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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

PART ONE

 


 

One

 

The night air was clear and cool. In the hour before dawn, the village of Lincoln was silent. Julia walked along the town's narrow main road; her granddaughter Iris clung to her hand. A dark wall of houses lined the road on either side. Julia moved slowly so that the little girl could keep up with her.

Julia had been born in Lincoln. The small town, one of hundreds in the Plains Communes of North America, took pride in its illustrious name; in the centuries before the Mukhtars of Earth's Nomarchies had brought peace to the world, a great Plains city, now a ruin, had borne the name of Lincoln.

The road began to curve upward as the two left the houses behind; it came to an end near the bottom of a small hill. Julia and Iris climbed the slope and stopped at the top of the hill, where the little girl could see a field of grain stretching to the northern horizon. Julia gazed at the sea of wheat silently for a moment before turning east, then sat down and covered the child with a fold of her warm cloak.

"There's your star," Julia said as Iris nestled under her arm. "That one there—the one shining steadily. I saw it the moment you were born."

Iris stirred restlessly. "Wenda told 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 really sure exactly what they meant.

"All women have lovers," Julia said, "and any respectable woman has several. That's not what it means. Wenda believes a lot of foolish things." Her arm tightened around Iris. "You mustn't say that to Wenda, though. You'd hurt her feelings, and most of Lincoln would rather give her credit for wisdom."

Iris looked 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 does it mean, then?"

"First of all, it's not a star—it's a planet. It's a world, 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."

Iris was puzzled. She had known that the star was a planet, though she had only a vague 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 that Iris's children might live on Venus? The boys would wander the Plains and the girls would stay in Lincoln and farm, as her family had always done.

Iris's mother, 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; a few had migrated to the Native American Nomarchy, but most had remained on the Plains. This lineage was preserved not only in Angharad's memory but also in the memory banks of the cyberminds that served Lincoln. Anyone could call up an ancestral list and listen to the musical chanting of names, and Angharad's list was more illustrious than many.

"Bet you don't know that it isn't really the light of Venus you're seeing," Julia said. "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 actually seeing is the shield's reflected light. Wenda probably didn't think of that when she decided what that sign meant for you. There's more to life than Lincoln, you know. I left this town once."

"But you came back."

"Yes." Julia's voice sounded hard once more.

"You never talk about it," Iris said. "Nobody's ever even told me where you went."

Julia shrugged under her cloak. "There's no reason anyone should have mentioned it to you, but it isn't a secret. I went to live in the Atlantic Federation. They needed workers to repair a few of the sea walls."

Iris's mouth dropped open. "Really?" She shivered a bit, thrilled by the revelation.

"I worked on the dikes near New York. A few of us even took a trip into the city once, a boat tour."

"Oh, Julia." Iris imagined a boat with sails gliding among the nearly submerged towers of the old city. The girl had seen images of New York with the aid of the band that could link her to the cyberminds, and that had been almost like being there, but Julia had seen the sight with her own eyes.

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

"Oh, Julia," Iris said again.

"I worked on dikes for over a year. Some of my friends went on down the coast afterward, but the rest of us weren't needed, so I came back home." The woman paused, as if wondering how much more to tell the child. "You see, they had enough workers on the dikes, and they knew my mother had a farm here, and that I could be more useful here than there. I had to come back."

Iris frowned. "They forced you?"

Julia chuckled mirthlessly. "The Nomarchies never force anyone, you know that, and especially not here. We're a free people—we always have been. I had a choice—come back here or risk being sent to a strange place where my skills might be needed. I guess I was afraid of where I might end up, and my mother was begging me to come back and continue our line." Julia drew up her legs. "The Nomarchies and the Mukhtars always 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. You can do anything you want as long as there's a demand for it. You can live anywhere you want, as long as you have work in that place. Why, you can even have as many children as you want, if you're prepared to ignore the Counselor telling you and all your neighbors that only one or two are needed, and don't mind people thinking you're being obstinate or selfish." Her low voice was hoarse; her fingers dug into Iris's shoulder.

 

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

Julia glanced at her right wrist, gazing at the identity bracelet she no longer needed but still wore even though she was unlikely to leave Lincoln again. Turning her head, she looked south, past the town's sloping roofs, at 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, she did not care to watch when a floater, freed from its bonds, left Lincoln for the world beyond. Her own bonds still bound her.

She loosened her grip on her granddaughter's shoulder. You might still have a chance, she thought. You might find a way to bring greater glory to our line instead of losing yourself in dreams of the past, as my daughter does. If people could change a world, then they could change themselves.

 

Iris was feeling uneasy. She already knew, without a warning from her grandmother, that this was not a conversation to share with Angharad or anyone else. "I can do what I want, can't I?"

"Of course you 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 the time I found out, it was too late."

Iris gazed at the distant morning star. She had never doubted the pattern of her life before; now Julia was saying that some terrible disappointment awaited her. She looked up at her grandmother's round face, which was nearly hidden by her hood; two tiny lines, the only sign of age, were already etched on either side of Julia's broad mouth. Julia was older than the grandmothers of Iris's friends; 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 valued her line; 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 live in 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 line was a living bond in a household.

But Julia's line was not like others. Only three generations of her line were alive in 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, feeling the weight of her own responsibility to her line, was suddenly afraid. "What should I do?" the child wailed, as she thought of the distant misery that might await her.

"Iris, Iris." Julia hugged her, then let her arm drop away. "What do you want?"

The girl was silent for a moment, wondering how much she dared to admit. But Julia would understand. Maybe her grandmother had already guessed why she had been awake so early. Iris had sensed the woman's restlessness before, had heard Julia creeping down the stairs in 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 so early that morning.

"You won't tell anyone?" Iris said. "You won't tell Angharad, will you?"

"I won't say a word."

Iris believed her. Julia did not gossip with any of the townsfolk or even with the women of their household. "I want to find out things," Iris burst out. "Sometimes I wait until everyone's asleep, and then I turn on my screen or put on my band. First, I just wanted to see places. I swam around New York—it was just like being there."

Julia shook her head. "Better than being there, child. A mind-tour always shows you the nicest spots. Well, you needn't hide that. Everybody takes mind-tours—keeps us happy to stay put the rest of the time."

"Not just that, Grandmother. I wanted to see where it all was—how far New York is from Lincoln, how far Tashkent is from Islamabad. The cybers showed me maps, just with pictures at first, until I learned how to read the names."

Julia clutched her wrist. "You read the names?"

"You promised you wouldn't tell."

"And I'll keep my promise."

"I learned the names, and then the cybers showed me stories about some of the places. I saw pictures with the band and then a voice told me I could look at words on my screen and now I can look at the words and make up my own pictures in my head."

Julia let go of Iris's arm. The woman's eyes were wide; Iris couldn't tell if she was upset or pleased. "Go on."

"I wanted to find out more things, about what New York was like before the flooding—things like that. Sometimes, when I think a question, I see a woman and she tells me where to find the answer and gives me codes to call it up and if I can answer her questions afterward, she gives me more to read." Iris turned toward the town. Light shone through a few of the windows; Lincoln was beginning to wake up.

"Now she's teaching me about numbers too," Iris continued in a lower voice. "She says they're another language, like words. She told me I can learn whatever I want. It's true, isn't it?"

"Of course it's true. She's a teaching image. Iris—you're supposed to learn from her."

"My friends don't. I told Laiza about her and she told me she never saw anything like that. I made her promise not to tell or I'd tell everyone her secrets."

"Of course they don't know about her. I was just like your friends, playing games and using my band for mind-adventures. All I needed to know was how to run the farm equipment, and you don't need reading for that." Julia sighed. "Listen to me. Do what that image tells you to do. The more you learn, the more chances—" She paused. "I wish I had learned more. By the time I tried, it was too late. I can't read anything except my name and a few others and enough figures to keep track of the time."

"But that's all anyone needs here."

"Here." Julia patted Iris's head, smoothing down the long, thick curls.

Can I travel if I learn more? Iris wondered. That notion excited her, but disturbed her as well. Would she have to leave her family and friends? She wouldn't mind traveling for a while, but she could not imagine leaving Lincoln for good; even Julia had come back. But Julia wasn't happy. Iris felt bewildered.

She looked up at her grandmother. Julia wasn't happy because she had not reached for enough; she had left Lincoln only to find that she was not really needed anywhere else. Julia was telling her to try for more than Julia herself had attempted.

The eastern sky was pale with light. Julia rose, adjusting her cloak. "Time to go home," she murmured to Iris.

 

The teaching image, who called herself Bari, had become Iris's friend. The girl knew that the image was not a real woman, but only a set of complex responses presented to her by the cyberminds when she linked herself to them with her band. The real Bari who had served as the model would be living her life elsewhere, unaware of Iris, or might even be dead, but Iris forgot that when she spoke to Bari's image.

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 a worker was of value. It was Bari who explained what Venus's transformation might mean to humanity.

With her band, Iris was able to see Venus as it had been over four hundred years ago, before its transformation had begun. She floated at the edge of an atmosphere nearly two hundred kilometers thick, then dropped through the ionized layers toward the poisonous clouds below, where the strong winds howled as they swept westward around the planet. Venus was shrieking its warning to her and to all people: You 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.

As Iris continued to fall, the winds died and the acidic clouds thinned into a haze. Now, she seemed to be standing on a barren plain of basaltic rock; to the west, lightning flickered above a volcano. The volcano's slopes made her think of a mountain of shields, thrown there by invisible warriors as they awaited a coming battle. An eerie orange light shone through the stagnant haze, illuminating the hellish world.

That surface, four hundred years before, had been almost nine times as hot as the hottest summer days on the Plains; the atmospheric pressure had been ninety times as great as Earth's. Even if 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.

Yet human beings had begun to terraform that world, dreaming of making it a new Earth. If they could do that, Iris thought, then they could do almost anything; the light of the planet would show all the people of Earth their true greatness. She thought: If I could be part of it and work there, I'd be doing something wonderful. She would 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 he lived.

Karim al-Anwar had been one of the earliest of Earth's Mukhtars; that simple title, 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's wars 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 be theirs and the destiny of their people fulfilled.

The New Islamic States became the first Nomarchy, which stretched from the eastern shore of the Mediterranean to the Central Asian plain. A few people in that region had seen their chance for power at the end of the last of the Resource Wars, when the Russians who had dominated them for so long had finally lost their grip on that territory. If the soldiers of the New Islamic States could seize control of the weapons in 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 allegiance to Earth and taken control of the orbiting weapons, and it was then that the Islamic soldiers saw their opportunity. They became the first to negotiate with the spacedwellers, and swallowed their pride to plead their case, for they saw that the spacedwellers did not want the burden of holding Earth in check, and were already planning to abandon the home world for habitats in space.

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

The first Nomarchy's old enemies, drained by war, made an alliance with the Islamic 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 the first Nomarchy's Mukhtars, and later by those the Mukhtars had trained. The Guardians of the Nomarchies, all that remained of the armed forces that had once fought Earth's battles, would maintain the orbiting weapons systems and keep the peace.

Karim al-Anwar might have contented himself with helping to keep what Earth had managed to wrest from the ruins. But where others saw people finally at peace, Karim saw people who needed a new dream, a goal that might lift them to greater endeavors that would rival 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 weapons had been used only intermittently during the Resource Wars. Yet Karim believed that, without an outlet, widespread violence might once again be visited upon his world.

Karim might have had hidden reasons for his dream. Perhaps he had wanted his name to 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 spacedwellers had not given it to them. There was no way for Iris, as she learned of Karim, to be sure, for Karim's true self 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 a break 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 Habbers lived on the two Martian satellites and had already 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 be too far from Earth and its influence. 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 sea and the blood and seed of the ancient god Uranus; she had risen from the sea in all her beauty, alighting on the island of Cythera to be worshipped. The death of the old god had given her life; his blood had become her beauty. So the planet named for her would also be transformed, and its people become a new Nomarchy of Cytherians.

Though the legend said that Karim al-Anwar had quickly brought others to share his dream, it was likely that many had thought him mad. His Venus Project would demand much from Earth, and there was little enough to give. Why should more resources be drained by such a task?

Karim, as it happened (though the legend might also have exaggerated his capabilities), was not only an engineer but also a student of history. The Venus Project, he argued, costly as it might be, would stretch Earth's abilities; the new technologies that would have to be developed would enrich the home world, and Earth would acquire a new 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 Venus Project would yield, in order to transform itself. Many had noted the rise in Earth's temperatures, the slow melting of its polar ice caps, the gradual flooding of coastal 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 al-Anwar spoke of revitalizing Earth's cautious and fearful culture with the great 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 Venus might have had oceans during its distant geological past, Karim composed a dreadful picture of Earth's possible future fate, and spoke of human history passing into Habber hands if Earth could not learn how to transform a world. 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 a study of the Venus Project's feasibility begun, but he had imbued his followers with his goal, and died knowing that others would achieve it. 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 his vision 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 always, would confound both visionaries and naysayers alike.

Karim, Iris saw, would long be remembered. Karim had not been content with what he had, even when his power was greater than that of most; he had reached for more. Somehow, Iris felt a bond with this man, even though he had been a Mukhtar and she was only one of those millions the Mukhtars ruled. She could share his dream. She could become more than another name in the list of her line, more than another farmer who kept the bellies of Earthfolk full. Making grain grow on the Plains was little compared to seeing a world bloom under one's hands.

 

Bari's voice 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's first goal had been to provide a shield. The immensity of that task alone was enough to cause even Karim's most devoted disciples to doubt the wisdom of the Project.

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

A large disk, kilometers wide, was set up between Venus and the sun, and metal fans were linked to that disk. Iris gazed at images of the Parasol's construction; as more fans were added, Iris found herself thinking of a flower's petals, while the tiny ships moving near it reminded her of insects.

The Parasol had grown until it was almost as wide in diameter as Venus itself, 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 umbrella were also remembered, and there were many such names, for the work had held its dangers. Their lives might have been shortened, but the beginning of a new world would be their legacy.

More people, undeterred by reports of injured and dying workers inadequately protected from solar radiation during the construction 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 arrivals lost heart when they saw such people but many more took courage from their example and came to feel that a short life doing great deeds was better than a long 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 Islands began as vast platforms built on rows of large metal cells filled with helium. Dirt and soil were placed on top of the platforms, which were then enclosed by an impermeable, lighted dome. The Islands were gardened; soon they bloomed with trees, grass, and flowers, and those who came to live on them longed for no other home. These Islands were part of Venus, the first outposts of those whose descendants would be the first settlers. The Islands, located north of Venus's equator, floated in the upper reaches of the Cytherian atmosphere above the poisonous clouds and were protected by the Parasol's shade; they were tiny beacons lighting humanity's way.

The Parasol was the greatest structure human beings had ever built and was a monument to Karim al-Anwar's dream. 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, Venus was still a hot and deadly place. Bari had spoken movingly of those who had died helping to bring life to a world that they would never live to see.

"Venus might have been a world like ours," Bari said, "but its development took a different path. Now our world is also changing. We may need to transform it in the future. Look at Venus, and consider how tenuous our grip on life is, and how easily it could have been otherwise on our world."

It's my star, Iris thought, my world. I might even stand on it someday. She was like Venus. Bari would shield her for a time as the Parasol shielded that world, protecting her as she learned. The clouds around her mind would vanish as Bari led her to light.

 


 

Two

 

For several months after her talk on the hill with Julia, Iris kept her secret, telling only her grandmother about what she was learning, but she was betraying herself in other ways. Exhausted by her nights of secret study, she often napped 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.

In late fall, after the harvest of the summer crop and the settling of the farm's accounts, Iris was summoned to her mother's room.

Angharad was sitting cross-legged on her bed; Julia was seated in a chair by the window overlooking the courtyard. Angharad took off the slender 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.

"You'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 slightly, then covered her mouth with one finger; she was signaling to Iris that she had said nothing.

"I listened to the accounts three times," Angharad went on. "I thought there had to be a mistake, but there wasn't. We have less credit than I expected and everyone else's account is in order. You've been spending more than your allotment. Exactly what have you been buying?"

"Nothing," Iris mumbled.

"Don't you dare lie to me. I know you couldn't have spent that much here in 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. Lessons with my band and screen, that's all. I didn't do anything wrong."

Angharad arched her brows. "Lessons? Lessons in agriculture don't cost anything for us."

"It wasn't that kind of teaching."

"Exactly what land was it, then?"

Iris looked 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 tells me how to find out things. Her name's Bari. Sometimes she gives me things to learn that I don't care about as much, but then I see how they help me with other stuff I do want to learn, and she asks me questions to see if I got it right. She says I know almost two years' worth of prep studies already." Iris paused, suddenly wishing she hadn't bragged about that.

"Prep lessons? For a school?" Angharad choked on the words, as if about to laugh. Iris looked up; her mother had a crooked smile on her face. "What makes you think you'd be chosen for a school? Why would you want to fill your head with all of that? It won't make you a better farmer."

"I don't know," Iris answered. "I was curious."

"It's a waste of time and credit. I can't keep you from spending your child's allotment—you have a legal right to that. But I won't have my own funds drained. Now I'll have to program a restriction. I never thought I'd have to do that with my own daughter."

Iris stifled a cry. She had never considered the cost of the lessons; her friends often spent hours on mind-tours and game scenarios without using up their allotments. Now there would be no more lessons until her next allotment was due, in the spring. She would not be able to bear the long, confining winter without her lessons.

"Iris hasn't done anything wrong," Julia said.

"Come here," Angharad said to Iris, patting the bed. The girl reluctantly sat down next to her mother. Angharad stroked Iris's hair, touching the brown locks gently. "You're only eight years old. I suppose it's natural to be curious about things. But none of that learning will be of use to you later—it's only for people who are chosen for schools. People who learn more than they should become very unhappy, because it affects their minds. You don't want to be unhappy, do you?"

"No." How, Iris wondered, could her lessons make her happy now and unhappy later? Were they like Angharad's pecan cookies, which made her sick when she ate too many?

"Spend more time with your friends. You'll have to get along with them when you're older. Forget your lessons, and I won't do anything about what you've spent on them. You know more than you have to now."

"No," Julia said abruptly, brushing back a lock of her light brown hair. "I can give Iris some of my credit. There's more than enough."

Angharad gaped at the older woman; then her jaw tightened. She pointed her chin at her mother while Julia glared back. Both women had the same heavy jaw and strong chin; they made Iris think of Laiza's bulldog defending a bone.

"Do you want Iris to 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's got?"

"How can learning hurt her? Besides, even if there is hurt in some learning, it might still be right. She'll have something to occupy her mind when there's little work to be done. It's better than spending her time in games and gossip."

Iris realized that the two women had forgotten she was present. This was part of an old argument to them; she had heard their voices rise and fall in debate behind closed doors and in the common room downstairs. Iris had caught an occasional angry phrase without understanding what the disagreement was about.

"The learning might," Julia continued, "even be of use to others here. Iris might bring more interesting tidbits to our gabfests." Julia's voice held its usual mocking tone.

"She might want to leave," Angharad said. Iris kept her eyes down; that possibility had often crossed her mind. There was more to life than Lincoln, her grandmother had said. Iris might want to see the cities she 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 Julia had, but she would come back with accomplishments to relate and part of her dream fulfilled; she would have no regrets.

"And what if she does leave?" the older woman responded. "I did, and here I am. She'll be back long before she has to take over our commune."

Iris bit 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 altogether, 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. Julia listened to her but could offer few thoughts of her own, and Bari was only an image.

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

"I have to think of our line," Angharad muttered. "It's my responsibility now, and it'll be Iris's later." She glared balefully at her mother. "You might have thought of your own responsibility to it earlier."

Iris's family had always lived here. All of the residents of her house shared equally in the farm, but Iris's ancestors had owned the land and were considered the traditional leaders of that household. Angharad, although 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 sessions with the heads of other Lincoln farms. If Angharad had no more children and Iris left Lincoln, the leadership would pass to 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.

Iris had to speak up. "If I learn things," she said, "wouldn't that help the farm?"

"Useless knowledge won't help," Angharad replied angrily. "I've made my decision. You are not to continue these studies. If you must learn something, learn practical things—how to keep the land fertile, when the best times are for planting, what new strains are available, how to assess the weather."

"I can still give her some of my credit," Julia said. "What she does with it is her concern. You can't stop me."

Angharad swung her legs over the bed and stood up swiftly, nearly hitting Iris with her arm. "I'm in charge now, I'll decide matters." She clenched a fist, looking as though she wanted to strike the other woman.

"It's true I turned everything over to you," Julia answered calmly. "You can make us both abide by your wishes if you think the farm's interests are at stake, and I suppose you could argue that they are, since Iris is your daughter. Of course, I won't accept your decision now. I'll want to discuss it with the rest of our household. Maybe they'll agree with you, and since we all dislike unpleasantness and have to get along together, it would be hard for me to go against them."

Angharad smiled, looking triumphant.

"But maybe," Julia went on, "I can get some of them to agree with me, as long as Iris promises that her studies won'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 a bad precedent. They've always been free to spend theirs as they wish and they might wonder if you'll come up with your own ideas for their funds. You might produce bad feeling. In all the time I've lived here, I've never seen an argument about this sort of thing."

"They'll agree with me," Angharad insisted.

"Perhaps. And it will certainly give them a fine topic for talk at parties. They'll say that Angharad Julias can't even control her own child without dragging her whole household into the fight. They'll say that Angharad Julias tells her own mother how to spend her credit and shows ingratitude and disrespect for the old. That would be a pity, especially since you dream of being elected mayor someday. I don't think Lincoln would want such a leader."

"They won't want a leader who lets her daughter get above herself." But Angharad's smile had faded; her arms hung uselessly at her sides. "You old bitch," she whispered. Iris blinked, shocked by her mother's harsh expression.

Julia ignored the insult. "They might praise one who has a daughter with a brain. You can tell them that the studies will make her a better leader and a credit to the town. You can show that we're not the dullards Linkers and city folk take us to be. It's all a matter of how you present it, daughter."

Angharad sighed.

"Show some wisdom," Julia said. "A leader should know when she's lost, and accept it gracefully."

Iris felt 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, I promise," she burst out. "I always finish them, don't I? I 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's left me no choice." The girl's chest swelled with happiness. "But if you slack off, I'll have to bring the matter up, whatever happens. Just remember that."

Angharad was smiling again. For a moment, Iris almost believed that her mother was glad she had lost. Was that why she was smiling? Or was Angharad only thinking that she would win out over Iris in the end?

 

Winter had come to Lincoln. The wind whistled through the streets and came to a howl as snow fell steadily; icy white dunes covered the fields and clogged the roads. The townsfolk rarely ventured outside during this season, preferring to socialize 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 also given the land brief but extremely harsh winters, as if in compensation for the high temperatures the Plains usually 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 all four sides by wings of the house. The heated courtyard, protected by an invisible shield, was immune to winter, and the household often preferred to gather there instead of in the common room downstairs. Most of Lincoln's houses had only domes over their courtyards; installing the force field had been Julia's idea and she had spent a lot of her credit on it, yet she rarely sat in the courtyard with the others, whose talk made her impatient or irritable. Iris often wondered if giving the house the luxury of a force field had been Julia's way of making up for her lack of warmth and friendliness. Her grandmother, whatever her feelings, was stilll a Plainswoman and had tried to treat her commune fairly before turning it over to Angharad.

Iris sat down on the window seat. She was too tired to study and not tired enough to sleep. She had to get more rest; it was her turn to help in the kitchen tomorrow and her room needed cleaning as well. Angharad had already scolded her for allowing it to become so disorderly, and Iris had not forgotten her mother's threats.

The winter, imposing isolation, had given her more time to study. The afternoon hours that she usually spent with her friends during other seasons were her own. She still spoke with the other children occasionally 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 against her.

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

She knew why she could not sleep. 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 studies, and Bari had looked pleased, saying that this meant that Iris had done well. Iris had run to Julia with the news, longing to share it, but even her grandmother had frowned before offering a few words of praise.

Iris pressed her lips together. She now knew enough about customs in other places to realize 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 reveal it, saying somewhat defensively that the studies might help her to manage the farm when she was grown.

Most of the women had been amused, though Iris supposed that mockery was better than outright hostility. 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 the image?" he would say as he sneered, or "I thought you knew everything by now." He had nearly baited her into hitting him that morning; only the thought of Angharad's warning had kept Iris from striking out.

She sat up and peered out at the courtyard. The women below had spread blankets on the grass; most of them wore sweaters over their long dresses or tunics. The house homeostat had been erratic lately, one of the reasons why the dust that the system usually cleared from the air was beginning to form a film on Iris's furniture. The women would have to retreat to the common room later that week unless the man visiting them managed to repair the homeostat soon. Iris reminded herself to dust her room in the morning.

Wenda poured herself more whiskey. She was the 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 still sturdy. Rejuvenation might give the old woman another three or four decades of life, and she had always 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 death carry off anyone before the age of ninety, still talked about Gwen's tragic end. Disease might be forestalled or evaded, but a foolish accident had taken Gwen's life.

Wenda passed the bottle to Sheryl; the slender, dark-haired woman poured her whiskey daintily, as if 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 always been close, more like sisters than friends; LaDonna had left her old commune in Lincoln to live here.

Sheryl handed the whiskey to Lilia, who took only enough for a swallow. At fourteen, Lilia was old enough to sit up with the women, though she rarely had much to say; she had the large brown eyes and tentative manner of her mother Elisabeth, who was absent from the gathering. Iris had seen Durell, the man who was repairing their homeostat, enter Elisabeth's room after dinner.

Iris didn't like Durell, who had stood aside with a grin on his face while Eric taunted her about her lessons. Iris didn't usually care for the presence of men in the house. The women would begin to act silly, batting their eyes and whispering invitations to 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's light just went on," she said.

Constance craned her neck. "Do you think they're getting up?" She jumped to her feet, shaking back her long, blond hair. "Maybe a man like that's ready for more than one woman." She rolled her slim hips. Angharad, giggling, tugged at her friend's trouser leg as Constance sat down again.

"I wish I didn't have this belly," LaDonna said. She rested her back against a slender tree trunk, rubbing a hand over her abdomen; she was pregnant, and her second child would be a girl. "He wouldn't be with Elisabeth now." LaDonna was telling the truth; with her feathery black hair, blue eyes, and rosy, clear skin, she was the most beautiful of them all.

"If I were twenty years younger," Wenda said, "and not repenting of my sins, he wouldn't be with any of you." She rolled her eyes. "Maybe I should try my luck anyway. He might like a woman who knows a few things."

"She just turned out the light," Constance said, heaving a sigh. "I know Elisabeth. She'll keep him there all night." The blond woman grinned. "She could at least have given Lilia a crack at him." Constance poked the girl while Lilia blushed and covered her mouth. "You can't fool me—I've seen you looking at him when you think no one's around."

Lilia shook her head.

"Come on. Now that Jacob's left town, you're looking, aren't you?"

Iris tried not to laugh. Lilia had talked of nothing except Jacob when the boy had been living next door; he had been her first love before he had taken up a man's life of traveling from town to town. Most men wandered, finding work as mechanics or repairmen in other Plains towns; some even left the Plains or Earth itself. Jacob had promised to come back in the spring; Lilia had told Iris that. Now she was ogling Durell, who wasn't nearly as kind and gentle as Jacob. Lilia was a fool.

Lilia hung her head; her pale bangs hid her eyes. "Durell's all right," she said in soft, slurred tones, "but I'm too young for him. I haven't even had my ceremony yet."

"A mere technicality," Wenda said, tripping a bit over the long word, "but it's probably best to respect custom." The old woman chortled. "Didn't see such modesty when Jacob was around, though."

"Maybe I should try my luck with Durell," Angharad said. "I've been missing a man lately."

"When don't you miss one?" Constance asked, to a chorus of laughter.

"I've been thinking," Angharad continued. "There's no reason not to have another child now, as long as our Counselor has no objection. I was putting it off until Iris got older, but maybe I shouldn't. I might like a pretty dark-skinned daughter."

Iris wanted to scream, unable to bear the thought of a sister who might be like Durell. How could her mother even think of it?

"Another daughter?" Wenda shook her head. "That might not be wise. You'd have to turn the farm over to one of them eventually, and the other might resent it."

"But a girl could stay here with us," LaDonna said. "I'm glad this one's going to be a girl. Tyree will have to leave us when he's older, but I'll still have his sister, and she's bound to be a lot like him, after all."

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

"I think you ought to wait," Constance said. "You know what it was like with Iris and 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're right," Angharad replied. "I've got time. I'm twenty-four now—I could even wait until Iris is grown, see how things are then. I 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. "I wonder." She shook her head and smiled again.

"You sound worried." Old Wenda waved an arm. "What are you thinking—that Iris will grow so addled by her learning that you'll need another daughter to tend to things here?"

Iris held her breath, wishing that Julia were awake and in the courtyard to say something in her defense.

"Of course not," Angharad answered. "Iris isn't addled. She's better behaved than a lot of children." She glanced at Constance; Eric sometimes beat the walls with his fists or shrieked when he was denied a game or treat, and since he wasted his own allotment, his mother often had to refuse his requests for part of hers. "Iris will do very well." The eavesdropping girl loved her mother at that moment, wishing Angharad would say such things to her more often when they were alone. "Besides, it's a stage. She'll get tired of it soon enough, especially when it starts getting hard. When she gets old enough for a man, she'll find other things are 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. She would prefer not to have a man at all. She tensed, surprised at the thought. There were a few women in Lincoln who had only other women as lovers or took no lovers at all, and though they were tolerated, most of the townsfolk disapproved of them.

"You're probably right to let her go through it and get past it," Sheryl murmured. "Best to let children do some of these things instead of forbidding them." Sheryl, who had no children of her own, always seemed to know what other women should do with theirs. "Children are drawn to the forbidden. Anyway, it's probably just a game to 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 calling her studies only a game.

"Maybe she'll be chosen," Lilia said in a high, quavering voice.

"Chosen!" Constance slapped 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 herself. "Chosen! Why, if that happened, she might even become a Linker!" She shrieked with merriment.

"It's nothing to laugh about," Sheryl said, covering her own smile with one hand. "Linkers are strange folk—they're almost more like Habbers than other people."

"Shut your mouth," Angharad said, clearly shocked by Sheryl's words. "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—as if such a person were likely to have any business there. "They go out of their way to show that they aren't." Iris wondered how her mother could possibly know that.

"When I was a child, a boy 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 a rumor that she had a Linker cousin." The old woman paused. "That's really the point, you see. Some think anyone can be chosen, but it isn't true. You need strings somewhere." Wenda shrugged. "As it was, it brought only grief to the boy's mother."

"Who was she?" Angharad asked.

"Berinthia Sheilas."

Sheryl's mouth fell open. "Berinthia! You 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 a son like that is a waste. 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 Habbers finally." She sighed. "No one would speak of him after that."

Angharad shook her head. "Why should anyone here be chosen? We're needed here, on the 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 ancestors rule 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 similar statements before, often in the same insistent tone. The past of her people was a source 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," Wenda said, "if you discouraged the girl a little. By encouraging her, Julia doesn't have the interests of this commune at heart." Wenda swallowed more whiskey, then began to sway a little; the gesture, Iris knew, usually 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 omens in the most trivial of events, and was often right. She could predict, through long experience, a better than usual crop or a long drought; it stood to reason that she might be able to predict other things as well.

"It's that star she was born under," Wenda continued. "It's a sign. As people seek to change that world, so Iris tries to remake herself. But Venus has claimed many victims."

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

Angharad nodded. "Oh, Iris will give it up. There'll be more to do when LaDonna's child is born, and it's time Iris learned more of our real work. She won't have time for those studies of hers then. I think I can let her have the rest of the winter."

No, Iris said to herself. I won't give it up, you can't make me give it up.

Wenda had said that she was like Venus, trying to remake herself; 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 superstitious, but it gave Iris hope. She might even travel 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 all, a little 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 the world. Iris had learned a little about their accomplishments; why wouldn't her mother want her to be more like them? She would come home eventually. She would have tales to tell the people of Lincoln about her ventures, and the town might take pride in having one of their own as a small part of such an enterprise. Her life would be a long one, perhaps as long as Wenda's. Why should she spend it all in one place?

"Did you hear about Teresa and Devlin?" Constance asked; her voice was slurred. "Gena told me he didn't leave on the Tuesday floater, the last one that came through before the storm. She says that Teresa and Devlin are in love—he won't even look at anyone else."

"Those first days with a new man are the best," Angharad said.

Iris rose. The women would gossip now until the whiskey made them too groggy to talk. She tiptoed across the room, feeling 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 smaller than the one in the common room, which covered a wall. Her band, a flexible golden circlet, lay on the table in front of her small screen. The screen could show her words, numbers, and three-dimensional images, but the band, by linking her mind directly to Earth's artificial intellligences, could feed her sensations. She could travel in a mind-tour, experience an adventure, take on any of a number of roles in a story. She could even experience, in a small way, what it might be like to be a Linker, one of those whose implants permanently linked them to the cyberminds. Such people could call up any fact they needed at any time; the cyberminds were always 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 Venus, 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's labors had changed that world. Venus's surface temperature had begun to drop, though it was still too hot for life.

As Iris fell toward the clouds, several tanks dropped past her and flared up into bright light as they opened to release 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 changes in Venus had produced, and form water, while traces of ammonia in the Saturnian elements would also produce needed nitrogen. Another tank flared as it 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 came to Iris that there was wealth in the solar system, more resources than Earth could possibly use; yet Earth reached for little while clinging to the few it still possessed. The Project was showing them what could be created from that wealth.

Iris continued to fall, dropping through the seeded cloud layer. Life was already present in these clouds, for an altered, hardy strain of algae was feeding on the sulfuric acid and expelling it in the form of iron and copper sulfides. A veil 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 the fierce heat if not for the intense atmospheric pressure.

She bobbed on the shallow sea, letting 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. Venus 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 its tectonic plates. Venus would writhe as the forces in its mantle and crust were released; new continents would form.

Iris's light suddenly went out; she was surrounded by a blackness darker than night. This was how Venus would look to her unaided eye, hidden as it now was from the sun. The blackness was that of a grave.

She took off her band. Someday, people would walk 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 all greatness and accomplishment were past. They wouldn't live in mind-tours and adventure games; their lives would be their adventure. She, or her children, might even be among them.

Iris stiffened. It was the first time that thought had come to her—the possibility that she might leave Lincoln forever.

 


 

Three

 

The snow was beginning to melt, and the roads of Lincoln were clogged with mud and melting 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 there to see it. The large airships 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 trains that linked great cities did not come here, and there was no place for a shuttle to land. The ribbons of roadways on which streams of vehicles had once crossed the continent were no more than rubble beyond the fields. Only floaters carried the outside world's gifts to them.

Iris watched as a few 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. Chutes jutted 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; a few 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 farmers and children always came to see this early spring shipment, hoping to guess what might be in the crates.

No one had to make use of a shopkeeper's services. Orders for almost anything could be placed directly from one's home, and a floater would deliver them. But using a shopkeeper was simpler; the shopkeeper would meet the shipment, convey packages from the square to the customer's home, place new orders for goods at specified times, and issue advice on the relative merits of different products. Iris's mother, like almost everyone else in Lincoln, thought it was worth the extra credit for the service. But the shopkeepers also sold items in their stores that no one had ordered; much of their money was made anticipating what someone might want to buy immediately on impulse.

Iris looked up at the long, 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 Laiza and 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 male farmer among the people of Lincoln; instead of wandering, he had stayed to take over his mother's farm. Iris liked the quiet, gentle man, hardly thinking of him as a man at all.

"You, there!" Iris started; one of the two men with satchels was speaking to her. "Yeah, you." His face was broad, his hair dark blond. "You look familiar."

She walked up to the man, sure now that she had seen him before, but unable to remember when. "I'm Iris Angharads," she said tentatively.

The young man grinned, barked a laugh, and suddenly lifted her up by the arms, swinging her through the air. He was hurting her; she felt as though her arms were being torn from her shoulders. She winced as he set her down. "Don't you remember me, girl?" He ruffled her hair; his sturdy face seemed to swoop toward her from a great distance as he bent over her. "I'm Tad Ruths, your father."

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

"Hello," she said, trying to smile.

"Why, hello." 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 palm, reassured by his kindly brown eyes.

Tad clutched her shoulder. "You're growing up. I bet you'll be as pretty as your ma someday. Don't have much time—I'm only here for a week. Let's go to the house, kid."

A week, she thought, wondering how she could bear it. Details of Tad's last visit were coming back to her now. He had teased her in a rough, coarse way while sending her off to fetch him whiskey or sweets, and she had soon been avoiding him. "I can't," she said. "I promised my friend—" Iris caught Laiza's eye. "I mean, we were going to—"

"Sure, sure." His grayish-green eyes softened a little as he patted her more gently on her head. "It's all right—I think I can find my way." He picked up his satchel. "See you later, kid." He and Donny strode off through the crowd.

"You be home by suppertime," Peter shouted as Laiza and Iris scampered closer to the floater. Iris stared up at the helium-filled dirigible as she entered its shadow; Laiza craned her neck as she peered around at the remaining shopkeepers.

"There she is," the black-haired Laiza murmured. "Hey, Winnie!"

A stout, gray-haired woman smiled at the girls as they approached her. Two boys and another girl were already tugging at the woman's long coat. "Oh, Winnie," Laiza said, "I have to have some chocolate. I just have to, oh, please."

Winnie's smile widened. "Now, you children know I don't open until tomorrow."

"If I don't have some today," Laiza responded, "I'll just die. Oh, please."

Winnie stooped down, cupping a hand around her mouth. All of the children drew closer. "Tell you what," the shopkeeper whispered. "All of you can come to the shop in a couple of hours, all right? Just knock on the door. There'll be some nice treats in the shipment."

"Oh, thank you," Laiza said dramatically. Iris led her friend away as Winnie followed a cart toward the town. Laiza suddenly clutched at her arm. "Was that man really your father?"

Iris nodded. "I hate it when he calls me kid."

"Peter was giving him the once-over." Laiza giggled. Peter took only men as lovers and that had caused a bit of discord among the women of his household whenever an attractive visitor was more drawn to Peter than to them. "Anyway, he doesn't seem so bad."

Laiza, Iris reflected, could afford to say that; her own father visited her at least twice a year and always took a kindly 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 a fruitful subject for more teasing.

The crowd had thinned out. "Look," Iris said, pointing toward the ramp. A small, dark man had left the floater; he carried no satchel and wore white pants and a bright red silken jacket that reached to his knees. He looked around at the remaining townsfolk placidly; everyone had fallen silent at his appearance. He walked toward the town, passing the two girls, who gaped at him. A small white jewel gleamed in his forehead, the only outward sign of the implanted Link he bore.

"A Linker," Laiza gasped.

"What's he doing here?" Iris asked. If a Linker was expected here on a visit, everyone in town would have known about it. She had never seen a Linker before, though Angharad had told her one had come to Lincoln years ago to address the town council.

"A Linker," Laiza said again. The two girls began 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 heads in wonderment as the Linker passed.

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

"Let's find out why he's here," Iris said to Laiza.

"How?"

"Let's ask him."

"Mother of God!" Laiza's brown eyes widened. "You're going to talk to him?"

"Come on." Iris ran toward the man; Laiza hesitated and then followed.

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

"Hello," Iris said.

The man gazed at her solemnly; he was nearly as short as Angharad, who was smaller than most women. "How do you do," he replied.

Laiza snorted and covered her mouth. "Are you visiting someone?" Iris asked.

"I am afraid not. I am only taking a little stroll until the floater's ready to leave. This is my first trip to the Plains, and I thought I would see the sights."

"My name's Iris Angharads. This is my friend, Laiza Marias."

Laiza giggled. Iris wished her friend could control herself; the man would think they were silly. "I'm happy to meet you both," he said. "I am called Jawaharlal." He said his name slowly. Laiza began to giggle even more.

"This is our church," Iris said. "I mean, it's where we go." Her mother and grandmother were not very religious, but attended mass out of habit. "The mosque'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's where the Spiritists go, to that white building next to the town hall, but only when the weather's bad—when it's nice, they have their meetings outside."

Jawaharlal nodded absently; he was gazing through her. It was foolish to tell him all of that; his Link could provide such information.

"Are you from one of the Indian Nomarchies?" Iris continued. The man's black eyes focused on her; he seemed surprised by the question. "It's your clothes." She felt her cheeks grow warm. "I saw people wearing them on a mind-tour of India. I thought that might be your home."

"It is. It was." He smiled. "Bihar—that was my home."

"Iris knows how to read," Laiza burst out, then nearly collapsed in a fit of more giggling. Iris wanted to scream at her to be quiet.

"Do you really?" Jawaharlal's smile widened.

Iris nodded reluctantly. "I've been taking lessons, just a few. Prep lessons." Jawaharlal lifted his dark brows. "Oh, I know I don't need them, but—well, if I know some things, it might—" She felt flustered. "It might help me be a better farmer someday," she finished, wanting to show that she knew her place.

"Perhaps it will." Jawaharlal peered at her more intently. "You say that your name is Iris Angharads?"

"Yes."

The man's eyes went blank and his implanted jewel glowed; Iris was sure that he was communicating with the cyberminds through his Link. The blank gaze frightened her. A record of her progress in her lessons had to exist somewhere, and any Linker could probably call it up. Why did Laiza have to tell him? She couldn't bear a Linker's mockery; he might even tell her to end her studies.

Jawaharlal shook his head; his dark eyes were focusing on her again. "You should continue," he murmured.

Iris's mouth dropped open; had he really said that?

"Continue, child. It appears you're doing well at them. Don't be discouraged. I know only too well how easily one can be deflected from one's chosen course."

The man had praised her. She was still, unable to move.

"I must get back to the airship," he went on. "Farewell, Iris and Laiza." The dark-haired girl started at the mention of her name.

Iris lifted her head. "Good-bye, Linked One," she said courteously.

Jawaharlal began to walk back in the direction of the cradle. Iris realized that several people were now staring at her from across the square, probably wondering what she had dared to say to a Linker. Eric was making a face; he would tell her whole household about the incident.

Laiza suddenly howled with laughter. "It appears you're doing well," she said, mimicking Jawaharlal's slight accent. "Oooh, Iris. You'll be the smartest girl in town." Laiza jabbed her with an elbow.

"Stop it," Iris muttered.

"Oooh. Wait until they hear about this." Laiza raced off, clearly wanting to spread the news immediately.

 

Iris lay on her bed. She had gulped her supper, and her stomach, heavy with Winnie's chocolate and a hastily eaten meal, was beginning to hurt. Laiza had told all of the children in the store about the Linker; Iris could still hear their jeers. Tommy had insisted that the Linker was making a joke; Daria had said that Iris would soon be too smart for her company. Iris had somehow kept her wits, forcing herself to spend the rest of the afternoon playing a silly game of Jumpers with her friends instead 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 almost a month, had started in again while the women made O's with their mouths; Julia had finally silenced their chatter with an icy stare. Iris had not been able to look across the table at her father, where Constance hovered over Tad's chair as if she had never seen a man before.

I don't care, Iris told herself. Jawaharlal had told her to keep studying. A Linker had said she was doing well. He would have known if she were not, and had no reason to lie to her. She would show them all somehow.

Her door suddenly opened; Tad was standing in the hall. She sat up. "Can't you knock?" she cried out.

He entered the room. "Can I come in?"

"You're already in." She glared at her father, wishing he would go away. He walked over to her screen and picked up her band.

"So you're taking lessons, kid."

"Don't call me kid. My name's Iris, in case you forgot."

"You don't have to get snotty with me." He put the band down on the table. "It isn't such a bad 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. "You might pick up something useful." The young man rubbed his chin. "Who knows?"

"You don't think it's silly?" Iris asked, surprised.

"No. Look, I've seen other places besides this hole. Linkers don't go around handing out compliments to people like us for no reason." He patted her shoulder with one broad hand. "Let me tell you something, kid—Iris. If you're going to go on with this, you ought to stick up for yourself. If you don't take some pride, nobody's going to hand it to you. You can't just sit there and look hurt, or they'll really dig in."

"I hate them," she said fervently.

"That isn't right. They're good people, and I bet there's others who might feel the way I do about it. I mean, if you go around looking unhappy or ashamed about what you're doing, you'll just prove their point—that it's a waste."

"You could have said something at supper," she said, still feeling a little resentful.

"I'm only your father," Tad responded, "and a guest in this house. I can't hang around here just to prop you up, you have to do that for yourself. Look, if you do all right at whatever you're learning, then you'll get to do what you want—the Linkers'll see to that. And if you don't, then nobody here's going to change that, 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?"

His lip curled. "No, I'm doing what I want. I'm sort of hoping I might get a chance at satellite repair—they still need some people for that. I put in my name for sea wall work too. See, if I get to do any of that, I won't be coming by here again for a long time, maybe not until you're a woman, so I have to say whatever I have to tell you now. In a way, it's easier for a Plains boy. At least if he learns some skill or craft, he gets to go places."

"Julia worked on dikes once," Iris said.

"Yeah, but here she is, right? I've worked with a few woman mechanics. They do all right, but they always seem to get dragged home after a while, especially if they want kids. You can't go roaming around with a baby. Anyway, you need farmers. There's only one way out for a farm girl. You have to have something that makes you more valuable to the Mukhtars somewhere else."

"I wouldn't leave Lincoln," Iris murmured. "I 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 realized. His rough horseplay, like her feeble efforts to appease her friends, might have been only a way of hiding his real feelings.

"There's one place I'd like to go," she said.

"And where's that?"

"Venus."

"Venus! You want to work on the Project?" Tad snorted, then rubbed his nose on his sleeve. She looked down, hurt; he would laugh at her after all. "Hey, Iris, don't sit there like that. You just surprised me, that's all."

She tugged at his shirt. "Don't tell Angharad. She'd just—"

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

Iris bit her lip, unable to find the words to answer him.

"What do you know about it, anyway?"

"A lot. I've seen it all with my band—how the Parasol was built, why they brought in metallic hydrogen from Saturn."

"Why'd they do that?" Tad asked.

"Because otherwise, as the atmosphere changes, there'd be too much free oxygen. I mean, as it cools and the level of carbon dioxide goes down, more oxygen is freed, 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 guess it is." He was silent for a moment. "I don't know. I can't see people living there, but—"

"That's just one of the things they've done there. They have to do a lot more."

"Well, I know that much."

"They even had to make a new kind of algae for seeding the cloud layer. See, the rain has a lot of sulfuric acid in it, but the algae metabolizes—" She had mangled that word. "Well, it sort of eats the acid and changes it into other things—iron and copper sulfides."

"You understand all of that?" Tad asked.

"Sort of. It's not really part of the prep lessons, but—Venus is my star, it was in the sky when I was born. I wanted to know about it."

"Well, that won't get you to the Project." Tad raised one leg, resting his ankle on his knee. "And no one's going to live on Venus for a long time—if ever."

"You might be wrong. Some people think that if they can set up domes, domes something like those on the Islands but strong enough to stand the air pressure and protect everything inside, that people could live there in forty or fifty years."

Tad tilted his head. "It'd be hard living like that—maybe dangerous too. But I wouldn't mind trying it, maybe, building a real home. Wandering around gets sort of lonely after a while." He sighed. "Sounds like you know some things, even if I don't really understand them." He laughed. "You know, one time I 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 along on jobs, or as apprentices—maybe taking their girls along, too, if they could do the work and their mothers'd let them travel for a bit. Donny wants his girl to be a shopkeeper in Ames. You know what I said?"

Iris shook her head.

"I said I'd want a kid who was so smart I wouldn't know what she was talking about." He chuckled; Iris smiled. "I'd want her to be bettter than me."

"You're all right the way you are," Iris said, blushing. Her father averted his eyes, looking embarrassed.

"You're the only kid I have, you know—not that I don't try for some more." Tad moved his hands awkwardly. "Well, I hope you get to that place someday. Listen to me—you just keep doing what you're doing."

"I wish the others—"

"Forget about the others. Just remember what I said."

She heard a knock. The door slid open; Angharad stood there, dressed in a sheer blue gown slit to her thighs. She beamed at the pair, as if 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, all 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 wheat, brown waves in contours rippling under the summer sun, surrounded the island of Lincoln. The strain was a strong one, able to endure, up to a point, scorching sunshine, heavy rainfall, or cooler temperatures. Iris, for the first time, had helped to sow the seeds, putting on her band to link first with a plow and then with a sower, guiding the metal servants with her mind.

Part of her day was also spent in the greenhouse down the street, which her household shared with several others, where she checked on the carefully tended tiers of lettuce, beans, vegetables, and fruits. She had already heard Angharad and other farmers discuss the possibility of keeping the greenhouse in operation during the coming winter. Usually the communes kept most of the produce for their own use, but the agricultural coordinators up in Winnipeg, the Plains capital, had told all of the communes and towns that 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.

Iris felt that she had enough work as it was. She took her turn looking after LaDonna's infant daughter Mira, who had been born in early spring and had the unpleasant habit of spewing spittle into Iris's face or over her clothes. Iris did both her farm and household tasks, and all of it left 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 the field, hiding herself in the tall grain. Laiza had suggested a game of hide and seek earlier. Iris looked up at the clear blue sky. It hadn't rained for some time; Dory Trudes, the mayor, had already sent a request to Winnipeg for some rain. A few rainclouds might be routed their way if the rain were not needed more elsewhere and if the task could be done without altering 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 miscalculation or a renewal 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 this drought.

I should be doing lessons, Iris thought. 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 Jawaharlal had grown in the telling until some believed that the Linker had predicted great things for her. If there was a chance the girl might rise, perhaps to a Counselor's post or even to a position such as Regional Coordinator, it would not hurt to be on her good side; at the same time, a little ribbing would keep her from getting a swelled head.

Iris heard a shriek, then a shout from Daria; the red-haired girl had tagged Tommy as he was racing for the tractor that was their 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 a message 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 confidential, for her alone. Those had been transmissions, recordings of his words and image, but the third had been a call where she had been able to talk to him. His image had appeared on the screen in the common room, as lifelike as if he had actually been present. Iris had accepted his call there instead of in her room, knowing that Angharad and Constance would want to talk to him also and not wanting to seem selfish.

Iris had sent messages to Tad, too, asking the system for his location and then routing her words to him. The first time, she had sent the normal transmission, but Tad had surprised her by asking for a letter 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.

His fourth message, the one that had come that morning, had been different. She remembered the excitement in his voice. He had called from Bogota; he was leaving Earth, taking a job in satellite repair, and would let her know in a few days which space station was to be his home base. He had been grinning; his flushed cheeks and slightly slurred voice had made her think he was a little drunk. She was happy for him, but she also knew she wouldn't be hearing from him as often. He could not spend all his credit on calls to her from so far away, and she couldn't afford many more letters, either. She had already spent much of her allotment on a keyboard with letters and numbers to attach to her room screen. Maybe she could transmit words alone, 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.

Constance and Angharad had not been pleased by Tad's news. "Tad thinks he's a 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 long 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 question, and she had seemed worried about the example Tad might be setting for his daughter. Angharad had watched Iris with narrowed eyes after the call.

She suddenly realized that someone was calling her name. Iris peered out from the wheat again, and saw Sheryl standing by the tractor, hands cupped around her mouth. Tommy and Daria were next to the dark-haired woman; Laiza and Greg had come out of hiding.

Iris hurried toward them, wondering what Sheryl could want. The woman shoved her hands into the pockets of her baggy shorts as she tapped the ground restlessly with one sandaled foot; her lips were pursed. "There you are. Come on."

Iris waited for an explanation.

"Come on." Sheryl pushed her toward the road, not bothering to explain.

"Bet you're in trouble," Daria called out as the other children began to follow them.

Sheryl swung around, looking annoyed. "Go back to your game."

"What is it?" Laiza shouted.

"That's for me to know and you to find out. You'll find out anyway—I'm sure it'll be all over town."

Sheryl herded Iris along, refusing to speak until they had passed several houses and had left the children behind. "There's a Counselor at the house," the woman muttered at last.

Iris halted for a moment before walking on. "But he already came." The Counselor for their region, Bart Jennifers, had come in the spring, taking over his room in the town hall to listen to any requests, complaints, or pleas for advice. He usually offered little more than reassurance, but his presence made the townsfolk feel that the Nomarchies were not neglecting them, and the personal contact was more reassuring than messages from afar. Bart never stayed in Lincoln more than a month. He could recommend a more specialized Counselor for any specific problems a commune or individual might have that he could not handle, but Lincoln prided itself on not having requested such services for nearly a decade. Other towns might have children who ran wild, or uncooperative citizens, or the occasional crime needing a judge's attention, but not Lincoln. The townspeople were capable of settling their own small troubles.

"This isn't Bart," Sheryl muttered. "It's another Counselor—a Linker—and she asked to see you."

Iris swallowed hard, imagining how angry Angharad must already 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 a dirigible hovering there; she would have noticed a floater approaching from the field.

"She has her own hovercar."

Iris's eyes widened. A Linker, in a private vehicle—her visit had to be important, then, and it probably meant grave news. What could her commune have done to bring about such a visit? Why did the Linker want to see her? Why hadn't she simply used the screen?

People were walking about in the square, while others stood in front of wide shop windows that displayed goods; several women eyed Iris and Sheryl as they passed, but did not offer the customary greetings. Sheryl quickened her pace. "Mother of God," she said; she crossed herself and then made a curving motion over her belly with one cupped hand as they passed the church. "A Counselor unbidden means ill fortune unsought." The woman said the old proverb as if it were an irrefutable truth. "And that goes double if she's a Linker as well."

 

Neighbors were lurking in the road, staring at the small, domed craft parked in front of Iris's house; Sheryl glared at them as she and Iris entered. The woman paused in the hallway for a moment, smoothed back Iris's hair 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, sitting on the floor, fidgeted at LaDonna's feet; 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 teeth in a tense smile.

"So this is Iris," the Linker said. "Now I've met all of you."

Iris turned 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 a table near the Linker.

"My name is Celia Evanstown." The woman's lips curved in a slight smile. "You see, child, where I grew up, it was the custom to take the town's name for one's own. There are a lot of Evanstowns." She smiled still more, as if making a joke; Iris heard a few nervous laughs. "Please sit down, Iris. I've been trying to reassure everyone here about the purpose of my visit. Do put yourselves at ease. I know what some say about such visits."

Sheryl coughed, looking a bit paler as she seated herself near LaDonna. Iris went to the ottoman and sat down, folding her hands. "Can I get you anything else?" Elisabeth asked in a high, trembling voice. "I mean, if you'd prefer whiskey, or a glass of wine—" Angharad shot her cousin a glance; Elisabeth lowered her brown eyes.

"Please don't bother. Actually, I came here to speak of matters concerning young Iris. I must apologize again for not having warned you—you see, I was passing this way anyway, and thought it might be simpler to drop in now. You'll all be even busier later in the season."

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

"Yes, Iris," Celia continued. "You 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 already know. "It seems you've been taking the preparatory lessons for schooling. Isn't that so?"

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 Jawaharlal could be forgiven, but not this visit. Angharad had always fulfilled her duties as a citizen; now, through no fault of hers, her privacy and that of the commune had been lost. The record of their lives would be open to the Linker, who could call up any information about their farm, their assets, what their credit had been spent on, their recreation and past histories. Celia had probably already called up such information through her Link during her journey to Lincoln. Such information gave her, and all 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 a regional Counselor poking into one's affairs.

"It seems you've done well." Celia took a small sip of her beer. "Almost three years' worth of lessons in little more than a year, and some supplementary studies too." Her blue eyes went blank for a moment as her Link glittered. "What drew you to studying, Iris? You won't need to know all of that to be a farmer."

Iris struggled to keep her hands still. "I was just curious. I 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. She lifted her head, forcing herself to gaze directly at Celia. "First, I wanted to find out more about the places I saw in mind-tours, and then I started wondering how they became how they are now and how Earth had changed."

Celia tilted her head. "There are history mind-tours for that."

"But they didn't tell me what I wanted to know—they were more like adventures. Finally, Bari—the teaching image—told me that if I learned how to do certain things, like reading, I could find out more."

Celia nodded. "And exactly what do you intend to do with this knowledge?"

"I don't know. I mean, I know I'll be a farmer, like Mother, but I thought that learning some lessons might help me be a better one, I guess."

"But you're not just learning about farming. You're preparing for a school, and there is no school here."

Iris took a breath. How could she explain herself? "I just want to learn," she said, twisting her hands together. "When I figure out something that's hard, and learn how to do it, it makes me happy." She scratched her head. "I can see a kind of pattern instead of just something all by itself, how things go together and what made them that way and how people might change them." She paused; she had almost mentioned Venus, and her secret desire to go there. "It doesn't matter if I go to a school or not."

"And how long do you plan to continue with these studies?"

She sat up straight. "As long as I can. As long as there's something I want to find out and don't know."

Celia chuckled. "You have a lifetime of work ahead of you, then. Well. There is no school to send you to, but I see no reason why you shouldn't go on with your studies."

Iris nearly sighed with relief. "There's a school in Omaha," she burst out, surprised at her own boldness.

"Hush your mouth," Angharad said quickly. "That's not for the likes of us."

"There are children Iris's age in that school," Julia said; Angharad motioned to her mother to be quiet.

Celia glanced at Julia pensively. "You've been paying for many of the lessons, haven't you?" the Linker asked.

Julia stared back. "There's no 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 Counselors and such get preference," Julia replied.

"My mother is one who speaks her mind," Angharad said in nervous tones. "Forgive her talk."

"She's right," Celia said: "But there are reasons for that. We have to allocate our resources carefully. Educated people are a resource 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 Counselors are more likely to use it. Their parents guide them in that direction. That doesn't mean we neglect others." She turned toward Julia. "You'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 wishes to continue with them."

"Oh, I do," Iris said, overwhelmed by such good fortune.

"Even if nothing comes of it except the learning itself?"

"Oh, yes. I can learn just as much here—I don't care about not going to a school." Iris shifted a little 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 a way to keep her from reaching that goal if she learned of Iris's wish; Iris knew she would have to keep her dream a secret until Angharad was powerless to interfere. That thought pained her; to reach her goal, she would have to deceive those she loved most.

Celia looked around at the others in the room. Wenda's face was stern; Iris could not tell what the old woman was thinking. Eric glared at Iris resentfully with his dark eyes. He wanted, she knew, to be a shopkeeper someday, but there was little chance of his becoming one. Eric was bound to make the rest of the day miserable for her, but Iris didn't care. The Nomarchies cared about her lessons; even Angharad could not stand up to a Linker. Celia had to feel that Iris might accomplish something with the lessons being given to her.

"It would help," the Linker said softly, "if Iris were able to set aside two or three hours a day for her studies in the morning. She'd be fresher then, and would get more sleep at night. Of course, this is only a suggestion. She should be able to carry out all her other obligations without difficulty."

"Oh, indeed," Angharad responded. "That shouldn't be a problem."

"We'll see what crop these seeds yield in the future." Celia rose. "I'm glad I stopped by, but I've taken enough of your time. I did so enjoy meeting all of you—it's nice to know that Iris has such a good home."

Everyone stood up; Angharad showed her teeth in a relieved smile. Celia murmured a few words to 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. Lilia blushed as Celia complimented her on her blue dress, which Lilia had sewn herself; the other children, Iris saw, would not feel left out.

The women began to murmur to one another as soon as Celia was outside. Iris went to the window and watched as the Linker's hovercar moved down the road on its cushion of air, raising small dust clouds as it floated west. Constance and Sheryl had crossed the road, where they were now telling the neighbors the news. Iris clasped her hands together. A Linker had traveled here to praise her, and thought enough of her to have her lessons paid for by the Nomarchies. She shivered, almost afraid to show her joy.

Angharad moved closer to her. "She didn't make a special trip just for you," she said to Iris. "She just happened to be passing by—she said so. I suppose it amuses her to throw a little 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 eyes from her mother. She continued to gaze out the window; the women across the road were pointing at her and shaking their heads.

She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up at Wenda's wrinkled face. "You will learn much," Wenda said in the low but forceful tone she usually reserved for pronouncements and predictions. "But your learning will only bring you into conflict with yourself."

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

 


 

Four

 

An armada of floaters arrived in Lincoln in the fall. These airships were freighters; their elongated 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 granaries in Winnipeg, Omaha, and Kansas City. There had not been as much of a surplus that year, but the weather in other parts of the world had been favorable; the Nomarchies would be able to feed all of Earth's citizens.

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

Iris was helping Eric load their household's contributions to the festival into a cart. Constance had prepared a stew; Sheryl and Wenda had baked a ham. They did not usually eat so much meat, but this was their most important feast, and Iris knew that even the Muslim citizens would surreptitiously sample Sheryl's renowned 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're going to be late," Iris said to Eric as Tyree climbed into the cart. Lincoln's few adult male residents, most of the older boys, and any men who were visiting would already be at the town hall setting the tables and keeping the food warm until the women returned from the fields.

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. "I promised Angharad I'd make sure the common room was clean for when people come over later, and I forgot to do it."

Eric pressed the panel underneath 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; a few men would sneak them some tidbits. More men would be there than usual, some of them old friends or lovers, others strangers who had been near enough to Lincoln to travel there for the festival.

Iris went into the common room and surveyed the polished tabletops. The room needed no more cleaning, as she had known. She now had the house to herself, and relished the silence; even little Mira was at the town hall, left there with the other small children in a crib-filled room.

The women of the household, and all of the women of Lincoln, had gone to the fields for one of their most important ceremonies, as they did every year. The autumn night was clear, a good sign; a full moon would shine down on the assemblage. All of the young girls who had passed menarche during the past year would be honored in the ceremony, and Elisabeth's daughter Lilia was among them. Lilia had begun to bleed shortly after last year's ceremony, and a small party had been held for her then, but she had needed to wait until now before being officially welcomed into the ranks of Lincoln's women.

Iris sprawled on the sofa, letting her feet hang over the side. One day, she would be taken to the field and would return to town as a woman. She was already beginning to dread it, and that had to mean that there was something wrong with her; other girls looked forward to the rite. She would lose her child's allotment and have to earn her credit with labor; the Nomarchies were not likely to continue the payments for her lessons then, for she would be more valuable as a working farmer. Her lessons would become only a pastime. She knew that children at schools postponed puberty with various biological techniques so that they would not be distracted from their studies; they prolonged their childhoods until it was time to work or attend a university for more training.

She could go to Letty Charlottes, the town physician. Iris sat up, shocked that she would even consider such an action. Letty would have to keep Iris's request confidential, but others were bound to find out Iris had gone to the doctor for more than the usual complaints if she could not make up a convincing story; illness was rarely kept a secret. Anyway, Iris was sure that Letty would refuse her. The physician had only basic medical training, and no Link; she always called in specialists for difficult cases, or sent such patients to 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 signal of womanhood, had become a symbol in their minds representing the fertility of their fields. If Angharad even guessed that her daughter had considered postponing maturity, Iris would suffer much more than the loss of her lessons. Wenda would probably say that Iris would put a curse on the farm if she succeeded in prolonging her childhood.

Iris leaned back. It might have been better if Celia had advised her to give up the studies. The pain of the loss would have faded by now; she would have been at the town hall with her friends, stealing bites of food and looking forward to her own celebration, instead of sitting in an empty house with her dark and irresponsible thoughts. She could still give up the lessons. Celia would not care, the Nomarchies would save that small expenditure, and Angharad would be relieved to see her daughter accept her responsibilities.

I can't, Iris thought. I can't give it up.

She had a little time; the women would probably not get to the town hall for another hour. She could review some of her work and put the time to use. As she stood up, a chime suddenly began to sound; someone was calling.

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

A woman appeared on the wall screen. Iris approached the image hesitantly; the caller's light brown face was contorted with grief.

"I am Miriam Acella," the lifelike image said, sounding as though the words were strangling her. She was sitting on a small bed that jutted out from a white wall.

"I'm Iris Angharads," the girl replied.

"Of course. Isn't anyone else there?"

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

"I was going to send just a message, but I couldn't do that—it didn't seem enough. You'd better sit down, Iris."

Iris took a few 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." Tears were trickling from Miriam's brown eyes. "Your father's dead. I don't know if anyone's sent you a notice yet—he only died twelve hours ago."

Iris was numb. She covered her mouth, unable to speak. As the full meaning of the words struck her, she nearly doubled over, feeling as though she had been hit in the chest.

"Oh, Iris, I'm so sorry. I know you never knew him well, but I saw your three letters to him here, and I know he meant something to you. He'd ask me to read the letters to him once in a while. He was going to send you a long one soon—he'd asked me to—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, all the things you were learning. He used to say it showed he must be clever, to have a child like that."

"How?" Iris managed to ask.

Miriam had started to weep during the delay; she lifted her head and wiped at her eyes with a small handkerchief. "Micrometeorites. You probably know about them. He was outside, working on one of the solar panels. One went right through his helmet, like a bullet. 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 systems repaired. 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 more to repair the system right away than to risk the small chance of losing a worker or two. That's how Linkers think. They might as well be cyberminds themselves. It's enough to make you want to escape to the Habs. I don't care what they say about them—at least Habbers look after their people." Miriam coughed again; her eyes seemed glazed. "Well, I guess they'd have to, wouldn't they? Habbers all have Links, so they're all equal. Habbers wouldn't let anyone get away with this shit."

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