon asaship’s
leaving Anwara.”

“Oh, Chen. Itisn't fair.”

He bowed hishead. “ Corazon said it’ sonly for awhile.” Hetried to sound asif he bdieved that. “ She'll
write agood report so Il have agood chance to come back.”



“How long?’
“I don’'t know.”
“You didn’t ask? How could you listen to that, and not ask? They can’'t do it.”

Chen raised hishead. Toni€ sface crumpled, asif she was about to cry; then her eyes suddenly widened.
“Do they expect meto go back with you?’

He shook his head. “ Of course not. We don't have abond yet. It wouldn’'t matter even if wedid. |
wouldn’t ask you to come back with me, Tonie. Listen, this doesn't have to change our plans. We could
become bondmates anyway.”

Shedrew up her legs. In her dightly baggy shirt, with her thin legs and pretty, pouting face, she looked
like awounded child. “How?How do | know when I’ll seeyou again?’

“Corazon said | could be near thetop of thelist.” He struggled for words. * She doesn’t think we should

be bondmates now, but we can still make apledge. I’ d keep my promise for yearsif | had to. Don't you
see? If | had a bondmate here, they might let me come back sooner. We could even start achild — you

could ask Corazon about it. If | had a bondmate and a child here—" Another idea occurred to him.

“Y ou could file aprotest, say that your bondmeate' s being taken from you and that —”

Her mouth twitched. “How do you know they wouldn't send me back if we did that? And Corazon
doesn’'t even want you to make a pledge now. She' d never approve of us having achild, never. It
doesn’'t make any sense”

“They' re sending others back. There'll be more room here” A lump wasforming in histhroat. He
couldn’t tell her how much he needed her promise now; he might be able to endure Earth if he knew his
bondmate and child were till onthe ldands. | love you, he thought, and you' re sounding as though you
don't redly loveme.

Hewasn't being fair. Tonie was suffering for his deeds; he had to be more considerate of her fedings. He
could not ask too much of her.

“We can modify the contract,” he mumbled. “Y ou could do what you want, even form a second bond
with another man if you likewhilel’m away. A Counsdor could write the clausesfor us. | wouldn't
ﬂ _H

“No, no, it wouldn’t work.” She paused. “| don’t want anyone else anyway.” That statement sounded
like an afterthought. L ook, it doesn’t make sense to form abond of any kind now. When you come
back — we can make a pledge then. Can’'t we?’

“Oh, Tonie,” he groaned.

She stood up, holding out her arms. “ Chen, you know how much | care about you. Believe me, if |
thought — if you could tell me how long I’ d have to wait — | could wait for ayear, or two years, or
maybe even longer. But | don’t know when you' Il come back, or even if you will.”

“Corazon said —"
“| don’'t care what she said. Without a public statement, her word is useless. Y ou know that.”

His hope was fading. “ There would be a better chance for meif | had abondmate here.”



“Chen! I'm only nineteen. We could both change — we might not fed the same way later on.”
He ground histeeth. “Y ou were willing to pledge twenty years before.”

“When | thought you would be here, a my side. Y ou fool.” She was how speaking in Chinese. “What do
you expect from me? Should | pledge mysdlf to you and risk being sent back too? Do | haveto share
your fate and lose what | dready have? Do | have to be chained to achild?’

“| thought you wanted one.”
“Later, not now — not with an absent father.”

He knew she was right, that his poorly thought-out plan wasridiculous. He would not be hereto help
raise the child when Tonie was working on one of the Bats; they would not be able to divide the burden.
The Idand nursery, tended mostly by groups of parents under the direction of Counselors, aswell as by
workerstrained for the task, could not be expected to take on the entire respongbility for a child.
Corazon, whatever her sympathies, would never alow Tonieto bear hischild in his absence. Tonie saw
how things had to be, and he understood that at last, but she might have tried to ease his pain now.
Whatever she was losing, she would still have her part in the Project.

He opened hishand, pam up, as he prepared to speak more gently to the woman he loved.

Toni€' seyes suddenly narrowed. “It’ sthat cursed Habhit. | know it. That’ swhy they’ re sending you
away. They're punishing you, warning the rest of us not to spend any time with them.” She had grasped
the truth quickly. Ari, he thought bitterly, would be pleased; Tonie and her friends would spread rumors
and warningsfor him. “Oh, | knew it. | told you not to talk to that Habber dog and hiskind. What can he
do for you now?’

Chen stood up. Shewasn't thinking of him at dl.

“Why didn’t you listen to me?’ She was dmost screaming now, her face so contorted that it was uglier
than he had believed possible. “1’ d be mad to become your bondmate now, I’d just be punished aong
withyou. It' strue, isn't it? That’ swhy they’ re sending you away. It' sbad enough that | lived with you al
these months. What if they begin to think I’ m like you? Y ou’ ve shamed me, Chen. | warned you, | told
you— thisisdl your own fault. | told you not to—" She shrieked and stumbled back, raisngahand in
front of her face.

He had lifted hisarm, making afist, ready to strike her.

“Goon,justtry it! Doyouthink | can’t defend mysaf?’

He was shaking. Spinning away from her, he struck the wall, bloodying his knuckles.
“Oh, Chen. I’'m sorry, I'm sorry.”

He ran from the room, thinking with horror of how his hands had nearly betrayed him.

Chen hurried dong the corridors of the workers' residence, paying no heed to shouted greetings or the
grumblings of those he jostled as he passed. He continued on hisway until adoor at the end of the hall

did open.

Hewas outside, in one of the courtyards at the side of the building. This courtyard was atriangle of flat
stones bounded on two sides by two wings of the star-shaped building. A few couples had already
gathered there; two young people, huddled together in one of the large wicker chairs, looked up a Chen



with startled dark eyes as he lurched past them.

The dome slight had faded into the silvery glow of an Idand evening. A smdl hill doped abovethe
courtyard; Chen climbed until he reached the top of the dope, then sank to the grassy ground. From this
hill, one of only afew on the otherwiseflat 19and, he could see much of the building below. A few
families dtill sat near the front entrance; most had aready returned to their rooms.

The Idand seemed |east like the Earth he remembered at dusk. During an Idand day, the chatter or
people and the noise of their activitiesfilled the air; at night, aheavy slence blanketed the land under the
dome. But in the evening, Chen heard only the intermittent chirp of acricket. Few birds sang here and no
creatures roamed through the wooded grove on the other side of the hill. On Earth, eveninits great
cities, birds till nested under eaves; dogs and cats roamed and snarled at one another over scraps. The
Idand seemed asinsubstantia as adream, aplace where one could believe that dl redlity was
encompassed by ahuman mind. At such moments, Chen understood why people needed to root
themselves on the Cytherian surface below. Without that god, the pleasant Idands could become atrap,
aclosed circle, aplace where everything was in balance and nothing would change.

He sghed as he stared a the home he would soon leave behind. The pain of that thought was a blow; he
redlized, with guilt and unhappiness, that this pained him even more than the loss of Tonie. She had
guessed the truth; she was like him; she would put the dream first, and cut herself adrift from anything that
might rob her of it. He was no longer surprised that she had spoken to him so bitterly.

He put hisfeet under him and rose, then descended the other side of the hill until he cameto apale stone
path. The path wound through the grove of trees, leading him past five girlswith flowersin their hair and
by atable where afew Linkers were enjoying an evening med. The shadows swallowed him; he strode
on until he came to the edge of the small wood and heard the soft drone of human voices.

Chen had come to the place where the Idand’ s memorid pillars stood. The twenty pillarslined either side
of the path; faces cast in metad gazed down at him sightlesdy as he bowed his head alittle. Namesin
severa languages also adorned the pillars, and bouquets of flowers had been placed on the ground
below.

Four old men stood near one pillar that was not yet completely filled with names and faces. They swayed
abit asthey finished saying their prayers. Chen wondered if they were praying for one long gone or for
themselves; their gray hair and wrinkled faces were signs of their own gpproaching desth.

Chen stopped at the pillar and bowed from the waist, wanting to show respect. “My son,” one man said,
gesturing at one of the faces. “Gone these many years. Lately, I’ ve been remembering him again.”

“I'msorry,” Chen said.

“Do not mourn. He was a bad young man in some ways, quick to fight and too free with women, but |
loved him, and at least he had a purpose here.”

“Y ou should rgjoice, young man,” another man said, smiling bitterly. “ Here, you see four old oneswho
will soon be gone to make room for your children.”

“Not my children,” Chen replied. He hurried away, refusing to explain hisresponse.

After afew more broad strides, he had come to the northern edge of the Idand, where the path ended at
the bottom of aflight of stairs. He climbed the sairsto a curved platform and leaned againgt therailing.

Idand Two was over two kilometerswide, and the platform curved around the Idand’ s diameter. He



gazed through the dome at the blackness outside, feding it fill hissoul. Venus was below, hidden from
him, beyond his reach.

He and Tonie had decided to make their pledge here, in sght of the world their children might have
settled. A bitter taste filled his mouth.

Venuswould not be hisworld after al. He understood how empty Corazon’s promise probably was.
Another worker would eventually take his place; others would finish building thisworld. All he had to
offer the Project, besides the skills many others had, was his youth and strength, which would ebb avay
every year he was gone.

Footsteps sounded on the platform. He glanced to hisleft. Tonie was walking toward him; she had
thrown on a blue knee-length robe over her shirt. He was about to wave her awvay; she held up ahand.

Shesad, “1 shouldn’t have spokento you as| did.”
“Y ou said what wastrue.”

“I wish | could take it back.” She put one hand on his; he did not pull away. “I want to ask you
something, Chen. Tdl methetruth. If they were sending me back to Earth, and keeping you here, would
you make a pledge to me? Would you follow me back to Earth?’

Hewasdlent for atime. “I don’'t know,” hesaid &t last.

“That' s not what you mean. Y ou do know, | think. The only differenceisthat you wouldn’t have been so
cruel if you had to tell me you were staying.”

“Tonie, | —"

“I loveyou, Chen, but | want to stay here. | would have kept loving you if we could be together. Maybe
that’ sthe point. It would be easy for usto love each other if nothing wasin our way. That might mean we
don’t love each other enough.”

“It sounds like something Corazon might say,” he replied.

“She'd be right too. We both want the Project more than we want each other. Maybe thisway, we can
find people we d love more than we love the Project.”

“That isn't possible”

“ Someone we |ove as much, then.”

“I don't think,” he said, “that | could love anyone who didn’'t share this dream.”

“Then you would have sopped loving meif | went back with you, if | werewilling to givethisup.”
“You twist words, Tonie. Y ou try to make something good come out of this.”

“Maybeit will.” Sheleaned againgt him and rested her cheek on his chest.

He had been right to fear coming here, to open himsdlf to the dream and have it taken from him. He had
been wrong to want more instead of being grateful for the life the Nomarchies had given him.

Hewould never see the pyramids below glow when the power within them was released to move the
planet. He would never see domes rise on the surface and the land beneath them blossom. Hewould



never kneel down and grasp the soil of anew world in his hand. Venus would become no more than a
dar inthe sky.

Chen’ s hands curled around the railing as he stared at the world he had lost.
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Seven

The night sky was cloudy, and many of the women of Lincoln had brought light-wandsinto thefield. Iris
stood at one end of theline of girls, next to Laiza; in front of her, Angharad’ sface glowed in the light.

Dory Trudes, the mayor, was speaking; Iris had aready lost the thread of Dory’ s speech. Iriswould bea
woman when sheleft thefield.

She had known her own ceremony would come soon; the changesin her body had shown her that. Her
breasts were aready forming; afine down was beginning to sprout between her legs. She had prayed
that she would not begin to bleed until winter, longing for the extrayear of childhood that would give her,
but she had spotted and then flowed at the end of August.

Iris had known that by starving herself, she might postpone menarche; she had gleaned that bit of
information from her studies. She had skipped as many meals as she could and had picked at the rest.
Angharad had findly noticed her frailty and the loss of weight and had dragged her to Letty Charlottes,
where she had received a stern lecture while atiny implant was placed in her arm. The lecture had
enraged her; the substances the implant had released had made her ravenous, and she had aready gained
back most of her lost weight. Iris rubbed at her arm; Letty had removed the implant earlier that week,
replacing it with the contraceptive implant that ayoung woman would need until it wastimeto have
children,

“I welcome you dl to our communes aswomen,” the mayor was concluding. “May your life sblood
enrich our fields as you become part of life scycle”” Dory’sarms made the sign of ahelix as she pulled
out aneedle and moved to the head of theline of girls.

Angharad was smiling; Iristried to smile back. Thiswas supposed to be the happiest day of her life so
far; her mother would expect some sign of joy. Irisglanced at Julia; her grandmother looked away.

Iris had received a message from Celia Evanstown that morning. She had expected the worst, and had
been pleasantly surprised at Cdlia snews. Iris, the Linker had said, would continue to have her studies
paid for aslong as she completed each year’ swork by the summer. The news had lifted her spirits
throughout the day, and she had been too busy with preparations for the ceremony and feast to think
about what Celiahad said. Now she was sure that the worst had only been postponed.

When the feast was over, she would have to take up awoman'slife. There would be more to do around
the house, more work in the greenhouse, consultations with her mother about farm business and how
much grain to plant on their land next year, and more distractions. She would be expected to join the
women for their dmost-nightly gabfests; if shewas going to be part of the community and eventudly take
over the commung sleadership, she would, like her mother, have to learn which bits of gossip might be
useful or reveded a problem that would have to be solved.

Shewas behind in her sudiesasit was. Thedisciplines of biology, chemistry, and physics required
concentration and careful study of the smulated laboratory work as she entered her assumptions and
watched each experiment’ s results. She would have to make up the work this winter, and wondered how
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shewould find timeto do it.

Iris' s sudies, and the way in which she worked, were smilar to what studentsin schools did, but
studentsin schoolswere dso part of acommunity of scholars, with seminars and discussion groups and
the chance to be with those who shared their interests. The teaching images occasiondly set up such
discussions over the screen for Iris and other solitary students, and encouraged them to seek one another
out. Iris, after afew awkward and embarrassing calsto young people who had seemed either
uninterested in her attempts at conversation or unimpressed by the insights she had to offer, had at last
found akindred soul.

Her name was Alexandra Lenas. ShewasIris s age, wore her blond hair in two long, fat braids, and was
ashopkeeper’ s daughter; she lived in atown near Topeka. Alexandra sfamily were Spiritists; her mother
encouraged the girl’ s studies a bit, but then Alexandra had asister who would be able to take over the
family’ s shop. Alexandradid not have to worry about the future of her line, and already had aclear idea
of her gods. The subject of biology was her greatest interest, and embryology the field that especidly
attracted her.

With Iris, she dso shared adesire to work on the Venus Project. Alexandra had mapped her own future.
First, shewould be chosen for the Cytherian Institute, a new school where studentsin variousfields were
trained specificaly for the Project and absorbed a sense of its purpose while learning their subjects. After
that, she would take more training in her specialty. Then, she would be sent to Venus, where shewould
live on one of itsldands. Such agoa seemed nearly impossibleto Iris, who had feared that she might
never get to Venus except as a greenhouse worker if she got there at al, but Alexandra had pointed out
that the Ingtitute contained many students of much humbler origins.

Iris, partly encouraged by Alexandra s devotion to her own field, was beginning to become more
interested in the study of climatology. She would gaze for long hours at models of Earth dong with the
graphs and charts and mathematical symbols showing the effect of adight rise or fal in temperature, the
harvesting of treesin oneregion, avolcanic eruption, or adight emission of sulfur dioxide from one of the
factories that had once dotted Earth’ s surface before such industries had been moved into space. She
studied models of Venus s meteorological history aswell, noting the circumstances that had made that
world so different from Earth. The subject gave her asense of how much atiny, seemingly insignificant
event could dter agreat ded; a the sametime, it made her conscious of how much gtill lay outside
humanity’ s control. She studied the mathematics that outlined chaos and the points where systems began
to break down, and saw her world as areflection of those symboals.

Such pursuits so had a practica benefit. She could soothe Angharad’ s doubts by saying, quite truthfully,
that she was learning about westher, a subject that could only help afarmer.

Irislonged to meet Alexandra. The other girl had hesitantly mentioned inviting Iristo her homefor avist,
or traveling to Lincoln hersdlf. Iris had been forced to put her off with excuses, knowing that Angharad
would not gpprove. Studying was one thing; actua contact with agirl who would only encourage such
nonsense was quite another. Iriswas afraid of pushing her mother too far, of losing what she had already
ganed.

Dory was standing in front of her. The mayor seized Iris sarm, pulled out another needle, pricked the
girl’sfinger, then held Iris s hand out. “Y ou are awoman, Iris Angharads.”

“I givemy blood to the communes,” Irisreplied. She had been so lost in her thoughts that she had dmost
forgotten the importance of this ceremony. Dory let go; Irisreached into her pocket for the handkerchief

her mother had given her earlier and wrapped it around her lightly bleeding finger. Angharad had carried

the same handkerchief to her own ceremony, as had Julia; Irisfelt the weight of generations.



Thefiedld was suddenly slver with light; the moon shone down through the purple clouds. “ A good
omen,” she heard Wenda whisper.

The ceremony was over. Iristhrust her handkerchief back into her pocket. Angharad linked her arm with
Iris sasthey began to leave thefield. “1’m so proud of you,” Angharad murmured. “Y ou didn’t even
flinch.” Irisdid not reply; she had been so preoccupied that she hadn't had timeto flinch. “1 thought you
werethe prettiest girl there.”

Iris bowed her head, imagining that the other women were telling their daughters the same thing.

“Shelooked just like you did, Angharad,” Wenda said as she gestured with her walking stick. “1 could
amogt believe it was you standing there if it wasn't for those green eyes of hers— samethick hair, same
budding bosom.” Wenda cackled. “Bet some of those nice young men back at the town hall would like
to get their hands on her.”

Iris swallowed, annoyed at the thought. The studious boys she had sometimes talked to over her screen,
to her rief, had never seemed interested in such matters; she had been able to forget that they were
males

“Why, before you know it,” the old woman continued, “ she'll be going to Letty to have her plug
removed.”

“I’'monly fourteen,” Irissad. “I’ [l have my implant for awhile.”

“Y our mother was sixteen when she had you. Theyears |l go by before you know it, child.” Wenda
sniffed. “Guess| can’'t call you child now. The moon coming out like that — it’ sagood omen. Maybe
now you' |l stop that nonsense with your lessons.”

Never, Iristhought asthey approached the houses ahead, following the rows of shining wands. She
shivered alittlein the cool air, and tried not to think of her obligation to her line. | won't giveit up, not
until Celiatakesthe dlotment away. Shetried not to dwell on that.

Iris carried her plate to the table in the center of the room, where she and the other young women would
gt. They had been first on the line; dready afew young men were lingering near the table asthey eyed
the young women, who were congpicuousin their long white dresses. Laiza batted her dark eyes at one
man; her white sk dress revealed much of her shoulders and alittle other small breasts. Iris sat down
next to her friend, smoothed down her own skirt, and wondered how she would be able to eat in her
tight-wai sted garment.

Dariaand Maddine began to giggle as ayoung man sat down across from them. He arched his brows as
Daria patted her red hair and loosened a button near her collar. “Can | havethat?’ the man said, pointing
at achicken wing on Darid splate.

The red-haired girl smpered. “If you get me another one later.”
“I'll get you anything you want.”

Dariagiggled again. People were seating themsaves at other tables, talking loudly about how thiswould
be the finest feast Lincoln had seen; the loud voices and shouted remarks were making Irisfed dizzy. A
woman put alarge bottle of wine on the table; aman set atray of glassesnexttoit.

“I wish my father were here,” Laizasaid. “He promised he' d come, and he didn’t even send amessage.”

“I'msurehetried,” lIrissaid.



“He said he'd have aspecia surprise for metoo.”

“Wadll, he saways kept his promiseswhen he could,” Irissaid. “Ther€ || probably be amessage from
him when you get home. Just be glad you see him as often as you do — mogst girlsdon't see their fathers
S0 much.”

“Mother of God.” Laiza put down her fork. “1 shouldn’t have said what | did. I’m sorry, Iris. | wish your
father could be here”

“It'sdl right.” Irishad not thought of Tad for awhile, but the autumn feasts dways reminded her of him.
She poked at her food, then nibbled at a piece of bread. Angharad and Maria Fays, Laiza s mother,
were laughing together asthey chattered at their table; they seemed dmost like girlsthemselves. A few
members of Lincoln’ssmall Mudim community were discreetly pouring wine into cups. At the other end
of Iris stable, Patriciaand Bess draped their arms gracefully over the backs of their chairs asthey flirted
with Eric.

Would it be so bad for her to give up her studies and accept her life here? Shewould sill have what she
had aready learned and could buy hersalf afew more lessons during free moments. Few mocked her
now; even Eric had given her agrudging respect. The boy, rapidly approaching the age when he would
have to take on aman’ sresponshilities, would have stayed in Lincoln if he could. Swallowing his pride,
Eric had asked her to teach him how to do his own accounts and to read labels so that he could apply for
work as a shopkeeper, but Lincoln’'s shopkeepers had enough apprentices among their own children.
Eric would never understand her desireto leave.

| could beimportant here, she thought. If she quit now, others would respect her alittle for having tried to
madter difficult subjectswhile praising her for remembering her responsibility to her line. But if she waited
for Cdiato take her alotment away, she would once again look like afool.

Shethought of Alexandra, The blond girl would be disappointed in her if she gave up now. Iriscouldn’t
give up; there wastoo much left to learn.

“Hdlo.” A young man set his plate on the table as he sat down acrossfrom Iris. He reached for two
glasses and began to pour some wine. Patriciaand Madeline rolled their eyes asthey ogled the new

arrival; as she gazed at the man, Iris could see why. Hisblond hair curled around hislean, handsome
face; hisgray work shirt was unbuttoned nearly to hiswas.

“I haven't seen you before,” Laizasaid as she pushed her own glasstoward him.

“Just camein on the floater thismorning,” the young man replied. “ Might have come sooner if | knew
someone like you was around.” He stared directly at Iris, who felt her cheeks growing warm; she picked
up her glass hagtily, dmost spilling some of the wine. Why was he looking at her? Laiza, with her
revealing dress, had to be more attractive. “My name' s Jon Ellas. They got mein here to do some work
onthesdlos but | guess!’ll be ableto enjoy mysdf alittlefirg.”

“I'mLazaMarias.” Laizafluffed her dark curls and then let her dressdide alittle farther down from her
shoulders.

“I'mIrisAngharads,” Irissaid. Her modest dress, withitsfull skirt and lace collar, suddenly seemed
childish compared to her friend’s.

“Heard anything interesting on the floater?’ Daria asked, aways hungry for gossip.

“Sure have.” Jon glanced at Daria, then turned back toward Iris, who was hoping the man would



attribute her blush to thewine. “Heard area good story on the way here, as a matter of fact.”

Another young man sat down to the right of Jon; Peter, who was passing the table, stopped and set
down hisown plate on Jon’ s|eft.

“I wastaking to aman on hisway north,” Jon continued. “ Said aman was murdered over in Spencer.”
He paused, clearly wanting to draw out the tale and make it more suspenseful.

Laizashrugged. “It happens sometimes,” she said languidly, asif she heard such soriesdl thetime. “Bet
they’ll get alot of trouble from their Counselor now.”

“Therewas amurder here once, along time ago,” Dariablurted out, beaming when she saw that she had
Jon’ s atention again. “My mother told me about it. Everybody knew who the murderer was, though, so
they held atown meeting and then decided to string him up from atree, so they did. The murderer said
he was drinking, asif that’s an excuse. Our Counselor wasn't too happy when he heard, but he couldn’t
arrest the whole town, and anyway, it saved everybody alot of trouble, theway | seeit. Lincoln got off
with awarning, and we haven't had any trouble since.”

Irisglared at the red-haired girl; such stories did not make agood impression on outsders. “That
happensin lots of places,” Jon said casudly. “Aslong asthere' sreal evidence, or aconfession, | don't
think most Linkers care— kegpsthings under contral. | aways figured it was better to handle your own
shitinstead of dragging Linkersand Counsdorsintoit.” He paused. “But that isn't what happened in
Spencer. Thisman who was killed — the fellow on the floater told me hewas a Counsdlor.”

Daria gasped; Laiza arched her brows. People at some of the nearer tables had fallen silent, anxiousto
overhear more.

Peter leaned back in his chair. “Why, in the name of the Spirit,” he asked, “would someonekill a
Counsdor?’

“I don’'t know.” Jon ate aforkful of stew and wiped up some gravy with apiece of bread. “Maybe the
Counsdlor told him something he didn’t want to hear. Maybe he just didn’t like the Nomarchies or
something. Anyway, this man on the floater told me the guy just walked right in during the Counsdlor's
vist and shot him.”

“Was hethere?’ Iris asked.

“Thefdlow | talked to?" Jon shook his head. “No, but he said he heard it from awoman who knew
someonewho was. I’ll tell you something ese. In the past couple of months, I’ ve run into alot of
mechanics here and there, and not one of them mentioned being anywhere near Spencer.”

“That doesn't mean anything,” Laizasad. “ Spencer’ seven smdler than Lincoln, isn't it? Maybe they
didn’t need anybody. Maybe somebody el se was there and just didn’t tell you about it.”

“Maybe.” Jon sipped somewine. “I didn’t think anything of it then — | mean, | hadn’t heard the story
yet. But now, | wonder. Wejaw alot when we run into each other, most of us— we awaystalk about
where we' ve been and where we' re going. It just seems funny — like they’ ve closed off that whole
town.”

“That’sridiculous,” Peter said. The bearded man had been casting oblique glances a Jon before
goparently redizing that the young man was moreinterested in the girls. “Why, if anything like that hed
happened, the newswould be dl over the Plains.”

“Maybe not,” Jon replied. “Not if Spencer realy was closed off.”



“But why would they closeit off?" Iris asked.

“Do you think they’ d want people to find out about it? How would it look? Counselors have to be able
to make their rounds— having one murdered isn't going to make them fedl secure, and having theword
get out could give other crazy peopleideas. The murderer had to be crazy. He must have known he
couldn’t get away withiit.”

The large room was humming with murmurs; Iris could hear gasps at the other end of the room as people
heard the story for thefirst time.

“How could hedo it, anyway?’ Peter said. “1 doubt he could have wandered into a sesson with a
shotgun.” Shotguns and rifles, often used to take potshots at mice and rats, were the only weapons
Lincoln had.

“Maybe he got hold of a pistol somehow, or abeamer.” Jon munched on some sdlad. “Who knows? But
the guy who talked to me said thiswoman told him it happened, al right.”

“I think you might have been mided,” Peter said. “Y ou can't keep something like that a secret.”

“You sure can,” Jon responded. “It’slike this guy told me. First, you can close off the town, and then
you maybe send in Linkers or militia or maybe even Guardiansto see if anybody knew what the
murderer was up to — they have plenty of waysto find out. I know — afriend of mine did some work
on the bands that policein cities sometimes use for questioning. Then you throw such ascare into
everybody that they’ re afraid to talk. Maybe it wouldn't matter even if they did talk. Thisfellow on the
floater said they could keep a place like Spencer closed off for along time, bring in workers from outside
the Plainswho they trust, say, or who won't talk. Oh, there' slots of thingsthey can do.”

“They couldn’'t keep it closed up forever,” Laiza said. “ People would wonder why after awhile.”

“Y eah, but nobody wouldknow .” Jon finished hisfood and put an ebow on thetable. “ And after a
while, things get back to norma and it’ s just another rumor alot of peoplewon't believe” He gestured at
Peter. “Thisfelow doesn't believeit.”

“I certainly don't.” Peter stood up and carried his plate to another table. Iris doubted that the bearded
man’ s disbelief would keep him from passing the story on. She shivered as she thought of Jon’ stae; their
feast would be enlivened by speculation for most of the evening.

“I'm going to help mysdlf to some more.” Jon rose. “Anything | can fetch for you?’ He grinned at Iris,
who shook her head.

She smiled as he wandered off. People were glancing at the young man who had brought such an
interesting rumor to them; he was the center of attention, and he was interested in her. Iris swallowed
some wine. She was awoman now; Jon might be interested in more than flirting. That thought was
sobering. Handsome as he was, she didn’t know him; she did not know if she could talk to him or if he
would understand her. She knew what her mother would say to that. Angharad would say that if aman
was agood lover, there was no need for talk; shewould tell Iristhat she might have done worse during
her firg time with aman.

“Helikesyou,” Laizasad, sounding annoyed. Dariaand the other girls had aready turned their attention
to the man till Sfting acrossfrom them. “1 just thought of something. Isn't Bart Jennifersthe Counsglor
for Spencer too?’

Iris put down her fork. “I think heis.”



“Then he/'d bethevictim. He'd be dead.” Laizagrimaced. “Mother of God. They’ d have to send another
Counsdor then, in the spring. That'd proveit.”

Irisshook her head. “I1t wouldn't prove anything. Counsalors get promoted or replaced.”

“Maybe Peter’ sright, and it sjust arumor. It d be hard to hide something like that, wouldn't it? Y ou
ought to know, Iris. Y ou’ ve spent enough time on those lessons of yours.”

“I wouldn’'t know about that. | think it could be hidden, though. They could program arestriction, or
even erase the records and put in another explanation of what happened.”

“I wonder what happened to the murderer,” Laizasaid.
“He s probably dead.”
Laizashuddered. “Do you redlly think so?’

“They wouldn’t even have to execute him. They could send him someplace wherethey’ d know he' d die
soon and get some work out of him in the meantime. Maybe they could even make him forget what he
did, so he'd never talk. Thereare alot of waysthey could handle him.” Irislooked around the room for
Jon; the young man was standing near the tables of food, surrounded by a crowd wanting to hear more
detalsof hisgstory.

It was dtill night when the townsfolk, at last sated by food and drink, began to leave the town hdl for their
homes. Iris stood near the members of her own commune as afew people passed and murmured their
congratulaionsto her. She gazed envioudy at Laiza, who was clinging to the arm of atall, brown-haired
man; her friend had lost no time in snaring a catch. Iristhought of Jon. He had attracted an eager
audience wanting to hear his story from hislips; he would have plenty of partnersto choose from. He had
not talked to her for the rest of the evening.

“Come by the shop tomorrow,” Winnie said as she passed. “I'll have some specid treatsfor you and the
other young ladies.” Winnie craned her short neck. “My, you do look pretty. No fellow to walk you
home?’

“No,” Irismumbled.

“Wall, time enough for that after thefeast, | say. Sometimesthey’re just too full of food and drink to do
more than pump and fal adeep on top of you, and ayoung woman deserves more than that.”

Winnie hurried outside; Iris and her household followed the shopkeeper down the stairs. Eric let out a
yawn. “Jorge said he' d come by later on,” LaDonnasaid to Constance. “I just hope | can stay awake for
him.”

“If youdon't,” Congtancereplied, “1 will.”

They began to cross the square. A few people who had overindulged were weaving their way toward the
dreets; othersrodein cartsfilled with empty dishes. Elisabeth and Liliahad remained in the town hal to
vigt with friends; they would bring their cart home later. Iris Sghed, feding let down. She had not eaten
very much, and the wine had given her adight headache.

“Hey, wait up!”

She turned. Jon was running toward her; he hated and took her arm. Angharad beamed as she motioned
the other women forward, leaving the two young people aone.



“All right if 1 walk with you?’ Jon asked.

“Sure”

“Y ou wouldn't want to get pawed by some guy who' stoo drunk to know what he’ sdoing.”
“We can handle drunksin Lincoln. They don't try that kind of thing very often.”

They passed the church and entered the street leading to Iris s house. “ Tel me about yourself,” Jon said.
His hand was gripping her ebow; in spite of the cool night air, shefet warm.

“There snot much to tell. My mother’ sthe leader of our commune. My grandmother’ still dive, but she
thought my mother could handle things better than she could. My grandmother went to New Y ork once,
alongtimeago.”

“Reglly?’

“Oh, yes. She worked on the dikes once, before she came home. Then there' s my mother’s cousin,
Elisabeth. She was the daughter of my grandmother’ s brother William and Tillie Ethels— Tillie shouseis
thefirst one on the road leading from the cradle. Elisabeth grew up there, but she decided to come live
with us after | wasborn.”

Jon draped hisarm over her shoulder. She tiffened, about to shy away but at the same time wanting him
to hold her. “Y ou're not teling me about yourself,” he said.

“Wdll, I've dways lived here. Not much happensin Lincoln.”
“Guessyou |l betheleader of your commune someday.”

“Maybe. | mean, itis up to the household even if Angharad — even if my mother passesit onto me.
They’ d have to approve, and my mother could aways pass the leadership to Elisabeth or her daughter
instead. That'sonereason Tilliedidn't mind letting Elisabeth live with us”

“Can't think why your mother’ d do that.” His breeth smelled of mint, hisskin faintly of cologne. Hedidn't
reek of onions and sweat the way some of the other men did after afeast. “My mother’ sthe leader of a
commune in Wilkes, and there’ sno question of her giving the farm to anyone except my sster. Ellen’ sill
akid, though, so it won't be for awhile. She' s cute, my sister. Hasn't gone through her own ceremony
yet and the boys are dready starting to hang around. Bet afew must have made the moves on you

aready.”
“No,” Irissaid. “1 just started —" She could fed herself blushing.

“You'rekidding me. | know afew girls have dealings with boys before their ceremonies.” She thought of
the time Eric had groped at her blouse on the gairs; she had nearly knocked him over the railing and had
threatened not to teach him more accounting if he ever did it again. “Y ou' re pretty enough to draw

somebody.”

She had never thought of hersdlf as pretty. She wastoo short, with stocky, muscled legsinstead of
dender oneslike Laiza'sor LaDonna' s. Her legs, of course, were hidden by her long white dress. “Boys
arejust friendsto me,” she said, knowing why they would not have flirted with her even if she had looked
like LaDonna. She was too serious, too preoccupied with her lessons. She had never been ableto feign
much interest in the chatter of the boys she knew, in their talk of games, or athleteswho won glory for the
Plains and credit for themsalves in contests with other Nomarchies, or the adventure scenarios they
followed with their bands.



“It' sfacesthat attract me,” Jon said. “ That’ swhy | liked you when | saw you. | like strong bonesin a
woman'sface, and big eyes, and anice, wide mouth.” Even though he was talking about her asthough
shewere atypeinstead of an individual, she warmed at the compliment.

Lights shone from the windows of the buildings they passed; farther down the stret, Iris could seethe
shadowy shapes of women entering a house. She and Jon had been walking so dowly that she had lost
sight of her own household' s members. Jon stopped and leaned over her ashe drew her closer to him;
hislips brushed againgt herslightly. She stepped back, startled. He cupped her chin and kissed her again.

“Hasn't anyone ever kissed you before?” he asked. She shook her head, afraid of what he might think of
her.

They continued dong the street. “It’ sdl right,” hewent on. “I don’t want to push you. I’ ve been with a
couple of othersduring their first time— I know what it' slike. | was mighty damned scared during my
own firgt time. A friend of minetook meto awoman he knew and practically pushed meinto her bed. |
wondered if I'd ever get it right.” He chuckled. “It’ simportant. If you messit up then, or have abad time
of it, it can take awhile before you get it right. Don’t worry. I’ [l comein and meet your household
tonight, and if you don't fed ready, I'll go or maybe stay with one of them, if they’rewilling. I'll be here
for another two weeks — there' s plenty of time.”

Sheamiled at him gratefully, but wished that she had the courage to invite him to her room anyway. He
did understand; she could talk to him. “My mother would like you,” she said. “I think she' s been
wondering if anyone would want me.”

“Why would she wonder about that?’

“It'smy studies, | guess. She says some men don't likeit if you know too much because they think
you' re putting yourself above them.”

“But you have to know about farming and managing acommune. That probably is more important than
what we do. We just wander around fixing things and having kids we hardly ever see until we' retoo old,
and then they stick usin ahostel somewhere so we can sit around jawing about old times and training
apprentices.” He sounded bitter. “1 don’t know. I’ ve met men from a couple of other Nomarchies—
they have real homesthey can go back to someday.”

“I haven't just been learning about farming,” she said. “It’ s other things. | started taking lessons over the
band when | waslittle, and then a Linker came to see us and told me the lessons would be paid for if |
kept doing well, so I ve been studying ever since.” She had not kept atone of pride out of her voice.

“Lessons?’

“Prep lessons, the ones they teach in schools.”
Helet go of her arm and hdted. “Can you read?’
She nodded.

“But what for?’

She shouldn’t have spoken, but it wastoo late now. “I just wanted to learn everything | could. | can't
explanit.”

“Y ou must know enough by now.”



“That’sjudt it. There' s aways something new, something that makes what you learned before seem
different. It'slike apuzzle you try to fit together, but there’ saways more piecesto find. It makes me

heppy.”

“Y ou sound like you' re talking about alover.” He began to lead her down the street once more. “What
areyou going to do with it?’

“It doesn’'t matter. | don’t careif | ever do anything withiit.”
“I think you do care.” He shook hishead. “Wéll, you areasurprise.”
“Y ou probably think it' susdless”

“No, Iris. | don't think that. But wanting something you can't have — nothing good comes of it. That
Linker might not have done you afavor by letting you have your lessons. Push too hard and you just
bring trouble — and to other people besides yourself. It' s better to take what comes.”

They werein front of her house. “We' re here. Y ou don't have to comeinsdeif you don't want to,” she
sad, though she il clung to the hope that he would stay. “I’ll understand.”

“Oh, Iris” He gripped her elbows. “Y ou’ re fill awoman. That stuff insde your head isn't going to
change that. Y ou want meto stay, come to your room — | can seeit. I’ll show you something better
than dl that learning, believe me.”

Hedidn't understand after dl; her learning was only something to be pushed aside. Shewanted himin
spite of it, but some of the joy had gone out of anticipating the encounter.

Sheled him insde to meet the others.
Lipstouched her forehead. Iris stirred and reached out with her arms.

“Haveto go,” Jon said. “I'll be back before supper.” He had already put on hiswork clothes; she gazed
at hisback as he left the room, remembering the fed of his muscles under her hands.

She sat up, yawning. Her nights had become long sessions of |overmaking punctuated by periods of
dreamless deep. Jon had been in the house for over aweek. She couldn’t deep when he was with her;
she could not rest or concentrate when he was absent and thoughts of him kept intruding on her mind.
She would recall his hands on her breasts or histongue probing her dit and she would ache, longing for
night.

She glanced at her keyboard, screen, and band guiltily as she climbed out of bed. She had been
neglecting her lessons. One night, she had punched up an essay she had written, wanting to read part of it
to Jon, to share that part of hersaf with him. The essay concerned an early period of Plains history; she
had thought he might be interested in that. Jon had listened for amoment, looking bored before he began
to fondle her again, and had led her back to bed. She had not been able to explain how that had hurt her.

She wasfaling behind; shewould lose her dlotment. She would have a hard time making up the work,
and Jon had dready mentioned that he might be able to stay with her for an extraweek or two. That
possibility tore at her; she wanted him to stay, but feared what might happen if he did. What did she
matter to Jon? He would go on to another town and another woman; he would not be there to console
her at theloss of her dream. She closed her eyes, seeing the bracelet on hiswrigt, the identity band that
carried his codes and the record of his accounts, the band that all travelers wore and that was the symbol
of hisfreedom from the bonds that held her.



She would never be chosen for aschool. That dream, so wild and impossible that she had shared it with
no one except Alexandra Lenas, would die at last. She feared that Jon was only the first of the men who
would silence her questions with kisses and fog her mind with caresses. She would look at the Parasol’s
reflected light in the sky and think of the world she would never see, aworld whose people would shed
the past and be free.

She crossed the room and sat down at her screen. She smelled of sex; Jon’s odor till clung to her. She
could not even study when he was away from the house; he had robbed her of the power to concentrate.
Even now, she saw hisface, and remembered.

Shefolded her arms, knowing she had to make a decision. She had to make sure that Jon didn’t stay the
extraweek. There were plenty of arguments she could use. Liliawasfinaly expecting her first child; Iris
would haveto help carefor it. Jon would be spending credit instead of earning it if he took off timeto
gtay here. She could even flatter him, tell him that she feared becoming too strongly attached to him.

She stood up. The matter was settled. She felt apang, wishing that Jon had been less of aman and had
never awakened her fedings; it would be hard for her to repressthem.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Eight

The spring of 537 promised to be hot and sticky. The women sat in the common room, fanning
themselves asthey gazed a the image of Bart Jennifers on the screen.

The Counsdlor had not cometo Lincoln that year in person, and that breach of custom had caused talk.
Some remembered Jon’ s story, and whispered that the murder must have frightened Bart, and wondered
which Counselor had died in Spencer. Severd townsfolk had learned that Bart had not been seenin
other towns, either.

Iriswatched the friendly, bearded face of Bart Jennifers. He sat in astraight-backed chair, his hands
folded over his pudgy stomach. He nodded in an oddly mechanical way as Angharad spoke of her plans.
“I’ve been thinking of having another child,” she said to the Counselor. “Maybe in a couple of years,
when Lilid schildisolder. Eric will beleaving us soon, and | don’t want to wait too much longer — I'm
thirty-one now.”

“Were you planning on ason or adaughter?” the Counselor asked.
Angharad shrugged. “1 hadn’t redlly decided.”

“Y ou aready have adaughter,” Bart said. “Is Iris sure there won't be any dispute about which of two
daughters would take over from you?’

“It'sup to Angharad,” Irissaid. “1 wouldn't go against her wishes, or anyone else's”

Angharad folded her arms. “Maybe when Irisis older and puts some of her foolishness behind her, I'll
fed better about leaving thingsto her. Asthings are now, | might prefer to have Liliatake over inthe
future.” Irisbowed her head. “ And Lilia has adaughter now,” Angharad continued. “ The farm isthe most
important thing. My fedlings asamother are not going to make me do anything that isn't in the

commune sinterest.”

Irislooked up. Her mother had often said such thingsin front of the Counsdlor, asif trying to shamelris
into obedience. Liliaadjusted her blouse as her daughter Sylvie nursed at one breast; she watched Iris
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with gpologetic brown eyes. Irisforced asmile; she did not hold anything againgt Lilia, who often
protested in her gentle voice when she felt that Angharad was being crud to Iris.

“At this point, you could choose either ason or adaughter,” Bart said. “The Nomarchies have had to
take some of our Plainsmen from usfor work elsawhere.” He motioned with one hand. Iris narrowed her
eyes. The Counselor seemed unlike himself. Usually he had anecdotes to offer, examples of how other
people might have settled a particular problem; his responses today had been terse.

“Iris”” She sat up straight as Bart uttered her name. “Y ou' re fifteen now. | seeyou' re till pursuing your
sudies”

She nodded. “At least until summer.” She had completed most of her work, but the extra labor had taken
itstoll, and she was often too tired to do more than review what she had studied earlier. “I don’t know if
I’ll have the lessons paid for later,” she added, thinking Bart might know something about that.

“WEell see, we'll see,” the Counsdlor responded. Y ou' re getting on toward the time when you'll be
thinking of achild of your own. Y ou and your mother should probably discusswhich of you hasachildin
the next few years. Y ou could wait, of course, but you might prefer not to.”

Angharad rested her chin on one hand. “If it sthat way, then of course Iris should give birth. We must
think of theling sfuture. Maybe having a child would bring my daughter around.”

“She' shardly going to have achild,” Congtance said, “if she doesn't haveaman.”
Iris Sighed. She had known that the session would get around to that.
“What'sthis?’ Bart leaned forward.

“I don't know what’ s the matter with her,” Angharad said. “Last fall, on the night of her ceremony, she
was with afine young man, from agood family — hislineage goes back amost asfar asmy own. Not
only was he good-looking, but | have no reason to think that he wasn't agood lover aswell. He stayed
here two weeks and didn’t even look at another woman, but ever snce, she's been avoiding men
atogether.” She frowned. “I’ ve talked to her, and she admits he pleased her, but she doesn’t even look
at anyonedse”

“Dear me,” Bart said, folding hishands again. “Isthis some sort of infatuation, then, afixation, perhaps?’
“No,” Irissaid.
“You' d better be frank with me, young lady.”

“Itisn’'t. | don't love him that way.” She stared straight at the screen, knowing she spoke the truth and
hoping Bart would see that.

“I know that some young women your age can develop such fixations. It isn't hedthy. | could
recommend that you talk to another Counselor, perhaps a woman who would understand the problem.”
Angharad glared a her daughter, obvioudy angry at the suggestion that Iris might need the help of a
specidist; they had dways solved their own problems before. “But | think,” the Counselor finished, “that
the surest cure is another man' s attentions.”

“Itisn't afixation,” lIrissaid. “It'sjust that | haven't met anyone else | want to make loveto, that’sal.
I’'m sure will.” She could not tell him the real reason. She wanted her mind clear and undisiracted; no
one could understand what that desire had cost her, when her body often seemed ready to turn against
her. Angharad would have been gratified to know how norma Irisactualy was, how often she had to



push thoughts of men and their bodies from her mind.

“Well see” Bart said. “If things haven’t changed in ayear or so, maybe we |l cal in someonefor Iristo
talk to. Well, it’ sbeen very nicetalking to you, especiadly nice to see Wenda <till going strong.” Theold
woman smiled in satisfaction. “1 hope we || get achance to spesk again. Y ou're afine commune. Thereis
some chance | may be transferred to another post, though.”

“Nicetotak toyou, Bart,” Angharad answered. “Best of luck, whatever happens. I’ m sure our little
problem will resolveitsaf soon.”

The image of the Counsdlor faded. “A specidist,” Angharad muttered. “Y ou’ d better damned well not
need one. No onein our family ever has, asfar as| know. Even my grandmother Gwen, with her
problems, didn't —" Angharad bit her lip; she amost never mentioned Gwen.

“It wasn't Bart,” Irissaid.
“What are you talking about?’

“It wasn't Bart, Angharad. | think we were only talking to an image. It wouldn’t be hard to do. The
cyberminds could send a hologram that looks just like him and responds to questions the way he would,
but it didn’t sound like Bart somehow, s0 | guessthey didn’t havetimeto do it right. | think Bart’ s dead.
He must have died last year, in Spencer. That’ swhy he didn’t come here.”

“Youidiot.” Angharad jumped to her feet. “1 had to speak to awoman in Spencer just last month. She
didn’t say anything about that ridiculous story. In fact, she' d spoken to Bart over her own screen just the
day before.”

“It doesn’t matter. Maybe sheredlly doesn’t know what happened. Maybe only afew people were
witnesses. Maybe every cal or message going in and out of Spencer isbeing monitored. I’ve had to learn
alittle about cybernetics— | know what can be done.”

“Don’t you dare spread your suspicions around town! What do you think would happen to usif you
did?’ Angharad glanced fearfully around the room; from the nervous |ooks on the faces of the women,
Iris guessed that even Constance and Wenda would not tell anyone el se what she had said. “Y ou cursed
girl. Why did you haveto learn dl that stuff? What good isit?’

Iris shrank back in her seat.

“She thinks she' s better than we are,” Constance said. “ She's even passed some of her nonsense on to
my son.” Sheglared at Eric. “Letting him think he can be a shopkeeper, teaching him figures.” Eric's
hands became figts; his knuckles were white.

“Thisbusiness has gonetoo far,” Angharad continued. “1 don’t care what that Linker told you — it wasa
mistake for her to offer you lessons. | should have protested then. All your learning has doneis make it
impossiblefor you to act like awoman.”

“Do you think everyone doesthingstheway we do?’ Irisburst out. “In some places, women my age
treat men only asfriends. Sometimes, they even have abond with only one man.” Sheryl gasped; Wenda
shook her head. “And in schools, the students are discouraged from sex, at least until they’ re older —
they think it distracts them from their work. They even prolong the time before puberty so that they
can—"

“I won't listen to this!” Angharad cried. “Y ou think that because you know some useless facts, you can
act any way you like. Where would the world be without us? We feed most of it, don’t we? Mother of



God, we ran the world before those fine folks in Amman and Tashkent even knew what a computer
W&”

“That waslong ago,” Irissaid coldly. “We don’t rule now. The Nomarchies want to keep usthe way we
are, feeding them and thinking we' re dtill free. That’ swhy we have mind-tours and games and spend our
time seducing men, so wewon't have to think about anything or want anything ese.”

“Y ou wretched child.” Angharad shook afigt. “I’ ve heard enough. I'm going to call Celia Evanstown, if |
haveto, and tell her | want your |essons discontinued for the good of our commune. And I'll call ina
specialist too. Maybe a psychologist or socia engineer can force some senseinto you.”

“Y ou can't top me, Mother,” Irisresponded. “I'll pay for the lessons mysdif if | haveto. | earn my own
money now, and I’m awoman. Once give the communeits share, you can't tell me what to do with the
rest.” It was anidlethrest; at the level she had reached as a student, she could afford only afew of the
courses she would want.

Angharad was suddenly standing in front of her. The woman's hand darted out; the dap sung Iris's
cheek. LaDonna covered her mouth, clearly shocked by the violence. “If you go on likethis” Angharad
screamed, “you won't be part of the commune. I'll force you out, even if you are my daughter.” Iriswas
stunned by the threat. “Y ou’ Il see how much good your lessons are to you then, you' || see how you're
treated when you' reliving on Basic in some dreary shelter somewhere, having to do whatever work is
found for you.”

“Hadn’t you better ask the rest of uswhat wethink of that idea?’ Juliasaid.

Angharad turned toward her mother. “Thisisdl your fault, Julia. Well, you won’t scop me now. | think
everyoneesewill go dong with me.”

“I won't,” Eric said. Constance gestured at him in irritation.
“Y ou have nothing to say about it,” Angharad replied. “Y ou won't even beliving here soon.”

“Shedoesn’'t mean it,” Constance said to her son; then the blond woman turned toward Angharad. “ Do
you?”

Angharad was slent. LaDonnadrew her children to her protectively; Tyree gaped at the household's
leader, while Mira sucked her thumb, looking bewildered.

“Your threats are usdless,” Juliasaid. “Y ou forget the town ection thisfall. How do you think it'sgoing
to look if you begin protesting to Celia, or call in apsychologist to counsd your daughter? What do you
think people are going to say if you expd Iris? They’ Il think you can’t run your own commune. You'll
never be mayor then. Y ou may not even remain on the town council.”

Angharad looked around at the members of her household. LaDonnarefused to look up; Wenda tapped
the floor with her walking stick. Constance exchanged glances with Elisabeth. Iris knew what they were
thinking; with Angharad as mayor, they would al have more influence, and gifts from people seeking
favors of some kind would bring the household more credit.

“duliasright,” Sheryl said. “That Linker hasto decide soon about continuing Iris slessons anyway.
L eave the matter to her, and say nothing. She may decide to cut off the allotment, and then it'll be settled.
Iriswill see which way the wind blows after that.”

“Or Cdiawill continuethe payments,” Juliasaid, “in which caseit will mean that the Nomarchiesthink
Iris sstudies are of some worth to them. That hasto comefirst. Y ou can't go against the Nomarchies,



evenif you think it's best for you.”

Angharad lifted her head. Irisknew that her mother would have to reassert her authority quickly.
“Perhaps | spoke hadtily.” She smiled weskly. “1 may have said harsh words | don't really mean, but that
should show you how important this matter isto me. I'm concerned about the welfare of this household.
If Irisisgoing to live here and take over from me someday, | must know that she' |l be able to handle the
task.” She put ahand on Iris's shoulder; Iriskept ill, even though she longed to pull away. “1 wouldn’t
redlly have thrown her out. I'm sure she'll behave hersdlf, now that she understands the depth of my
concern. | don’t think we should speak of any of this outside thesewalls.” Angharad did not have to add
that statement; the women were not likely to jeopardize the position to which they al aspired, and Eric
would bully Tyree and Mirainto silence.

“I'll behave,” Iris said bitterly, knowing that she had amost pushed her mother too far.

Iris hurried aong the road, heedless of the summer heat. She continued to run until she reached the small
hill a the edge of town, then climbed the dope and threw herself onto the ground.

She stared at the rows of houses lining the streets that converged at the square. Dark bands swept across
the fields of wheat asthe wind gtirred the grain. Small robots with pincers, each guided by afarmer dtting
in acool house and wearing a band, rolled aong the contoured rows, weeding and tending the crop. In
the north, she could barely see the gleam of one of the metallic surfaces near a station that drew its
energy from asolar-power satdllitein orbit far abovethe Plains.

Iris should have been in the house guiding one of the robots; Angharad or someone else would soon
notice that she was neglecting the chore. Shetook off her shirt and stretched out on her ssomach under
the hot sun. Her mother would see Celid s message, and perhaps be puzzled enough not to cadtigate Iris
leter.

Iris had prepared hersdlf for the worst. She had completed the necessary course of study, but the work
had not been up to her usua standard, only enough to get by. She had gone through her accounts, seen
that she had saved enough for some lessons during the winter, and had told hersdlf that she would be
content with that.

Cdlia, however, had not given her ether the good news she had wished for or the bad news she had
expected. Instead, she had cut the dlotment in half, saying that it was now up to Iriswhich lessons she
chose and that she was free to pay for others. The Nomarchies would give her some encouragement and
help, but afull investment in Iriswas not in their interest if shewas unlikely to use the knowledge. That
was the message Angharad would find, and she was likely to wonder why the Linker had given Iriseven
that much when Celiahad admitted that it was probably a speculative investment at best.

Angharad would not hear therest of Celia s message, which had been confidentid. Iris had amost not
listened to it hersdlf. Hurt by the impersonality of amessage when Celiamight have spoken directly to
her, she had been about to turn off her small screen before she had seen the signdl indicating that there
was more the Linker had recorded.

“I fought for you,” Celiahad told her. “I disagreed, | thought you deserved another year at least. | know
why you didn’t do aswell. | told them they didn’t understand your circumstances, that it was surprising
you' ve done as well asyou have. They don’t understand the obstacles you face. | told my colleagues that
you deserved another chance, and they said that thiswas dll that they could give you. They caculate
everything, costs and returns on what was spent, and it shouldn’t be like that.”

Iris reached out with one hand and pulled her shirt over her shoulders, not wanting the sun to burn her.
The Linker’ swords ran together in her mind.



“Lisentome, Iris” Celiahad continued. “I’m more like you than you redlize. I’ m ashopkeeper’s
daughter, and | was chosen. | know what it’ s like when everyone around you mocks you for what you
haveto do, how it fed swhen you want something different. Y ou’ re being tested. | shouldn’t tell you that,
perhaps, but it’strue. To take an entire allotment away from one who showstalent could provoke
resentment, and of course we can't have that, so we' |l leave you something. Somein your position will
take what we offer, otherswill takeit and pay for more with their own funds, and still otherswill be
discouraged, and give up. Y ou may be thinking that you should abandon your studies now, and make
your peace with your household while you till can.

“I can't say thisto your family, but | can say it to you. Don’t give up, don’t ever give up. No one can
take awvay what you' ve aready learned, what' sin your mind, and no matter what happens, you'll dways
have that refuge and that joy and know that you did your best. That’ Il make up for everything esein
time— please believe that. Things may change. Even the Mukhtars know that it' stime to take chances
again, tha they’ll smother theworld in caution if they don’t. Don't give up.”

Iris had coded the message and had filed it away in her private records, knowing that she might need to
hear it often, yet she wondered if the message was aso part of atest. Maybe Celia, who had stood up
for her, was only trying to cover hersdlf, lest shelook like afool for pleading Iris's case.

Irissighed. Alexandra s alotment had not been cut. Envy gnawed at her insdes. She bit her lip.
Alexandrawould agree with Cdlig; the blond girl would be angry with Irisif she gave in now. Somehow,
shefeared Alexandra s scorn even more than she feared the Linker’s.

A shadow fell across her; she sat up. Eric was standing over her. She buttoned her shirt asthe boy sat
down and wrapped hisarms around hislegs, alock of straight brown hair fell across his eyes.

“I heard the message,” he said, “about your lessons.”
Shewasslent.

“At least they didn't cut off the payments completely.” Eric rested hischin on hisknees. “Funny, isn't it?1
want to stay, and | have to leave next week. Y ou probably want to leave Lincoln.”

“It doesn’'t matter what | want. I'll have to stay anyway.”

“I don't see what difference it makes. Look, you can still have some of your lessons. Something' s better
than nothing. And when you' re older, you'll get the farm too. Y ou won't have to be an apprentice and
wander dl over the place. | don’t know what you’ re complaining about.” His mouth twisted. “Too bad
you weren't born aboy. Angharad wouldn’t have cared as much about your lessons then. Y ou would
have left Lincoln anyway, so it wouldn't matter if you were a student or something.”

“Wall, | won’'t get chosen now.” She paused. “Eric, didn’'t you ever — | mean, didn’t you ever want to
learn aout things?’

“Naah. That’ snot for me. | just wanted to have a shop and hang around here, and | can’'t even have that.
Maybe Constance would have done more for meif I’ d been her daughter instead of her son.”

“Oh, | don't know,” Iris responded. “ She loves you just as much asif —”

“Don’'t give methat shit, Iris. Y ou're smarter than that. If alot of men Started staying in their towns
instead of leaving, then the women would have to share what they’ ve got with them, and that’ d probably
fuck up the economy or something. See, | know afew thingstoo.”

“Yes, you do,” shesaid. “Look, maybe you'll find away later to have a shop. Things could change.”



“Comeon. They won't change for me.”

She watched him solemnly. He was no longer the boy who had teased and tormented her asa child, and
she had become the only member of the household who sympathized with hislongings. But she had never
redlly spoken to him about her own dreams.

Eric had spent the last couple of nightsin her room, which had pleased Constance and had relieved some
of Angharad’ sworries about her daughter. The two women would never know that she and Eric had
only talked and that he had dept on her window sest; embracing him would have been like making love
to abrother. The boy had only wanted comfort and someoneto listen to his complaints. She and Eric
were content, for their own reasons, to let Angharad and Constance believe what they liked.

“Wherewould you go if you could?’ Eric asked.

She knew that she could trust him now. “I’ll tell you whereI’d go,” she said. “I’ d go to Venus and work
on the Project.”

Eric gaped a her. “Why?’

“Becauseit’ s something new, something different. Becauseit’ s the best thing the Nomarchies ever tried
to do, the only place where they reached for something noble instead of just trying to keep everything the
way itis”

“I guessthat makes sense, when you put it that way,” he said.

“I think you' re probably the only man I’ll ever meet who understandsit, then.”

“I don’'t know. Y ou might get to Venus someday.”

She laughed. “You know | won't. The closest I'll ever get isthoseimages the band shows me.”

Ericlet out abregth. “My father’ s going to meet mein Omahaand stay at the hostel with me. I'll get to
see him more. That won't be so bad, will it?’ His voice had a hollow, forlorn sound.

“It'll befine. Ray’sdl right.” Irisdid not have alot of evidence for that assertion, snce Eric’ sfather had
stopped at the house only two or three times; she dimly recalled ataciturn young man with avacant smile.

“Who knows? Maybe I'll go to atown where somebody needs a shopkeeper, and I'll be ableto tell
them | can do some figures, thanks to you. It wouldn't be home, but it’ d be something.”

“I hope s0.” She put ahand on hisarm, remembering what Celiahad told her. “Don’t give up. If you
have something to hope for, that makes other things alittle easier, does't it?’

“I don’'t know if it does. Constance saysit just makes things look worse.”
“Well, she' swrong.”

They sat together on the hill, mostly in silence, idling away their timein daydreaming until the sun was
lower on the horizon and it wastime to go home.
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Chen walked the streets of Winnipeg, carrying hisduffel on his shoulder, and listened to the babble of
voices as knots of people passed him. He was used to the noise now; when he had first returned to
Earth, he had found the crowds disorienting, the noise deafening.

Hovercars drifted by in the wide street while people carried by moving belts flickered past behind glassy
walls. Towers pointed toward the gray, wintry sky; in the distance, he caught the gleam of alatticework’s
facets. A gust of cold wind whistled by him; he shivered.

Chen had arrived at the city’ s port only a couple of hours ago on the suborbita flight from Little Rock.
He had been sent here to rest and spend alittle of his credit until he was assigned to another Plains
village. He had gone to the nearest port screen, where he had been told that there was no room for himin
any of theworkers hostels, but that aroom would be provided for him in ahotel. He had been too
pleased by this unexpected news to wonder why such an important city would have alack of space;
having aroom to himself would be pleasant for achange, and if it was going to be paid for, so much the
better. He would enjoy it while he could; he would probably be sent to ahostdl or another townina
couple of days.

The screen had shown him adetailed picture of the hotel and had given him directionsto it. He had taken
the tubeway train into Winnipeg, then had left it afew blocks from the hotdl, wanting to walk the rest of
the way. He had not realized how cold it would be. Histeeth were chattering by the time he reached his
destination.

A glassy door adorned with the hotel’ sinsignia opened as he entered. The small lobby was modest;
smple chairs and sofas stood againgt the pale blue walls. He glanced at the desk, surprised to see aclerk
behind it; that meant that this hotdl offered more luxury and service than itsinterior indicated. A young
blond woman gtting in the lobby smiled at him, beckoning him with one finger. Chen looked away
awkwardly. After two years of working for the Plains Communes, he had not been ableto get used to
the manners of their women, the frank looks and suggestive invitations, the women on the Iands had
never been quite so bold. The Plainsmen were even worse, exchanging lewd talk about their various
encounters with no sign of shame. Chen was no stranger to such talk; the Idand workers were often blunt
in their speech and had their share of erotic diversions, but Plainsfolk seemed to fall into bed with one
another casualy, with no thought of love or caring at al. At the sametime, however, they seemed oddly
intolerant of those who sought love with members of their own sex, and that made no sensein aplace
where men and women lived such separate lives. There was no doubt about it; Plaingpeople were
beffling.

Chen walked to the desk and put hisleft arm next to the small screen’ s eye; the band on hisarm was
scanned as the clerk read the symbols on the screen.

The man gazed a Chen and smiled stiffly. “I seethat your room’saready paid for,” he said. “ The cost of
your meals has aso been covered.” The clerk surveyed Chen coldly with eyes as pade asademon’s. “Do
you wish to have your bag carried to your room?”’

Chen shook hishead. “I'll carry it up.” He was not used to having aclerk inquire about his needs and
wasn't sure how to respond.

“Y ou may go to thet lift, then,” the clerk said, indicating the second of four doorsto the left of the desk; a
dlver arrow on the door pointed toward the celling. “You'll belet off at your floor, and a servo will guide
you to your room. | hope you have a pleasant stay with us.” The man smiled again.

“Thank you,” Chen said, bowing alittle. He hurried to thelift, feding conspicuousin his plain clothes and
suddenly anxiousto be away from the lobby. The door opened, humming dightly as his bracelet was



scanned and hisidentity confirmed.

The transparent platform under hisfeet carried him up through awide, lighted corridor; he passed a
stream of doors until one opened and the platform cameto agentle stop. He entered ahall carpeted in
blue and stepped aside quickly as aman and woman rushed past him to claim the lift. The door did shut;
he was adone. On the door, a painted hand pointed toward the ceiling; next to it, another door had a
painted hand pointing toward thefloor.

Severa servos, small domes on whedls, stood near one wall; one rolled over to him and beeped. Chen
held out hisleft arm so that the servo could scan his bracel t; it beeped again and rolled down the
hallway, stopping in front of one door. Chen glanced at the numbers on hisdoor, noting atwelve
followed by two fives; though he could not manipulate such symboals, he could recognize their shapes.

The door opened and he stepped inside. The room was small, with abed and two chairs; asmall screen,
keyboard, and band sat on atable in one corner. Another door faced the bed; Chen opened it and saw a
shower, toilet, and sink. He grinned, surprised at the unexpected luxury of a private bathroom.

Stepping back, he dropped his duffel on the floor and then sat down on the bed, wondering if he should
eat first or enjoy along shower. He had decided on the shower when he heard achime.

“Adminigtrator Nancy Fass wishesto enter,” avoice said from thewall. “Will you spesk to her?’

Chen tensed, wondering what an Administrator could want with him, then stood up quickly. He shrugged
out of his coat, looked around the room, folded the thin cloth garment, and thrust it into adrawer near the
bed.

“Will you speak to Administrator Nancy Fass?’ the voice asked again.
Chen smoothed back hishair. “Yes, of course,” hereplied. “Pleaselet her in.”
The door opened as atal, dark-haired woman stepped insde. “Liang Chen?’

He nodded, trying to relax; there was anote of uncertainty in her voice, and she was douching, asif
trying to minimize her height.

“I’'m Nancy Fass.” Do sit down.” She stepped around the duffel he had left on the floor, took off her fur
coat, tossed it onto the bed, then went to the screen. “Have you eaten yet?’

“I’'m not hungry,” he said as he sat in one of the chairs, his appetite suddenly gone.

“I'll get us some wine, then.” She gave her order to the screen, then seeted hersdlf in the other chair.
“Sorry about the room. | would have found you something larger, but thiswas al they had available.”
She rubbed at the gem on her forehead, asif unaccustomed to her Link.

“It' sfine” he murmured, feding like an intruder in the room.

“Still better than aworkers hostdl, | suppose,” the Linker said. “Don’t be fooled by those signs on the
lifts, by theway. Y ou're so close to the top floor that, if you need to get to the lobby, you can take the lift
going up and then ride it down instead of waiting around for the other one.” Her voicetralled off; her
fingers plucked at one deeve of her blue silk shirt. She seemed amost as uncomfortable as he was; he
was now certain that she hadn’t been an Adminigtrator for very long.

“I"ll remember about thelifts,” he said.



“Wdll. Y ou' ve probably guessed that we didn’t send you here because of alack of space. Asameatter of
fact, | have some important thingsto discuss with you, and fetching you from ahostel would have caused
abit of talk. Here, we can talk privately, and peoplewill think | brought you hereasalover.”

Chen looked down, understanding why the desk clerk had smirked at him.

“Let’sget onething settled immediately,” Nancy Fass went on, sounding as though she had regained her
composure. “1’ve looked at your records. Y ou do your job well enough, and you're not inclined to idle
chatter. That' s just what we're looking for.” She paused. “Y ou used to work on the Venus Project.”

He nodded.

“But when you came back, you asked not to be sent to your own Nomarchy. In fact, you said you'd be
willing to go anywhere else. Now, we aways appreciate awilling and adaptable worker, but why did
you make such arequest?”’

Hefumbled for words. “It'shard to say. | just didn’t want to go back. They have too many workerslike
methere anyway.”

“Y ou didn’t want to go back because you would have fdlt trapped again. Y ou’ d rather wander around
and go where you' re sent until the time comes when you can return to the place you think of asyour redl
home.” Why, he thought, had she asked him the question if she aready knew the answer? Nancy tilted
her head, watching him with her round black eyes. “Y oudo want to rejoin the Project.”
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“Well, maybe you'll get achanceto go back. It depends on you, Chen.”

He sat very ill, trying not to let the hope he felt show in hisexpression. The chimerang again; after a
moment, the door opened and a cart carrying a bottle of wine and two glassesrolled into the room. He
got up and poured the wine, handing one glassto the Linker before seating himself again.

“I"dliketo help you,” Nancy said. “Persondly, | think it was amistake to remove committed people
from that Project just so the Nomarchies could reassert their authority over it. It hurts morae. They need
the patient ones there, the oneswho are willing to spend their lives there shaping aworld many of them
won't liveto see. Itisn't just another job to such people, and they don’t work as well when they fed that
their position may be precarious. They haveto fed that their children might benefit from the work. People
with that land of commitment to an uncertain, long-term venture are hard to come by.”

Chen felt uneasy. One could never tdl, with Linkers, what part of their talk was sincere and what might
be atrap for the unwary. “I was angry when | came back,” he admitted. “But they told me I’ d get
another chance, so | put my anger aside. | tell mysdlf I’ d be a better worker there now because | know
what it’ sliketo lose the chance.” That answer seemed to have the sound of sincerity, and for once he
had not tripped over the words. He could never admit to the rage he ill felt at hisloss.

“| certainly think you deserve such achance,” Nancy said, “but we need you for another task firdt. |
came here to speak with you about a new assignment. We need people like you for this particular job,
people who have some familiarity with the Plains but who are al'so outsiders and lesslikely to talk. You
have even more reason to keep slent than most if you ever want to return to Venus.”

Chen spped hiswine nervoudy as Nancy leaned back in her seat “We ve had some problems recently,”
shesadinalow voice. “A while back, a Counsdlor was killed in one Plains town, and recently, another
was attacked. We had quite atime hushing it up, but luckily, there were few witnesses to either event.



Y ou must have heard rumors.”
“A few,” he admitted.

“Storiesthat can’t be proved, of course. We made sure of that. Even the witnesses are no longer quite
sure of what they saw. But this sort of thing can be contagious. Most of the Plains Counselors know the
truth, and they’re nervous. If someone strikes out at a Counsdlor, he' s gtriking directly at the authority the
Counsdlor represents, and we can't have that. Counsglors are our primary representatives in most of
these Plainstowns, the one persond contact most people have with the Administrative Committees for
whom the Counsdlors speak. The Council of Mukhtarsisworried — our Counselors must be

protected.”

Helonged for more wine, but restrained himsdf. She was leading him into dangerous conversationa
currents, and he needed a clear head.

“That’ swhy I’ ve brought you here. We need your help, and the aid of afew otherslike you. We' ve
developed anew deviceto protect Counsdorson ther vidts. It sredly quite smple. A smdl dteraionin
the scanner of adoor can alow usto detect any weapons concealed by someone entering the room. The
Counsdor would then see alight on his desk; by pressing a button, the Counselor would then set up a
sensing shield around himself.” Nancy took a bresth. “1f the visitor reaches for awegpon and makes a
violent move toward the Counsd or, a beam from the scanner will disrupt the crania blood vessds of the
vigitor. Theintruder then diesingtantly, the Counsdlor removes the wegpon from the body, and the town
finds out that one of its peopleistragicaly dead of astroke.”

Chen’ s mouth was dry; his shoulders ached with tension. “ A stroke?’ he asked.
“I know — it’san unusua way to die, but it fill happens sometimes.”

“But Counsdlors know the peoplein those towns, and they’ re trained to care about them. Some of them
come from towns like that themselves. How can you get them to go dong?’

“They know they must protect themsalves. Anyway, the Counsalor won't be responsible for what an
assassin brings upon himself by triggering the scanner.”

“What if someone enters with aweapon,” Chen said, “and then changes his mind?’

“His meeting with the Counselor goes on. The screen won't block sounds, and the program isvery
specific about the presence of awespon and violent emotions. The assailant could spesk to the
Counsdor without ever knowing that the screen isthere. The Counselor would probably recommend a
specidist and treatment at that point. If it isn't accepted, of course, the visitor isunlikely to leave the
roomdive”

Chen st hisglass on the cart. Hishand trembled alittle. “Why are you telling me this?’

“Because we need workerslike you to go to these towns and ingtall the equipment. Y ou'll be trained
whileyou're here. It shouldn’t takelong. Y ou’ re dready familiar with the ingtdlation of scanners.”

“Why me?’ Chen asked. “Y ou could send in your own people.”
“That might cause talk. We can't risk it. People would wonder what Linkers were doing in their towns.”
Hiseyes narrowed. “ Surely you could disguise yourselves.”

“That' s not so easy asyou might think. Wetrain for years, you know. It’ sdifficult to fit in with those who



are— with those we serve. Our training changes us. A careless gesture could give one of us away. And
most of usaren’t skilled in such work.” She pressed her fingertipstogether. “And we can't send in
workerswho are Plainsfolk themsalves. They might become divided in their loyaties.” She grimaced,
showing her teeth, then picked up her glassagain, gulping thewine.

“Thereare Guardians,” he said. “1t sounds like work for them.”

The corners of her mouth turned down. “Never. We don’t want Guardians—" A veiled look came over
her face as she gazed past him. “Y our presence won't be noticed. Y ou' || have other work to do as well,
and will be expected by the townfolk in the placesyou visit. Y ou see the point. We can’'t arouse
suspicion — that would do more damage than awave of nations. We can’'t destroy the trust
people havein their Counsdors”

Chen felt Sck. The same thing might be hgppening in other places; heimagined aPlainsworker ingaling
smilar devicesin a Chinese town. He recoiled from the task, wondering why he felt so revulsed. He
would be protecting lives, and a quick desth for an assassin was merciful compared to some punishments
he could imagine. But what was going on?

He had dways thought of Counselors as the kindest members of the Nomarchies' adminigtration, the
ones who sympathized even when their recommendations and advice were painful. Even his encounter
with Ari Isaacson on the Idands had not completely robbed him of that attitude; Ari had probably been
given little choice in the matter. Now he was seeing the crafty ruthlessness that the smiling faces of
Counselors masked.

Something could go wrong with such adevice; nothing human beings made wasinfdlible. Worse dill, a
Counsdlor might find it very convenient to get rid of troublesome people for his own reasons. Did Nancy
believe that a Counselor’ straining and empathy with otherswould awaysrestrain him?If so, shewasa
fool; shewould only corrupt those she wastrying to protect.

If I had any courage, he thought, I’ d refuse. Even an assassin supposedly had the right of a hearing and
an gppedl. Heimagined abeam striking his own skull, putting an end to such a pointless stand. He could
be sent someplace where it wouldn't matter what he knew or to whom hetold his story. Nancy Fass
had undoubtedly studied his records and had known that he would agree, or she wouldn't have brought
him herein thefirgt place. She would know that hisfear of losng his dream forever would be enough to
keephiminline

“Maybe we should have taken steps earlier,” Nancy murmured. “1 don’t know. It didn’t seem necessary,
and there were technical problems. Asitis, it'sgoing to cost us, divert some of our resources.”

He poured more wine for her, kegping his eyes averted from her face, then refilled hisown glass. His
hand shook a bit ashelifted the glassto hislips.

“I wish it hadn’'t cometothis,” she went on, and he was surprised by the painin her voice. “I don't like
this sort of thing any more than you do. | hopethat it' sonly afew isolated, unhappy individuaswho are
moved to such actions, that we can stop it and keep it from spreading beyond them. If it isn't, if it's
growing, then even this plan won’t work for long. People will start to wonder why presumably healthy
people are dying during visits to Counselors, and if the dead ones have co-conspirators—" Nancy
clutched her wineglasstightly. “1 pray that this putsan end to it, thet it' sal we have to do. We ve
devoted our livesto serving Earth. It took so long for usto crawl up to where Earth is now, to overcome
the wretchedness and conflictsthat set back our civilization and nearly destroyed us centuries ago. Y ou
and otherslike you have your problems, but you have enough to est, aplaceto live, clothesto wear, a
choice of recreation. Y ou aren’t given weapons and told to make war on others. Unifying the



Nomarchies saved Earth. Without that, there’ d be nothing to hold us together. If you do your part to
ensure that we keep what we have, you' Il be rewarded for it.”

It was odd to look at the world through the eyes of aLinker. He had thought that they were people who
were primarily interested in keeping their own status and privileges, whatever their secondary concerns.
In space, he had seen another symbol of their power, the orbiting platforms of ancient beam weapons
that the Guardians maintained and the Mukhtars controlled, and which could strike at any place onthe
planet’ s surface, and had thought of them as athreat. But Nancy saw hersdlf serving Earth, and probably
believed that the weapons preserved the peace. To Chen, that seemed more fearful than smple vendity;
aperson with such views might excuse any number of crud actions, believing that they were for the best.

“Areyou with us, then?’ she asked.
He nodded. “ Of course,” he said wesrily.

“If you do your job, my recommendation will help you return to Venus. Obvioudy, once you’ ve done
what you have to do, we' d rather have you there than here. Of course, you will keep silent. You
wouldn't want your friends there to think less of you.”

He hated her for saying that; the woman had sullied his dream with her words, shown her contempt for
him.

“Well, that' s settled, then.” She stood up, setting her glasson the cart. “ Y ou’ll have some freetime while
you're here, and any billswill be covered. | think it would be best to pursue any recrestion within the
confines of thishotd. Y ou wouldn’t want to run into any curious acquaintances, and thishotel hasafair
number of facilities”

He nodded passively, trying to look properly grateful.
“Y ou had to know. Y ou might have guessed and given it away by accident. Y ou won't regret this.”
He got up and helped her on with her coat, longing to berid of her.
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Ten

The wind howled as Chen stepped off the floater: the thick, date-gray clouds overhead promised anicy
rain. A couple of histraveling companions shouted farewells as Chen walked down the ramp; they had
assured him that the women here would make him fed right at home. Winter would come early to the
Painsthisyear, and he was|likely to spend much of it in thistown, with al the tasks assigned to him. He
had been to one town aready this season, and had been properly discreet; he had concentrated on his
work, trying not to think of its purpose. He could change nothing anyway.

Carts carrying shipments were dready rolling toward the road leading into town. Chen shouldered his
duffel, picked up hisbag of tools, and followed the carts, trailed by another cart that was carrying the rest
of hisequipment. He saw no onein theroad, but glimpsed afew faces through the wide windows of the
houses he passed.

The cartsled him into the town square, then rolled on toward various shops. His cart stopped in front of
alarge building with white columns, Chen had seen images of the town before, and recognized the town
hall. He climbed the steps, dropped his bags inside the wide door, then went back down to the cart and
began to unload his equipment, carrying it up to the door and depositing it in the hal. It would be safe
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enough there; only his handprint could open the cartons. As he carried up the last box, the cart spun
around and rolled away.

Helingered in the hdl, his hand on the door frame, and watched as afew of the town’s shopkeepers
came out to claim their cartons. He had been the only passenger headed for Lincoln; the floater would be
leaving soon. Nancy Fass had not needed to warn him about keeping silent; he was a stranger in towns
like this, dependent on the good will of the townspeople. He would have to share their food and shelter;
townsthis small had no workers' hostels. He would undoubtedly be expected to share someone' s bed as
well, at least part of thetime.

He thought of the woman in the town he had just eft. She had been intrigued by his appearance, which to
her had seemed exotic and unusud ; she had spoken to him about having achild after knowing him for
only three weeks. He recdled the puzzled, hurt ook on her face when he had explained that he could not
give her achild hewould rarely see, whom he would scarcely know. He had not told her his other

reason — that he did not want achild he might have to leave behind on Earth. He thought of Tonie,
missing her again, but his pain had dulled and he could think of her calmly now. She had done her best to
make their last days together on the 19 ands pleasant ones, and had not wept until heleft her to board the
waiting airship. She had sent him no messages since, and perhaps that was best; he hoped that she had
found someone e se by now. He could even wish for that without feeling more than atwinge.

“Thereyou arel” awoman’ svoice said behind him. “Come away from that door now before we lose dl
our heat.” He turned; two women were walking down the hall toward him. The hall waswide, with ahigh
celling; chairs ood against the walls near closed doors. “WEe ve been waiting for you. I'm Dory Trudes,
the mayor here.”

He stepped forward and bowed as the door closed behind him. The tall woman extended ahand; he
shook it. Dory Trudes had along, thin face; her light brown hair was slver a the temples. “ Glad you got
to Lincoln before the town hdl falls apart,” Dory continued. “Damn homeostat doesn’t work properly —
first we swdter and then we freeze. What' s your name, young fellow?”

“I'm Liang Chen.”
“Clad to know you, Liang.”
“It'sChen. Liang ismy family’sname.”

“Oh, of course” Dory giggled. “We don't get people from your parts hereasarule.” She motioned to
the shorter, younger woman. “I"d like you to meet Angharad Julias— she' s on the town council and was
elected mayor just a couple of weeks ago, so she'll be taking over at the beginning of the year.”

The younger woman held out her hand; she had a firm grip as she shook his. Angharad Julias was short
and dightly plump. He gazed down at her wide, pretty face, relieved to find a Plains citizen who was
shorter than he was for achange. “Pleased to meet you,” Chen said.

“Pleased to meetyou ,” Angharad replied; she arched her dark brows and lowered her thick lashes over
her brown eyes. “You' |l be staying a my house, if that’ s agreeable. Of course, when you get to know
people, you'll be ableto stay elsewhereif you like, but | think we [l make you fed a home.”

“Y ou’ ve got your work cut out for you, Chen,” Dory said. “Y ou may be herefor thewinter. | can’t
understand why they sent only one man for al you haveto do.”

He shrugged. “They need most of them in other places.” Even the mayors and town councils did not
know the true purpose of hisjourney, and other workers would not be in the town hall to wonder about



the equipment he wasingtaling. He would have to complete hiswork on the Counsglor’ sroom quickly;
he was sure that other men would be coming through Lincoln to visit before winter set in and the floaters
Sopped arriving asregularly.

Angharad pulled on the brown jacket she had been carrying over her arm. “Come on — I’ d better take
you home beforeit rains. Y ou can leave those cartons there.”

He picked up hisduffel and bag of tools, Angharad took the bag from him, letting her fingers brush
agang hispam.

“Nice meeting you, Chen,” Dory said. He nodded at her, then followed Angharad outside. A few people
were gtrolling past the stores around the square; he gazed at the windows displaying pastries, candies,
clothes, toys, and liquors. The Plains were prosperous, and he wondered why anyone there would want
to attack a Counselor.

Angharad linked her arm in his asthey crossed the square. He wondered if she was expecting him to pay
avigt to her room later; she might be offended if he did not. He had adapted to Plainsways, but the
memory of hisfirst encounter with a Plainswoman gtill embarrassed him. He recalled how his ears had
burned when he overheard the woman discussing hislovemaking in intimate detail with her friends. Even
his shyness hadn’t protected him; that only seemed to make the women bolder, or €l se caused people to
murmur that he must prefer men.

Angharad was pointing out various shopsto him, telling him of the goods they offered; her voice was
filled with pride in her town. Plainspeople talked as though there could be no better placetolive. “ Excuse
me,” he heard himsdlf say. “Isthere ashop that sdlsart supplies?’

Her brown eyes widened. “Art supplies?’

“Just toolsfor carving and modeing, pieces of wood, some clay. | have my chisdsin my bag, but —’
“You carve?’

“It'sjust ahobby. | have no training.”

“WEéll, you can order anything you like. We're not artsy here, though alot of us do handicrafts — sewing
or pottery, things like that. We like to make afew thingsfor oursalves. | guessyou’ d have to order your
things directly from my house and pick them up yourself when they arrive. That's an odd hobby —
caving.”

“I may not have much timefor it.”

“Well, if you do, fed free. | think it'd be smpler to link your account with mine while you' re visiting, let
our computer keep track of your expenses. | doubt they’ll come to much, anyway. Oh, | dmost forgot.”
Angharad turned and pointed to asmall, wooden building next to the town hal. “ The Spiritists go there
during the winter to worship.” She turned back to him asthey walked on. “ And thisis our church—I'm
aMarian Cathalic.” Shewaved ahand at alarger structure with a steeple as they passed it, then hooked
her arm through hisagain. “ And the mosqueisthere.” She was|eading him down astreet where the
domed building sat. “1 don’t know what faith you follow, but you' d be welcome at any of them.”

“I havemy own gods,” hereplied. “1 can say my prayersto them by myself.” The three buildings had

dready told him something about Lincoln. The Spiritists temple was much smaller than the church, which
had to mean that they were not as prominent here asin other towns he had visited, though if Lincoln was
like most Plains towns, many Spiritist customs would be followed even if the religion were not. He knew,



for instance, that Lincoln celebrated afdl festival and held aceremony for its young women then; his
traveling companions on the floater had mentioned atending afeast here. The size of the church showed
that many of the townsfolk were Catholics. The mosgue was the smallest building of al, but the gilded
dome and stone facing revealed that its congregation included some of Lincoln’ swedthier citizens.

The Plains werefilled with gods. The Spiritists worshipped nature, the Catholics prayed to amother, the
Mudimsidentified with the dominant religion of the Nomarchies centersof culture. There were till other
sectsin other towns, o many that he could not name them dl. Plaingpeople fogged their mindswith
prayers and strange rituas; even the few skeptical Plainsfolk thought any religion was better than none a
al. Chen had learned to keep silent about his own lack of belief, which only encouraged the mote zedlous
believersto try to convert him. A god who did nothing to help him, he thought, was worse than no god at
dl.

Angharad greeted the few people who passed, smiling when a couple of women ogled Chen. At last they
stopped in front of one house, a square structure with steps leading to the street.

“Hereweare,” Angharad said. The door opened; agirl waslooking down at him. Her shapeless brown
shirt and loose trousers hid her short, stocky body; her thick brown hair was pulled back from her face.
Therewas no guilein her face, no seductive lowering of her dark lashes over her large, green eyes, only a
distant, curious gaze. She was|ooking a him amost theway aLinker might.

“My daughter, Iris,” Angharad muttered as they ascended the steps; he thought he sensed atone of
disapprova in her voice. Thegirl did not smile.
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Eleven

LaDonnahummed as she sawed. Chen was sitting next to her, sipping whiskey, aslris entered the
courtyard. A lantern hung in atree limb over the pair, bathing them in abright, yellow light; Nicky,
LaDonna's cat, had curled up a her side. The rest of the household was ad eep; the younger women had
given up on trying to lure Chen away from LaDonnathis evening.

Chen had been with them for aweek, and Irisknew that he would bein the house for much of the winter.
That bothered her, and yet something in the man drew her aswell; he seemed more contempl ative than
other men. Maybe she was drawn to him only because he had seen more of the world than the Plains.
Angharad would expect her to approach the young man; Iris s mother had kept her own flirtingto a
minimum, not wanting to get in Iris sway.

Now Angharad was muttering about calling in Counselors again, but Iris still remembered the two weeks
she had spent with Jon Ellas. She could not allow herself to fal into that besotted State again. She had
kept her mind clear for her work, had even made enough progress to get a message from Celiapraising
it. The praise might gain her little, but it was good to have the encouragement.

LaDonnalooked up from her embroidery. “Well, look who's here,” she said as Iris sat down. “No
Studying tonight?”

“I finished early.” Irisbegan to rub Nicky behind the ears; the tawny cat stretched, showing hiswhite
somach.

“Irismust know everything thereisto know by now,” LaDonna said to Chen, though the man was
aready aware of her odd pursuits. He had never joined in the teasing; he had even looked impressed and
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alittle awed when Constance had recounted the tale of Celia' svidt and the grant. But then, Chen rarely
spoke. Hisroom was down the hal from her own, on the other side of Angharad’ sroom, though he had
gpent most of his nightswith LaDonna. Iris had passed him a couple of timesin the hal on her way to the
bathroom, and though he had always smiled at her kindly, he had never spoken to her.

Nicky purred as she scratched his ssomach; Chen grinned at the cat. The man’ s unusud face, with its
odd, almond-shaped eyes, attracted Iris, and he was quieter and more courteous than many of the men
who cameto Lincoln. If sheinvited him to her room, Angharad would be pleased and might stop hinting
about specidigts and abnormality. Perhaps Iris could satisfy her needs with him without clouding her
mind. She frowned as shelet her arm drop. Thinking about Chen in that way seemed unfegling somehow;
at any rate, with LaDonna s attractions, he might not even be interested in her.

The cat nudged her hand, then scrambled up and stalked off into the shadows. “What do you learn
about?’ Chen asked.

Irisgazed at him, surprised. He was watching her, actualy looking curious. “Lots of things” shesaid as
she plucked nervoudly at the blue deeve of her pgjamas. “ The sciences, mostly, but some history too.”

“Iris has been taking prep lessons,” LaDonna said.
“So | heard.”

“And other thingstoo,” Irissaid. “I’ ve even learned about the Venus Project, dong with everything else.
It must be wonderful to work there, see awhole world being changed. Not that | could ever go, of
course— | couldn’t leave thefarm.” She had added that for LaDonna s benefit. “But it’ sinteresting to
learn about —”

Her voicetrailed off. Chen' s eyes had narrowed; he leaned forward, and the intense look on hisface
dartled her. “1 wasthere,” hesaid, “on theldands.”

Irisheld her breath, hardly knowing what to say. He had been to Venus. It' sasign, she thought wildly.
She had never imagined meeting someone who had actually worked on the Project.

“They needed more space on the Idands. They can only support so many, and the people there want to
have kids and so forth. Usudly, there' s enough people who want to leave after awhile, but they had to
send some others back that time, and | was one of them.”

“How interesting,” LaDonna murmured.

“I want to go back some day,” Chen said. He said the words calmly, but the veins stood out on his
muscular neck, and his body seemed tense. “1 wastold I’ d be given — that I’ d get to go back.”

“That' swonderful,” Irissaid. “How lucky you are. | wish—" She closed her mouth, afraid to say more
infront of LaDonna

The dark-haired woman shook her head. “1 never understood why that Project was started. It seemslike
alot of effort for little return. We could use those resources here.”

“We can use what’ slearned there,” Irisreplied. “ That's worth more than the resources. And having a
new world to settle someday — that’ Il mean alot to Earth. 1t'll mean anew culture we can learn from
eventudly — it'll renew us”

“| supposethey tell you such thingsinlessons.” LaDonna smiled tolerantly as she resumed her sewing.



“I was happy there,” Chen said. “Inaway, | dill think of the Idands asmy home.”

“I’ve seen everything about it with my band,” Irissaid, “what Venus was like before, how the Parasol
was built, what the Bats are needed for, why they had to build those big pyramids on the equator.”

“1 used to wonder about those.”

“They’ll increase the speed of Venus srotation. Right now, it turns only once every two hundred
forty-three days—"

“I know that,” Chen said. “1 wasthere, | know what the ingtalations are supposed to do. | just was
never quite sure of why they were built, why we couldn’t just leave it theway it is”

“Oh.” Iriswas ahit taken aback; she had assumed, too quickly, that Chen might know little more than
the members of her household. “ They were going to, in the beginning. The Parasol could protect it. |
mean, here on Earth, we have amagnetic field to protect us from solar radiation, because, as Earth
rotates, its core generatesthat field. Venus doesn't have that land of magnetic field, but if you left part of
the Parasol in place, you could protect the planet. But you' d till have a problem with the weather.”

Chen nodded. “One sde would get very cold when it’ sturned away from the sun.” He shrugged. “ Still,
people can survivethat. They' d find waysto livewithit.”

“But you also wouldn't have a Coriolis effect. The clouds wouldn't move in Earthlike patternsto create
Earthlike wesether, you see — the wind patterns wouldn't be similar. Well, at the beginning of the Project,
they congdered bringing in an asteroid, alarge one, to strike the surface at an angle, and that certainly
would have been easier than building those pyramids, but the computer projections showed that wouldn't
produce enough energy to speed up the rotation. Evenif it did, the kinetic energy would have damaged
the planet. Something would have had to be done about the hest the energy would have produced, and
the impact might have set off quakesfor centuries afterward. Asit is, when the tectonic plates sart
shifting — when the ground begins to move and shift — there |l be quakes anyway, but the settlers can
be prepared for those.”

“Y ou know afew things,” Chen said; there was no mockery in hisvoice.

“That’ swhy the equatorid ingtalations were such aclever idea. Those gravitationa pulse enginesinside
them will produce alarge enough antigravitationa pulse to speed up the rotation. It might tear the engines
apart, but the surface won't be as greatly damaged.”

“If the engineswork,” Chen said.

“Oh, they should. The computer models show that.” Iris glanced at LaDonna, who seemed bored by the
conversation. “ The people who thought of it wereredly quite clever.”

Chen leaned back againgt the tree. “It was Habbers who did the work. Their robots did, anyway. Earth
couldn’t have doneit done.”

Iriswas startled. “1 didn’t know that.”

“No reason why you should, | guess. Probably didn’t put that fact into the history lessons, but al the
Idanders know it. Those ingtalations couldn’t have been built without the Habbers”

“But why would they help the Nomarchies? | know some Habbers live on the Idands, but | thought they
only observed things. Why would they hdp?’



“They have reasons. Maybe they want to find out afew thingsfrom doing it. | don’t know. It'shard to
understand Habbers.”

Shefolded her arms. “Did you ever meet a Habber?’
“A few,” Hetook another sip of whiskey, obvioudy reluctant to say more.

LaDonna put down her cloth and embroidery hoop, then yawned, arching her back as she stretched out
her arms. “ Getting late.” She cast asidelong look at Chen, who wasignoring her, then stood up.
“Coming to bed?”’

Chen shook his head.

“Wdll, if you'd rather talk —" LaDonnaarched her brows, then smirked at Iris before leaving the
courtyard.

They were done. Iris blushed, wondering if Chen expected an invitation from her. “Why are you learning
about the Project?’ he asked.

“You'regoingtothink it'sslly.”

“No, | won't.”

“I'd loveto go there, beapart of it al. Of course, | know | won't.” It still hurt to admit that.
“I don'tthink it'sslly.”

“Don’'t say anything to anyone. They’d redly laugh a methen.”

“I don’t know why they laugh at you at dll.”

She gazed a him gratefully. “They don't, alot of the time, but whenever someone s staying here, they
dtart in sooner or later. Maybe they think aman’ll make me see sense. My mother thinks I’ m addled. She
was so angry with mewhen | started taking lessons. She saysit won't do me any good when it’ stimeto
take over thefarm.”

“Maybeit won't. But you might not be on the farm. Y ou could get sent to Venus.”
“Do you redly think so?” she asked.

“Maybe. I'll tell you this— they need peopl e there who redlly care about the Project, and they aren’'t so
easy to find. There are Idanders whose families were there amost from the beginning, afew of them even
before the Idands were built, when they had to stay on Anwara. But there aren’t as many of them asyou
might think. Sometimes their children or grandchildren wanted something ese, | guess. Sometimes people
just can't last on the Idands. They make things as nice asthey can, but it’ sgill along timein one smal
areawith alot of the same people, and the only change you get iswhen you' reworking on aBat.”

Iristwisted ablade of grassin her fingers. “Well, I'm used to being stuck in one place.”

“Anyway, when they pick thefirg settlers, they’ d have to come from the Idands. It isn't just that they’d
deserveit themog, it’ sthat they’ d know what to expect. They’ |l be closed in on the surface settlements
for awhile, but they’d fedd —" Chen paused. “If you were aworker, you could apply. Know anything
about mechanics or maintenance or airships, anything like that?’

1] NO-”



“Then they probably couldn’t use someone like you. Y ou’ d have to be aworker or else aspecidist of
somekind, and specidists have to go to aschool.”

The small hope he had aroused in her died. “Well, that won't happen.”
“How old are you, Iris?’
“Almogt sixteen,” she said, exaggerating alittle; her birthday wasn't until spring.

“I know afew on the Idands who weren't picked for schools until they were your age or even older. It
happens sometimes — depends on if they think they’ | need you. Onething Earth can’t wasteisbrains.”

Alexandrahad said the same sort of thing. Iriswrapped her arms around her legs. It was easy for himto
say kind things and give her false hope while he was here; he would not be around to see her hopes
dashed. “They can't afford to waste farmers, either,” she said hitterly.

“I don’t know. Things could change. The Idands have to grow most of their own food, and we— they
don’t have as much space to do it, so they had to find different ways— hydroponics, cloned animal
tissue, thingslikethat. They could do the same things here, and then they wouldn’t need as many
farmers”

“Y ou know afew thingsyoursdlf, Chen.”

He looked away for amoment. “| can’t read,” he said softly, “so | haveto listen and look and learn that
way. Sometimes|’d sit and overhear people talking and listen until they saw methere. | mean, Linkers
and people likethat don't usually St around explaining thingsto me themsealves. | couldn’t understand
everything, but | could pick up alittle— Linkers, Habbers, it didn’t matter who. Sometimes|’d make a
carving for one of them, and they’ d talk to me. It sfunny. Some of the Habberstook more troubleiif |
asked aquestion than the Linkers or othersdid. | used to wonder why. | think it’s because, in away, the
Habbersthink we're dl the same. They don’t much careif you'reaLinker or whatever. We'redl just
people trying to hang on to old ways the Habbers gave up long ago, and the Linkers aren’t any different
from the rest of us. The Habbers went into space and took what they wanted and changed themselves
when they had to. Theway they look at it, we re the onesthey left behind.” He brushed hisblack hair
from hisforehead. “1 never said dl thisto anybody before. | never thought anyone would understand.”

“| understand, Chen.”

“You know —" He waved an arm. His eyes gazed past her; his brow was furrowed. She seemed to fed
his expression on her own face, dmost asif she were touching histhoughts. “The Linkersdon't see. They
listen to the cyberminds, but they don't see. Everything that doesn’t fit into the pattern they want getsleft
out, and you can’t do that. It' slike the devices | work on. If one module or microchip or anything isn't
there, it might go on working for awhile, but it'll fail, and one device can affect alot of other things.” He
shook hishead. “I’'m not saying it right. | just don’t have the words.”

“But youdo. You just sad it very well.”
“They don’t see people. They see piecesthat have to go in certain placesfor everything to work.”
“They might be right about that. What would we have without them?’

“Maybethey wereright once.” Chen closed his bottle of whiskey and set it down next to the tree. “ But
now — | don't know. Look at this house. They al do thejob they’ re supposed to do and drink and talk
and, ingtead of learning something with their bands, they just take mind-tours or whatever. They don't
see, ether.”



“Maybethey’ re better off,” she said. “Even now, | sometimesthink | wasfoolish for wanting to do
more.”

He grabbed her wrist. “Don’t say that. | didn’t even get your chance. Where | camefrom, | didn’t even
have a band to learn on because my parents needed the one we had. There were too many of us. | was
lucky to get what | did. No matter what happens, you' Il have what you know. That’s something, isn't it?’

She nodded.

Helet go of her wrist and touched her hand gently; she shivered. | think | understand you,” he said.
“Listen, | can talk to you, and you can tell me what you know, and | can try to learn it and remember it.”
Hetook abreath. “Should | come to your room?’

Shedid not reply.
“I don't haveto, if you' d rather not.” He bowed his head. 1 think | like you more than anyone here.”

She swallowed. “I’ d better tell you, Chen. My mother thinks there' s something wrong with me. I’ ve only
had one man in my bed since becoming awoman.” Her throat tightened at the admission. “ Shethinks
there were two because | spent a couple of nights with Constance' s son Eric before he went away, but
wedidn’'t makelove. Y ou might be disappointed.” Part of her was hoping that thiswould discourage
him; at the sametime, shefeared hisreection.

He squeezed her hand. “Y ou’ re the first Plainswoman | ever had to ask.” He smiled as he looked up.
“It'sdl right. Customs are different where | come from. | wouldn’t hold that against you. | was going to
be the bondmate of awoman on the Idands.” A look of pain crossed hisface. “LaDonnalooksalittle
like her, except for having blue eyes and being taller. | guessthat’ swhy | went to her when | came here.”

“A bond?’ Irissaid, intrigued and alittle gppalled. “ Y ou mean, just her and you — for years?’
“Years, maybefor life. | loved her. It sover now. | never thought it would be, but it is.”

She knew about such customs, but she had never met aman who would want one woman so much.
Angharad would be shocked; she might not even want Iristo spend time with Chen if she found out
about this. “ Y ou' d better not say anything about that,” she warned.

“Don’'t worry. | know that much.” He stroked her arm. “Maybe you won't want me in your room now.”

“But | do.” She could hardly believe that she had said that. She suddenly felt dizzy, and wondered if she
would be able to stand. He might come to love me, she thought, both frightened and drawn by the

possibility.
He stood up and reached for her arm.

Hewas adeep beside her. Iris stroked Chen’sdark hair, remembering how he had been insde her. He
had been gentler than Jon, his smaller body more matched to her own.

Chen opened his eyes and touched her face. She ran her hand aong his smooth chest. “Only one man?’
he asked.

13 Ya”
“Wall, he taught you.” He stretched; her nipples brushed againgt his chest. “Have to get ready for work.”

“Not yet.”



“Right now.” Hekissed her and then sat up. “Don’t you usualy do some lessonsin the morning?’
“When there stime.”

“Then you should get ready to do them.” He reached for his robe as he got out of bed, then turned his
head. He waslooking at her strangely; she could not tell if hiseyesrevealed joy or sorrow.

“What isit, Chen?’ she asked, longing for him again.
He seemed about to speak, then pulled on his robe and hurried from the room.

Thefirst snow of thewinter had fallen in the night. Iriswatched from the front door as Chen made his
way toward the square; he lifted his booted feet as he waded through the drifts.

“Get away from that door,” Angharad said as she entered the hdl. “ Do you want usto freeze?’ Iris
stepped back asthe door closed. Angharad pinched her daughter’ s cheek. “ Can't wait for the night, |
expect.” Shesmiled. “1 want to talk to you for aminute.” Iris moved toward the common room. “Not
there, upgtairs.”

Irisfollowed her mother up the stairway, feding gpprehensive; she was so used to Angharad’ sfinding
fault with her that she was dready trying to think of what she could have done.

They entered Angharad’ sroom. Iris sat in the straight-backed chair near the window while her mother
seated hersalf next to the small screen on her desk. Angharad looked rested; the rose-colored blouse she
wore lent some color to her face. “Don’'t look so woeful. Iris. | know I’ ve said some hard thingsto you,
but you' re agood child, agood daughter. Y ou seem to be settling down lately.”

Irisrelaxed, leaning back in her chair.

“Chen seems adecent young man,” Angharad continued. “He' snot idle, he's been doing hisjob at the
town hall, and he' s been a very pleasant guest these past three weeks. Of course, heisn't very talkative,
but | don’t suppose you mind that.”

Iriskept her face fill. Angharad would be surprised if she knew how many conversations she and Chen
had shared, and what they had discussed. She could share her thoughts with him as she had with no one
€lse, and the words he had never been able to utter with others had spilled from him in astream of
whispers as they huddled together in her bed. Unlike Jon, he did not distract her from her lessons; he had
made agame of her studiesingtead, refusing to yield to her caresses until she had finished her work. She
was growing as close to him as she had ever been to anyone.

There was danger in that, she knew. Only the night before, he had frightened her with hisintendity and a
whispered, repegated phrase. “I loveyou,” he had said, “I loveyou, | can’'t leave you, | want you with
me.” She had not even protested the words, the impossible demand. Already, she was beginning to
dread the time when he would have to leave.

“LaDonnaeven saysthat hetreats Miraand Tyree asif — well, he'svery good to her children,”
Angharad said. “ That' swhat | wanted to talk to you about. Tyree will be old enough to leave us before
long, and Miraand Sylviewill bethe only children Ieft in the house. Constance is hoping to have another,
but | don’t know if the Counselor —"

Angharad paused and picked up the carving Chen had made for her, smiling as she gazed at her own
face captured in the wood. Iris frowned. The carved Angharad, with its strong chin and wide, blank eyes,
had an appearance of stubborn foolishness; it was the look of awoman proud of her ignorance and
obstinacy, yet her mother did not seem to notice the subtle criticism.



“Nice, isn't it?” Angharad said. “ He' sdoing one of LaDonnanow. Maria slonging for one. Chen could
probably sdll these here and make alittle bit — they’ re much nicer than holo portraits, more personal.”

“Youweresaying,” Irisbegan tentativey. “ Are you planning another child?’

A sigh escaped her mother’ slips. “I have afew hopes. Y ou know Rondl Tinas. | sometimesthink of
having one with him. He comes through here often enough to see hisrdlatives. And I’'m only thirty-two,
so—" Angharad sighed again. “1 wish the Counsdlor would just tell meto go ahead, but —" She set the
carving on her desk. “ There' s nothing to stop you, though. | thought perhaps you might consider it.”

Iristensed. “I’m not ready.”

“I was about your age when | became pregnant with you, and without much more experience. You'd
have plenty of help, because Lilia s Sylvieis over ayear old and Congtanceisn’t likely to get approva
before next year. 1t might be good to have the group of children grow up together.”

Iristwisted her hands together, feding trapped. “1 can't,” she whispered.
“I thought you were quite taken with Chen. Isthere something | don’'t know?’
Iris shook her head.

“Then | don't see the problem. He'sagood man, and he' d bring some new genesinto our line. He hasn't
gone near anyone elsefor the past two weeks, so he must think something of you.” Angharad rested an
elbow on her desk. “These early days with aman, they’ re the best. Y ou never quite recapture them
afterward. They’ re even better to recdl when you have anew lifeinside you.”

“Chen might not want achild,” Irissaid.

“Don't be slly. Why shouldn’t he? Any norma man does. HE Il be flattered that you think enough of him
to bear hischild, bring something of him into theworld.”

Iriswas not so sure. She knew Chen'’ sthoughts, his dream of leaving Earth again. He might not want to
leave his child behind. “Anyway,” shesaid, “I don't know if | want achild yet. | might want to trave firdt,
likeulia”

“How?" Angharad struck the desk with afigt. “Juliahad a skill and was needed somewhere esefor a
while. There are mind-toursif you want to travel, and you wouldn’t have al the trouble and expense of
moving around. | don’t understand you, Iris. | thought you were finaly getting some senseinto your head.
Juliadidn’'t haveto tell mewhen it wastimeto have achild — | knew.”

Iriswrapped her arms around hersdlf. A child would bind her to the farm forever, and she would not
even have the consolation of Chen’s occasiona viditsif he managed to get back to the Idands.

“What' swrong with you?” Angharad went on. “Don’t you care about our line? Do you want Elisabeth’s
descendantsto be its only branch? A lineis stronger when there are many branches, and ours—" She
paused. “We have only three generations of my linein this house, thanksto my mother’ sfoolishnessin
waiting so long to have me. We need another generation, and | want to see great-grandchildren
someday.” Shewaved ahand. “Look at you, in that old shirt and pants, with al your hair pulled back in
that plain way — you don’t even try to make yoursdlf attractive to men. How soon do you think you'll
get another good man in your bed?’

Iriswas wounded. “ Chen thinks I’'m pretty,” she burst out.



“Then take advantage of that. Oh, Iris, | don’'t mean to be crudl. | just know that when you have achild,
things will seem different to you. Y ou'll be proud of bringing anew life into the world. Y ou won't be so
lost in your own thoughts. Y ou value those lessons of yours so much — well, you'll have achild to tell
them to, if youwant. | don't know if I'd likeit, but I'd go dong if you don’t addleits brain with too much
learning. Those lessons of yourswon't be good for anything el se except telling achild afew stories”

“Don't say that!” Iris screamed.
“Do you want the household to hear you?’

“I don’'t care! Y ou're my mother, and you don’t know anything about me. Y ou don’t know what | think
or what | fed and you don’t care aslong as| don’t get in your way or make you look bad in front of
your friends. Y ou never wanted anything except this house and the farm.”

“Why should | fed ashamed of that?" Angharad replied. She wiped at her eyeswith one deeve, looking
asif shewas about to cry. “This has been our farm for generations. It' s you who don’t understand me.

Y ou treat everything I’ ve done asif it’ sworthless, and then accuse me of not loving you. Who do you
think I’ ve worked for? For Lincoln, for my household, for you. Everything I’ ve done has been for others,
even being on the town council or being mayor. It may help my household, but for me, it’sjust more
worry and more work.”

“Y ou must get something fromit for yoursdf,” Irissaid.

“Not as much as you might think. Oh, | won't say | don't like the pogition, but if that was dl there wasto
it, I'd have given up trying for it long ago. Don't you see? | just want you to be happy, to have what I’ ve
had, to take somejoy and pridein our line and our home.”

Angharad covered her face. Iriswent to her quickly and clasped her hand. “Mother, | know. | shouldn’t
have said what | did. But what if | want something else?’

Angharad looked up; her lasheswere wet. “Think about it at least,” she murmured. “Y ou might change
your mind, and want achild. Y ou could dwaystravel later — I’ d even pay for it mysdf if it’ swhat you
really want. You' d probably find that you' d be glad to get back here.”

“I'll think about it,” Irissaid, feding defeated by her mother’ stears.

Iristrudged through the snow, squinting in the bright, reflected light. The sun, white against the blue sky,
was a cold flame emanating no warmth. Two old women were entering the church, clutching rosariesin
their gloved hands; asmall group of women and visiting men went into Lincoln’ s only tavern. The shops
were shuttered, the square empty except for one bundled figure moving in Iris sdirection. A mittened
hand waved; Irissaw Laiza sface under afur hat.

Her friend hurried toward her, kicking up small clouds of snowflakeswith her feet. “Iridd” Laizagrabbed
her arms. “I was just going to your house, | wanted to tell you in person.”

“Tdl mewha?’
They linked arms as they waked toward the town hdl. “Y ou’ll never guess. I'm leaving Lincoln.”
Irisfelt asharp pang of envy. “How did you manage that?’

“My father. He just called me yesterday to tell me. He did some work in the Mountain States last year,
and got to know thiswoman pretty well, and one thing led to another — anyway, the Linker thiswoman
worksfor in Denver needs atier gardener, and my father talked hisfriend into setting up an interview for



me. The Linker just called me thismorning. She asked afew questions, then said | could have thejob this

Soring.

“Oh, Laiza, that' swonderful.” Iristried to sound happy. Laiza sjob would not be too demanding.
Machines could have done the work, or the Linker could have tended her own garden, but Linkers were
busy people and having a human gardener was asign of prestige. The gardeners also encouraged the
belief that a garden would not fare well without human aid.

“I don’t know that much about the work,” Laizasaid, “but I've worked in the greenhouse and it can’t be
too different. The Linker seemed to think | knew enough, and I’ ve got sometimeto learn afew things
before| go. Anyway, the worst that can happen isshewon't like meand’ll send me back, soI'll get a
freetrip and some credit out of it.”

“Y ou're lucky your father thought of you.”

“I know. Look, if it works out, maybe Angharad' Il let you visit. We could see Denver together. Just think
of dl themen!”

“You' d better be careful about that,” Irisreplied. “Linkers are funny about sex. Some of them go for a
long time without alover. Some of them even have bonds.”

“I guessyou'd know. Must be dl that thinking they do.”

“ And from what |’ ve read and seen, some of the menin cities are different. Plainsmen know how to act
around women. Some of the others— well, you wouldn't want to know about some of the thingsthey
do.” Irissumbled alittle, then righted hersdlf. “What does Mariathink?’

“She' skind of mad. She says | can go, but shethinks1’ll hateit. She'ssure !’ ll come back, so sheisn't
making that much of afuss”

They stamped up the cleared steps of the town hdl and entered the warm building. The wide hal was
empty, and the doors of the rooms on either side were closed. Little town business would be transacted
here until Angharad’ sinauguration, and meetings could be held over screens. In one sense, the town hall
was an unnecessary relic, but the community enjoyed theritua of gathering there for meetings or private
chats with members of the council, and the hall could shelter visitors on those rare occasions when there
was no spacein anyone' s house.

The two young women took off their mittens and rubbed their hands. “Is Chen here?’ Laiza asked.
“He s probably in one of the rooms.”

“Peter thinks he’ sfunny-looking,” Laizawhispered, “but | think he's handsome. He lookslike he' sgot a
good body.”

“He does”

Laizagiggled. “Youlikehimalot, don't you?’

Irislowered her eydids. “I guess| do.”

“Going to have his child?

“I don’t know. That'swhat my mother wants. | don't know if I'm ready for oneyet.”

“You'reasready asyou'll ever be”” Laizasmiled. “1 might have had one mysdlf if this gardening job



hadn’t come aong. Now Il haveto wait. It doesn't matter. Maybe I'll wait until I'm nineteen or twenty.
| guess|’d come home by then.”

“What if you likeitin Denver?’
“Oh, | wouldn't stay away forever.”
“I would,” Irissaid fervently.

Laizagaped at her, clearly surprised. “No you wouldn’t. Y ou’ d come back, just like your grandmother,
just like everybody does.”

A door near the left corner of the hall opened and Chen came out, carrying his bag of tools. “ Guess
what?’ Irissaid. “Laiza sgoing to Denver thisspring.”

Chen grunted.

“I’'m going to beaLinker’ sgardener,” Laizasaid. “Y ou know what? I’m going over to the tavern and
cdl al our friends and then I’ m buying beer for everybody. Why don’t you both come over?’

“Havetowork,” Chen said.

“Come by later, then. I’m going to be there until supper-time.” She glanced at Iris. “What about you?’
“I'll come over inalittlewnhile, dl right?’

“Oh, | see” Laizasmirked. “A little fun with lunch, right?” Shegiggled. “Wéll, I'll seeyou later.”
“Congratulations,” Chen said. Laizaflashed atoothy smile at him and then hurried outside.
“Laizawouldn’t mind if you spent anight with her,” Irissaid.

“Y ouwouldn't mind thet?’

“Why should | mind?’ she asked, surprised to find that she did. “ She’ smy friend.”

“Wdll, | don’t want to.”

The answer made her oddly happy. She wandered over to the room the Counselor used while visiting
and bumped against the door when it did not open. “ Something’ swrong with this door.”

“Nothing’ swrong,” Chen replied. “1t'slocked.”
“That door’s never been locked before.”

“Itisnow.” He paused. “ Counsdlors have complained. They don’t like to come into aroom and find
things strewn around and haveto clear their screens and memories becauise somebody forgot to do it.”

“That' sridiculous,” she protested. “We dways |leave everything negt in there.”
“Waéll, maybe you do, but some other towns don’t.”
“It'sdumb to lock up aroom, have it sitting there not being used for most of the year.”

“I just do what they tell me.” He sat down on the floor and leaned againgt the wall.



She sat down next to him, taking out-a small package from one pocket and a covered cup from another.
“I brought you some carrot sticks and a sandwich and sometea.” She handed him the package and set
the cup on the floor, waiting for it to heat the tea. Chen unwrapped his food while she shrugged out of her
coat. “Y ou don't have to worry about Constance pestering you for awhile. A man she knows came by
just before lunch today, and he'll come back later tonight.”

“Good.” He bit into the bean sandwich.

“Y ou ought to spend at least anight or two with one of the others. | mean, it's making melook selfish.”
He clutched her arm with hisfree hand; his eyes seemed to bore through her. “Isthat what you want?’
She shook her head.

“Thenforgetit.”

“It'sjust that it’ s harder for everybody in the winter. There aren’t as many men to choose from.”

“I loveyou, Iris. When you love somebody, you don’t want anyone else.”

She averted her eyes. “1 know. | fed the sameway. But it doesn't last.”

“Sometimes it does”

“It never does. It didn’t last with that woman you knew on the Idands.”

“It might have, if we could have stayed together. | don't know. Maybe | didn’t love her asmuch as|
thought | did. It sdifferent with you. | cantell you things| couldn’t tell her.”

She clenched her figts. “You'll leave Lincoln, and we |l both forget.”
“You don’'t want meto leave.”
“It doesn't matter,” shecried. “Evenif you Stayed, it'd be over after awhile.”

He put hisarm around her; sheleaned againgt him, resting her cheek on the soft flanne cloth of hisgray
shirt. “I could come back between jobs,” hesaid. “I could Stay at your house with you.”

Her longing for him frightened her; she could hardly believe that she wanted him so much. “ People would
talk if you did that very often,” shesaid. “Not that | care,” she added hadtily. “But you' d have to spend
more of your credit hereinstead of staying at a hostel for nothing. That doesn’t make sense.”

“Other men come back hereto vist.”
“But they have relaives or children, and they only come by once or twice ayear a mogt.”
“I'"d haveyou to vist.”

“You couldn’t comejust to see me, Chen. It'd look strangeif you didn’t go to other women’ srooms.
Anyway, it would only be until you went back to the Idands.” She was slent for amoment, not wanting
to dwell on that unhappy possibility.

He patted her head. “Y ou combed out your hair.”
Shelifted her head. “ Do you like it better down?’



“I likeit any way you want to wear it. Thelight in here makesit look alittle redder in places— sort of
reddish-brown.”

“Angharad does't likeit pinned up.” She sighed. “ She talked to methismorning. I’ d better tell you what
she said before she starts dropping hintsin front of you. Shethinks| should have a child, maybe your
child. I tried to tell her that | didn’t want one now, that maybe you didn’t, either.” That sounded too
harsh. “Itisn’'t that | wouldn't like your child, it' sjust —”

“I know.” Chen sipped histea. “Y ou' re kind of young to have one, even for aPlainswoman, aren’t you?’

“Not that young. My mother was pregnant with me when she was about my age. Besides, our line—"
She swallowed.

Chen st hiscup down. “I’d give you oneif you wanted, and if | thought — | mean, | want you with me.
I’d want the child with me too.” He stroked her hair. “There hasto beaway.” Hisfingers dug into her
ams. “Maybethereis.”

“How?’ She knew that she should not be asking, that she should be trying to talk him out of such
madness.

“I can carve. Angharad’ s been telling me for the past week that other women in town want them, my
carvings. That could pay for anything | have to spend herelater. | could stay with you and the child then,
whenever —’

She shook off hisarms. “ Y ou fool. You' d till leave eventudly, especidly if you get achance to go back
to the Project. With achild, I'd never leave. Isthat what you want?” She glared at him, wondering why
she had ever thought that he was unlike other men.

“Don’'t you see? If we had achild, then, when the time came for me to go back to the Idands, you both
could come dong. They like having familiesthere— it gives people something to work for.” Hiseyes
narrowed. “Y ou’ ve taken enough lessons to be trained for ajob of some sort there. They’ d haveto let
you come.”

“Families My family’shere”

“I mean we could be bondmates, with a child. We could have abond. Y ou wouldn’t be just awoman
who had my child, you' d be my bondmate. They respect such contracts on the Idands. And you care
about the Project — they need that. If we had abond —"

She jJumped to her feet, horrified. “Never. Not abond. Y ou must be mad.”

Chen stood up, grabbing her arms. “Listen to me. A bond with me, and achild — it'syour way out.” He
shook her. “I loveyou. Y ou don't know what arisk I'm taking just to think of such athing. Do you think
you’ d be the only one taking achance?’

“A bond,” she said, struggling for bresth. “Y ou must know how impossible that is. Angharad would die.
She might even throw me out of the commune. What would | do then?’

“It'sour chance. Don't you see? At least we can try. | thought you cared about the Project, that you
were like me, that you wanted that. Maybe it wasonly talk.”

“Oh, Chen. You know it wasn't.”

“Youloveme,” hesaid. “I know you do.”



“Not likethat.”
He pulled her toward him. “Y ou do. Look at me and tell meyou’ d let me leave and you' d forget me.”

She opened her mouth; an invisible band around her throat was blocking her words. She couldn’t say it.
Mary, help me, she thought. I’ d make the pledge to keep him, I’d make it to get away from here and
have what | want. He s the only one who knows me, who has the same dream | do— | can’t lose him
now, or I'll never get out. Her vision blurred; she felt as though she were about to faint.

“You'd cometo love methat way,” he said. “At least give it a chance. Bonds can be broken later, they
can lapse. And it’sachance for you to have what you want. Y ou may not get another one.”

She buried her head againgt his shirt, trying not to cry, knowing that shewould agree.
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Twelve

“Youfool,” Nancy Fass sad.

Chen gazed eadily at the smdl image. He imagined himsalf reaching into the screen and crushing the
woman' stiny head. He had left Angharad’ s house after supper, telling the women that he had atask to
complete at the town hall before he dept; he would not have dared to make this particular cal from the
house.

“I know these Plainsfolk,” the Linker went on. “They amost never take bondmates, and the few who do
are the objects of scorn. You'll draw attention, and that’ s exactly what we don’t want.”

“I love her,” Chen said.
“Youlove her.” Nancy sneered. “Idiot. I'd pull you out of there now if it wouldn’t cause even moretalk.”

“I want her, and we' re going to have achild. Listen to me. | have even more reason to keep silent now,
to protect Iris. I'll do my work and come back here during my time off when | can, but | won't say
anything to anyone. Don't you see? It isn't just my life you hold now, it'slris saswell.”

“Y ou surprise me, Chen.” Nancy rested her chin on one hand. “ And just how much have you told this
young woman?’

“Nothing. She does't know anything. | don’t want her to know why | was sent here. She might turn
away from meif shedid, and if shetold anyonedse, I’d bein danger.”

“True enough.” The woman was slent for amoment, gpparently listening to her Link. “Thislris
Angharads — she seems clever, according to her records. She might be able to learn more about you
than you redize.” She paused. “Why not |et her have the child without a bond?’

“You can guess”

Nancy showed her teeth. “Y ou want to take her with you to the Project. Well.” Her fingers drummed
againgt her desk. “You're smarter and greedier than | thought. | can’t stop you without jeopardizing this
entire enterprise. We d have to have another worker to take your place, and my colleagues would
certainly cal my judgment into question then.” Shebit her lip. “Just what do you intend to do if thegirl’s
mother disinherits her? She can't travel with you on your jobs.”
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Chenwasdlent.

“Y ou son of abitch. Y ou think we' d have to send you both back to the Idands then, don’t you? Well,
you' rewrong. Wewon't do athing for you if you don’t fulfill your respongbilitiesto us.”

“Angharad Juliaswon'’t disinherit her daughter, whatever she thinks. She has her position hereto protect,
and her line. She'll want to keep the whole matter as quiet as possible.”

Nancy’s dark eyes had acold, hard look; he imagined that her Link was barely keeping her rage under
controal. “And you know I’ m powerless to sop you without putting mysdf at risk — why, I'll haveto
help you get what you want, just to keep you happily doing what we want.” She let out abreath. “Do
what you want, and be damned.”

The image winked out. Chen pressed akey under the screen, erasing the record of the conversation. He
had made the call from the locked Counsdlor’ sroom, and the Counsalor was not likely to check records
of cals made during the winter, but it was best to be cautious.

He stood up, rubbing histemples. His heart was racing; his neck was stiff with tensgon. He could till turn
back; he could tell Nancy that he had changed his mind. But she was aready angry with him; changing his
mind now would not ater that fact. He had spoken with more confidence than hefdt. If he werewrong
about Angharad, and Iriswas disinherited, the woman he loved would soon learn to hate him for what he
had brought her. But if hewereright —

| love you, he thought, seeing Iris s face and then remembering the darkness at the edge of the Idand he
had |ft. | love you, and you'll never know how much. He could no longer imagine alife on the Idands
without her; he could not reach for his dream while denying it to the young woman who shared it with
him. The dream would be poisoned for him. Perhaps, he thought grimly, it was poisoned aready. He
gtared at his hands, thinking of the device they had ingtalled in the nearby door.

He might be bringing only painto Iris. Guilt stabbed him. He shook off the feding. She had chosen to
take the risk. She had agreed to abond, and he knew what that must have cost her.

Their bodieswere dill. Iris curled up at Chen’sside, her arm around hiswaist, sure that a child had
aready been sarted indgde her.

They had gone to Letty Charlottesthe day before. The physician had removed their contraceptive
implants from their arms after doing a genetic scan and finding no potentia problemsthere. Letty had
explained the scan to them both, had gestured at the specks and swirls on the screen with one dender
finger as she spoke of afew possible gene transplants that might be necessary if the embryo carried
certain traits. She had praised both Iris and Chen for their hedlth, dmost asif they, rather than centuries
of genetic tinkering, were responsiblefor it.

Thetalk at supper had been bawdy and cheerful; Angharad had laughed when the others began to call
her “grandmother.” Only Julia had seemed somber. Iriswas sure that her grandmother believed that she
was throwing her life away, that she had given up her dream of travel and more study.

Iris shivered. Chen gtirred; she clung to him moretightly. They would wait until they knew she was
pregnant, and then they would speak to Angharad when it wastoo late for protests.

I’m going to do this, she thought. I’'m going againgt everything I’ ve been taught, my studieswere nothing
compared to this. Angharad would call abond endavement. But Mary had abond with aman, didn’t
She? Once, the church taught that we should all have bonds or e se should live as priests do. Other
people have bonds; they think we' re strange for not wedding others. Angharad thinks the Plains are the



world, and they’re not.

Mary had abond, even though Her Child was not Her mate's. Some Linkers have bonds. Some Linkers
don’t even have children aswe do, and follow the ways of Habbers, who take the embryo from the
mother and put it aside until it’ sready to be born. Why shouldn’t | be able to do the same? Why should
my belly swell until the time when the pains start? Why should | be turned into awomb for nine months?

Why should | follow my customsinstead of others ?Why can’t | live as| want to instead of the way
othersthink isbest?

She could ask dl the questions she wanted to, and that would not change how shefelt. Her decison
would separate her from those she knew even before she left thistown, if she ever |eft. Maybe her
mother wouldn’t drive her away. Maybe she would only force Chen to leave, and would keep Iris here,
imprisoned. A specidist could be called. Thosein other Nomarchies might follow different ways because
Earth, knowing how stultifying too much uniformity could be, had encouraged cultura diversity. But the
Mukhtars and Linkers could not afford too many nonconformists within each realm; such people could
be dangerous and create tensions. A specidist could find waysto bend Iristo her mother’ swill.

None of that mattered. Without Chen, she would have no chance to leave the Plains, no way of reaching
the Idands.

Iris pressed her cheek against Chen’ s shoulder. She cared for him; she would be unhappy if she never
saw him again. But her fedingsfor him would never have brought her to this, even if they had been as
strong as hisown. It was only the promise he had made, that he would take her to the Idands with him,
that had convinced her. Perhaps Chen loved that dream even more than he loved her. If he had to
choose between them, she was sure she knew what his choice would he.

| love you in my own way, she thought, but | don’t love you enough. Y ou're only my way out. She
closed her eyes, feding tearswell up under her lids.

Iris and Chen entered the common room. Constance looked up expectantly; LaDonna opened her
mouth, asif about to speak. Tyree was sprawled on the floor, playing with a pocket puzzle while his
Sster Mirawatched.

“Wd|?" LaDonnasaid. “What' sthe story? What did Letty say?’
“I'm pregnant,” Iris announced.

Constance beamed. “Wonderful!” The blond woman lifted her glass. “Very quick work, | must say,” She
grinned a Chen, who lowered his eyes, embarrassed but proud. “Oh, | hope | can sart achild next year,
giveyoursaplaymate. Y ou never told us— did you choose aboy or agirl?’

“A boy,” Chenreplied. Irishad talked him into that, inasting that he have the injection that would ensure
it. He had argued for a daughter until Iris had pointed out that leaving with a daughter, apossible heir to
the farm, would only cause her mother even more pain.

“I must have adaughter, then,” Constance replied. “1 wanted one anyway. A girl will dways bewith me.”
She arched her brows. “They’ Il have alot of fun together, I'm sure.”

“Come here,” Wenda said from the corner. Chen led Iris over to the old woman. He was nervous
around Wenda, often wondering if she could see histhoughts; he had heard of her reputation as a seer.
Shewasalittle like him; her eyes saw what othersdid not.

Wenda put her gnarled hands on Iris' s abdomen. “| usudly tell afortune before achildisborn,” she



explained to Chen, “and another after it’sborn. Let’s see what your child hasto tell me.” She closed her
eyes for amoment, then opened them, glancing from Chen’'sfaceto Iris. “Hewill wander. That | can tell
you.”

Iris' smouth twisted. “Most men wander. Y ou' re telling me what everyone knows.”
“But thisone will wander far, so far that | cannot see where his path leads.”

Chen fidgeted, fedling foolish for having feared Wenda swords. A haf-empty bottle of whiskey stood on
the smal table with Wenda s glass, the old woman was sodden with drink. She would say nothing of
interest.

“You haven't told usmuch,” Chen said lightly.

“Hewill wander far, but he may return.” The wrinkles around her eyes deepened as she squinted. “Now
| must speak of the mother. | see adestination hidden by clouds, covered in darkness. Irisiswaking
toward it and the child iswith her. The clouds arethick. Irisislooking for something, thinking she'll find it
when the cloudslift.” Iris started; Chen grabbed her hand. “ Beware of your dream. It will lead you away
fromdl that you love”

Iris choked out alaugh. “What nonsense,” she said. Chen noticed that her hand was shaking.
“Where' s Angharad?’ he asked quickly.

“In her room,” LaDonna answered, * going over the accounts.”

Chentugged a Iris. “We should tell her.” Iris seyeswidened. “Now,” hefinished.

“Beware,” Consgtance intoned. “Wenda, | think you' relosing your touch. | never heard you give a
prophecy like that before.”

Irisand Chen hurried from the room. When they were halfway up the airs, Iris hated and leaned against
therailing. “ She knows,” she whispered.

“Shedoesn't. It'sjust an old woman' s babbling. Come on.”
“I can't. | can't do thisto my mother.”

“We haveto tell her. You don't have to say much— I'll talk to her. Y ou know what we agreed. It'll be
over soon. It won't be as bad as you think.” He hoped he wasright.

Angharad watched her screen, listening as avoice chanted amounts that had been spent and what the
credit had bought. Angharad had only ashaky grasp of numbers, which, past a certain point, blurred into
indistinct quantities amost impossible to understand, but she had some knowledge of the charts that
accompanied the recitation. Y es, the blue line still exceeded the red; the farm was doing well. Theimage
changed as she listened to projected crop yields and stared at other lines. Even with amediocreyield,
they would still be ahead after the next harvest. But credit did no one any good sitting around unused.
Perhaps she could add aroom or two to the house, prepare for the next generation that was now sureto
come.

That thought, instead of cheering her, made her pensive. Angharad blinked, staring at the screen without
seeing what was there. The inexplicable sadness that sometimes gripped her was reaching out for her
again; that was happening too often lately, especialy when shewas done. It was easier to keep the dark
thoughts at bay in the company of people, even with the strain of maintaining a decisive manner in front of



others. Alone, she could wear no mask. Sometimes, the sadness even drove her to prayer — not the
usua prayers, which sherattled off automatically, but the heartfelt ones that an old woman doing penance
for the many sinsof youth might have uttered.

Angharad feared for the future of her line. Sometimes, when she was adonein bed waiting for the whiskey
inside her to bring deep, she saw that line narrowing farther until there were no descendants at all.

She had dways known how unwillingly Julia had returned to Lincoln. Julia had been as digtant asa
mother could be on the Plains, and had |eft much of Angharad’ s upbringing to her own mother, Gwen.
Angharad had grown up under Julid s cold gaze determined to dicit some warmth from that chilly
presence; she had wanted Julid slove instead of her resentment. Angharad had not even been twenty
when Juliahad findly turned the farm over to her; she had believed then that the gesture was Julid s way
of showing faith in her daughter, and that the older woman had cometo fed some contentment at last.

But Julia, she saw now, had never cared about the farm; she had simply not wanted to be bothered with
it any longer. She had let Angharad shoulder the burden; even worse, she had filled Iris s head with Slly
ideas and had encouraged the girl dong a path that made Angharad’ s own life, lived for her daughter and
the farm, seem usdless.

Their line had sprung from the ashes of anearly ruined world. Tribesthat had roamed the Plainsin
ancient times, and farmers who had fed the world even before the rise of the Mukhtars, had been among
Angharad’ s ancestors. The world had not been able to destroy them, and their ability to survive had
showed their sirength.

But Angharad could see the future in the bits of data her screen and band conveyed to her. Theworld
needed fewer fanners with each passing generation; the Mukhtars, through the Counsdors and their
advice, were pruning the branches of many Plainslines. Fewer farmers grew up to replace the old; even
in Lincoln, afew farms had combined households, had merged into one commune, with afew of their
linescomingto anend at last.

A time might come when Lincoln would be no more than greenhouses, hydroponic vats, glass cases of
cloned animal tissue, and reapers powered by cyberminds. A way of life would end, and the world
would not mourn it. Angharad had seen what might be coming, and had tried to deny it.

Her limbs were heavy; her body seemed welded to her chair. She could not rise; she could not will
hersdf to rise. She was empty, her body no more than a shell around nothingness. At such times, when
her black thoughts claimed her, she thought of her grandmother Gwen.

Gwen had died too soon. She had died in afoolish accident on the stairs, too drunk to see where she
was stepping; she had died done as the household dept. Angharad had found her body in the halway
below; it had been too late to summon the physician, too late to mend the broken body. They had
blamed the mishap on aloose step, but Angharad knew the truth; Gwen had sought oblivion in one way,
and had found it in another. She could still see Gwen's pale, sightless eyes and twisted neck. Perhaps
Gwen had endured dark thoughts that had driven her to drink; perhaps she had glimpsed the future of the
Pansin Julid scold gaze.

Angharad sighed, thinking of her household. Liliawas too passve to lead acommune; she would give up
any leadership too easily, would perhaps even merge this household with another. Then there was her
distant cousin Sheryl, dways waiting for some encouragement from the Counselor to have achild but
never recaiving it. And now there was Iris, who seemed to care less about the farm than Juliadid.

Angharad, in spite of her faith, had her doubts about the life beyond the grave. She would haveto live on
in her descendants, in the line that would follow her. She could not let the world erase her fromiits



memory; she could not endure the thought of leaving no one to remember her and the countless
generations that had preceded her.

A knock sounded at her door; it opened as Chen and Iris entered. Angharad turned off the screen asher
lipsformed asmile. “Enough for today,” she said, hoping that the two would tell her what she wanted to
hear. “Well, what do you have to say for yourselves?” She lifted abrow, then lowered her eyesto Iris's
bdly.

“I'm pregnant,” Irissaid, “with aboy.”

Angharad felt atwinge of disappointment. No matter, she thought; adaughter could follow later. Iris
would want one; Angharad would see that she did. The child would keep Iris from her studies and
Angharad would be able to reassert her influence.

“I’'m so pleased,” Angharad said as she clapped her hands together. “ And so soon. Oh, my dear.”

“Letty said it would be born at the beginning of September,” Iris said tonelesdy as she sat down on the
bed; Chen seated himsdlf next to her. “ She'll do another scan and andlysisin amonth, but she doesn’t
expect to find anything that needsto be repaired. She gave me something to take for my ssomach.”

Angharad perched on the edge of the chair; she was steady now, her smilefirmly in place, her dark
thoughts pushed aside. “ Y ou could look alittle happier about it, Iris. Thisis one of the most wonderful
thingsyou'll ever experience. I'm alittle sorry that you didn’t choose agirl, but you can have one later
on.” She clung to that hope. She wasthe mayor, after al. The Counselor could not discourage Irisfrom
giving awoman of such influence agranddaughter, especidly if Angharad hersdf wasto be denied
another child of her own. That would be too upsetting to the town as awhole, and the Nomarchies
prized gability. “And you shouldn't wait too long for the next. Oh, | must find Juliaand give her the
news.” That, Angharad thought, would be particularly satisfying.

Chen sad, “ There' s something el se we haveto tdl you.”

Angharad leaned back. The tone of the young man' s voice disturbed her. She had, during household
gatherings, noted the hard and determined look that sometimes came into his otherwise calm and
inexpressive face. She had been reassured by that hint of inner strength, for Chen was usudly so quiet
that she had, for abrief time, wondered if he might be half-witted or weak. His oddly shaped eyes were
hard now.

She glanced &t Iris. Her daughter waslooking equally as determined, but her green eyes held atrace of
fear. Angharad was suddenly afraid; Iris had looked like that when she first spoke to Angharad about her
lessons.

“It'shard to say this,” Chen went on. “I’ ve been happy in this house, and you' ve been kind to me. |
don’t want to lose your good will.” Histhroat moved as he swalowed. Angharad tried not to fidget; if
this matter involved her daughter, then Iris should have been speaking for hersdf. “I want to know — |
would like to be your daughter’ s bondmate.”

Angharad’ s mouth dropped open. Thiswas so totally unexpected that she could hardly speak. She
clutched at her throat. “ Bondmate?’ she ragped. “Did you agreeto this, Iris?’

Iris nodded.

“I know what you think,” Chen said hadtily, “that I’ ve deceived you.” Angharad’ s ears throbbed as her
heart pounded; she could hardly make out hiswords. “It’ sjust that my ways are different from yours. |



can’'t have my child comeinto the world without having abond with Iris— it goes against what | believe,
My people vaue their bonds with their families, with fathers aswell asmothers.” This, Angharad thought
dimly, was newsto her. She had never heard Chen mention his parents and had assumed that he was
indifferent to them. “My bond wouldn't just be with Iris, but with my child too.”

Angharad sagged, resting her cheek againgt her hand. “ A bond needs only two witnesses,” Irissaid. “No
one else hasto know.”

Angharad glared a her daughter. Thiswaswhat Iris s studies had taught her, that she could do whatever
sheliked with no regard for custom or decency. “The Counsdor will find out,” she said. “Don’'t you think
he' |l seethe contract?’

“Hewon't say anything. Y ou can tdl him we re only trying to follow Chen’s customs, that it' sjust a
formdlity, that it' [l be dmogt asif it never happened.” Iris paused. “ And bonds can be broken later, or
can lapse. They aren’t unknown on the Plainsin special circumstances— some say that even afew
women in Lincoln have had secret bonds. The Counsdor will be pleased that we re willing to
compromise alittle to ease matters for Chen, and nothing elsewill change.” Iris spoke the words without
inflection, reciting them as though she had rehearsed the statements.

Angharad could no longer restrain hersdlf. “He' swith us! He should abide by our customs!” Her face
burned with rage. She would lose control and begin to scream, but even that was better than sinking into
the passivity of despair. “How much pain will you bring me before you' re done?’” She turned from her
daughter and focused on Chen. “I should never havelet you into this house, you and your ways. Do |
haveto tell you what achild knows?” She bit her lip, unable to go on. Having only one partner, clinging
to one person for years and years, could only lead to perversion. Passion would die; two bondmates,
bound by contract, could easly turn to evil practicesin their bed to prolong and heighten their love. It
made Angharad sick just to think of it.

“I'll drive you out, Chen,” she said evenly. “1I’ll send you from this house and then take Iristo Letty
Charlottes. I’d rather see that child aborted than have it born under my roof.” Mother of God, she
thought wildly, forgive mefor saying that.

Iris clutched at the bedpogt. “Letty can’'t do that without my consent, and you' d haveto tell the
Counsdor —’

“ThenI’ll drive you out too. Have your child and your bond somewhere else. Y ou won't be my daughter
then.” Angharad’ s dark thoughts were threatening to overtake her again; she had to drive them away with
her anger. “1 cursetheday | had you! Y ou’ ve shamed our line, and bring nothing but pain.”

Chen had drawn near Iris protectively. The girl’ s face was white, her mouth tight with tension. “Isthat
what you want?’ Irissaid quietly. “A scandal? It would destroy you, too, and everything you' ve worked
for here”

Angharad nearly groaned. The air in the room seemed thick; it was hard for her to breathe. Her daughter
knew how to call her bluff, how to win; she had learned it early, when Angharad had been forced to give
into her. But Iris till thought that it was only scanda her mother feared, or the loss of her position; even
after al thistime, she had never seen how much Angharad loved her. She had only tried to do what was
best for the girl, to save Irisfrom the misery and regrets that were sure to cometo her if she did not do
her part for thefarm and her line.

She could no longer fight off the depression that was enveloping her. She herself wasto blamefor this.
She had encouraged her daughter to take Chen asalover, never imagining that his pleasant face could
hide such avile purpose; she had urged Iristo have achild.



Chen got up and went to her side, knedling on one leg as he put his hand on the arm of her chair.
Angharad forced hersdf not to recail. “Angharad, | beg you,” he said. “If I d thought you would turn
againg Iristhisway, | would never have spoken. | carefor her too much to cause her such grief.”

Angharad lifted an eyebrow, abit surprised at the uncharacteristic € oquence he was summoning.

“If I had wanted to deceive you,” he went on, “1 would have said nothing, and found some way to hide
al thisfromyou. Isit so evil for aman to care for awoman theway | do, and to want a bond with a child
aswd|?Iriswill still be herewith you.” Helooked away as he said that, and his voice was strained;
Angharad wondered if he wasredly being honest. “ And bonds don’t have to bind peopletightly. Iriscan
be freeto love other men.” Those words seemed to be causing him even more difficulty. “1t would be a
bond for only fifteen or twenty years, until our childisgrown.”

Angharad’ s eyes narrowed. The two must think that shewasafoal. “Y ou' re not telling methe truth,” she
said abruptly as Chen stood up. “Y ou seem to want abond and not want abond at the sametime.

There s something € se here, some other reason for asking this.” Her mouth twitched. “ Exactly why isthis
bond so important to you?’

Chen was silent. The mattress on the bed whispered, then footsteps padded across the room; a shadow
fell across Angharad.

“I want thisbond,” Irissaid. “I want it for my son. Chen will finish hiswork here, and eventualy Earth
may send him back to Venusto work on the Project again. If we have no bond, he has no formal tiewith
my child. If we do, the boy may be able to join him there. The Project honors bonds— in fact, it
encouragesthem.” She sighed. “ A boy will haveto leave Lincoln anyway, intime. I’ d rather have him
there, doing something important, instead of wandering the Plains.”

Iris' s green eyes were glassy. Angharad looked away, unable to think of areply.

“It will do you honor. Mother,” Iris continued. “A grandson of yours might take abranch of our family
line to another world. Wendatold hisfortune already — she said he would wander far.”

Could that be? Iris had been born when Venus was in the sky; could this be what that Sgn had meant?
Angharad gazed into IriS' s cold green eyes, could this be worth the secret shame of abond?

“And your line can continue here,” Irissaid. “I can have another child. Maybe the Counsdor will even
recommend that you have one— it' s till possible. Y ou’ re young enough. Let me have thisbond for my
son.”

“Y ou’ reawoman now,” Angharad replied. “Y ou know that | can’t stop you.”

“Y ou can't sop me from doing this, but you can expd me from this house. The other women wouldn’t
stop you if they found out why.”

“And lose what I've worked for? No, daughter. I’ m afraid you' ve won.” Angharad’ s eyes stung; she
swallowed, refusing to cry in Chen's presence, knowing how much some men hated tears. “If anyone
findsout —”

“They won't find out. | promiseyou that. I'll place acall to our Counsdlor, explain the circumstances and
the need for secrecy. Y ou can be awitness, and I'll ask Laiza. She' sleaving Lincoln anyway.”

Angharad shook her head. “Not Laiza. | can trust LaDonna. She aways kept my secrets when we were
girls. Anyway, she hastwo children by one man. She can hardly cast too many stones at you.” She
looked up. “1 have only myself to blamefor this. | could have put astop to your nonsense years ago.



Now, it'stoo late.”
“Mother, | —"
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Angharad waited until the door closed before turning to her desk. She rested her head on her arms, but
her tearsrefused to flow.

Some force outside of her had brought these events about. The star at Iris s birth had been asign; the
appearance of Chen, brought from that star to this place, had been another. She had always known that
the way of the Plainsfolk would not endure; did God have some other purpose for her descendants?
Mary’sline had ended with Her Son, and yet Their names lived on.

Her thoughts were too grandiose, but she had aways been prey to the sin of pride, aswell asto the
greater Sn of despair. Angharad began to pray, knowing that doubts and dark thoughts would soon claim
her once more.
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Thirteen

Iristurned off her screen and rubbed her eyes, feding exhausted. She had been lucky; the Counsdlor,
David Annas, had sounded sympathetic, offering only ashort scolding beforetelling her that her bond
with Chen would cause no problem. Their discussion had gone amost too smoothly; she had expected
more obstacles. She would have what she wanted, but shefelt nojoy in the victory, only rdlief that the
struggle was over.

Shewent to her window. Chen was below, in the courtyard, talking and drinking with Sheryl and
LaDonna. He glanced up at her; she nodded and gestured with one hand, signaling that the Counselor
would go aong with them. Chen smiled as she turned away. He had said that the Counselor would not
object; now she wondered how he had been so sure.

Her room was hot and oppressive; she had to get outside. She strode over to her clothesrod and
grabbed her coat, then hurried into the hal and down the gairs.

Tyree, carrying Nicky, wandered into the hall as she was pulling on her boots by the door. “Where you
going?’ the dark-haired boy asked. Nicky began to squirm; Tyree set the cat down.

“I’'mgoing out.”

“But it ssnowing.”

“You should bein bed, Tyree”

“1 know, | know. Don't boss me around. Y ou aren't the leader yet.”

“Wall, at least you won't be around when | am,” Iris snapped. Tyree pouted. “ Y ou're lucky,” she said
more gently. “You'll seealot of new places.”

“Bet Chen stayswith my mother tonight,” Tyree said.

“I hope he does,” Irisreplied, meaning it.
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“He stayed in her room before. She dtill likes him, you know. Y ou don't haveto keep him dl to
yourself.” The boy’s eyes narrowed. “ Y ou think he syours.”

His gaze was too knowing; she could dmost believe that he somehow sensed her plans, even though he
could not be aware of them. “Chen’sin the courtyard now,” she said hadtily, “talking to your mother and
Sheryl. If he stayswith her, that’ s fine with me.” She suddenly longed to forget their approaching pledge.

Nicky rubbed against her legs as the door opened, then jumped back as Tyree picked him up again. Iris
went outside and hurried into the Street.

The snow swirled, veiling the houses dong the road; the lighted windows were beaconsin the white migt.
Ice crunched under her feet. She walked toward the square, thinking of Wenda' s prophecy.

Chen might have given her a chance to leave Lincoln, but he could not force her to do so. She could
always break their bond later, whatever it cost. She tugged at her fur hat, pulling it down around her face.
Now that she had a chance to get away, she was wondering if she wanted to leave. She had a place
here. She would be leader of her commune someday if she settled down, and her actions could affect the
lives of othersin the town. Her studies might show her ways in which she could hep them; within limits,
she even had some freedom, for the Nomarchies Mukhtars were only a distant, outside presence whose
livesrardly intersected with those of the townsfolk.

Shewaked into the square. The tavern’ slighted windows gleamed through the falling snow, promising
warmth and companionship. Irislingered near one window for amoment, staring through the glass at the
people gathered around the bar; she suddenly envied their thoughtless contentment. A blond man glanced
over hisshoulder at the window; afamiliar pair of blue eyesmet hers.

Iristurned away and went on to the town hall. She stood in front of the steps and gazed up at the closed
door. Since becoming awoman, she had taken part in the town meetings, and had often grown impatient
with the talk of whether a new shop was needed, whose dog might be amenace to children, what new
enzyme might be useful as a pesticide, or whose road needed repairs. The most recent discussion had
concerned the Mudims' request for the use of the town hall rather than a private homefor feaststo
celebrate the end of Ramadan, aswell aswho would host aNew Y ear’ s party for the town’s children.
Iris had thought of such matters asinggnificant, dreaming of greater things. But the meetingswereasign
that Lincoln’slife wasits own in most respects.

She might be leaving her home for a place where she might lack the power to change anything, even the
smallest details of her own life. She might not know what she had lost until she stood on one of Venus's
Idands and saw adark world that might mock her efforts.

The wind sang, gathering strength; by morning, it would howl over the town’ s rooftops. Iris shivered.
Near her, ashadowy shape loomed, growing more distinct asit emerged from the faling snow.

“I thought it was you | saw before,” Jon Ellas said. Snowflakes glistened on his hat, caught by the dim
lighting around the town hall.

“Hello, Jon.”
“I’ve been here for aweek, over at Zandra Jeannines s place.”
“I know.”

“| was going to come over and see you, but then | figured you’ d leave me amessage at Zandra sif you
were interested. Still doing those lessons?”



“Sometimes.” She shrugged. “I’ve got alot of other thingsto do now. I’'m pregnant. The baby’ |l be born
inthefdl.”

“Who' sthe father? That Chinese guy who's staying in your house?’

She nodded.

“Zandratold me about him. Says he sartsy, carves stuff. Doesn't talk much to anyone, though.”
“He sshy,” shesad.

“But not shy whereit counts, huh?’ He put his gloved hands on her waist. “1 missyou alittle.” His bresth
smdlled of beer. He had not spoken her name; she wondered if he even recaled what it was.

Shetook hisarm and impulsively led him up the steps. The door opened and they entered the hdl, then
stopped in front of one door. I'm not abondmate yet, she thought. “We can use thisroom,” she said.
“It' sthe mayor’ s office — that’ s my mother. Shewon’t mind.” She had not made her pledge to Chen,
and yet she could not even bring Jon back to her room. Chen would not yield to Jon gracefully; he might
even provoke a confrontation. She suddenly resented Chen’ slove, his possessveness; he might be
waiting for her now, in her room, disgppointing LaDonna once again. She was bound to Chen aready.

Jon was staring at another door. “They lock up the Counsdor’ sroom here yet?’ he asked.
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“Those rooms are being closed up like that everywhere,” Jon said. “1 don’t know. | keep thinking of that
story | heard about the Counsglor in Spencer. | think they’ reworried.”

Irisfroze. She stood in the doorway of the mayor’ s office, suddenly sure that she knew why Chen had
been so confident that he would be sent back to Venus, so certain that David Annas would not object to
their bond. He had worked on the Counselor’ sroom; he had been careful to keep others away while he
was working. Had he been thereto ingtall only alock? What could the Counsdlors want to hide? They
might have to keep Chen happy, reward him for his silence, and Chen, she thought sadly, might be
deceiving her even now. If he could lie about one thing, he could lie about others.

She turned toward Jon as he followed her into the room. “It wouldn’t be smart,” she murmured, “to
voice your suspicions, would it? If you' re right, and people find out what you think, you could get into
trouble. Evenif you’ rewrong, you could have problems.”

Jon peered at her. “Y ou haven't heard anything, have you?’

“No, but | don’t think anything happened in Spencer. I've learned alot — | know how to ask the
cyberminds questions about different things. If aCounselor had died in Spencer, | would have seen some
clueto that fact in the records somewhere, adiscrepancy that couldn’t be accounted for.” She hoped he
would believe that story, feding, without knowing why, that she was somehow protecting Chen.

Jon shrugged out of his coat. “Maybeyou'reright. | guessif you're so smart, you' d know.”
“It’ s better not to talk about certain things, don't you think?’

“Sometimesiit’s better not to talk at all.” Jon helped her out of her coat, then led her to the couch. She
was aready regretting her impulse to ask himin here. His blue eyes |ooked up at her expectantly ashe
pulled her down to him. Hewasn't seeing her at dl; she was only another woman to enjoy, one he would
forget in time. His hands groped at her pants, pulling them down over her hips. Her body was aready



responding to histouch, but her mind seemed to be gazing at the encounter from afar.

She thought of Chen. He had infected her with hislove; she might dways compare other men to him.
Chen shared her thoughts and her dreams, as Jon did not and never would.

Jon groaned. She pressed her mouth to hislips, silencing her own thoughts.

Chen and Iris became bondmates at midnight on the first day of February, saying their pledge before the
screen, the eye of the cyberminds. LaDonnawas solemn as she spoke her name, witnessing the pledge;
Angharad’ s voice was steady, but her brown eyes shone with tears.

The pledge was recorded. Irislocked it away with a code only she and Chen knew; no onein Lincoln
would be ableto call it up, but it would remain in the cyberminds’ memory banks, another bit of data
filed away inther circuits until thetime Irismight need it.

Angharad and LaDonnalleft [ris's room without speaking. Iris sat down on her bed, suddenly wesk. She
and Chen would be bondmates for twenty years, and al of the clauses and provisions she had been
careful to add to the contract would not change that fact. Angharad had wailed when she heard the length
of time.

“Wadll, I'vedoneit,” Irissaid tonelesdy as Chen sat down next to her. “1 kept thinking I’ d back out, but |
didn't.” She covered her belly with one hand, feding as though the child she carried was aready robbing
her of her strength.

He squeezed her arm. 1 wish it could have been different,” he said. “Y ou should have had anew dress,
maybe some flowers. Some women like to carry flowers when they make apledge. Y ou should have had
anew dress and aparty afterward.”

“Theré snothing to celebrate. I'm not doing thisjust for you — you know that. Once | was pregnant, |
couldn’t turn back, or I’d be here forever with no chance to get away.” She knew that those words
would wound him. “1’ ve deceived my mother, lied to everyone dsein my commune. Even if we do get
what we want, | wonder if anything good will come of it.”

“Iris, | loveyou. | won't let you down.”

She stretched out on the bed. He stroked her hair, seeming to sense that she did not want to make love.
“You'velied to metoo,” she murmured. “Y ou’re not here just to do normal work. | know it, | can fed it.
| can't believe the Counselor would have given us so little trouble unless he and others had some reason
to keep you content. There's something you don’t want anyone to know.”

“There snothing. You'rejust upset.” His uncertain voice convinced her that he waslying.

“Don’'t worry, Chen. | won't ask you what it is. There’ sno reason for me to care about your secrets as
long as| get what | want, isthere?” She would, after dl, have her own secretsto keep from him.

Iris covered her face, wondering how she would endure the coming years.
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Fourteen

Iris sat insde the nearly empty town hall, waiting outside the Counselor’ s door. She had dready had two
meetings with David Annas, onein the company of her commune. The second meeting, aprivate one,
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had been harder. David had asked her questions about her bond with Chen and how she felt about it; she
had given him the responses she had rehearsed, hoping that they did not sound too practiced. Shewas
sure that she had convinced him that the bond would not ater her behavior or cause any problem with
the commune. She had even gently mocked Chen'’ sins stence on the pledge, saying that she had agreed
mostly because she did not want Chen to think that Plainsfolk could not generoudly adapt to astranger’s
ways, and because Chen had wanted the bond with his son.

David had praised her for her thoughtfulness; he had, in fact, seemed amost deferential, but male
Counsdlors often behaved that way with Plainsvomen.

The entrance to the town hall opened; acarpet of light fanned out over the floor, then disappeared asthe
door closed. Peter and Mariawalked toward Iris and sat down in the chairs nearest to hers.

“Don’t tell me you have an appointment too,” the bearded man said. “If I'd known we' d have to
wat —"

“Youwon't haveto,” Irisreplied. “I'm just waiting for Constance and Eric.” She paused. “Any news
fromLaza?

“ She sent amessage thismorning,” Mariaanswered. “ She' |l probably send you amessage soon, though |
told her not to spend too much of her credit. Y ou should see her room — why, it’ s hardly morethan a
clost. You'd think aLinker in Denver would have provided something more.”

“Itis acrowded city,” Peter said. “ They probably don't have much space.”

Mariafolded her arms. “She'll get tired of it. She'll be glad to get home then. She' saready complaining
alittle, saysit’ s hard to meet suitable young men. She' s afraid to walk around the city for fear she'll get

lost, and she can’t read amap, so every time she goes out, she hires ahovercar or aguide, and you can
imagine how much that costs.” Her thinlipscurved inaamile. “Shell giveit up.”

“Shemight get used toit,” Iris murmured.

“Shelll giveit up.” Marialowered her dark eyesto Iris s abdomen. “ She ought to be home, having a
child, following your example”

The Counsdlor’ s door opened. Eric emerged, followed by Constance and Fatima Miriams. Peter rose,
adjusting hislong brown jacket; Maria smoothed down her blue tunic over her pants and then poked at a
loose, dark hair.

“David saysit'sdl right,” Eric burst out, though his smile had dready told Iristhat. “He said | could go
ahead.”

“What'sthis?’ Peter asked.

“Eric’ sgoing to be a shopkeeper.” Constance pointed her chin. “ Fatima staking him on.” The blond
woman, who had argued with her son when hefirst mentioned his plans, seemed satisfied now.

“How interesting,” Peter said.
“It wasn't my idea,” Constance said, glancing at Iris. “But it' swhat Eric wants, sowe' |l see.”

“I don't know what the world's coming to,” Maria muttered. “I’ ve got adaughter galivanting around
Denver and you have a son who' s staying home, and then there' sthiswise one over here, with her
lessons”



Peter frowned as he ushered Mariainto the Counsdor’ s room; he was, after all, another man who had
remained in Lincoln.

Irisfollowed the others outside. “We Il see what happens with my business now,” FatimaMiriams said.
“My, my. I'm amost looking forward to this new venture. Still, new businesses can be aproblem.”

The square was cloaked in |ate afternoon shadows; patches of grass were aready thriving under the
spring sun. Townsfolk carrying packages hurried toward the roads that would lead them home; Fatima
craned her long neck and watched them through narrowed blue eyes, asif assessng her customers.
“When do you want to move in?’ she asked Eric.

“I'll come over tomorrow,” Eric said, “before you open.”

The lanky shopkeeper nodded, then hurried off toward her shop. “We can go to the tavern and
celebrate” Ericsad. “I'll buy.”

“I have to help with supper,” Constance replied. She pursed her lips; the hollowsin her cheeks
deepened.

“Go on, then. W€ Il be homein alittlewhile”

Congtance turned from her sonto Iris. “I hope thisworks out.”

“Itwill,” Irissaid.

“I don’'t know. It’s not that | mind my son being a shopkeeper, being close to home, but —” She sighed.

Congtance walked with them in slence to the tavern, clearly lost in her own thoughts, then Ieft them at the
door. Thetwo waked insde. Three visiting men stood at the bar, drinking; two women were gossiping in
abooth. Eric and Iriswaked toward the back of the room and sat at atable.

“I couldn’t have doneit without you,” Eric said. “I wouldn’t have thought of it myself.”
“Yes, youwould.”

“I won't forget it.” He got up and went to the bar. Iris rubbed at aring on the tabletop. All she had done
was to propose the idea to Fatimaand Eric.

Chen had, during thetime he wasin Lincoln, interested afew of the townspeoplein hisartistic pursuits.
He had soon attracted acircle of young women with pretensions who had not only wanted to buy his
carvings but who had aso wanted him to teach them his craft. That had required paper for drawing,
pencils and pens, chisals and knives, modeling clay, materidsfor carving. Fatima, who ran thetoy store,
had known an opportunity when she saw it and soon began to order the materials, now, the extra
business was taking up too much of her time and her daughter’s, and she needed help. Iris had thought of
Eric, who had been on hisway home for avisit; she had grabbed at the chance to help the young man.

She had tried to warn Eric of possible pitfals. The women might grow tired of their new pursuit when
they realized how difficult such craftswere; Eric would have to anticipate that, and steer his customers
toward other goods he could provide. He had said he would take that chance, but he had seemed so
enthraled by the possibility of redizing hisambition that Iris doubted he had actually heard her warning.
Eric had changed during histime away from home; histhin face had grown harder, and he seemed more
sullen and resentful, asif grest misfortunes had befallen him on histravels.

Eric returned to the table with abeer for himsaf and amilk-and-fruit drink for Iris, who had been advised



by Letty to abstain from acohol. “David said | could be given afew other jobsto do here,” he said ashe
sat down, “but he seemsto think working with Fatima sagood idea. It' |l save the Adminigtratorsthe
trouble of sending aman hereto dojobs| can handle, and | can make enough to cover whatever Fatima
spendson me.”

“Y ou can make a profit. Y ou have to sooner or later. Y ou can make more when Chen comes back to
vigt. HE Il do more carvings, and you can sdll them too- Hewon't mind having you make alittle from
them just to save him the trouble of keeping track of it.”

“That wouldn't hurt. But how often will he come here after awhile? Thisisn't hishome.”

“He Il want to see hisson. Heisn't like most Plainsmen.” Speaking of Chen made her redlize how much
she missed him. After becoming his bondmate, she had been anxiousfor him to go, feding oppressed by
hisamost congtant nightly presence; now she wanted him near. “He said he' d definitely come back when
our son’'s born, and stay for awhile. But you mustn’'t depend on him. He might not always stay in the
Pans”

Eric lifted abrow. “Y ou sound like you' re not so sure about me now.”

“Itisn't that,” she said hadtily. “Y ou have to create a demand for more goods. Order some light
sculptures, or holo landscapes — whatever. Tell people how nicethey’ll ook in their houses. Once they
gart buying, they’Il want more. They’ll collect them, want different onesfor different seasons.”

Eric smiled sourly. “It'll cost, and I might not make it back.”

“I'll order something from you. I'll put alandscape in the common room where dl the neighbors can
cometo seeit, and I'll tel them where | got it. It isn't hard to make people want something new they
don't have

“You'reclever, Iris. Maybe you can come into business with me someday. Y ou could keep the records
and tell mewhat to get.”

“You'll learn dl thet for yoursdf.”

“Congtance was disgppointed that I’ m moving in with Fatimaand Jehan, even if David said | should. |
told her | had to be there anyway, and it would look funny to have agrown son living a home — people
might say I’'m like Peter.” He grimaced. “But you know what they say about Mudims.”

Irislaughed uneasily. “Y ou don't believe that,” she said. It was rumored that some Mudim women, in
keeping with the old tenets of their faith, sometimes made secret pledges to men before deeping with
them and then dissolved the bond when the dalliance ended. “If those Stories were true, some man would
have told the rest of us by now. Anyway, you can dways go to Jehan’ sroom and find out.”

Eric sniffed. “Maybe they don't apply it to Catholics.” Hefinished his beer, then went up to the bar again,
returning quickly with another beer and asmall glass of whiskey. “1 don’t know what | would have done
if you hadn’t talked to Fatima.”

“What you were doing, | suppose.”

“I hated it. Y ou don’t know how much | hated it.” He gulped some whiskey, washing it down with beer.
Iriswatched him apprehensively. She had seen him in the courtyard late at night stiretched out next to an
empty bottle, barely able to rouse himsdlf enough to stagger off to hisroom. “1 don’t know why |
couldn’t have stayed herein thefirst place. If I’ d been born to a shopkeeper, | could have. If I'd been
like Peter, or there weren't enough daughters in the commune—"



“That doesn’'t matter now. Y ou're here, aren’t you?’

“| hated it.” Hisvoicerose. “ Go here, fix that, stay in a house where some woman you don’t want keeps
trying to get you in her bed, or in some damn hostd with abunch of men talking about where they dipped
their wicks, just because some Adminigtrator or other tellsyou to.”

“Shush.” Shelooked around the room nervoudy, but the two women had aready left and the men at the
bar were absorbed in their own conversation.

“Y ou ought to understand,” he said more quietly. “Y ou haven’t been doing what people thought you
should, either.” Shelooked down guiltily, even though she was sure he could not know about her bond
with Chen. “Y ou’'ve never been away. Y ou don't know whét it’ slike, how londly it can bewhenitisn't
what you want. Y ou don’t know how some other people fed. I’ ve talked to men who say we don’'t need
the Mukhtars, that it’ stime to run things ourselves. And what do we need Linkers and Counsgorsfor,
anyway? If we ran into some sort of trouble, the cyberminds could come up with an answer.”

“You'rewrong, Eric. Wewouldn’'t know what questionsto ask, and we might not understand the
answers. That' swhat Linkers are trained for.”

Hefinished hiswhiskey and swallowed more beer. “ That’ swhat you wanted, isn't it? Y ou thought if you
studied, someone d decide to make a Linker out of you. Y ou dways thought you were smarter than

anyone”
“Eric, do you haveto talk like thisnow?’
“Y ou don’'t understand. What' Il happen to meif this business doesn’t work out?’

She stood up hagtily, bumping her rounded belly againgt the table. “We should go. It' samost timefor
wpm‘_”

“I need another drink.”
“Y ou' ve had enough.” The men were looking at her; the stout woman behind the bar was scowling.

“Ligten,” Irissaid in alower voice, “do you want Constance to seeyou like thisright after everything's
been settled? What' s Fatimagoing to think? Y ou won't be able to drink in her house.”

Eric got up. Shetook hisarm asthey passed the bar and went outside. He rubbed at hisface. “I’m sorry,
Iris. 1 didn’t meanit. | know | should be happy. It'sjust that —”

“I know. Believe me, | do. Y ou have what you wanted, and now you' re afraid it won’t work out. Well, it
will. Y ou haveto makeit work, that'sall.”

“I will.” He stuck out hischin. “1 haveto,” he said more quietly.

Irisstood in the kitchen, listening to the voicesin the hall. She put the sandwich she had been about to est
on the table, having lost her appetite. Absently, she closed an open shelf door, then backed toward the
recycler; the door behind her opened and she turned to enter the courtyard.

Chen had come back. She was once again afraid of having him see her. She had not gone to the floater
to meet him, had excused herself with acomplaint about her swollen ankles.

Her few messages to him during the past months had been brief and impersonal, mostly talk of thefarm
and its affairs, or stories about Eric’ s business and his plans. She had been reluctant to speak of other
matters. She had gone back to some of her studies with even more intensity than before, but wondered if



shewas only trying to prove to hersdlf that amind still lived inside aweary, heavy body that had become
asymbiote shogt.

What would Chen think when he saw her? When sending her messages to him, she had been careful to
conceal her body behind her desk or in voluminous blouses and frocks. Her pregnancy had deformed her
small body; her belly had become her most noticeable feature. Her legs and ankles had grown thicker;
she could lift hersdf from achar only with difficulty.

Chen’ s messages to her had been as brief as hersto him. She knew that some men, however proud they
might be of sring achild, avoided the women who carried their babies until the children were safely born.
Chen might sharetheir revulsion. Worse till, what if he were having second thoughts about being her
bondmate, and wanted to break the contract? She could hardly fight him without making the bond public
and bringing shame on her household. She might be trapped here, without abond and with asmall child
to carefor and no chance of leaving Lincoln. She should never have agreed to have this child; she had
put her lifeinto Chen’shands.

She walked toward a chair that had been set under the tree for her and sat down heavily. The door
leading into the kitchen opened; she averted her face, afraid to look up. The air was dtill; the summer
sunlight shone through the shield overhead.

A shadow fell across her lap.
“Iris”

Shelifted her head. Chen stood in front of her, alone. She glanced toward the doorway. LaDonnaand
Sheryl were standing there, gpparently waiting to be beckoned into the courtyard. Iriswaved them away
and the door closed.

“I missed you,” Chen said. “Y ou don’'t know how much. | wanted to tell you in my messages, but | was
afraid the others might see them, that I’ d give something away. | wasafraid if | said anything, | wouldn’t
be ableto stop.”

“I missed you too,” she said, searching hisface and seeing only warmth and concern. “1 dmost —" She
had been about to say that she was growing to love him in the way that he loved her. She pushed that
thought from her mind; she was only relieved that she had not lost him.

He sat down on the ground next to her, and leaned against one leg of her chair. “They gave meamonth
here. I'll have alittlework to do, and | can carve. I'll be here when our son’sborn.” He reached for her
hand. “1 wish there’ d been another way, that | could' ve stayed with you the wholetime. | worry, | don't
like putting you through this. I wish you could have even had the child the way the Habbers do, instead of

having your body —”
“Youthink I'mugly,” shesaid sadlly.

“Oh, no. How could you ever be ugly? | just don’t want to seeyou in pain.” He reached up and rested
one hand againgt her abdomen; the child kicked insde her. “1 love you.”

“I didn’t know if you still would. Y ou loved someone else once. | thought you might have changed your
mind about me.”

“I only thought | loved her. I'll dwaysfed something for Tonie, but shetold me I’ d find someone | loved
more. | can talk to you, you share my dream — even more than shedid. Yourisk alot for me.”

“| took therisk for what | want. | can’t deceive you, Chen. Don’t deceive yoursdlf.”



“Love can grow.”

“I'mafraid.” She could admit it to him. “1 know that we both have our secrets. What if | can never fed as
strongly for you as you do for me?'Y ou might lose your love for me then. Y ou might decide to go back
to the Idands aone and find awoman who can share your kind of love.”

He dipped hishand into hers. “Never. Isthat what you think of me, that I’ d bring you to thisand then
leave you?| couldn’t do that.”

“I wish | could fed theway you do, have the samelove,” shesad. “Everything I’ ve been taught tellsme
it simpossible, but | wish | could fed it anyway. | don't want to hurt you, and I'm afraid | will.”

“If you fed that, then you share some of my love aready. | won't ask for any more.”

Shetried to stand. Chen legped to hisfeet and helped her torise. “Y ou’ ve been tormenting yourself,” he
went on. “I should have been here, to ease thingsfor you. I’ [l makeit up to you, you'll see.”

A few members of the household had gathered in the common room to gossip and share some
after-dinner whiskey. Angharad was discussing the coming harvest with Juliaand Elisabeth while Chen
sat with Eric on the sofa, listening to the young man’s plans. Eric was planning to acquire what he grandly
cdled“commissons’ for Chen's carvings, he had aready received enough requests to keep Chen busy
for months. Above the two men hung aholo landscape of pine-covered mountains; the scent of pinefilled
the room.

Irisknew that she should be content. Eric had curbed his drinking, and his new businesswas bringing him
more credit. Angharad had been gentle with Iris, easing her fears about childbirth; she never mentioned
Iris's secret pledge and almost seemed to be oblivious of it. Chen had reaffirmed his promiseto her. Yet
shewas il restless, till fearful of what might befdl her.

“Listento me, Eric,” Elisabeth said from the corner nearest the window. “1 don’t want Chen promising
anything until hefinishesmy carving.”

“It'sdmost done,” Chen said.
“Unfortunatdy,” Eric said, “I won't make anything from that one.”
Chen shrugged. “What | do for thishouseisagift.”

Iris had seen the carving of Elisabeth’ sface; Chen had given her visage alook of bovine passivity.
Elisabeth had sneaked into Iris' sroom for alook at the piece, and had seemed delighted. No one else
saw what Iris perceived in the carvings. Chen had not yet carved one of her, saying that he doubted his
ability to capture her. She was not sure that she wanted him to carve her, afraid of what she might see.

The screen hummed. Angharad turned toward it. A woman' simage appeared. Her hair was silver, agem
glittered on her forehead, and her gray eyes had the fixed, penetrating stare of a Linker.

“Greetings” thewoman said.

Angharad sat up quickly, smoothing her green tunic; Elisabeth patted her hair. “Greetings,” Angharad
sad tentatively. Iris cupped one hand over her protruding abdomen, wondering what the Linker could
want.

“You are Angharad Julias, the head of this household, are you not?’ the Linker asked. Angharad
nodded. “1 wish to speak to your daughter, Iris Angharads.”



Iris started; her fingers curled around the arms of her chair. The Linker might know everything about her;
perhaps she would be forced to break her bond with Chen. She heard footsteps behind her as
Constance entered the room, then stopped at IriS sside.

“What has she done now?’ Angharad cried out as she glanced apprehensively at her daughter.

“ Something most praiseworthy. She has demonstrated curiosity and the willingnessto learn, aswell as
some aptitude. The Nomarchies need such people. Do you understand? She has been chosen. If she
accepts the opportunity we offer, shewill be sent to a school and given the chance to learn even more.”

“Mother of God,” Constance blurted out. A muscular man, Constance’ s guest, had followed her into the
room; the dim blond woman grabbed his hand. “ Did you hear that, Allard?” The man grunted, looking
bewildered.

Iris s child was kicking inside her. “Where would | be sent?’” she asked hoarsdly, unable to believe what
she had heard.

“WEe velooked at your records. It's been decided that you should go to the Cytherian Indtitute in
Caracas. It'savery special school, designed to train people for the Venus Project.”

Iriswas too startled to speak. The news was too much for her to absorb; not only had she been chosen
but she would aso be sent to the place where she would have the greatest chance to have what she
wanted.

“Yes, indeed,” the Linker continued. “We need people who share our devotion to that Project. Y our
studies show your interest in it, and some of those trained at the Cytherian Ingtitute may be among the
first settlers. Those who do well at that school will be rewarded with the chance to work on Anwara or
the Idands.”

The baby kicked again. Iris closed her eyesfor amoment, suddenly aware of her dilemma. “But I'm
going to have achild. How can | takeit to aschool?” Anger rushed through her; the chance she had
longed for and had never expected to get had cometo her, and Chen and the child soon to be born
would keep her from taking it.

The Linker leaned forward, resting one arm gracefully on the smal glasstable next to her. “ Surely you
don’t want to rgject the opportunity we' ve offered you. Can't others care for your child?” Thewoman’'s
voice was smooth, without inflection. “Believe me, | sympathize with you, but there are othersin your
household, and the child’ sfather can be giventimeto vist it. Y our student’ s alowance will alow you
enough credit to send messagesto the child when it’s older. Il leave such arrangementsto you, but if
you accept, you must be ready to leave your home by the beginning of next year. And think of the child.
Thelove and care of aparent are important, but so are other things. Y ou can give your child greater
opportunities. In time, you can giveit the chance to be part of anew world. Those in your household can
givethe child the attention it needs.” The woman smiled. “Y ou' || have time to consder these matters
whilewe draw up astudent’s contract for you. I'll call back in aweek for your answer.”

Theimage vanished. Juliahad alook of triumph on her face. Angharad twisted her tunic in her hands,
looking confused.

“Chaosen!” Constance cried, grabbing Allard by the shoulder. “It just shows you. Even peoplelike us can
be chosen. | dwaysknew Iriswas clever, | dways knew she' d get somewhere.” Iris gazed at the woman
sourly, trying to recall when Constance had ever made that assertion. “Oh, my. Lincoln’ll talk about this
for weeks. I’'m going to call everybody.” Sheraced into the hdl; Allard hesitated, then followed her. “Iris
has been chosen!” Constance shouted as her feet pounded toward her wing of the house; Iris could not



make out Lilia s distant response.

Angharad leaned back in her seat; her face was dack. “1’d like to speak to my daughter and the father of
her child done,” she said in awesk voice. “I’'m sure the rest of you will want to spread this news.”
Elisabeth got up and left the room with Julia; Eric shot Irisagrin as he passed her. The door closed.

My child, Iristhought. I'm being tested — they want to seeif I'mwilling to leave my childto do this if |
have the strength. She had thought that Linkers valued the bond between a parent and child, and perhaps
they did, intheir way. The Linker would tell her that she would show her son more love by thinking of the
future she could provide for him asamember of the Project, instead of clinging to him when he was born.
Maybethe Linker dready suspected that Iris had seen Chen’ s child as her way out of Lincoln, and
would leave himwillingly.

Chen got up and moved to Iris sside, taking her hand. “1 don’t know what to say to you now,”
Angharad murmured. “ Earth has reached out for you. Y ou'll belifted above usand given alifel can't
share”

Iris opened her mouth, about to utter a protest.

Angharad waved ahand. “No, child. Don't start saying things you don’'t mean. Don't tell methat this
won't change your fedingsfor us. It will. Y ou dways wanted something e se, and now you'll haveit.”

“Do you mean | should go away?’ Iris asked.

“Of course you must. How can you ask that? Thereisn’'t acommunein Lincoln that would hold a chosen
one back, whatever their fedlings. | can't stand against the Nomarchies' plansfor you. Y ou ve beaten me
completdy at last.”

“ltisn't adefeat,” Irissad.

“I tried to do what | thought was best, but there was apart of you | could never reach. That Linker said
you might go to that other world. She wouldn’t have thought of training you for such aplace unless she
knew it was what you wanted, that your wishes would make their investment worthwhile. She admitted
thet hersdlf.”

Iris could not deny that.

“Y ou lied to me about your reasons for wanting a bond with Chen here. Y ou said it was for the sake of
your son. Now, | seethat you wanted it for yourself aswell. Y ou were getting ready for the time when
you would leave with him, you weretrying to find away to leave usdl dong. Perhapsit’ s best that you
leave thisway, with some position and honor.”

“Mother, | —”

“Why don’t you smile?” Angharad’ s voice shook. “Why don’t you celebrate this news? Y ou should be
happy.”

Iris pressed her lips together. Angharad wanted her to show her joy, yet at the same time seemed
determined to rob her of much of it.

“The signswere aways there. God was showing me your destiny, and | refused to seeit.” Angharad
continued in thisvein for abit asIris listened unhappily. Her mother had never sounded quite like this
before; she was speaking as though she were dready an old woman facing death instead of ayoung one
with most of her life ahead of her.



“Behappy for her,” Chen said during abresk in Angharad’ s mutterings. “I never dreamed thiswould
happen. Y ou’ re fill young, Angharad — you can have another daughter.”

Angharad shook her head. “No. My branch of thisfamily line has ended here, and must continue
somewhere else. The Counsdor will tell methat Liliais capable of running the farm, and her mother ismy
cousin, S0 at least that branch may continue for atime.”

Angharad went on, speeking of lines and branches and ancestorsin her flat, despairing voice, until Iris
could no longer bear it. “Mother!” she cried.

“Don't try to comfort me. Y ou think that, because | have no learning, | can’'t understand the world. You
hid your dreams from me, and yet you think | never hid my thoughts from you. | know that the Plainswill
change, I’ ve seen it coming these past years. This generation has fewer children, and there' Il befewer in
the next. I’ve seen the igns. | denied them for along time, but | can’t any more. Oh, | thought thet at
least our line would live on here, that we d find away through this, but it isn’t so. Some day, thisfarm will
passinto other hands, and your children on that other world will forget me.”

“I won't let them forget you,” Irissaid.

“Oh, Iris, how can they not forget? They won't see what we' ve built here. Our linewill beonly alist of
namesto them.” Angharad lifted her eyes and gazed at Chen. “How proud you are. | seeit in your eyes,
inthe way you stand, asif you’ ve been chosen yoursdlf. Beware, Chen. Irismay fedl, one day, that

you' re the one holding her back, and then she'll cast you off too. She'll see you theway she'scometo
seme”

“Itisn'ttrue,” lrissaid. “Don't say that.”

Angharad'slip curled. “Y ou think you know so much. There' still alot for you to learn. When you have
achild of your own, you'll see.” Her voice broke. “Pray that he doesn’t cut at your heart asyou have a

- ”

mine.
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Fifteen

Iris smemories of her |abor faded after her son was born. Dimly, sherecalled how she had walked the
floor of her room, clinging to Angharad’ s strong arms while the small scanner Letty had brought to the
house hummed as it monitored the birth. There had been no reason for the physician herself to be
present, no sSign that Iris sdelivery would be anything but normd, but al of the household’ s women had
been with her to aid the birth. Chen, against hiswishes, had been barred from the room. Angharad had
not cared what his customs or fedingswerein this case; birthing was women' s business, and she would
not risk a possible curse on her grandchild by having aman present at such atime.

Irislost the memory of her pain, but remembered her mother catching the child and placing him on her
chest while Constance bathed him with warm water in the darkened room before cutting the cord. She
had gazed at the tiny, wizened cresture with his shock of straight dark hair, thinking hazily of how soon
shewould haveto leave him. She would have some time to nurse him and care for him, but she had
wondered if it might have been kinder to leave him immediately; it would only be harder later.

A month after the baby’ s birth, the priest arrived in Lincoln, making her rounds of the townsin that part
of the Plains, and Iris, following her mother’ swishes, took her son Benzi to the church to be christened.
The priest told Iris about the child she had borne before she had taken her vows; she said nothing about
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the boy’ s odd name, which Chen had given to him in honor of an old friend, but she was startled when
Iris said he would be known as Benzi Liangharad instead of as Benzi Irises.

“I want him to carry hisgrandmother’ sname,” Irissaid firmly, ignoring the old priest’ s disgpproving eyes.
She said nothing about the fact that Benzi would carry hisfather’s name aswell. 1t no longer mattered
what anyone thought; she would be leaving.

Before the baptism, Angharad and Wenda had taken Benzi to the edge of the fieldsto be blessed by a
group of thetown’s Spiritists, not knowing what might befall the boy in the future, Angharad wanted to
be sure he would be protected by dl the gods. She had prevailed upon avisiting man who followed
another of the Plains faithsto pray for the child; she would have taken Benzi to the Mudimsto be
circumcised if Chen had not vigoroudy forbiddenit.

Iris had expected the townsfolk to treat her asthey treated other young mothers, but few cameto her
house to praise the healthy baby, or to bring her gifts and offer advice. Those who did seemed too
deferentid; they rarely gossiped in front of her, or stayed long to talk. She had been chosen; people were
uneasy around her. She had brought honor to the town, and the communes were happy to take credit for
her accomplishments, praising themsalvesfor having such talent in their midst. They treated her with
respect, but they were aready withdrawing from one who would no longer be part of their community.

Irisrarely left her son’ ssdethat fal. She carried him everywherein her ding, letting him nestle againgt her
heart. The women in her household murmured approvingly about her devotion, surprised a how little
time she wanted to hersdlf.

Her atention to Benzi masked her true thoughts. He was only asmall creature demanding nourishment
and care; she had formed no emotional bond with the boy. She looked at his smal, golden-skinned face
and felt nothing; guilt kept her a hissde. She wondered if the knowledge of her approaching departure
kept her from loving him, or if that feding would aways have been absent. She cameto redize that her
son meant lessto her than her dream.

She had once seen the child asaway to gain what she wanted; now, she wondered if she would ever
redly carefor him and how he would fed if he ever knew how she felt. She bathed him, fed him, rocked
him in her arms, and sang to him while she worried that she was planning to do him agreat wrong.

Irisawoke. Her eydidsfdt gritty. She had hardly dept, even though Angharad had moved Benzi’ s cradle
to her own room afew days ago so that Iris could get more rest. She huddled in her bed, almost unable
to move. Benzi had been weaned; Iris had gone through her belongings, packing the few things she would
take with her. The day had findly come; she would be leaving.

She threw back her coverings and sat up. Her ssomach fluttered as apprehension warred with
anticipation. What if shefailed at the school? Other students might be better prepared than she. What if
the work was too hard for her? She shivered at the thought, which had been plaguing her for aweek,
ever sncethetown'sNew Year's celebration. Angharad, as part of her mayora duties, had given a
short speech about their expectations for the coming year of 539, and had faltered when mentioning that
her daughter would then take up a student’ s obligations; Angharad would be pleased if shefailed and had
to come home.

She couldn’t fail. The Nomarchieswould not have chosen her, wasted extra credit on her, and paid the
communefor theloss of her labor if she were not ready for aschool. She would not alow hersdf to fail.

She washed quickly, returned to her room to dress, then hurried downgtairs. The household had gathered
around the long table in the middle of the kitchen, where Sheryl was dishing out oatmedl from alarge
bowl. Benzi rested in Angharad’ s arms as she fed him his bottle. Irisfelt a pang; the boy would not miss



her.

“Let mesee,” LaDonnacalled out. Iris held up her arms as she displayed her new green tunic and pants,
then thrust out her left arm, showing her identity braceet. “ Are you sure you' Il be warm enough in that?’

“I have my coat,” Irisreplied. “It’'Il be warmer in Caracas.”
“Are you coming home for the next harvest?’ Tyree asked.

“I don't know,” Irissaid. “They’ll be giving mealot of work to do.” Angharad lowered her eyes. “I'm
aurel’ll get sometimeto vist,” Irisadded hadtily, not sureat all.

She sat down at the table between Liliaand Constance and forced hersdf to eat as she listened to the
household' s advice:

“There arethievesin cities. Make sure you don't wander around with anything vauable they can sted.”

“Don’'t stay in the port too long. Someoné |l try to sdll you something and you' Il never see either your
credit or what you bought.”

“Make sure your door isaways locked. Don't ever open it to anyone you don’t know.”
“Don't talk to strangers. Y ou don't know what they’ll want.”

“If you want aman, try to find agood Plainsman. Y ou don't know what kinds of habits or sick practices
othersmight have.”

“Don’t eat any food unless you know what it isand where it came from. Make sure you get plenty of
fresh fruit and vegetables, even if they cost you more there. Don't eat any meat unlessit’s good North
American or Argentinian beef — you don’t want any of that animal tissue they clonein vats”

“Don’t study too hard. It’Il unbaance you and drive you mad. If you read too much, you'll strain your
eyes and go blind and have to have a corneatransplant or specid lensesput in.”

Iriswas slent as she absorbed the advice of women who had never left Lincoln. Only Julia, who done
knew something of the outside world from experience, said nothing.

She ate hadtily, then rose. “I’ d better go. The floater’ s probably aready here.”
Angharad tried to thrust Benzi at her. “Kissyour son.”
Iris shook her head. “Please. That'll just makeit harder.”

Tearsrolled down Angharad' s cheeks. “We Il take good care of him,” shewailed. “Y ou make sure you
send him messages. It doesn’'t matter what you say, but | want him to see your image, and remember
you.” She sniffed. “I’ d go with you to the floater, but | can’'t have people see me like this.”

“Please. It'sdl right. It'll be easier for usif you don’t comewith me. You can dl stay.” Iriskissed her
mother quickly, then hugged Julia, who seemed amost ready to cry hersalf. Other arms reached for her.
At last Iris managed to extricate herself from their embraces. “1 haveto go. I'll send you amessage as
soonas| can.”

She entered the hdll, trailed by LaDonnaand her daughter Mira. “I’ll look out for Chen when he visits”
the dark-haired woman said.



Irissmiled gratefully. “ Y ou' d think | was going away forever.”
“Inaway, you are.”

Iris sgray coat was lying on top of her bags. She pulled on her coat, then hoisted the bagsto her
shoulders, trying to remember if she had forgotten anything. Mirawaved a her solemnly asris stepped
toward the door. The young girl would be dmost awoman by the time Iris completed her studies. Irisfelt
atwinge of guilt. She had taught Mirahow to read afew smple sentences before Tyree’ s mockery and
the girl’sown lack of gptitude had made Miragive up on trying to learn anything more. Perhaps Iris might
have encouraged Miraif she had stayed.

Iristurned away and stepped outside; it wastoo late to think of that now.

Eric and Laizawere waiting in the street. Laizahad returned that fall, ostengbly for the fall festivd, but
she had never gone back to Denver. She had been unwilling to talk of her short-lived job, saying only
that she had missed Lincoln. Eric took one of the bags from Iris asthey began to walk south.

“Y ou make sure you send me messages,” Laiza said, even though sherarely had during her own
absence.

“I'will.” Irisglanced at Eric. He seemed sullen; in recent weeks, she had wondered if he might be
resenting her departure. “ Chen'll be back sometime next month for abit. Make sure you get him some
commissons”

“| dready have afew.” Eric adjusted the hood of hisjacket with hisfree hand. “We would have come
insde before, but | didn’'t know —”

“Y ou wereright not to. Angharad’ s pretty upset. Maybe you could vist her tonight.”

The wegther had grown warmer, at least temporarily; the snow was beginning to melt, muddying the
road. Faces peered out at the three from the windows of the houses they passed; Irislifted her head.

The floater wasin the elongated bowl of its cradle; the long, silver dirigible cast a shadow over the small
group of townspeople standing near it. Asris crossed the field and came closer to them, afew waved at
her; one woman held up her child. “Take agood look, Sarah,” the woman said. “ She' sgoing to bea
sudent.”

Another woman sniffed. “ That’ sal very well, and acredit to usal, but afarmer has nothing to be
ashamed of, either.”

Dariawas standing near Winnie, who was bragging to a couple of men who stood on the floater’ sramp
gretching their legs. “ There sheisnow!” Winnie cried as she gestured &t Iris. “ She' sthe onewho' sgoing
to that school in Caracas. It just goesto show you. Anyone clever enough can rise, even if sheisn’'t the
child of aLinker. We grow more than whest in Lincoln.”

“She dwayswas smart,” Dariasaid, with an edgeto her voice. “Used to go off by hersdf to study.” The
red-haired girl’s smile bore atrace of mdice. “Wouldn't tell uswhat shewas doing.”

“Sily girl,” another woman said. “ She needn’t have made such a secret thing of that. Who knows? She
might even become aLinker herself one day, and that can only help dl of us”

“Good-bye, dear,” Winnie said, waving one chubby hand. Laiza hugged Iris as Eric clasped her fingers.
She freed herself, took her other bag from Eric, and began to walk up the ramp toward the open door
above. The two men on the ramp let her pass, then followed her insde.



A tal, thin man was standing in the aid e between the rows of sedts. “Iris Angharads?’ He pointed with
onelong finger down the aide. “ Straight down, first door on your left. Seems you get one of the rooms.”
She hesitated. “ Better get settled in. We'll beleaving soon.”

She waked down the aide. Passengers turned from the windows on either side of the cabin and watched
her; she thought she heard afew whispers. There were seats for over two hundred passengers, though
only haf that number were present; dl of them seemed to be staring at her, the new curiosty in their
midst. She kept her head down and stared at the blue carpeting under her feet, grateful that she would be
traveling in aroom. More whispers followed her; she refused to look up.

“Stuck-up,” she heard one man mutter. “Must think she knowsit dl aready.”

She passed the food and beverage dispensers and found hersalf in ashort, windowless corridor. She
pressed her hand against adoor on her l&ft; it hummed asits scanner read her bracelet, then opened.

She entered. She wasingde atiny, bare room with asmall, cushioned blue chair that stood next to a
smd| round window. “ Greetings,” said an impersond femae voice, spesking in Anglaic, “and welcome
aboard. Thiswill be your room during your journey, but pleasefed freeto join your fellow passengers
outside when you wish.” Iris set her bags on thefloor. “Y ou will note asmal door in the corner. This
leads to your washroom and toilet. Next to that door, you will find ablue button. Press the button when
you want to retire, and your bed will be lowered from the wall; for bed retraction, press that button
again. Food and drink are available in the dispensers you passed on your way here. Please dispose of all
receptacles properly in the recycler next to the dispensers. If you have understood these instructions,
please respond by saying, ‘ Yes, | have understood.” Have apleasant journey.”

Iris sank into the seat. From the window, she could see the townsfolk wandering back to Lincoln over
the snow-patched ground. Her throat tightened. She suddenly wanted to run from the floater, back to her
home and the safety of her household. I’ m not ready, she thought.

“Sdaam,” the voice said, and began to drone out anew set of ingtructionsin Arabic.
“Yes, | have understood,” Iris called out. The voice broke off in midsentence.

The ground was dropping dowly away from her; the cradle had released them. She pressed her nose
againgt the window as the snow-covered roofs of Lincoln drifted out of her sight.
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Part Two
Sixteen

March 539
From: Iris Angharads, Cytherian Ingtitute, Caracas, Nomarchy of Nueva Hispania
To: Liang Chen, Commune of Angharad Julias, Lincoln, Nomarchy of the Plains Communes
Private Communication

| should have sent you a message before, | know. | guess | was overwhelmed when | first arrived, so all |
did was let Angharad know I’ d arrived safely, and then, by the time | was ready to send you a message,
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she sent me one and told me you' d be back in Lincoln soon, so | decided to wait.

I"’m just making excuses for myself. | didn’t want to send a message to anyone because, for thefirgt
couple of months, | wasn't sure I’ d be staying here. | can admit that now. | just wasn't prepared for what
it would belike.

I"d better start at the beginning. By thetime | got to Caracas, the floater had picked up five more
students on the way. It would have been quicker to come here on asuborhbital flight, and | was
wondering why the Ingtitute didn’t just send meto acity where | could have caught one, but | think the
Institute wanted us to have time to talk to other students, get acquainted so we wouldn't arrive not
knowing anyone. We dl had rooms on the floater until we got to San Antonio, and maybe that was just
aswell, because whenever we were in the rest of the cabin, people kept avoiding us. One of the other
students with me was aLinker’ s son, but the others were just like me— they’ d never been away from
their towns, never thought they’ d redly be chosen.

And guesswhat! One of them was Alexandra Lenas. | finaly met her. | told you about her, didn’'t 1?1
used to talk to her alot over the screen, but after | was expecting Benzi, | just couldn’t, because | didn’'t
know what to say to her about that. | was surprised at how uneasy | felt around her, and | think shefelt
the same way at first. We' d gotten along so well over the screen that | think we were both wondering if
we gtill would, but after awhile, it wasfine. | think shewasalittle surprised that I’ d been chosen, frankly.
Wdl, sowas|!

One of the boys, Richard Matties, has a son too. He told me alittle about hisboy and | told him about
Benzi, and that was probably amistake, because | sarted feding guilty again about leaving him. It's
eader for Richard. HE s only seen his son a couple of times, and he' sjust the father anyway. Well, you
know what | mean.

Anyway, when we got to the port, we didn’t know how we were going to find our way around it, let
alone around the city. Y ou have to take the tubeway train just to get from the floater cradle areato where
the suborbitals land. But we' d al seen images of the port, and we' d been told where to go, so it could
have been worse.

As soon as we were ingde the nearest wing of the building, a couple of ragged-looking boys came up to
us and asked us where we were going and offered to take us to the school for some credit, but

Anthony — the Linker’ s son— warned us not to have anything to do with them. It seemsthat sometimes
they’ 1l show you the way, but other times, they’ll smply lure you to some out-of-the-way place and force
you to give them your codes. Then, by the time anybody traces you or you get away, they’ ve exchanged
your credit for coinsor bills and have disappeared. | would have thought thieves could be easily tracked,
but apparently there are too many of them, so the authorities tend to concentrate on the ones who murder
their victims. Oh, that makesit sound awful, and Anthony saysthat Caracasis actudly fairly safe. Well,
you probably know dl this, since you' ve traveled so much, but | was beginning to wish | were back in
Lincoln even before leaving the port.

The port wasn't quite like theimages I’ d seen. The hals were the same, endless white walls with open
doors and polished brown floors, but the noise was deafening. People were running to catch tubeway
trains, Stting in the corridors, gathering in therooms— I’ ve never seen so many peoplein my life. | think
everyonein Lincoln could havefitted into that one area of the port. We' d been advised to wait in one
particular room near the entrance we came through, so we went there and met some other students. A
few were from the Arctic Nomarchy, and they were looking alittle uncomfortable even without their
coats, and the others had arrived from Azania.

We started talking while we waited, telling the others a little about oursalves, and then | began to notice



something odd. Nearly everyone, except for Anthony, came from afamily or a place where students
were hardly ever chosen for schools; we were dl practicaly thefirst people in our towns or areas chosen
as students. One of the boysfrom Azaniasaid that might be because the Nomarchies had decided to give
more people achance, that they’ ve finally redlized that we re wasted in our homes.

Anthony was smiling when he heard that, asif he didn’t believe aword of it. He has kind of adisdainful
expression anyway, with very fine features and athin mouth and grayish, wintry eyes, but he was amost
sneering thistime. | got up then to go into the hall to get adrink from adispenser, and Anthony camewith
me to get some food, and then he began to mock the other boy and said he didn’t know what he was
talking about.

“Whydid they pick us, then?’ | asked him.

Hesaid, “1 thought you might be smarter than that. They picked you because you' d be grateful, because
you'’ d be so happy for this chance that you' d do whatever the Nomarchies ask. That's what they need
on the Idands now — peoplewho'll givetheir livesto the Project but who won't forget who gave them
the chance.”

So | asked, “Why did they pick you, then? You'reaLinker’ s son. You don’t have to be grateful .”

Hedidn’t answer for awhile. He just stared at the people passing us and wouldn’t look at me until we
were back at the entrance to our room. Then he said that they’ d probably picked some Linkers children
for the Cytherian Ingtitute so that we' d think it was area school instead of just a place where the humble
and underprivileged could be molded into willing servants of the Mukhtars' interests. That was exactly
theway he put it.

He made me angry. That remark about being humble was bad enough. My mother’ samayor, and I'll bet
her line goes back asfar as his on the Plains, if not further. But what was worseisthat he was making it
seem asif we hadn't done anything, asif being chosen was no accomplishment at al. After al, if we had
ability, they could pick usfor whatever other reasons they wanted; it didn’t matter. Then Anthony
muttered something about giving certain people away out so that they wouldn’'t be frustrated or cause
trouble.

| was about to start arguing with him about it, but when we went inside, an older student was waiting to
take usto the Ingtitute. That surprised me. | thought someone working for the port, or a servo, would do
thet.

The student’ s name was Esteban. He gave each of us a pocket map. Y ou press a button, and it shows
wherein Caracas you are; then, you say your destination, and it shows you the routesto it by tube or
hovercar or on foot. But Esteban warned us not to wander around too much until we learned more about
the city and which placesto avoid; apparently those pocket maps don’t show you what might be risky.
There sastory that astudent once walked through the district bordering the shuttle spaceport field and
was lured into atavern, where he got drunk and signed a contract with an asteroid miner and was never
seen again. | don't know if it’ strue; you' d think the Ingtitute could have argued that his student’ s contract
superseded anything ese he Sgned, but then, he wouldn’t have been in much of aposition to argue that
point, and maybe the Institute didn’t think it was worth the bother. Some of the areas around the port are
supposed to be the worst, which figures. Most of the people therelive on Basic.

Asit turnsout, | don't know why they bothered to give us pocket maps. | haven't seen Caracas at all
sncewearrived a the Inditute. We livein apyramid just outs de the southern end of the city, near the
mountains, and everything we need ishere. Even if it weren't, we wouldn’t have timeto go into Caracas
anyway, with al thework we haveto do. The Ingtitute’ samost like acity anyway. There are about



twenty thousand people here, including the teachers and some people who' ve come back from Anwara
or the ldands.

| washomesick at firgt. | felt overwhelmed. | may know more than most of the peoplein Lincoln, but that
does't help me here. | probably know lessthan alot of the students. | used to cry alot at night, thinking
about you and Benzi, but | know you' d be disgppointed if | gave up.

Chen, send amessage when you can. Show thisto Benzi, so he doesn't forget me, even if hewon't
understand any of it. Maybe he should just hear my voice. Say hello to everyone. I’ ve put aprivacy lock
onthis, but you can show some of it to the others, if you like— well, maybe not al of it. | don’t want to
encourage Angharad by having her think I'm homesick. | missyou.</S ALIGN>

Iris had been assigned to one of the dwellings on the eighth leve of the Cytherian Ingtitute' s pyramid. The
small, shell-shaped buildings overlooked green plots of grass and shrubbery, while pam treeslined the
walkways bordering thelevd.

Aslriswaked along the path toward her dwelling, a breeze whispered past, and she could dmost
imagine that she was moving through the street of asmall town instead of along oneleve of abuilding that
housed asmall city. Each level, surrounded by high railings, was open to the outside; Iris shivered abit as
shefdt the crigp mountain air.

All of the students who had arrived three months earlier were housed on the eighth level and the one
below it, where they would live during their first two years at the Indtitute. Iris shared her dwelling with
nine others. She recalled how awkward she had felt when she had first been shown to the dwelling. No
one from the Plains had been housed with her. She had not even been sure of how to greet her
housemates, who looked as though they came from every continent in the world and had more

sl f-possession than she felt. She had worried about whether they would like her; it had been small
consolation to know that she would have her own small room in the dwelling, aswould each of the
others, and that they could al ask to be moved later if they did not get along.

As she approached the door of her dwelling, she stiffened self-conscioudly and patted her hair before
pressing her hand againgt the door lock. | don’t belong here, she thought suddenly. | don’t really know
anybody, | have no red friends. Her longing for Lincoln was so sharp that she found hersdlf gulping
breath. She had dreamed of escaping the Plains; she had never imagined that she could missthe town so
much.

Shetried to steady herself. Thiswas her home now, until shejoined the Project. However much she
missed Chen and her household and worried over Benzi, she would accomplish more by staying here.
Shewas only feding thisway because she had idled away the past hour instead of concentrating on her
work, and there was alesson in that. She would have to study harder, so that the demands of the work
would drive other, more disturbing thoughts from her mind.

The door opened; she entered the front room of the small residence. Edwin was Sitting at onetable,
douched over areader as he ate; his blond hair drooped around his placid, wide face. At another table,
Michiko and Sarah were conversing while, in one corner, Jomo and lan were playing chess.

Thefamiliar sght of her housemates eased Irisalittle. She had come to know them better during the past
three months, had been surprised and then relieved to find out how nervous some of them had been
around her. Michiko had been shocked to discover that Iris aready had a son, and had left him. Jomo
had come to her room during their first week at the Institute; he was surprised when she turned him
away, because he had somehow picked up the notion that Plainswomen dept with any man who asked.
Irishersdlf had inadvertently offended Ian with aremark about his gppearance; he was one of severd



students who had delayed the onset of puberty and looked like afourteen-year-old boy instead of the
eighteen he actualy was. They were more used to one another now and able to joke about their former

|apses.

Michiko looked up. “Iris, you cut your hair.”

“Had it cut this afternoon.” Iristilted her head. “How’sit look?”
“Pretty good,” Sarah replied.

“It'll bealot lesstrouble. | don’'t havetimeto fusswith my hair.” Iriswondered what Angharad would
say about her closaly clipped hair when she saw it on the screen; her mother would probably be too
shocked by her clothesto notice her hair. She tugged a her skimpy shorts, sure that she would never get
used to her reveding garments.

The door chime sounded; Iristurned. “Who'sthere?” lan shouted at the door.
“Anthony Leilas”

lan groaned; Sarah rolled her eyes. “ Should we let him in?” Michiko asked Iris.
“Might asswell.”

“You'retoo kind,” Michiko went on. “ Just because he' sa Linker’ s son doesn’t mean you have to put up
withhim.”

“Irisand Anthony are both from the Plains,” Edwin called out. “It' s naturd to spend time with somebody
who remindsyou of home.” Irissmiled at Edwin gratefully; there was atrace of homesicknessin his
voice.

Michiko made aface. “ Anthony went to another university before he came here, that’ swhat | heard.
They say he had sometrouble there.” Michiko did not say where she had learned this, and Iriswas sure
that the other girl had not gained accessto Anthony’ srecords. Perhaps Anthony had let such a story out
himsdlf. That would belike him, to brag about past difficultiesinstead of concealing them.

“Oh, let thefdlow in,” Edwin sad.

The door did open as Anthony entered. The others nodded a him before turning away; heignored them
as he cametoward Iris. “ Thought you might want to go over Nimero'slecture with me,” Anthony saidin
aloud voice. “I know the math’ sgiving you trouble.”

Irisflushed as she looked up a hisangular face. Anthony was smiling; hisgray eyes seemed to be
mocking her.

She led him up the ramp toward her room and opened her door. He followed her inside and sat down on
the edge of the bed while she seated hersdf in front of her screen. She was about to call up the lecture,
then turned. “Did you have to announce to everyonethat I’ m having trouble?”

“Oh, comeon. I'm sureit’sno surprise to them. | thought you wanted your friends to know that’ sthe
only reason I’m here, for sometutoring. | mean, itis, isn't it?’

She lowered her eyes. “ Of course.”

“You'll haveto magter thissmple Stuff. Y ou’ ve got acoursein fractals coming up, and if you can't get
through that, you won’t make much of a climatologist — or anything else, for that matter.”



Sheglared at him; he was baiting her again, playing on her fear of failure. “I’ll do perfectly wel,” she
responded. “I wouldn’t be hereif the school didn’t think | could pass. The Nomarchiesdon't liketo
waste money. And, after al, | have you to hep me.”

He chuckled. “Oh, you'll get through. Y ou work hard enough to overcome your shoddy preparation.
Y ou're just the sort they want for the Project — anyone who had an easy time might not be ready to
dedl with the Project’ s obstacles. And you don’t seem to have the same trouble with that history of the
Project course, since you so readily swallow al that propaganda.”

She sighed. “Did you come here for another argument about that?”’

“Not at al, though you argue for yourself well enough, and that hel ps me sharpen my own arguments. It’'s
interesting to listen to people who are so devoted to the Project.”

“Wadll, why did you cometo the Ingtitute, then?” She recalled what Michiko had said about Anthony.
“I’'m sure you could have gone to another schoal.”

“| wanted to come. | was admitted, so | came. | just don’t deceive mysdlf about what the Project will
actually bring about. | don’t ignore its contradictions. Besides, | want to be ageophysicist, and what
better placeistherefor it than here?’

“You'll have to want more than that to stay.”

His smilewidened. “| seeyou got your hair cut. | liked it better before, but you look more like most of
the other students now. | suppose that’ swhy you did it.”

“It won't be as much of abother.”
“And looking like everyone dseisonly incidenta, of course.”

She wanted to snap at him, but held back. He was a better student than she; he had helped her before,
and tolerating his jibeswas asmdl priceto pay for that. She wondered what Anthony got out of the
tutoring; maybe he was secretly homesick, too, and only wanted to be with someone e se from the Flains.

“Let’sligentothelecture” shesaid. “There sonething—"
“Oh, we can listen to that later.”
“Now, Anthony. | have other thingsto review too.”

He stood up and stared at her for along moment, then began to pull off hisshirt and shorts. “Well?’ he
said as he stretched out on her bed.

She stared at his lean, naked body, too surprised to speak for amoment. She took abreath. “I don’'t
know about you, but where | come from, the woman has something to say about who comesto her
mj-”

Helifted one dark brow. “Where | come from, aman can read the sgnals before the woman hasto ask.”
Her lip curled. “What Sgnals?’

“Oh, come now. We re both from the Plains. | doubt you can be aone with aman for long without
having it crossyour mind.”

Her cheeks burned.



“I’ve been picking it up,” he went on. “I suppose your housemates have, dso.”

Could that be true? She thought of Jomo, and how surprised he had been when she shoved him out of
her room. She and her housemates might get along now, but barriers still existed, moments when shewas
al too aware of how different they al were from one another. Her friendsin Lincoln, whatever their
attitudes toward her and her odd pursuits, had at |east been predictable, had shared the same
assumptions. She swallowed. None of that mattered. She and the other students had al come here for
the same reasons.

“If I’ve been sending Signals, asyou put it,” she said, “they’ ve been inadvertent.”

“Probably unavoidable, too, snce you haven't had alover here. | should think you' d befedling abit
restiess”

“I don’t want aman now.”
“Areyou afraid of what some of the others might think of our customs?”

Shewas, alittle. The female students, she knew, would be likdly to judge her even more harshly than the
males, she had overheard their scornful tones while they gossiped about other Plains students. Iris had
quickly learned not to be too blunt while speaking to other women of men. Her longing for her old home
nearly overwhemed her again.

“Itisn’'t just what people might think,” she said at last. “'Y ou know about my son. My son’ sfather and
| —” She paused. She had nearly mentioned their bond. “We became very close. Heisn't from the
Plains, and hiscustoms aren't ours. It might hurt him to know that | had lovers here.”

“Does he expect you to spend decades on the Project without lovers?’
“He plansto join me there. He lived on the Idands before, you know.”
“Did you make promises?’

She shook her head quickly.

“Then | don't see your problem. He must know Plains customs, and you don’t have to tell him anything.
He |l probably assume you' ve been having other men in your bed anyway, so refusing them won't make
any difference. He has no right to expect that of you.” She winced at hiswords, since she had often
thought the same thing hersdlf. “Fighting yourself and your impulsesis hardly going to help you clear your
mind for your work.”

Sherose dowly, wanting to tell him to put on his clothes and leave, but no words cameto her. Anthony
sat up; hisfingers closed around her wrist. He pulled her down on the bed.

Shelay there passvely as he took off her shirt and shorts, surprised at how little shefelt. | don't want
this, she thought. Shetried to draw away; he pushed her down. She rolled on one side, concealing her
breasts with one arm; he pulled her arm back. His hands were hurting her. She gazed into hisface and
thought she saw rage.

His mouth was on hers; teeth bit into her lip. She twisted away, but her struggles only seemed to arouse
him more. The women of her household had sometimes talked about such men, oneswho would try to
mix pain and pleasures, who bore some hidden anger a the women who were at the center of Plainslife,
She should have seen Anthony might be such aman. She had believed that his arguments with her about
the Project and its goad s were only one mind testing another. Now, it seemed that they were continuing



their true argument slently in her bed; if he could not defest her with words, his body would. Thinking of
lovemaking that way seemed a perversion.

He entered her roughly, pushing at her knees with his hands. She felt her body shudder, then redlized that
she was responding to him. She fought against hersalf as a spasm shook her; aharsh cry escaped her
lips. He moaned as he gripped her.

After along time, he was dtill. He withdrew and lay beside her. She gazed at the lighted ceiling. She had
been too long without aman; Anthony had known that.

“Fed better now?’ he asked. She did not answer. “I’ll bet the only reason you made loveis because|
told you it would clear your mind for your work.”

“l wouldn’t cdll it love”

He chuckled. “What difference doesit make? Y ou can put it out of your mind now, for awhile. I'll be
around if you need me, and you don’t have to worry about what | think. Y ou can concentrate on your
studies and become even more valuable to the Project.”

Sherolled over on her side, turning her back to him. “1 don’'t understand you, Anthony. | don’'t know
why you're here. Y ou don’t seem to care about the Project the way the rest of usdo.”

“You're partly right and partly wrong. 1 do care about it, butnot the way therest of you do. | can learn
more about planetary evolution here than anywhere else. But | don’t want to turn into some mindless
dave of the Mukhtarsdoing it.”

Irissat up. “We renot —”

“Y ou're becoming one. You'll swalow what they tell you and think you' re apart of some noble
enterprise. Maybe it would be, if the Mukhtars et it done and alowed it to become what it should be —
another human society working for its own goasrather than Earth’ s glory. The Mukhtars don’t want to
think of that. They think of power, and glorifying themsaveswith this Project. If the Project doesn't
further that aim, they’ d crush it without aqualm. They don’t care what they have to do to anyoneto
achievetheir ends. And you won't, either, after you’ ve been here long enough, and you'll tell yoursdlf that
anything you have to doisfor agood end. Y ou probably think | have cruelty in me, but wait until you see
what you turninto. It'sapity. | thought you might be different.”

“Y ou ought to be more careful about what you say.”
Anthony shrugged. “1 never have been.”
“Well, you' d better start. Just because you're a Linker’ s son doesn’t mean —"

“It means | know more about how things redlly are than you do.” He got up and began to dress, then
reached into his pocket. “I amost forgot. | brought something for you.” He threw her around blue
crystd; it landed in the rumpled sheets.

Iris picked the stone up. The crysta felt warm, and it was oddly soothing to hold it. “What isit?’

“A mood stone. It affects the nerves somehow when you hold it, calmsyou. You can keep it — | havea
couple of others.” Anthony smiled lopsidedly. “ Better than looking for some man to cam you down
instead.”

Shelet the stonefdl. His eyes narrowed; he was looking at her asif he were judging her, and had found



her disappointing. She pulled the sheet over her shoulders, wondering if he had guessed that there had
been only two men for her before him.

Hesad, “I redly don't like to be crud to you, but something in you just seemsto bring it out.”
“Don’'t blame mefor what you are.”

He left the room; the door did shut. She would have to study Nimero'slecture aone, without Anthony’s
help.

She thought of Chen, and felt angry with hersdf for yielding to Anthony. She pushed the thought aside as
she picked up the stone. She had made a mistake with Anthony; she would not make another. It would
be better not to see too much of a student who harbored such doubts about the Project. Shetried not to
think of how Anthony had looked at her when he gave her the crystal, as though he had wanted to
gpologize but could not bring himsdlf to do so.

She got up and walked to the screen, then sat down to review the lecture again.

Esteban was waiting at atable in the front room; he stood up as Iris came down the ramp. “We can talk
hereif you like,” shesaid. “Theothersaredl out.”

“Let'stakeawadk instead,” the bearded young man replied. He ushered her through the door, then took
her arm.

They walked aong the pathway in silence until they came to the nearest garden, then sat down on a
bench near aflower bed. At one end of the garden, afew students were sitting outside asmall stone
dwelling asthey listened to ayoung man play aflute. In the darkened garden, Iris could not see the group
clearly; they seemed shadowy wraiths listening to aghostly song.

“Y ou’ ve been here for nearly five months now,” Esteban said, “and you' ve hardly poked your head out
of your room except for seminars and discussons.”

“I'vehad alot to do. Thereisn't much timefor anything ese”

“Maybe you re working too hard. Y ou ought to get out more, make some friends. Y ou' re getting along
with your housemates, but | know from talks with them that you tend to keep to yourself. It hasto be
affecting you. | know you come from a place where people have a sense of community, where strong
friendships are formed that haveto last alifetime, and the ones you form here will be even more
important later.”

Irisleaned back againgt the bench. “I’m more used to being done than you think. Most of my friendsin
Lincoln never understood what | wanted.”

“Even s0, you ought to participate morein the life of the Indtitute.”

She glanced at him. Esteban had been assigned to her and to several other students as an advisor; he was
planning to be a Counselor when his own studies were completed. His suggestion was probably a
warning that getting through her courses might not, by itsdlf, guarantee her place at the Indtitute. “Y ou
may be right, Esteban. It just seemsthat most of the others are quicker, or have learned more. | haveto
work harder than they do.”

“ Some have had more preparation. Others were worse off than you — | certainly waswhen | cametoa
school for thefirgt time. Y ou' ve been using mnemopills, haven't you?’



She wondered how he had found out; maybe he had only guessed. “1 got them from the physician,” she
sad. “Shewouldn't have let me have them if they were harmful.” She did not say what everyone knew;;
that if the school’ s physicians didn’t hand them out, the students would have no trouble getting them
elsawhere,

“They won’t do much good. Oh, they can help you on atest, but how important is memorizing when
you'll be ableto call up anything you' ve forgotten? It’ s your understanding of what you learn and how
you useit that’ simportant. Y ou’ ve got to expect the unexpected if you want to terraform aworld.”

Irislowered her eyes. Perhaps he knew that she had tried suppressants as well, though they had been
less successful than the mnemopills. She had found that she didn’t work as well when too cam; she had
missed the rush of joy she felt when she was sure that she had done agood piece of work or had finally
grasped some difficult concept.

Esteban folded hisarms. “Wdl, what did you want to talk to me about this evening? It must be important
to take you away from your studies.”

“| wanted to ask — we'll have amonth off at the end of June. | wanted to know if it would bedl right if |
went back to Lincoln then. My mother’ s expecting me, and | could see my son. Chen may bein Lincoln
thenaswdl.”

“Do you want to go back?’

She thought of Benzi. Would she be able to leave him a second time, or would shefind that he had finaly
claimed her heart? Angharad would no doubt do her best to keep Irisfrom returning to the school; she
would play on her daughter’ slonging for home. On the other hand, Chen and Juliawould be thereto help
her resst Angharad’ s pleadings. Her homecoming would only renew an old struggle.

“I don’'t know if I want to go back,” Irissaid at last. She caught herslf; her old Plains accent had crept
back into her voice. “1t may just makeit harder to return here.”

“You' reright about that. We ve found that when students go home for visits during therr first year, itis
harder for them. Some don’'t want to return, and the school |oses them. Othersfedl even more dienated
from their families and old friends, and if they haven't formed strong friendships with other students,

they’ re even more lonely than they were before.” Esteban paused. “What you do is up to you, of course,
but if it'll makeit any easier, you can dwaystell your people that the Ingtitute advised you againgt such a
trip now.”

“Thanks, Esteban.”

“Don’t thank me. It still hasto be your decision. It'sjust that, in your case, you might not want to come
back to the Indtitute.”

Iris shook her head. “Y ou’ rewrong. I’ d come back. | worked too hard to get here. You think | till fed
guilty about leaving my son and my household, and maybe | do, but | wouldn’t give up my studiesfor
them.”

“Y our bondswith those in Lincoln are dtill stronger than those with the people here.”
“I have my studies,” she answered.

“Without the companionship of people you care about, work can belondly. Y ou'll need to work with
othersif you're sent to Venus. You'll need to think of them amost as your family, and of the Project as
your home. | don’t doubt your devotion, but you seem to be using your work partly as an escape. You



fear the claims others might make on you, and you' re afraid that they’ Il interfere with your goas. I’'m not
surprised that you fed that way, but friendships here will only strengthen you in your purpose. All of you
want the same thing, after al. The people here are not like those you left behind on the Plains.”

“I have abondmate,” she said, “asyou know. It' s enough that he shares my dream.”
“I"d guessthat you fear hisclaim onyou aso.”

There was away to escape her fears and guilts. The Ingtitute knew that some of the students would
eventually chooseto leave; she would not be missed. It would be easy to go home and not return.
Angharad would be pleased, and Iris sdutiesin her household would not leave her too much timeto
reflect on the school and what she might have lost. Asthe years passed, she would cometo believe that
she was more important to Lincoln than she would ever have been to the Project. Shewould fed no
more guilt, and might even be of help to any children in the town who wanted to learn. Angharad had
hinted that Eric’ s business was not doing aswell as he had expected; Iriswas sure that he might welcome
her advice.

Chen, of course, would be disappointed if he learned she would not join him on the Idands after all, but
that would pass. By the time he left the Plainsfor good, it waslikdly that their love would have faded. He
would be consoled if she promised to send Benzi to him when the boy was older. She could leave her
dream to her son; the dream would not die completely.

“You'rethinking,” Esteban said, “of how easy it actualy would beto giveit al up.”

He would be agood Counselor someday; it dmost seemed that he could read thoughts. “Esteban.” She
was dlent for amoment. “I don’t know how to say this. | fed likeafake. | fed asif I’'m impersonating
someone else, that I'm not realy what I’'m pretending to be.”

A smile appeared on Esteban’ s shadowed face. “Believe me, that’ s acommon feding here. Many of
your fellow students shareit.”

“I'm never mysdlf, except when I’'m aone. Eventhen, | fed asif I'm losng mysdlf. Sometimes| wonder
if the cyberminds or some Linker made amistake, and I'm here by accident.”

Esteban laughed. “No one comes here by accident.”
“Mistakes can happen.”

“Not that kind of mistake. Look, you worked hard to get here. Y ou had to set yoursalf against your
family to have what you wanted. The Project, and what it means, must have become something of an
obsession for you. Now, for thefirst time, you'rein daily contact with otherswho arelike you, and you
don't like what you seein them — the drive, the ambition, the willingnessto push everything e se aside
for our common god. Y ou're not afraid that you can’t measure up, you're afraid that you will. Y ou don't
redly think the cyberminds made amigtake, you're afraid that you have.”

“Maybel did,” shesaid.

“You don't believe that, and neither do I. But | will say this, Iris. If you let these doubts fester too long,
no amount of successin your courseswill take you to the Idands or Anwara, but if you keep in Sight
what we' redl herefor, no failure or disgppointment will stand inyour way. It' stime you drew closer to
others here, and through them, accept what you are and have to become.”

Esteban’ s voice was gentle, but hiswords seemed cold nonetheless. Had he been her Counsglor in
Lincoln, he might have been advising her to make her peace with her household and neighbors; because



shewas here, he wastelling her to loosen those old ties. She thought of what Anthony had said, that they
were only being turned into tools of the Mukhtars.

Anthony waswrong. The new world was what mattered, and those who built it would never be daves.
She clung to that thought.

“I’ve decided onething,” she said to Esteban. “I’m not going back to Lincoln this summer. | could use
thetimeto review my work anyway. Thanksfor talking to me.”

“I hope| helped.”
“Youdid.” She stood up.
“Going back to your room to study?’

She shook her head. “I think I'll talk to them.” She gestured at the group of studentsin the distance. “I’ve
seen most of them around — | suppose | ought to get to know them better.”

Esteban nodded. She took a breath as she began to cross the garden.

Theflute player put down hisingtrument as she approached; his companions were watching her.
“Sdaam,” oneyoung man sad.

“Sdaam,” Irisreplied. “Isitdl rightif I ligen?”

“Of course,” one dender young woman replied. “Tim awayslikes an audience. Have aseat.” She
gestured at the ground; Iris seated hersdf. “Maybe he'll play the song he wrote, the onefor Venus. Tim
thinksthat if the ldands don't have enough places for geophysicists when hef sthrough, they might till
make room for onewho'saso amusician.”

Theflute player amiled, then lifted hisinstrument. A piercing note hung inthe air; as he played on, Iris
seemed to hear the sound of the Cytherian winds.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Seventeen

Eric sat in the darkened common room and scowled at the wall as he drank. His mother hadn’t looked
happy when he arrived for supper. Once, Constance had pressed him to come by more often; now, she
didn’t seem to want him around. How could he explain to her that he could no longer stand to see Fatima
and Jehan glowering a him in sllence or nattering at him about his accounts? He was doing hisbest to

pay off his debt to the two shopkeepers, and now even Constance was unwilling to give him credit.

Eric spped from his bottle. Another message from Iris had come that afternoon, and he supposed that
the women, who were out in the courtyard, were discussing that. Angharad would cluck over the
message and worry about the strained look on Iris sface and the weary sound of her voice. LaDonna
would say that the school was giving Iristoo much work and that the strain would make her ill and wither
her ovaries. Sheryl would say that Iris should be home with her son and that Benzi was forgetting her
aready, and Wendawould no doubt have some ambiguous words of wisdom to offer for the occasion.

Since the summer, Iris's messages had become even more infrequent. A month might pass with no word,
and then anew message, shorter than the last, would appear on the screen in the common room. Iris
would spesk briefly of courses, sometimes of anew friend or teacher. She and her fellow student Chantal
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Lacan had gone to the Museo de Bellas Artes. Her teacher Miro Demara had looked at her computer
modd tracing the causes of a cooler than normal summer in North America, and had pronounced it an
adequate piece of work. She and severd students from the Plains had decided that the Cytherian Ingtitute
should do more to prepare new students; Irisand her friends had personally contacted each of the
recently chosen students from the Plainsto tell them what to expect. That idea had proven to be so
successful in helping the new students adapt that others had decided to do the same for those in their
Nomarchies.

Eric shifted his head toward the window and watched the lightly falling snow. How would he cover his
debts during the time Fatima s store was closed? Why hadn't Iris, who was so clever, taken those
inactive winter months into account when she had advised him to throw in hislot with the shopkeeper?

Iris stalk was now flavored with high-sounding, obscure phrases; her voice had taken on aclipped,
accented tone unlike the flat sound of Plainstalk. There was dways an excuse for not returning home
during abreak in her studies— afriend had promised to tutor her, Esteban had advised her to review
her own work, she and other students concentrating on meteorology and climatology were going to
spend abrief period with speciaists on one of the orbiting platforms and she would be afool to reject the
opportunity. Always, she talked about keeping up with her studies, about how much preparation she had
lacked — asif the household were to blame for that.

The women had begun to refrain from inviting her back, from asking her to make sometimefor her
household and her son. What was the use? They would only hear another excuse, and Eric knew that
they might no longer welcome avisit from ayoung woman who was becoming astranger. Even
Angharad and Julianow seemed content to take credit for Iris s accomplishments from a distance rather
than to have her actudly present in Lincoln, where whatever odd urban habits she had picked up might
be an embarrassment. If it hadn’t been for her baby, some had implied, it might be better if she never
came back at dl.

She should have come back. If she knew so much, she might have been able to tell him how to save his
failing business. What could he gain from the few brief messages she had sent, messages she had
probably rattled off while thinking about some damned lesson? She kept asking for areply, but what
could he say to her? To reved histrue Stuation fully, to tell her how useless her suggestions were, would
humiligte him.

Eric gulped down more whiskey. Latdly, it seemed to take him longer to reach the state of numbed
oblivion he desired. The town had lost interest in his merchandise a most as soon as Iris was gone, and
Chen, during hisvigts, wanted to spend most of histime with Benzi instead of carving. Eric had struck
the child once, when no one was around, grinning as he listened to Benzi’ swails until shame at the act
had overwhelmed him. But he couldn’t blame Chen for histroubles. The man had given Eric ashare of
money peoplein other towns had paid for a couple of carvings, even though Eric had nothing to do with
acquiring those commissions. Eric, though shamed, had accepted that charity.

Iriswasto blame, he thought darkly, Iriswith her gab about selling beautiful things and increasing
demand. Now, he had ashopful of items Fatima d had to pay for and no place to sell them, whilelris
romped around Caracas and played with her computer projections or whatever the hell they were and
sat in seminars gabbing nonsense and, for al he knew, dalied with the mae students of many lands. She
had talked him into this. He never would have thought of it himsdf. He had been foolish enough to think
shewas helping him; dl she had done was to puff hersalf up with her imagined good deed before going
off to be a student.

Oh, shewastoo fine for Lincoln now. She probably thought that he was sdlling alot of old junk; she
probably laughed about it when she went to the Museo with her friends. He could almost hear her



laughing now. What did she expect him to do, run to every arriving floater like abeggar to plead with
passengers to cometo his shop?

Fatimaand Jehan would throw him out soon. Heimagined himsdf having to return to hisold life, having
to wander from town to town to spend londly nightsin astranger’ sroom or on abed in anoisy hostd,
having to endure the rough teasing, and worse, of those workers who would quickly sense hisweakness.
He had hated his old life before; now, it seemed even more oppressive, because he had believed that he

had escaped it.

Even Constance would not help him. She would be too embarrassed to have him in the house when he
could be out working, and the other women wouldn’t dlow it, anyway. Oh, they talked about men often
enough, and flirted ridiculoudy whenever one was around, but they clung to this house and their liveswith
aniron grip and would never alow themsalvesto be bound by any man’swishes. Even Peter, who was
liked by many, was barely tolerated in some circles, and he was the head of his household. Eric would
have no such protection.

Iris had brought him to this, had lifted him up and then dropped him, not caring what became of him.
How sick it made him fed to hear thetown talk of her. That fool Laizabragged of her friend the sudent
to vistorswhen it should have been clear to her that Irisno longer had timefor Laiza, either, had even
discouraged her from visiting the Cytherian Ingtitute when Laiza had offered to come and see her old
friend.

Eric lifted his bottle and drank. Maybe Iriswould not do so well at her studies; maybe the Institute would
send her home. She wouldn’t be worth much, then. He amost smiled as he thought of that possibility.

Heturned his head toward the screen; the movement made him dizzy. He could amost seelrisbehind it,
hiding in the dark, laughing as she told him how to find commissions and increase demand. She waswith
her fine friends now, al those Linkers and Counsalorswho sat in their cities mocking the feeble efforts of
peoplelike Eric. They had dl conspired againgt him; they would take everything from him — hisshop, his
home, hislife.

He stumbled to hisfeet. Grabbing his bottle by the neck, he hurled it across the room. The bottle
smashed againg the screen; the glasstinkled from the unbroken surface to the floor.

After Chen’s suborbita flight had landed, he followed the other passengersinto the Caracas port. A
guard at the entrance beamed obsequioudy at those who were well dressed, then narrowed his eyes
when he spotted Chen.

Chen held up his bag and identity bracelet for the scanner while searching for Iris among the crowd
greeting other passengers. At last he found a seat near the entrance, afraid he might get lost and that she
would not be ableto find him. A young woman tried to sell him acyberguide s services, aboy offered
him a cheap room at a hotel; a patrolman asked to see his wristband.

Thetrip had cost him most of what he had earned on hislast job, and he was beginning to wonder what
he would say to the bondmate he had not seen in over ayear. He should have been spending thistime
with his son; now hewas unlikely to see Benzi before late summer or fall.

Chen was hungry, but if he went to fetch food, Iris might not know where he had gone, or might even
think he had changed his mind and goneto Lincoln instead. He could ask for instructions on how to get
to the Indtitute, but hesitated as he was about to rise. Iris might aready be on her way; she' d be annoyed
if hewas't here. He cursed himsdlf sllently for not planning thetrip earlier, for not preparing himself with
images of the city.



He reached into his pocket and took out the carving he had finished. Iris' sface gazed out a him from the
wood; her eyeslooked past him to another place. Her upper lip was curled in acold smile. She had
looked like that the last time he had spoken to her.

“May | seethat?

He gazed into the long, pale face of ablond woman; aLinker’s gem shone on her forehead. He held up
the carving.

“Did you do that?’
He nodded.

“I'll' buy it fromyou.” She held her wristband to her lips, ready to make the purchase. “ Just tell me your
name, Nomarchy of residence, and the price, and we' ll put it into your account.”

“It'snot for sde”

“Ah, abargaining ploy. Name your price, Citizen. | can afford it.”
“It'snot for sdle”

Shetilted her head. “Too bad. Do you do alot of that?’

“When | can. It'sahobby.”

“You have tdent. | have friendswho' d pay alot for something origina and handmade. | don't suppose
you' d change your mind later.”

Chen was silent as he thought of the cost of histrip. He could use the money, and Eric might need some
help aswell. He would hardly have to force the credit on Eric, who was deeply in debt to Fatima, but he
wondered if Eric would pay the shopkeeper or smply spend the credit at the tavern.

“It'sagift,” hesad at last. “I can't sl it.”

“I'll be at the Tamanaco for three days,” the woman said. “If you like, just come there and ask for Arla
Goddd| — that’ smy name. Just tell the clerk that you' re the craftsman from the port. Maybe you could
do another for me. | must rush.”

Asthe woman hastened away, Chen saw that Iriswas approaching him. Her face was taut, her green
eyes more prominent. He stood up and she stepped back, not seeming to see his outstretched arms.

“What are you doing here, Chen?’
“Wheat kind of gresting isthat?’

She eyed him warily; then her face softened and she kissed him awkwardly on the cheek, bumping her
noseagaing his. “Wedl,” shesad.

“Didn’'t you get my message?’

“Of course. | couldn’t get here before now. Y ou didn’t have to wait — you could have met me at the
Ingtitute. There’ san expressright over there.” She pointed down the hall. Next to adoorway, Signsin
severd languages were posted, while awoman on ascreen repeated the information on the signsfor
those who could not read.



Shetook hisarm, not even glancing at the carving as he put it into his pocket. He picked up his duffel and
let her lead him toward the tubeway entrance.

An ecdator carried them down to aplatform, where they waited with other passengers until the
magneto-train whispered through the tubeway to their sde. Iris elbowed her way through the crowd and
found a seat near the back of one car. He glanced at the back of her neck as she sat down; her thick
brown hair was il short, and she was wearing light green shorts and adeeveless green blouse. A couple
of men acrossthe aide were staring at her muscular bare legs.

Chen sat down next to her. “1 thought you' d want to see Benzi, asyou dwaysdo,” she said. “Y ou came
at abadtime. | havealottodo.”

“You dwayshavealot todo.”
“Y ou should have given me morewarning.”
“| wanted to seeyou.”

Thetrain shot out of the tubeway and hummed as it passed flickering towers, then hurtled past adobe
houses and patches of green. In the distance, Chen could now see the mountains around the city. His
view was suddenly obscured by more towers even higher than the last. Iris gazed out the window, her
face turned away from him.

“Y ou haven't said much in your messageslatdly,” Chen said. “Y ou used to tell me alittle about your
friends here, and now you hardly mention them. Is Alexandra Lenas dtill here?’

“I don't see much of her any more.”

“Doesthat older sudent Esteban il give you advice?’
Shewas slent for amoment. “Sometimes,” shesaid at last.
“I wondered. Y ou haven't talked about him for awhile.”

“Hegrew up on Basic. | don’'t know if | ever told you that. He used to work in the port as aguide to get
credit for lessons. A Linker found him there and became his patron, decided he should be sentto a
school.” Her voice held atrace of an accusatory tone, asif she were wondering why Chen had not
shown such industry and ambition. She touched his hand lightly. “1 am glad you came, redly,” she said.
“It'sjust that | don’t know how much timewe' Il be able to have done.”

“Better alittlethan none at dl.” He paused. “How’ sthat boy you met when you first came here, the
Linker' sson?’

She shifted alittle in her seet, then leaned back. “ Anthony? He left the school a month ago.”
“WI,V?!

Irislooked grim. “He had to. Oh, no one asked him to leave, but he soon saw hewasn't welcome. You
know, he had some rather odd ideas, kept talking about how the Project was part of a historical
discontinuity instead of being anatural outgrowth of Earth’ s development. He used to argue about that in
some of our discussions, and the rest of us would keep pointing out that it was the Habbers who broke
with the past, not us, that we seek to redeem it instead.”

Chen nodded, not sure he understood what she was talking about but waiting for her to continue. “Does



it matter what you think, one way or the other?’ he asked.

“It matters that we consider what the Project isfor,” Iris answered. She had grown more animated and
seemed to have lost her unease for the moment. “1t is't enough just to know that we might have the
technical meansto transform aworld. It isv't even enough to redlize that what we find out there may
someday help us here, though that’ simportant too. A lot of people don't redlize it, but the future progress
of al the Nomarchies hinges on that Project. Earth might stagnate without it. But once Venusis settled, a
new culture there can revitalize Earth, the way younger, newer cultures changed old onesin the past.
Differences move higtory forward.”

“I see)” he said, remembering Smilar comments he had heard on the Idands. “But the Habitats are
something new too. Why couldn’t they —"

“We may need the Habs for certain things, but they're till abreak, adiscontinuity. They’ ve given up the
good of human history dong with the bad. They pretend human beings are nothing more than arationa
mind, and we' re not. Their worlds are constructs of consciousness, planned and controlled. Their way
can only lead to gterility. A planet ismore like an organism, with both arationa mind and an autonomic
nervous system, and it so offers something outside of oursalvesfor usto explore. No matter what we
accomplish on Venus, no matter how much control we gain over its environment, there will dways be
that other, outside of oursalves, that we can’'t control, and that will both make us stronger and giveusa
sense of our true place in the universe. Habberslive in aclosed environment that they dominate. They live
inanilluson.”

Chen considered her words, sure that he had at least grasped the main point. The Habbers he had
known did not seem to fit her description; they had been only too aware of being specks on the sea of
gpace. But Iris had more knowledge than he possessed; she had to understand these matters better than
he could.

Iriswas staring out of the window again. “What about Anthony?’ Chen asked. “Y ou didn't finish telling
me about him.”

“Oh.” Shefidgeted, looking distinctly unessy. “I guess my talk must bore you.”

She would never have said that before, he thought with a pang. She had aready forgotten how often he
had questioned her about her lessons, how much enjoyment he had taken in hearing about what she had
learned even when he could not understand everything she would say.

“It wasn't just hisquestions,” she went on. “We re supposed to ask questions, it's part of our training.
But Anthony acted as though he dready had the answers. He claimed that we didn’t redlly understand
what the Project would lead to, that once Venus was settled, it might even become something separate
from the Nomarchies— asif it could. It would need Earth’ shelp for centuries. Anthony was sort of
smple-minded, in away — he kept saying that there was a contradiction at the heart of the Project, that
we wanted Venus to diverge and yet be part of usaswell. He didn’'t seem to see—" She paused.

“It' snot something you' Il find out with talk,” Chen said.

Irisshrugged. “Well, that was't why he left. It wasn't even that he started wondering whether or not the
Project was being pushed too fast. That was another thing that bothered him, the plansto build domes on
the surface as soon as possible instead of waiting — oh, he would harp on that.”

“Heisn't the only one. Some people on the Idands wondered about that.”

“Wadll, it seither taking a chance on domes or waiting for centuries. People are getting impatient —



they’ ve waited long enough. Y ou can understand that, Chen. Y ou’ re waiting yourself. We have materids
now that are strong enough for domed settlementsthere. If we couldn’t do it, we wouldn't risk it. After
al, it may be our livesthat are at stake. We need space for settlers soon.”

Hetook her hand. At least they Hill shared that vision. Shelet her palmrest in his, then drew her hand
away. “I dorunon,” shesad. “You can see why my messages are so short. If | let mysdlf go, I'd just go
on and on forever, and God only knows what that would cost. Anyway, Anthony began to get kind of
disruptive— haranguing usin discussions, pestering other students, trying to bring others around to his
point of view.”

Chen frowned, feding more ignorant than ever. “But if you' re supposed to ask questions, then what was
wrong?’

“Hewasn't just asking questions.” She sighed. “Hewas dso trying to find out what al of usthought. |
can't proveit, but we began to wonder if he’ d been sent there to find out which of us might not be
suitable for the Project. Y ou know — aspy.”

Chen kept hisface still.

“It waslittle things that bothered us.” IriS seyeswere cold. “A few months ago, Anthony got an increase
inhisalotment. We dl have the same dlotment, we have to get extra credit from our families or from
work — asif anyone would have the time for ajob. The rumor wasthat he’' d done somejob for a
Counsdlor, even though he didn't appear to be doing any extrawork. Then he began to get afew extra
privileges, acouple of days off, atrip home when the rest of us were advised to stay at the Ingtitute.”

“Was hiswork better than anyone' s?’ Chen asked.

“Oh, he was better prepared than most of uswhen he came, but there were others doing aswell at their
studies. Then we heard that he' d been telling some of the Administrators about students who agreed with
some of hisnotions. By the time he got smart enough to see how much we resented him, it wastoo
late— no one would talk to him. He lost every friend he had, the few who remained.” She scowled.
“That' swhy heleft. He must have realized that he wasn't useful any more. | heard he might be going to
another schoal. | suppose he'll be spying there too.”

“And | guessyou didn’t stay friendswith him, either.”

She lowered her eyes suddenly. “No,” she said sharply. “1 had reasonsto be sure | kept my distance. |
didn’'t want anyone thinking — well, you can see.”

A formless doubt fluttered at the edges of Chen’ sthoughts. “But you don’t know if he wasredly doing
anything, do you?’

“Oh, Chen. Why e sewould he have left?’
“Because helogt hisfriends. Because you didn’t trust him. 1t' d be hard to stay.”

Her mouth twisted. “That wouldn't have stopped him if he were innocent. He could have complained,
and brought things out into the open. He would have gone on if he’ d redlly cared about the work. | went
on with my lessons even when therest of Lincoln thought | wasafool for doing them.”

Her words were hard and merciless. Julia encouraged you, he thought. A Linker tried to help you, your
friends il talked to you, and later, you had me. He felt atwinge of sympathy for the Linker’ s son he had
never met. Whatever histransgression, Anthony’ s punishment seemed cruel, and the fact that Anthony
had chosen to leave without afight showed how effective the punishment had been. There had been



nothing againgt which he could havefiled a protes.
The window darkened asthe train entered another tubeway. “We' re dmost there,” Irissaid.

A platform, protected on al sides by transparent shielding, carried them up past the | attices of the
Ingtitute’ s pyramid. Occasionaly, Chen caught a glimpse of the green land below; Caracas gleamed in
the valey, itstowers pointed toward the cloudless blue sky.

Iris had greeted two of the other platform passengers. She stood with them now in one corner asthey
spoke in soft voices, then waved at another young woman as she boarded the platform. That young
woman surveyed Chen; he was suddenly conscious of hisgray worker’ s garb, and looked away.

Hedid not look up again until the platform stopped and the other passengers left. Iris had known them,
yet she had not even introduced him, and he had not heard his name mentioned in her murmuringsto the
others. Hewasinvisible; somehow, he had disgppeared and his bondmate had forgotten him.

Shetouched hisdeeve, startling him. * Just one more level.” The platform stopped and they stepped out
onto asurface lined with pam trees and hibiscus bushes. The leve, protected by high railings, was open
to theair; the treesfluttered in the wind.

“Sometimes, somebody triesto jump,” Iris said. Chen stepped back from therailing. “But if you climb on
therailing, the sensors signd and a servo’s sent out to restrain you immediately.”

“What happensthen?’

“The person’ staken to one of the physicians. If it's just amomentary depression, something’ s prescribed
and aCounsdor'scaled in. If it'smore serious, the student gets aleave for treatment, unless hiswork’s
going redly badly — if it is, then he' sadvised to leave. It happens once in awhile— there' salot of
pressure. It' s hard to think you might fail.”

“Y ou wouldn’t do anything like that — jumping, | mean.”

She shook her head. “Of course not. | wouldn't want that on my record. It’d be bound to hurt my
chanceto get to the Idands.”

Hefollowed her past afew shell-shaped dwellings of pink and white stone until she stopped in front of
one. “Thisismine. If you get log, just remember that I’ m on the eighth level and thisisthe eventh onein
from the platform on the north side. That way, someone can aways direct you. Or you can just tell the
servo my name.” Her voice was impersond, asif she were atour guide.

Sheled himingde. A few students were Sitting in the front room egting an early supper; the young men
were shirtlesswhile the young women wore deevel ess shirts and shorts. One woman looked up and
nodded at Iris before turning back to her reading screen. One student was tall and blond, another looked
African, athird had aflat, broad, copper-colored face, while afourth looked like one of Chen’s people,
yet their smilar clothes and dumped posture as they perused their reading screens made them seem alike.
The Indtitute had aready begun to mold them, smoothing away their differences.

They walked through the room toward a ramp; Chen thought he heard one of thewomen giggle. Iris
stopped in front of the first door at the top of the ramp, took his hand, pressed it against a pand, then put
her own pam next to it, “ That’ s so you can get in when I’'m not here,” she murmured, though she hardly
had to explain that; she wastreating him like astranger again. “ And the front door will now open for you
too’

The door did open. The room was small and bare. Iris s clothes hung on athin rod; her bed was a smdll



platform.

“What'sthat?’ He gestured at the room’s only ornament, ablue crystal on a shelf above her screen.
“A mood stone. When | hold it, it soothes me.”

“Where' d you get it?’

“Itwasagift.” Shedid not say who had given it to her. “I guess we should eat soon. Y ou' d better use
your own account, though — my alotment only coverswhat | egt, and | don’t have much credit.”

He dropped hisduffel. “Iris.” He reached for her. She drew back for amoment, then rested against him,
her head on his shoulder. “It’s been too long.”

She stroked his hair, then freed hersdlf. “Listen, | promised to meet someone about now, before | knew
you were coming, but | won't belong. I'll just be outside. Y ou can rest if you want, and then we' |l have

supper.”

She had retreated from the room before he could ask her why she didn’t want him to meet her friend. He
sat down on the bed. Perhaps he was making it harder on her by reminding her of her home; maybe her
teachers would regard him as adistraction, and disapprove of hisvisit. He should have thought of that
before.

Hewaited, growing hungry. He thought of walking around the level, but the journey had tired him. At last
he stood up and left the room; he strode down the ramp and passed another student on her way to her
room.

The front room was now empty except for one young man souched over his portable screen. He looked
up a Chen and shook back hislong blond hair. “Looking for Iris?”

Chen nodded.

“I thought | saw you come in with her. She'sjust out there. I'm Edwin Barris. Areyou an old friend of
Iriss?

“Yes” heanswered, unwilling to say more, not knowing what Iris might have told Edwin about him or
what the young man might beto her. “I’m Liang Chen.”

Edwin grinned. “Y ou're her son’ sfather, then. She’ s mentioned you.” He stood up. “Y ou actualy
worked on the Project. Shetold usthat too.”

“For awhile”

“I wish | could talk to you about it, but | have to study. Too bad you didn’t come here when we have
more time off. Things get more interesting then. That’ swhat it’ slike here— wild or dead. Not too wild,
though. Wouldn’t want anyone to think we couldn’t be good, cooperative sorts on the Idands.” Edwin
grimaced, and Chen became aware of the strain and fatigue in the young man’ sface. “ Staying for a
while?”

1] M wm”

“Maybe we can tak, then. See you around.” Edwin walked toward the ramp and hurried up to hisown
room.

The student’ sfriendliness had eased him alittle. Iris had spoken of him to others; maybe she still missed



him after all. He went to the window and |ooked outside. Iriswas Sitting near abush with adark-haired
young man. The man suddenly jumped to his feet and pulled Iristo hers. She stroked hisbare arm; ashe
leaned forward, his dark beard brushed the top of her head. He was saying something to her; she shook
her head. Chen backed away from the window and went to the dispenser, not noticing what he had
selected until the pand did open and offered him a plate of beans and rice and asmadl bottle of wine.

Iris came insde as he was segting himsdlf; she was alone. She fetched her own med and sat down across
fromhim.

“Who was the man?’

Her eyeswidened. She looked down quickly.

“The oneyou weretaking to outsde.”

“Oh. That was Esteban.”

“Were you afraid to have him meet me?’

Sheraised her head. “What' s that supposed to mean?’

“I don’'t know.”

“He had to go someplace.”

He picked at the spicy, unfamiliar food; his gppetite was gone. “ Tell me about Benzi,” she said.

“He sgrowing. Wdll, you know that — you’ ve seen hisimage. He' s stubborn. Give him atoy, and he's
not about to let go of it until he' sready.” Iris s face softened as he spoke of the boy; her eyes grew more
gentle. Chen went on spesking, telling of how quickly Benzi seemed to grasp the meaning of aword and
of how often he would take asmdll object apart, asif curious about how it worked, and how loudly he
cried.

Irisstifled ayawn as he finished, then smiled apologeticdly. “I'mtired,” shesad. “I never seemto deep
enough now.”

He cleared away their trays, then walked back to her room at her side. They undressed in silence. When
they climbed into her bed, he drew her head toward his, missing thelong hair he remembered ashe
stroked her neck. Her hands clutched at him nervoudly; her hip bone dug into his side. Shewas
unfamiliar; the body he touched was thinner, her smedll muskier.

He wastoo impatient to wait. He rocked against her, moaning as he entered, crying out as he sought
release, and finished too soon. As helet go, she fell back on the bed. By the time his hands reached for
her again, she was breathing deeply, her mouth open, her body dack, adeep.

Chen awoke once during the night. A dim light glowed near the screen; Iris was awake, aband around
her head. Still wearing the band, she crept back to bed. Chen pretended he was still adeep, and soon
drifted off once more.

When he woke up again, she was dressing. Her breasts glistened with droplets of water. She swatted at
hersalf with atowe, then draped the towel over the clothesrod.

“Iris. Y ou should have stayed awake longer. More than ayear, and | didn’t satisfy you.”

“It'sdl right. It wasn’t your fault.” She smiled a him the way she once had. He got up and let himsdif into



the cubicle next to the room. By the time he had finished showering in the small stal, Iriswas dressed and
infront of her screen, saring at lines of symbols.

“How long are you going to stay?’ she asked as she looked up.

“I don’t know. | don’t want to bein the way. | can probably find my way around during the day.”
“I"d show you around mysdlf, but | wouldn't havetime.”

“I could cometo your discussonswith you.”

“That wouldn't bewise. Y ou' d probably distract everybody, and they’ d want to ask you what it waslike
for you on the Project, and then we wouldn’t get to what we' re supposed to be doing.”

“I wouldn't say anything.”

“Oh, Chen. | don't havetimefor this.”

He sat down on the bed, draping the sheet over his bare body, suddenly embarrassed at his nakedness.
Her eyes had adistant look again, asif he were a stranger who had never shared her bed before. “Iris,
do you want to end our bond?’

She gripped the back of her chair with her hands. “What made you say that?’

“I thought you might be thinking of it. Y ou don’t redly need me now. Y ou have what you wanted without
me. We re growing apart. We Il change even more by the time you leave this place.”

“Look, we' ve been separated. It' s naturd to fedl that way. But | never thought of breaking our bond.”

“Iris, you don't fed the sameway. | can senseit. Y ou didn’'t even introduce meto your friends. | shame
you. You' I be someone with schooling, and I'll be aworker. Y ou may want to be free from me then.”

Her fingers curled around the chair’ s back. *Y ou wanted me to come here. Y ou told meit wastheright
thing to do. Maybe it’ s you who wantsto end our bond.”

He shook his head. “Never.”
“Then why did you bring thisup now?’ Her voice was shrill. “I havework to do. | can't talk about this.”
He had meant to say he loved her. Hiswords had flowed from hislipsdmost against hiswill.

“Chen, | made apromiseto you,” shewent on. “I’ll do my best to keep it. We till share the same
dream, don’'t we? Don’t we? It may be harder for you to return to the Project without me. I [l be needed
therewhen I’'m trained. They don’t have as many peoplein my fied there asthey’ d like, because they
need so many of them here for weather control. They’ll be bound to keep you at my side. | can’t break
the pledge now.”

Was this her way of saying that she till cared? He pressed hislipstogether, thinking that he had been a
fool to speak.

“Anyway, be practical,” Irissaid in alower voice. “If we break our bond, the timeto do that iswhen
we re on the [dands, not here. Once we' re safely there, it won't matter.”

“| see.” Chen seemed to be outside of himsdlf, unable to control hiswords. “Y ou' re just waiting to break
it. At least be honest with me.”



The musclesin her neck tightened as she leaned forward. “What do you want from me? | took you asa
bondmate, against my mother’ s wishes, when she could have expelled me from her house. | gaveyou a
son, | cared for you asmuch as| could. But it isn't enough for you. No matter what | give, you want
more.”

“Y ou took me as a bondmate because you needed me then. Now, you don't. Y ou can get to the Idands
without me. Y ou can have others, like that man Esteban.”

“Sothat’'swhat itis” She hissed thewords. “How wrong you are. He shows me some attention, nothing
more. He hasto counsel many of us, so he hasto treat usall the same way, and he can hardly deep with
all of us” Her eyes narrowed. “Not that | haven't tried. I’ ve asked him to my bed, but he refuses. There.
Y ou wanted honesty from me.”

“And therewas no one e sc?’

“No one who mattered,” she snapped. In spite of her words, she looked wounded. “Y ou knew what my
customs were before. | don’t ask you what you do away from me. Our contract doesn't forbid other
partners while we' re separated.”

Shedidn’t understand. It wasn't jealousy hefdlt, but the fear that he waslosing her. Why couldn’'t she
seethat?

“Y ou shouldn’t have come here,” shewent on. “What if you let it dip to someone dsethat we're
bondmates, that you aren't just the father of my child? Esteban knows, and the Administrators must
know, but they keep it in confidence. It wouldn’t even matter if many of the sudents knew, because alot
of their people practice that custom, but there are students here from the Plains, and gossip spreads. |
don’'t want to shame my commune.”

He sighed. “Y ou should know by now that | wouldn’t give you away.”

“Now, you come here and take me away from my work. | can’'t st heretalking to you. | havea
discussonin afew minutes, and it'stoo late to get to it in person, so I'll have to use my screen. Maybe
that seemslikeasmal lapseto you, but here, they place importance on personal contact, snce we have
to be able to work together later.”

“You'reright,” hesaid angrily. “I shouldn’t have come. There are hostelsin Caracas. | can find abed at
oneuntil | leave. | can go back to Lincoln for afew days, see Benzi. He should fedl that at least one of
his parents doesn’t see him as usdess.”

She turned back to her screen impatiently. Chen dressed quickly, then remembered the carving he had
been planning to give her. He was about to pull it from the pocket where it had remained when Iristurned
around again.

“| can't haveyou leavelikethis,” she murmured. “Maybe you'll understand if | explain something to you.
Chen, I'm struggling here. It was easy to think | was clever back in Lincoln. It' salittle different when
you' re with others who were chosen. This placeisn’t just teaching us what we can do, but what's
beyond usaswdll. At best, I'll get by and even get sent to the Project, not because I’ m terribly wise or
talented, but because they happen to need more peoplein my field there. At worgt, | could fail, and then
everything I’ ve done will be usdess”

“Y ou'retoo hard on yourself.”

She shook her head. “Oh, | had very grand dreamsfor mysdf once. | thought | might even do something



origina with my work. Well, | can see the patterns, but | can’t make the leap beyond them to something
new. That giftisn't indde me, and nothing will put it there. Angharad was right when shetold me that my
learning would bring me unhappiness. I might have been happier if I'd stayed in Lincoln. | could have
adwaystold mysdf that —’

“Would you redly changeit?’ he asked.

“No, | guess not. Not even now.” She blinked and wiped at her eyes. “Well, now you know what an
impogter | really am. | sometimesthink they made amistake in choosing me.”

“No they didn’t.” He stood near her and stroked her hair. “Y ou knew it would be hard. They wouldn't
giveyou the dlotment if they thought you couldn’t succeed. I’ll go now. Don’'t worry. Y ou' d better get
back to your discussion.”

She turned back to the screen. He was about to place the carving next to her, then decided to keep it.
He had misunderstood her when he carved it. He had formed the face of awoman serenein her
knowledge and disdainful of those who could not shareit; to give her such a carving now would wound
her.

He kissed her on the neck lightly before leaving. He would send her amessage before he |eft Caracas,
when he could think about hiswords before speaking them. He would tell her that he could wait, that his
love was strong enough for thet.

Thefloater rested inits cradle. Chen hurried down the ramp, nodding absently at the few shopkeepers
claming shipments, and made hisway toward Lincoln. He would at |ast have some good newsfor Eric.
ArlaGoddd| had paid handsomely for his carving of Iris, had asked for one of hersalf, and had spoken
of friendswho would pay for carvings. Almaost without thinking, Chen had given her Eric’ sname and
location, saying that she could make arrangements through the young shopkeeper.

The more Chen had thought of that impulsive gesture during his journey, the better anideaiit had seemed.
Eric could handle the commissions, send Chen images of those to be carved, make the shipments, keep
the records. His business might revive when the rest of Lincoln heard that such folk were dedling with
Eric. Chen hadn’t stopped to think of how he himself would find time for the extrawork; he would worry
about thet |ater.

He strode into the town square and hurried toward the tavern, expecting that Eric would be there and yet
hoping that he was't present. He stopped in front of the tavern door and wiped his brow with one hand.

The door opened. He stepped into the darkened, cool room that was arefuge from the humid spring
heat. “Where' s Eric Constances?’ he asked.

A man standing at the bar turned around. “ The shopkeeper? Probably at the town hall. The Counselor’s
here— | saw Eric heading there earlier.”

Chen had forgotten. He went outside and crossed the square. As he began to climb the steps, he heard a
scream.

Suddenly, townsfolk were streaming out of the hall toward him. He stepped aside quickly to let them
pass. “Go get Letty!” awoman cried. Someone was wailing. Chen looked up; Laizawas teetering at the
top of the steps, asif about to fall.

He dropped his duffel and bounded up the stepsto her. She pushed him away, and then fell against him;
she was shaking as he gripped her shoulders. Letty Charlottes, followed by two women, was aready



running across the square carrying her bag; she scurried up the steps and entered the hall.
“What isit?’ Chen managed to ask.

“It'sEric!” the young woman wailed. “1t’ s Eric!” He shook her, but she said no more. Helet go and
Lazastumbled away.

Histhroat was dry. He entered the hall, afraid of what hewould see.

A few people were standing outside the Counselor’ sroom. Letty emerged, the Counselor, David Annas,
a her sde. “I’'m sorry totell you this,” she said to the small crowd. “He sdead. | don’t know how it
could have happened. David here saysthat it was sudden — one minute, Eric was speaking, and the
next, hejust fel to the floor. Poor Eric probably didn’t even fed anything. David went to hissideright
away, but he saw that he was gone even before | was sent for. | won't know more until —”

David Annas was dready |leading the others away; he shook his head and murmured to them in soothing
tones. Chen stared at the Counselor’ s broad back; his hands becamefidts.

Letty caught Chen’s eye and motioned to him; he moved toward her. “1 know he was your friend,” the
physician said. “It seemsto have been a stroke, according to my med-scan. | don’t understand it. He
was S0 young. | scanned him not more than two months ago. | warned him to stop drinking and gave him
some medication, but | don’t suppose hetook it. | told him I'd ingst on an implant if he didn’t, something
that would make himiill if he touched adrop, but —" She sat down in one of the chairs, cradling her bag
on her lap. “Not that it matters now. | don’t know how | could have missed the sgns. Somehow, | failed
him”

“Y ou couldn’'t have known,” Chen said dullly.
“I should have. It was my duty to know, to seethe Signs.”

He knew he would find no wegpon in the Counsdor’ s room; David had no doubt disposed of it
immediately before caling for help. Chen had come back to Lincoln too late; he had not redlized the
depth of Eric’ srage and despair. He could imagine what David had told him, how sympathetic the
Counselor had looked when he had said that it was time for Eric to give up his shop. Perhaps Eric had
been prepared for that news.

He had failed hisfriend, failed the women caring for Benzi. Everything he had done had only brought Eric
to his death. He wondered wildly what Eric had carried into the room with him — perhgpsasmal gun or
knife, something easily concedled that would not be missed.

“I'll haveto look at my recordsagain,” Letty was saying. “ There hasto be something | missed.” Her eyes
met his. “Poor Constance. Y ou should go to her house right away. She'll need her friends now.”

He stumbled from the hall. He was abouit to cross the square when he remembered his bag. He reached
down for it and dung it over his shoulder. A few people had gathered in front of Fatima' s shop; one of
them called out to him as he passed. He ignored the caller and went on down the nearest road until he
wasin front of Angharad’ s house. He stared at the door, not knowing how he could bring himsdlf to
enter. A few neighbors had drifted into the road; he could not meet their eyes.

At last he went inside. The door to the common room opened as he entered. Constance was Sitting in a
chair near the screen, her face pae and gtill. LaDonnawas standing next to her, holding a glass of
whiskey. Constance shook her head and pushed the glass away. Angharad paced the room, wringing her
hands.



Constance suddenly noticed Chen. A scream escaped her; shetore a her blond hair. LaDonna dropped
the glass; it rolled on the rug, spilling its amber contents. Chen gtiffened, imagining that Constance saw his
guilt and was blaming him for her son’ s degth. She can't know, he told himsalf as he backed toward the
doorway.

LaDonna held Congtance by her wrists as the blond woman continued to scream. Her hoarse cry lashed
at Chen's ears as he watched helplesdly.

Chen crept into the darkened town hall and stopped in front of the Counselor’sroom. He pressed his
hand against the door; surprisingly, it opened. David Annas, Chen realized, probably did not know that
Chen had been the one who had ingtdled the deadly protective device; there was no need for himto
know that, and no reason for David to change the lock.

Chen went ingde. David would be at Angharad' s house for awhile longer. The door did shut behind him
asthe ceiling lit up. The heavy curtains over the window were drawn; no one would seethelight. He
stood there for amoment, almost expecting the beam to take his own life, then went to the desk and sat
down.

I’m amurderer, he thought. My handskilled him. He stared at his roughened pams. Hisfinger punched a
console button as he spoke the codes he still remembered.

Hewaited. At last Nancy Fass’ s face appeared on the screen; her lids were heavy, swollen with deep.
He had known that she would accept the call.

“I know,” she said without preliminaries. “I’m sorry. | was going to contact you tomorrow. | have news
for you, Chen.”

“I don't want your news. | have something to tell you.”

“Y ou’ d better hear what | have to say first. Wethink it’ stime you went back to the Idands. Y ou've
done enough for us. We' Il make arrangements as quickly as possible.”

He gritted histeeth. He would not even have the chance to tell the Linker that he would do no more of
her evil work. She had already anticipated his words and had taken away his chance to stand up to her.

“Redly, it'sbest that you don't stay in the Plains now,” she continued. “ There are others who can
continue the work. It'smy hope, and this seems supported by the facts so far, that thiswas an isolated
incident, and won't be repeated. Y our bondmate and son can join you when Iris hasfinished her course
of study — I know she'll be encouraged in her own work when she hears you' Il be going to the Idands.
There sagroup of workers leaving for Venus soon.” She gazed at him expectantly, asif waiting for him
to show hisgratitude.

He had his reward, bought with Eric'slife. His dream was poisoned; he wished he had never dreamed it
at adl. He wanted to refuse the offer, and yet knew that he would not. He might even harden himsdlf in
time, accept the fact that he had only been atool of the Nomarchies and that another tool would only
have taken his place.

“Y ou knew theman,” she said petulantly. “Couldn’t you have dissuaded him before this happened?’

“I didn’t know he wasthinking of this. Maybe it came to him suddenly, before he knew what he was
doing.” He glared at the screen. “ At least you know that | didn’t betray you. I’ll be sllent now too. These
people have enough sorrow.” If they knew the truth, he and David would face Lincoln’ sjustice together;
the town would then pay the price for its revenge. He could not bring the wrath of the Mukhtars down



upon them, could not shatter their complacent community. Better to let them have peace, to think that
Eric’ s death could not have been prevented.

“I'm sorry,” Nancy said. “But | warned you about becoming too close to these people. Y ou should
never have—"

“Shut up.” He turned away from the screen. | did what you wanted. | knew what it might mean. |
accepted it. | have to accept thistoo.”

“Youmustn't dwell onthis. You'll fed different when you' re back on the Idands. If your friend was so
disturbed, he might only have brought more pain to othersif he had lived. Perhaps he' s at peace now.”

“He snot at peace. HE sdead. Don't pretend I’ m some fool dreaming of aGod and aheaven.” He
gripped the arms of the chair. “1I'll take my reward. | did my best to earniit.” Y ou won't rule us on that
world, he thought darkly. Y ou won't spin your web there. I'll livelong enough to do what | can to see
that you don't.

“I haveto go,” shesaid. “I'll erasethismessage at my end. Y ou' d better leave that room before the
Counsdor findsyou there. You arein hisroom, aren’'t you? Y ou can stay in Lincoln until wetell you
which port to go to. | know it'll be hard, but I'm sure | can trust you.”

Y es, you can trust me, he thought. Maybe you can even guesswhy | want to stay aive.

He turned off the screen. Nancy would brush him out of her thoughts. The others who would go on doing
her work would be gratified to learn that anameless one of their number had aready received payment
for his service to the Nomarchies.

David was probably ill a the house giving comfort, pretending to the grief that Constance felt. Chen put
his pams againgt the desk. Perhaps the man would forget hisrole as a Counselor and would comfort
Constance in her room. Chen thought not; even David would not careto linger in that house.

He waited, staring past the chairslined up on the other side of the desk at the door. Eric had cometo
that room; perhaps he had even pleaded with David for one more chance to save his business before
trying to strike out at the Counsdlor.

At last the door opened. David started as he saw Chen behind the desk. *Y ou shouldn’t be here, lad,”
the Counselor said. “ The door was locked. How did you —"

“I putinthelock.”

“Yes, of course, | know you' ve done repairs here, but —” The door did shut behind David. “Y ou
oughtn’t to alter the—" The man’s muddy brown eyes widened with comprehension.

“Murderer,” Chen said.
“Y ou'rethe one they sent.”
“Murderer.”

“Ligten, | —" David stiffened as Chen held one hand over the desk. “Y ou don’t understand. | tried to tell
him that we couldn’t let him stay here, that dready we were going to have to cover FatimaMiriam's
debts until he earned enough to pay them back. How was | to know he cared so much about that shop?’

“Y ou were his Counsdor. Y ou should have known.”



“l couldn’t know that.”

“And you couldn’t even defend yoursdlf, reason with him, or stop him some other way. That button was
infront of you. Y ou could just pressit and make sure you were safe.” Chen moved his hand alittleto the
left and poised it over the button. “It must have been easy.”

“Y ou don't know what you' re saying.”

“But | do. I know how you felt.” Chen lowered his hand toward the button in front of him. “Thelight's
on, you know. Seemsyou camein with awegpon. Of course. You still have Eric's, don't you? Y ou
picked it up and hid it and forgot to get rid of it. Guess you were planning to do that now.”

The Counsdor froze; hiseyes shifted wildly.

“And you must be getting angry by now,” Chen went oninalow voice. “Y ou might even try to lunge at
me, get me away from this desk. Maybe | ought to shidld myself.”

“Youcan'tdoit,” David said quietly. “ Do you redly think you could get away with it?’
“Maybe | don’'t care whether | do or not.”

“Lisentome! | couldn’t helpit!” David wrung his hands. “He was acting so wild. Y ou didn’t see what
hewaslike. | set up the shield, and then hetried to leap at me— | couldn’'t stop it.”

“Y ou knew what could happen as soon as you turned the shield on. Look at it thisway. Eric didn’'t know
what was coming, but you do. At least you can prepare yourself.”

David leaned forward dightly, clearly trying to decideif he could reach Chen before the button was
pressed. Then he sank into one of the chairs and covered hisface. “1 didn't meanto doit,” he moaned.
“It was out of my hands.”

Chen got up and walked around the desk. He had seen himsdlf punching the other man, beating him into
ablubbering submission; now, hisanger had fled, and he saw how useless his gesture had been. Hewas
asguilty as David.

“You'resafe,” he said to the Counsdor. “1 havewhat | want. I’ ve got friends here. | don’t want them to
know what I’ ve done.”

David looked up. “Y ou redly ought to seek some counseling yoursdlf,” he said. “I could fileacomplaint
agang you, you know.”

“Yeah, you could. You d be taking a chance, but maybe they could come for me before | talked about
what | know. But two threats from two different men in one day — the Administrators might wonder just
what kind of Counsdlor you are.”

“I didn’t mean it. Y ou can seethat, can't you? | failled him. | know that. | keep running it over in my
mind, thinking of what | could have done. | didn't meaniit.”

Chen strode from the room. David had not meant for thisto happen; Chen had not intended it when he
had followed Nancy Fass’ s request. But Eric was dead all the same.

June 540

From: Laing Chen, Hostel 8, San Antonio, Nueva Republicade Texas



To: Iris Angharads, Cytherian Ingtitute, Caracas, Nomarchy of NuevaHispania

We'll beleaving tomorrow, inthe morning. A shuttle will take us up to the L-5 port and we'll leave for
Venus from there on atorchship. | wanted to see you, but —

| haveto be honest. | think | could have found sometimeto seeyou, but | didn’t want to take you away
from your studies. And evenif I'd stayed on Earth, we wouldn't have had many chances to be together.
Theré spainin menow. | didn’'t want you to see me likethis. | should be talking to you instead of just
sending thismessage, but | didn’t want to take you away from work or wake you up if you're desping. |
aways liked to watch you deep, you look so peaceful then. So by the time you hear this, I'll probably be
on theshuttle.

The taps against the glass door were digtracting him. Chen turned around and glanced at an angry man
with a bristling moustache, then put his screen on hold and pressed the door open.

“How long you going to be, anyway?’ the man said.
“Not much longer.”
“I’ve got amessage to send too.”

“There' sanother screen over there” Chen gestured with one arm, pointing at the opposite sSde of the
room, which wasfilled with two rows of cots and reclining men.

“And another hog using it,” the man replied. “ Are you going to wrap thisup, or do | haveto haul you out
of there?’

Chen rose dightly from his seet. “ Guess you'll have to haul me out.” He showed histeeth. “ But then
you’ d missyour chance at the other screen.”

The man turned his head, then began to bound across the room to the screen that was now free.
Chen sighed as he closed the door and tried to think of what he would say next.

They buried Eric before | 1eft Lincoln. | don’t know what Angharad told you. | know they al understood
that you couldn’t come home for that. Angharad told me that she didn’t want you to come home. | think

you’ d want to know that. She said you shouldn’t come home to face something so sad, that it' d give you
bad memories of your home to take back with you.

Thisishard, Iris. | haveto tell you everything, because | promised them dl I’d do it, and they just
couldn’t bring themselvesto sit down and send you amessage about it al. | know Angharad told you
how Eric died, about the stroke. His body was taken to Omahathe day after, because the researchers
there thought they might be able to find something out. David convinced Letty that it hadn't been her fault
and that the people in Omahawould have abetter chance of finding out why there weren't any warning
signs or whatever. Then David told Congtance that Eric’ s death, and what they found out about it, might
give them away to avoid such thingsin time. Constance said David advised her to have another child as
soon as she could. | think she will.

Iris, | — | haveto stop for aminute.

David had come to the house often. His voice had been smooth and soothing, his manner gentle. His
voice had fdtered dightly only when he met Chen in the hdlway or the common room.

At firg, David usudly averted hiseyes guiltily from Chen’saccusing gaze. After afew days, hewas able



to meet Chen’ s eyes without flinching. Toward the end, his own eyes had held anger and an unspoken
accusation. Chen was as quilty as he, David'slook said; Chen had given him the tools that had made his
deed possible.

David had won, he knew. He had, in hismind, shifted some of the guilt to Chen, and could find away to
bear hisown.

Anyway, Eric’s asheswere sent back to Lincoln at the end of that week. Constance insisted on that. She
said she wanted him home.

It was raining when we buried him. First, we went to the church, and the priest said mass. Almost
everyonein Lincoln wasthere, and alot of them had to stand outside. Why so many had to come, |
don’t know. Maybe it was the shock of having someone so young die of something like that. | brought
Benzi. | had to say good-bye to Eric. Maybe someday | can tell you why | — forget that. I'll just say my
place was there. Benzi behaved himsdlf. He didn’t know what was going on, but he sat till and didn’t

ary.

Chen had sat in one of the front pews, with Benzi on hislap, wedged in among the members of
Angharad's household. He remembered the heat, the closeness of the bodies, the creaking of wood as
people knelt or rose and then sat down again. A silver urn near the dtar held Eric’ s ashes. Chen bit the
indgde of hismouth until it bled. They weredl guilty, whether they knew it or not; their indifferenceto
Eric, their ingstence that he adjust to Plainsways, had pushed him into despair. They had not cared if his
businessfailed and Eric had to return to alife he had hated; they were dl to blame.

Those angry thoughts, oddly enough, had eased Chen for amoment until he glanced at the pew across
from his and caught David' s sardonic look. His brown eyes seemed to gaze into Chen’s soul, asif he
knew what Chen was thinking; David, he was sure, was thinking the same thing, mentally shifting more of
his own guilt onto others.

Chen' sface burned with shame at his own weakness. He could not bring himself to ook at the urn that
held the ashes of hisdead friend.

After the mass, Fatimagot up and said afew words about Eric and the shop, and I’d tell you what else
shesad, but | wasn't redlly listening because | kept thinking she could have helped him out more when
she knew the trouble he was having with his business. | don't know. That isn't fair, | guess. Then Julia
talked about what he was like as a boy, and then Constance went up to the atar and stood there for a
while. She kept opening and closing her mouth while she looked at us, and | was sure she wasn't going
to be able to talk — no one had expected her to try. Angharad was just about to get up and lead her
away, and then —

Constance said that she wouldn't cry for Eric. She said that he had never wanted to leave Lincoln inthe
first place, that he' d wanted to stay, and now he would aways be there.

She started crying then. She said she was crying for hersdlf, becauseif Eric were ill alive, shewould
have been just another person trying to force her son to be what she thought he should be instead of
comforting him. Then she said she was glad he was dead, because at |east now he wouldn’t have to
leave, and she started cursing hersdlf because she had never redlly understood him.

By thistime, the priest and Angharad were trying to lead her away, but Constance wouldn’'t move. She
said that she knew why Eric had died and that al the doctorsin the world would never seeit, that he had
died out of grief of not being able to keep thelittle he had. She said she knew that David was going to tell
him he couldn’t keep hisbusiness.



Then she started saying that it was't right that some had to live in one way, and othersin adifferent way.
She said that Lincoln was dying, that al the farms were dying, that they were dl foolsfor trying to keep
them going, that one day the whole town would die of grief. By then, some people were whispering that
shedidn’t know what she was saying. Findly, the priest calmed her down and got her back to her sedt.

We buried Eric outside, at the edge of the field. Constance wanted that too — she didn’t want him in the
town mausoleum. She said that would be like filing him away on ashelf.

| spoketo her before | left. She was alittle better then, more like herself. She mentioned you, said you
might be addled but at least you had what you wanted. Then | said good-bye to them al. They knew
they probably wouldn’'t see me again.

| guessyou know why | couldn’t take Benzi with me. | wanted to, but the new Counselor advised against
it. | forgot to tell you that before. A new Counselor was sent to Lincoln just before | | €ft.

Perhaps David had logt, after al. No one knew where he’ d been sent, or even if hewas till a Counselor.
A woman named Diane Derryville, another smiling tool of the Mukhtars, had taken his place.

She had advised Chen about his son, had said that it would be better for him to stay in afamiliar place for
now, that it would be easier for him to leave later on, when he was older and his mother came back for
him. She had been sitting behind the Counsdlor’ s desk; Chen had found it hard to concentrate on her
words.

The Counsdlor’ sgoing to contact you. She' sgoing to set up some sort of program for you and Benzi,
something with bands and images and so on so that you both fed you' re actualy having physical contact.
She said they hadn't tried it before with parents and children, so | guessit’s an experiment or something.
She said they’ d cover the cost aslong as you' re doing well enough at the Ingtitute.

Two men had been waiting outside the glass door for achance to use the screen. Chen glanced at them
and saw that three other men, who had been playing dice in another corner of the room, had moved their
game closer to him. The two waiting men had aready been drawn into the game. The dicerolled across
the floor; the man who had rolled them grimaced and shook his head.

Iris, | won't see you again until you cometo the Idands. | know you will, I know you' |l get through.
We'll have to see how thingswork out then. Don't forget me, whatever happens. We till want the same
thing, don't we?1 love you ill.

Chen stood up and stared at the blank screen. His last words had been a bit too hollow.

He could not face her. Heimagined carel ess, damning words about Eric and hisown rolein Eric’ sdeath
silling from hislipsin Iris' s presence. He had not even been able to bring himsalf to talk to her directly
over the screen. She might need him now, might have wanted to weep with him over Eric; hewould not
have been able to bear that.

Hislovefor her was poisoned. He was relieved that she would not be traveling to Venus for sometime.
Onthe Idands, he might be able to forget Eric. There would be nothing present to remind him of his
deed. He could tell himsdlf that many lives had been lost to the Project, and that Eric’s, however
indirectly, was Smply another such loss.

But Iriswould join him eventualy. He would then haveto look at aface that would remind him of Lincoln
and what he had brought to the people there. It would be just if Iris somehow saw what wasinsde him,
and cameto hate him. It would befair if she turned away from him for good.



Another man was tapping on the door. Chen opened it and walked away from the screen.

Irisraced through the Caracas port. She had wasted at |east an hour at her room screen checking on the
next suborbita flightsto San Antonio before redizing that she might have a better chance of getting
aboard oneif shewere here.

Shewas panting by the time she reached the wing where the suborb passengers were waiting. A young
girl was lurking near one of the consoles. “Do you need help?’ the child asked in Spanish. “Do you want
aguide?’

Iristightened her grip on her bag; the child was nearly astdl asshe. “1 don't need your help.” Thegirl
wandered off as Iriswent to the console and checked the flights again. The next would leave for San
Antonio in an hour; it wasfull. The one after that would get her to San Antonio too late; Chen’s shuttle
would be gone by the time the suborb arrived. She gazed at the flight information rolling up on the small
console screen and listened as a voice repeated it, then abruptly dapped a button.

“l want totak to aclerk,” shesad.

The screen flickered. Irisleaned againgt the counter behind the console, tapping her fingersimpatiently.
At last adoor in the wal opened. A young man stepped out to the counter.

“I’ve got to get on the suborb to San Antonio,” she said before the man could spesk. “It' svery
important.”

He raised one sandy brow. “The next flight isfull. We haven't had any cancdllations. If you wait, there
might be a place on the one &fter that.”

“That'll betoo late. Please, | have to get aboard thisone.” She swallowed. “Y ou see, there' sonly one
shuttle flight going from San Antonio to L-5 tomorrow — | mean today — and | have to be there before
it leaves”

“If that’ swhat you want, you ought to be in the shuttle flight annex. Y ou might find aspot on one of
tl,.e_”

“I don’t want to get to L-5!" Shelowered her voice. “I want to get to San Antonio. Couldn’'t you find
out if someone ese could let me have their place?’

He shrugged. “I’m not paid to do that.”

You'ddoitif I wereimportant enough, she thought. She rumbled in her bag and took out abill. “I’ll pay
you,” she muttered. “Here' s some credit. Just punch my request into the system, and giveit priority, and
then ask the passengerswho' ve dready checked inif one of them will —”

“Y ou're wasting your time, Citizen. People on suborbs are usudly in ahurry. If they weren't, they’ d be
on airships, wouldn’t they?’ He leaned against the counter. She took out another bill and passed it to
him. “What' syour name?’

“IrisAngharads.” She held out her wristband.

He scanned it quickly; hisfingers danced over the keys of hisown console. “Thereyou are. You'll bethe
first aboard if anyone doesn’t show up.” A pand infront of him did open as he stepped out. “I’ll ask
around,” hewent on. “Y ou can dwayswait until the suborb’s ready to leave, and maybe someone will
cancel by then. Next time, you' d be wise to make your plansin advance.”



Shetook aseat near thewall. Chen should have spoken to her directly instead of leaving amessage. He
should have had the screen signd to her instead of Ieaving the message for her to see only after she had
finished her evening' swork. Surely he must have known that she would want to see him before he | ft.

She adjusted her bag on her Iap. He had sounded strange over the screen. Eric’ s death had clearly
affected him; it had been ashock to her aswell, but Chen had been in Lincoln when it happened. It must
have been even worse for him.

Her eyes stung as she thought of Eric. He would never leave Lincoln now; she supposed that was what
he would have wanted. Now, Chen was being taken from her.

She rubbed at her face with one hand. It was ridiculousto think of Chen’s departure in that way; she
would hardly have had much time to see him even if he had stayed on Earth. She barely had timeto think
of him asit was, or to send him messages. She blinked as she recalled how she had behaved when Chen
had come to the Ingtitute. She had to reach him to make up for that.

The clerk was wandering back to the counter; he glanced at her as he shook his head. Shetried not to
fedl too disgppointed. Her request wasin the system; if she waited, she might still get aboard.

Chen did not want to see her. That had to be why he had only left amessage. She must have hurt him
during their last visit more than she knew. He might be relieved a not seeing her, at being ableto goto
the Idands alone. Why was he going back so suddenly? Had he requested it? Had he wanted to get
away now? Had he deliberately planned it so that he wouldn’t have timeto visit her? Thiswas her last
chance to see him, to speak to him of when they would be together again, to hold him instead of only
gpesking wordsfor him into a screen.

Shewaited until al the suborb passengers had arrived. It was not until they werelining up in front of the
gate that she saw how futile her hopes had been. Shetried to tell herself that the flight would have cost
too much credit, that she would have missed a couple of important seminars, that she had promised to
show agroup of visitors around the Ingtitute that afternoon. The visitors, who had recently arrived from
the Idands, werelikely to be interesting people, and it would be a shame to miss a chance to hear what
they might haveto say. If Chen did not want to see her, shewould look like afool if shewent to him
now. Her bond with him would have to wait; there would be time enough to decide about it later.

She stood up and walked down the lighted hall.
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Eighteen

Benzi twisted on Iris slap; he seemed restless. She stroked hisdark hair. “I’'m glad you liked your
present,” Irissaid. “Two yearsold aready. Y ou're growing up fast.” She hugged him again. “Do you
want to hear another song? A friend of mine here named Tim taught it to me.”

“Grandmasong,” thelittle boy said as he shook his head. “Grandmasong,” he said again, and Iris
understood that Benzi wanted Angharad to sing to him now.

Irishit her lip. “Then I'll say good-bye for now. I’ ll see you again on Saturday, al right? After you' ve had
your ngp. Don't forget.”

“Good-bye,” Benzi sad.

“Good-bye.” Iris reached for the band on her head, removed it, and gazed at her screen. Benzi wason
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Angharad’ slap; his grandmother was removing his band. Benzi rubbed hiseyes.

“I wish you could have come homefor hishirthday,” Angharad said. “Oh, well. Better thisthan nothing. |
gtill don’t know if —” The older woman shook her head. “ Strange things they come up with nowadays,
taking amother away from her child and then doing this sort of thing with bands. | supposeit’s better
than nothing, and he does seem to know you now.”

Irissmiled. “He' saways good.” Of course he was, she thought. She was never hooked up long enough
for him to get too bored, and it was easy for her to be patient; she could disconnect if he got too irritable.

“I'dloveto gab awhile,” Angharad went on, “but | promised myself I d listen to the accounts tonight.
Y ou don't need any extra credit, do you?’

Iris shook her head.

“Wéll, if you do, just et me know. Had amessage from Laizalately?’

“No.”

“I imagine she' s busy with that daughter of hers. Goodbye, dear. Don’'t work too hard.”

The screen went blank. Iris gazed at it as she thought of her son, and wondered if Benzi actually |ooked
forward to their times together. Perhaps he sensed that he was only an intermittent obligation, one she
could put aside without too many pangs.

She sghed. She had amodéd to study, one that showed the cycle of photochemica and thermochemical
reactionsthat changed Venus' s sulfuric gasesinto cloud particles. The cycle was complex, and arecent
increase in volcanic activity on the Venusian surface meant that more sulfur, emitted by volcanic
eruptions, would be entering the atmosphere. She would have to estimate how long the eruptions were
likely to continue, how much sulfur dioxide would be emitted, and whether thisincreasein volcanic
activity would require more seeding of the atmosphere with algae or if theleve of sulfuric dioxidewould
declineto previous levels without increased seeding. She would have to hope that her model took all
possible factors into account, and that her answer came close to what the specidists on the Idands might
be concluding.

She sat back and sipped her tea, hardly noticing that it was dready cold, as she prepared to study her
screen.

January 541
From: Iris Angharads
To: JuliaGwens

| was glad to get your message and hear al about your Christmas. Y ou asked me what | was studying
now, and I’ll try to answer your question without being too confusing.

At the moment, alot of my work involvesthe study of planetary evolution, with Earth and Venus being
our prime examples. From what we know, Earth seems, if | can put it thisway, an exception to therule,
and we have to understand what made Earth theway it isin great detail in order to terraform aworld like
Venus. At the sametime, the process of terraforming aso gives us even more knowledge about planetary
evolution.

| have to understand the role of a particular factor — rain patterns, wind patterns, vegetation patterns,



geologica and biologica events on aplanet’ s surface, the presence of various dementsin the
atmosphere, and agreat many other things— and then see how it affects the whole biosphere. This must
seem either vague or confusing to you, and | am smplifying, but it takesafair amount of study just to
understand the role of one particular factor, and then even moreto seeit in relation to others.

Maybeit'll be clearer toyou if | put it thisway. If you’ ve got alarge carton Sitting outside the house, and
you want to turn it over or moveit, you can get alever and use only atiny amount of force againgt it. Just
asmdl pushisal you need, and that big carton will move. The samething’ strue of aplanet; just atiny
changein one factor can change alot of other thingsin time. Centuries ago, industries here on Earth
began to release more carbon dioxide and sulfur dioxide into the atmosphere. This made it harder for
heat to escape, and Earth began to grow warmer. Theice caps at the poles shrank a bit because some of
theice mdted, less sunlight was reflected back into space from theice asaresult, and you ended up five
hundred years later working on the eastern seawalsinstead of visiting acity that might otherwise have
been covered with snow for much of the year. Thisisavery genera way of putting it, but you can see
what | mean, and I’ m not even discussing other factors here — deforestation, the growth of deserts,
solar activity and its effects on Earth, and so forth.

My specidty isclimatology, and we do alot of work with mathematical models. Much of what we do
wouldn’t be possible without cyberminds, or without understanding the concept of fractals. Now you're
probably asking yoursalf what afractal is, so | guess|’d better try to explain that. Fractalsare
mathematica curvesthat can define some order in what otherwise might seem chaotic or disordered.
They give usamathematical framework to describe something that might otherwise appear to be
random. With formulas using fracta's, a cybermind can creste an entire landscape down to the last detall
and can dter it sothat it mimics natural phenomena. A cybermind could do the same thing with an image
of an actud landscape, but it would have to dedl with billions of pieces of information; with fractds, it can
create alandscape that never existed. Thisis one of the reasons you can take amind-tour of Africaand
seeit theway it was millions of years ago, or why you can see acompletely redlistic image on ascreen of
something that's never been taped or photographed. By describing so many things with fractals— say,
patterns of vegetation — and then simulating them, we' re also able to make predictions about how they
might behave.

We can create moddl s that are almost as complex as aworld, and we can even map the points at which
asystem might begin to break down, but we can’t predict everything. We can't set up amathematical
modd that will predict al possible results with absolute certainty, though we can come very close. A
planetary environment istoo complex for that; change isaconstant. | could set up amodel of Earth now,
taking everything we know into account, and tell you what Earth’ s average surface temperature would be
ahundred years from now, but if the peoplein Lincoln and other towns then decided to plant alot of
trees on mogt of the fields and raise lesswhest for awhile, I’ d probably come up with adifferent figurein
my next modd. And that’s just one factor — there’ d be othersto consider.

What it comes down to isthat there' still alot we can’t find out until the actua experiment is done,
although we know alot more than people used to. We didn’'t understand certain processesin Earth’s
biosphere until, unfortunately, alot of the damage to Earth was done. We know more now, and the
Mukhtars and Linkers have probably prevented somered catastrophes, but the effects of what was
donein the past are still with us. Earth is growing warmer; more of theland is desert. There sajoke here
that, by the time the settlers on Venus leave their domes, Earthfolk will be building domesfor themsalves.

Am | making any senseto you, Julia? I’ m trying to show you why the Venus Project is so important.
When we' ve had the experience of terraforming that world, we can repair the damage to Earth, and we'll
have rea knowledge to work with. Making deserts here green again isnot going to seem such a
problematic undertaking if we can make Venus bloom. We Il be ableto try new techniques of climate



and weather control there, without risking a disastrous effect in the future by trying them here on Earth. |
know some people there say it's awaste to spend so much on the Project, but we' retrying to dter in
centuries what was created over aperiod of billions of years. Earth will benefit in the end, and not just
because there'sanew world to go to, but because of what we'll learn.

What it comes down to isthat we either have to gain some mastery of planetary engineering, or
eventually we may have no choice except to leave Earth and live as the Habbers do.

Did | answer your question, Grandmother?Y ou used to ask me about what | was learning when | was
little, and you usudly listened, but | could never tell if | was boring you or not. | want to tell you these
things because | want you to understand why I'm here and what I’ m doing. | wouldn't be here without
your help; | wouldn’t have had a chance to be given more lessons by Celia Evanstown. | know | don't
send as many messages as | should, but | haven't forgotten what you did for me with your
encouragement. Maybe if you told some of what I’ ve told you here to Angharad, she’ d understand too. |
know she worries about the future of the farm. Maybe, in some small way, what | do in my work will be
useful to the Plains someday.

Thank you for sending me theimage of Benzi. | keep the cube on my desk, where it reminds me of what
esel’'mworking for.

Iris leaned back after finishing the message to her grandmother. Shewondered if Juliawould understand
what she had redlly been trying to say, that she wasfinaly content with her choice. Juliaremained the one
person in Iris' s old household to whom she could speak without guilt; she often thought of what her
grandmother might have doneif she had been given achance.

Her door chimed, and then opened; Edwin was outside. “ Oh, you're busy,” he said.

“I wasjust —" The door had closed again before she could say more. Something was wrong; she had
glimpsed the unhappy look on Edwin's broad face.,

Shehurried out of her room and caught up with Edwin as he wasleaving the dwelling. “Wait,” shesaid as
shetook hisarm. “What isit?’

He brushed back alock of blond hair; unlike most of the other students, Edwin had kept his hair long. “I
had ameeting with my Counsdlor today,” he answered as they walked aong the path. “ They’ ve decided
to give me achance to go to Chimkent next term.”

“But that’ swonderful. That's one of the best placesfor plasma physics now. They must think that —”

“Oh, Iris. Don't beanidiot. Itisn’t just for aterm. | haveto leave the Indtitute. That’sal it means. | might
make a good teacher someday, that’ swhat the Counselor said. I’ll get a chance to do research.”

She was stunned. She should have guessed it as soon as he mentioned Chimkent. A few other students
she knew would be leaving the Ingtitute before the next term, and a couple of them would not get a
chance to go esewhere to study. She had been worrying about her own status for the past week until her
Counselor had called over the screen. She had not considered Edwin’s chances at al; she had assumed
that he would stay and that they would be moving to the fourth level together next term.

“Y ou and the others |l have to find another housemate,” he said. “Or maybe you won't, if enough people
areasked to leave. It sdl right. | wasn't mad about sharing adwelling with Chantal Lacan, evenif sheis
your friend.”

“Oh, Edwin. Y ou two have been getting dong fine lately.” She paused; that was hardly going to console



him now. “At least you' re going to another school. That isn't so bad.”

He pulled away from her. “Not so bad. No, it’s not so bad. Ever since | came here, dl I’ ve heard about
isthe wonderful Project and how nothing €l seis as much of an accomplishment asthat. They’ve
drummed it into my head. | cameto believeit. Now, they’ ve taken it away, and they expect me not to
care.”

They had cometo therailing. The morning fog had il not lifted; the mountains beyond were hidden by
themist. “But it can't be your work,” she said. “Y ou're doing well. How can they ask you to leave?’

“It seems|’m not single-minded enough. I’'m not ready to give up everything for the Project. I’ m not
willing to give them my soul — that’ sbasicaly what | wastold. How can they possibly know that?’

Now that he had said it, she could seethat it was true. She thought of al the evenings and nights Edwin
had spent in her room when he might have been doing something el se; he had teased her about her own
busy schedule. He had never had to work very hard at his courses. He had assumed that his future with
the Project was assured as soon as he came here; he had believed that the hardest part of his struggle
was over.

Heleaned againg therailing. “1 suppose | could try to jump,” he said bitterly.
She pressed herself againgt his bare chest. “Y ou don’t mean that.”

“Of course not.” He pressed his cheek against the top of her head. “I’ d be stopped, and then they’d
think twice even about sending meto Chimkent.”

Sheraised her head. * Edwin, you have to appeal. Y ou might have a case, especidly since your work’s
been good. Y ou’ ve got time to organize your arguments.”

“What case? They have aright to decide who can cut it and who can't. It'd just be awaste of time.”

“But it wouldn't. If you appedl, it might show that they were wrong about you, that you do care
enough—"

“How do | know that won't make thingsworse? If | sart telling them I' d be unhappy somewhere dse,
then | might come out of the appea with nothing, not even Chimkent.”

She stepped back. “You cantry. I'd doiit. I’ d take the chance.”
“Y es, you probably would.” He looked down.

“Y ou get dong so well with most people. | could tell them how often you' ve smoothed things over with
our other housemates. I’ d speak up for you, and so would they. Seems to me that they’ d need people
like you on the Project.”

He made afigt. “ They need driven people on the Project, and al you obsessive people will get dong fine
with each other. You'll work your hearts out for the new world and won't let anything stand in your way.
Y ouwon't have any other loyalties or fedingsthat’ |l interfere with that, and maybe that’ sthe only way an
enterprise likethat is possible. You'll dl be bound together by it. What am | supposed to do? | gave
what | could, but it was't enough, and now they’ ve made mefed that anything e'se | do will be
inggnificant in comparison.”

“Itisn't true.” Shetook hishand. “Y ou have a chance to do something important ill.”



“Don’'t give methat shit. Y ou weren't asked to leave. Y ou' re driven enough for them. Y ou’ re not the
brightest student here, but you make up for it by working hard, and helping the new students adjust, and
making sure most of your friends are people who can help you in some way.”

Shetightened her grip on him. “Edwin, that isn't fair.”
“It' sthetruth.”
“| thought we meant alittle more to each other than that by now.”

“How much do we mean, Iris? Would you go to Chimkent with me? They’ ve got some good peoplein
your field. They might let you in if you applied.”

“Y ou know what | want. Y ou wouldn't want meto go.”

“Y ou needed a bed partner, and | was handy. | guess you Plains girls dways find another one fast
enough.”

Hiswords stung; he would never have said that kind of thing to her before. “Edwin, you' re my friend. |
care about you. | wish | could help you.”

“Would you speak up for me at ahearing if you thought it might mess up your own chances, if you
thought they might not likeit if you criticized their decison?’

Shewas silent for amoment; that possibility had not crossed her mind. “ Of course.”

“Y ou waited too long before answering. | know what you' re thinking now. Y ou'retrying to think of a
way to get away from me politely so that you can get ready for your seminar, and you' re hoping | don’t
make a scene and cause adelay. Or maybe you want to take me back to your room for a quick,
consoling pump before you go about your business. Then, when I’ ve left the Indtitute, you' Il sigh oncein
awhileand think, isn't it too bad Edwin’sgone— that is, if you think about meat al.”

“Edwin, please. | know how you fed. I’d fedl even worseif they asked meto leave.”

He scowled. “But they won't ask you to leave. You' re merciless, Iris. You'll get through al right, and
you won't look back.”

“Y ou haveto apped.”

“I don’t want to do anything. There’ snothing | can do. Maybe they’reright, and I'll be happier. | hope
you like it when you get to Venus, as|’m sure you will. Y ou ought to take another look at those portraits
of Karim a-Anwar they’ ve got in the classrooms. Those are amadman’ s eyes, you know. That' sthe
face of aman who didn’t care what he had to do to have what he wanted. Y ou' re beginning to look
morelikehimdl thetime.”

“If you fed that way,” she burst out, “then they’ reright to make you leave.”

The platform afew paces away had stopped; an old man was hobbling out of thelift. Iristurned her head
toward the man for amoment, recognizing him; when she looked back, Edwin was aready striding away.
She was about to go after him, then hesitated. The old man was aone; she might have achanceto say a
few wordsto him, and there was nothing she could do for Edwin now.

Shewalked toward the man who had once been an Idand Adminisirator. “ Greetings, Linker Ngomo,”
shesad.



Thewrinklesin the old man’ s dark, wizened face degpened as he peered at her. “ Ah, the young woman
who asked such interesting questions yesterday.” She started, pleased that he remembered. “Did you
enjoy my littletak?’

“Indeed | did.”
“Y ou seemed to be having atiff with your young man.”

“It'snothing.” Shetried not to think of how much she would miss Edwin; it would pass, and they would
have parted anyway intime.

The Linker leaned againgt his cane as he stared out at the fog. Iris suddenly had the fegling that he was
remembering the much darker Cytherian atmosphere, was fill longing for the world he would never see
again. He had paid for his dream, had lost a daughter in an airship accident when her ship had crashed on
Venus. There was arumor th