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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.






 



From the personal record of Mahala Liangharad:

 

One of my earliest memories is still vivid enough that I can call it up at will, even though it was a simulated experience and not one I actually lived through myself. 

No unprotected human being could have survived it.

I am standing on a wrinkled plain of black basalt, feeling the intense heat that surrounds me and presses in around me and an atmospheric pressure that threatens to crush me. In the distance, against a dark red sky, sits a pyramid so vast that it dwarfs even the shield volcano I glimpse in the distance. There is so little light that I can see only in the infrared; I wait, knowing what will happen, excited by anticipation and fear. 

And then the ground heaves under my feet, and the sound of thunder strikes my ears with such a blow that I cry out in pain. A web of bright light appears along the pyramid's black sides as lightning dances at its apex. The ground shudders again, more fiercely this time, hurling me up into the clouds, and as I fly up, the planet below me begins to turn more rapidly. I can see it moving beneath me as I hover; the pyramid below me sweeps past as the planet turns, and after that the bright glow of the erupting volcano, and the wind screams at me as my world tears at itself. 

This was a depiction of an event that happened long ago, nearly a century before I was born, on the world that was to become my home. 

I try to remember when that world was no longer the imperfectly comprehended and often mysterious background of my young life, when it first became clear in my mind. Occasionally, I have the feeling that my environment was always in the foreground, that there was always some understanding on my part of what my world was and how I came to be in it, but that has to be an illusion. The time when I was beginning to discover my environment, exploring my surroundings and seeking out the place I might occupy in them—much of that is clouded for me now, as if I were viewing it through a heavy veil. Much of it is lost. 

Lost to my own unaided memory, I mean, and not as easily recalled as things that happened to me later. AH of the past is preserved in some form; I simply can't recollect it very easily by myself. I can no longer recall even whether my earliest apprehension of my world came from my actual experiences and the conclusions I drew from them or from the simulated events of a mind-tour, and maybe drawing such a distinction is irrelevant now. Those experiences have all become part of my past. 

As a child, along with everyone else I knew, I often enjoyed the sensory entertainment of a mind-tour. By putting my band around my head, reaching out to our cyberminds, and asking for a particular tour—those that I was allowed to call up, anyway, those that had no barriers to block access—I could travel into the past, participate in an adventure, climb Mount McKinley or the Matterhorn or one of the other mountains of Earth, go diving in the sunken cities of Venice and Miami, ride a horse, shoot a bow, or else move like a ghost through other times and places, untouched by any of the visions that I observed. 

The most common of these mind-tours, ones that had been shared by nearly everybody around me, were various depictions of how people had come to live on our world, depictions framed by dramatic and often apocryphal scenes. There were the obligatory scenes of the Earth after the end of the last of the Resource Wars, scenes showing the white-robed figures of the first Mukhtars, the inheritors and new rulers of humankind's ruined home planet, wandering through the rubble-strewn streets of Damascus and Tashkent and Samarkand and the other great cities of the New Islamic Nomarchy that was soon to become the center of Earth's culture. There were the moving scenes of Karim al-Anwar, one of those early Mukhtars, gazing out at a great sea with a visionary look in his intense dark eyes as he imagined creating such a body of water on inhospitable Venus, of making a new home for humanity. 

At this point, some of the mind-tours would place the viewer amid a group of Mukhtars, all of them nodding their kaffiyeh-clad heads as Karim spoke eloquently of his dream of terraforming Venus; others would sweep the mind-tourist into a panoramic view of the dark tesserae of Venus, expanses of bizarrely wrinkled land veiled by thick clouds of carbon dioxide, and then to a view of Baltis Vallis, the longest of the many long, thin channels that meandered for thousands of kilometers over the Venusian surface, channels that had all of the appearance of ancient riverbeds and deltas. In the first such mind-tour I can recall experiencing, I felt extreme heat and a pressure that seemed great enough to crush me, while a low voice reminded me that an unprotected human body would be crushed by a barometric pressure ninety times that of Earth's atmosphere. In another, I flew over a blue-green ocean toward the burgeoning green jungles of the landmass of Aphrodite Terra—a vision of Venus as it would be. 

Such mind-tours always inspired me with awe and pride, as they were intended to do, for I grew up as one of the Cytherians, as we called ourselves, one of the children of Venus. My childhood's Venus was no longer the hellish planet that Karim al-Anwar had dreamed of transforming, but it had also not yet become the green and fecund world he had hoped to bring into existence. We lived on the surface of our world, but only in domed settlements, gardens that were protected from the harsh and still lethal environment of Venus. We lived there in order to stake a human claim to that world, but a heretic might have said that we were prisoners, living out our lives in those enclosed places solely to habitable, whatever the obstacles that lay ahead. 

Some believed that Karim al-Anwar had easily won the support of his fellow Mukhtars for the terraforming of Venus, while others thought that it had taken most of his life to inspire them with his dream. Over six hundred years had passed since his death, so there was much that the adults who taught me and the other children in my settlement did not know about him, many parts of his life that remained hidden. But Karim had lived to see Earth's Nomarchies finally at peace, and each of those regions ruled by a Mukhtar, with a peace guaranteed by the armed force known as the Guardians of the Nomarchies. He had also seen that Earth needed a new dream, one that would inspire Earth's people. 

The mind-tours considered appropriate for children gave little indication of any motive for Karim's ambition other than a desire to dedicate himself and the people of Earth to the service of a great project, a desire fueled by his fear that Earth, with its rising oceans, steadily increasing average temperatures, and increase in levels of carbon dioxide, might eventually have great need of the knowledge terraforming would yield, in order to repair the damage to its own biosphere. Only later did it become evident to me that Karim and many other Earthfolk also saw his Venus Project as a way to challenge the Associated Habitats. 

The Habbers: That was what the people of Earth called them, the descendants of those Earthfolk who had abandoned a planet that they saw as a worn-out husk, who had fled from the aftermath of the Resource Wars into space instead of staying to rebuild their damaged Earth. The Habbers: The term had begun as an insult and a curse, but over time it lost its sting and became only another name for the Habitat-dwellers. 

The earliest Habbers had made their first homes inside the two satellites of Mars, Phobos and Deimos, before going on to construct larger Habitats using hollowed-out asteroids and all of the resources the solar system offered. They had been content to leave the wounded world of Earth to others, to build a new human civilization away from the surface of the home world. That was another reason for Karim's dream, the fear that without a great enterprise to inspire the people of Earth, humanity's future might belong entirely to the Habbers. And because the Habbers had in effect staked their own claim to Mars, preferring to keep that planet in its natural state as an object of study, Karitn could not hope to transform the Red Planet. Venus would have to become a second planetary home for humankind, and the focus of his hopes. 

Anwara, the satellite that circled Venus in a high orbit, had begun as a place to house the Venus Project's earliest scientists and workers and eventually grew into a vast ringed space station. The giant shield of the Parasol, constructed by thousands of Earthfolk at the cost of many lives, became an umbrella of immense fans with a diameter as great as that of Venus; in the shade of this giant metallic flower, Venus had slowly grown cooler. Frozen hydrogen from Saturn was hurled toward Venus in tanks, so that the hydrogen would combine with Venus's free oxygen to form water. The Cytherian atmosphere was seeded with new bioengineered strains of algae that fed on the poisonous sulfuric acid and expelled it as iron and copper sulfides. 

One mind-tour that I viewed in childhood conveyed the misleading impression that our surface settlements had been built not long after the construction of the Islands. In fact, the Islands had come into existence centuries before there were any settlers living inside domes on the high Maxwell Mountains of the Ishtar Terra landmass. The ten Islands where scientists and workers were to dwell, and an eleventh to be used as a port for both the dirigibles that carried people between the Islands and the shuttlecraft that traveled to Anwara, began as platforms built on rows of gigantic metallic cells filled with helium. Ten of the Islands were covered with soil and then enclosed in impermeable domes. These Islands floated in Venus's upper atmosphere slightly north of the equator; it was expected that in later centuries, as they slowly dropped through the altered atmosphere, they would come to rest on the planet's terraformed surface. In one mind-tour, I sat with the pilots of an airship as they left the 

Island port we called the Platform, bound for Island Eight; I gazed at sensor readings that told me of the fierce winds that raged below the Islands. In another mind-tour, I flew on a shuttle toward the rings of the great space station of Anwara. 

Nowhere in any of these mind-tours was there any hint that the Habbers had been responsible for some of the Venus Project's successes. These scenarios never touched on the fact that Habber technology had been responsible for bringing needed hydrogen to Venus from Saturn, that Habber engineers had helped to design the Islands, that the Habbers had given us the formula for the ceramic-metallic alloy of the domes that protected our settlements. Earth, even before embarking on the Venus Project, had accepted many gifts from the Habbers, among them asteroids brought into Earth orbit to be mined. One might wonder—if one cared to venture into such dangerous theoretical territory—whether the Venus Project itself, Earth's bid to lay claim to the future of our species, would even have been possible without Habber aid. 

Why did the Habbers wish to help Earth? Why had some among them willingly come to Venus to aid the Project, asking for nothing in return? They wanted only to learn, to test new technologies, to remain close to those whom they still considered their sisters and brothers; that was as much as the Habbers would claim. Perhaps they sought gratitude from those they helped. Instead, they garnered resentment, and Venus became the arena for the contest between Earth and the Associated Habitats, where one or the other would gain control over humankind's destiny. 

Even as a child, I was aware of the role that my own family and line had played in this contest. My great-grandmother, Iris Angharads, and her bondmate, Liang Chen, had been the first of my family to come to Venus and labor for the Project. Iris had become a martyr for the Project, and a few scenes from her life, many of them sentimental inventions, were occasionally included in mind-tours of our history. During her time, the most powerful of the Island Administrators had confronted Earth and the Council of Mukhtars with his demands, in an effort to win control over the Project for himself and a closer alliance with the Habbers. His actions had precipitated a blockade of the Islands and a desperate attempt by a few people to threaten death to the hostages they had taken and the destruction of a dome on the surface where their captives were being held. Iris Ang-harads and her colleague Amir Azad lost their lives in saving the hostages, managing to get them to freedom aboard an airship before the dome was destroyed with the small nuclear charges the rebels had set around its perimeter, but their courageous example inspired the Mukhtars to come to an agreement that had both preserved the endangered Project and granted a measure of freedom to all Cytherian settlers. 

So most of the official histories claimed, although I came to believe that much was left unsaid, that matters had been far more complicated than that. 

But the martyred and honored Iris Angharads was only one member of my line. There were other members of my family who had left me with a more ambiguous heritage. One was Benzi Liangharad, the son of Iris and Liang Chen, who had abandoned the Venus Project to join the Habbers. Another was Malik Haddad, who had fled from Venus during the time of the Revolt, when many Cytherians had become misguided followers of the movement and cult known as Ishtar. I was genetically linked to both of them, as well as to the parents I never knew, who were dead before I was born and who had left me their own dubious legacy. 

They all had been caught up in the battle for control of the Venus Project, in the struggle between Earthfolk and Habbers for the human future, in the fight of Cytherians for control of their own society. And all of them had largely been tools in the hands of others more powerful than they, who had probably seen them only as pawns whenever they were aware of them at all. 

But I was only dimly aware of all of this as a child, when my world was still largely a mystery and I was just coming to glimpse my place in it. 

The memory I can so easily call up now, that cataclysmic vision of a planet beginning to turn beneath me, depicts the event that marks the true beginning of the human-made history of Venus, or so it has always seemed to me. Before then, even with the creation of sterile oceans on the surface, the seeding of algae, the steady cooling of the planet under the Parasol's shade, the tanks of Saturnian hydrogen that flared like candles against the Cytherian darkness as they fell toward the thickly veiled planet, humankind still had only a tenuous hold on Venus. Increasing Venus's rotation, pushing against that planet's inertia with the gravitational forces of powerful man-made devices, had been the true start of a new era. 

The vision comes to me once more: I stand on the black plain and gaze at the pyramid in the distance. That structure, one of three massive pyramids along the equator, has been built by Island engineers guiding their equipment by remote control. Each of the pyramids houses a gravitational pulse engine; rods anchoring those engines have pierced the basaltic mantle of Venus to penetrate to the planet's nickel and iron core. The ground heaves under my feet and thunder slaps my ears as the pyramid, veins of light bulging from its metallic walls, releases its pulse of energy. Venus, assaulted by the release of the powerful antigravitational pulse of the three engines, begins to turn more rapidly. 

Other sights appear: Lightning bolts dance in the thick black clouds as the wind rises. A tidal wave rushes toward a shore as slabs of basalt are sheared from the sides of mountains. I fly up through the clouds to glimpse the colorful bands of aurorae flare over the northern pole, a sign of the magnetic field being generated. Venus turns more rapidly, and the increased rotation promises to provide my world with Earthlike weather patterns in later centuries, when people would at last walk the surface unprotected and look up through whatever remained of the Parasol at the sun. 

That was the promise I saw in that vision, in those scenes of the past captured by sensors and preserved in our records, a pledge that out of the forces that had torn at my world, from the terrifying energies that my people had loosed upon it, that out of that destructive power something new would emerge, a world that would shake off the darkness of the past and emerge into the light.
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There were three routes Mahala could follow home from school. One led toward the lake at the center of Oberg's west dome. The second led past the rows of flat-roofed houses nearest her grandmother's, while the third route took her past the park area and community greenhouses to the road that circled the dome. 

The third was her favorite. Traffic along the road was sparse, only an occasional cart of cargo with a few workers on board, or else one of the two passenger carts that continuously circled the west dome in opposite directions, stopping to pick up people or let them off along the way. Standing by the road, Mahala would peer down the long gray stretch of track until she spied a square vehicle on treads in the distance, appearing on the road's long curve, the heads of the passengers poking above the sides of the roofless cart. Her schoolmates often raced after the carts, shouting at the passengers, who waved back at the children from their seats. She would follow the cart and its passengers at a distance until she came to the glass-walled structures of the community greenhouses. Her grandfather, Sef Talis, who was taking his turn on duty there, usually left work at about the time she went home from school. 

Mahala felt safer walking home with Sef. If she was with her grandfather, her schoolmate Ragnar Einarsson would not leap out at her from behind a shrub or other hiding place, then chase her all the way home. During her first days at school, she had gone home along the pathway that led past the lake, but a few days ago, from the slope of a gentle hill overlooking the mirrorlike surface of the water, she had seen Ragnar near one of the docks. A few people were usually fishing from the docks; she liked to sit near them as the golden surface of the lake faded into greenish-blue and then a darker blue as the wide disk of haloed bright light in the dome far overhead faded. 

The lake had become a source of wonder for her, now that she was learning even more about her home. Streams of water, collected from the poisonous acidic rain falling steadily outside Oberg's domes, were cleansed to feed the streams of the settlement. People had made this lake and stocked it with fish, had made topsoil to cover the regolith and had seeded the land, had built the protective domes and their disks of light that glowed from a height of over a kilometer above the land, had even made the rain that fell outside the domes on the dark and barren surface of Venus. Once, she had felt awe while sitting by the lake and listening to the trilling of birds and thinking about what people had made here. Now her awe had become fear—of Ragnar, of others, of the secrets others kept from her, of the dark and dangerous world that lay outside the domes of Oberg. 

The other children her age never seemed afraid. They pestered the teacher with questions, huddled together in groups, and were at ease with one another. Their world seemed unlike the one she had learned about from the screen and the teaching images that answered her questions. Other five-year-olds lived in a world of rules, games, and secrets that Mahala had failed to master even after being in school for twenty days. Sometimes she wished that she could learn at home; the screen images might tutor her as well as the teachers did. 

But her grandmother would never allow that. "You're a Cytherian," Risa would say. "You're part of this community, making a new world, you can't just be off by yourself. You can't be a child for long. You have to learn how to get along with people, how to work with them—that's part of what school is for." 

Mahala often chafed against her grandmother's rules. "Don't wander around alone in the main dome" was one rule. "Don't talk to people you don't know, especially new arrivals" was another. Mahala had worn her tracer, the bracelet that could alert her household to her whereabouts, longer than most of the other children. She had begged Risa not to force her to wear one to school, where her schoolmates were sure to make fun of her if she did. 

Mahala came to the edge of the road and looked around for her grandfather. The glass walls of the three community greenhouses were just up the road, and past them she glimpsed the lighted cave of the entrance to the tunnel that led under the ground and into Oberg's main dome. Oberg seemed huge to her, its west dome a world in itself. When she walked to school, the disk of light far above would brighten until the darkness shrank to a black band just above the wall at the bottom of the dome. The flat green land, with only a few small hills, was a garden of trees and flowerbeds over which the prefabricated blocks of dwellings had been scattered and the facets of small greenhouses glittered like jewels, where the air was always warm and smelled of grass and leaves and growing things. Mahala never felt enclosed unless she was near the black wall mat encircled the dome or inside one of the tunnels that connected the four domes of Oberg. 

Her teacher Karin Mugabe had spoken of how the Cytherians would live outside the domes one day, when the world outside had changed enough for people to be able to survive there. Kolya Burian, one of Risa's housemates, sometimes walked with Mahala to the edge of the dome and then lifted her up in his strong arms so that she could see over the wall. Outside the transparent ceramic material of the dome, misted over by droplets of acid rain, a hazy glow marked the domes of the al-Khwarizmi settlement; when lightning flashed, it was possible to see the rocky shelf on which that settlement had been built. Most of this region of the Maxwell Mountains, the high cliffs that jutted up from the Ishtar plateau, was hidden in blackness, because Venus lay in the shade of the Parasol, the vast orbital umbrella that hid it from the sun. No solar light would fall upon this planet again until Venus had cooled. 

A few people stood by the road, waiting for a cart. As Mahala walked toward them, her grandfather emerged from a greenhouse door. 

"Sef!" she called out. The tall broad-shouldered man halted, then hurried toward her. A dark-haired woman followed him out of the greenhouse. Mahala had not seen her before and wondered who she was. The woman's long black hair was pulled back from her golden-skinned face; she gazed at Mahala, then turned away. 

"Mahala—I thought you might have taken another way home," Sef said as he approached. Mahala shook her head. "You don't have to meet me after work every time." 

"Don't you want to walk home with me?"

"Of course I do." Sef smiled, but his eyes searched the space behind her. "I was only saying you could walk home by yourself if you like." He took her hand and led her toward the road. Usually Sef lingered to talk with his friends, but this time he only nodded at them as he passed. 

The strange dark-haired woman was leaning against a tree near the road, arms folded across her chest. She glanced at Sef, but did not speak. Mahala felt her grandfather's large hand tighten around hers; he strode past the woman in silence. 

"Who is she?" Mahala asked. He did not reply. "She's awfully pretty. Is she a new settler?"

"No." Sef was silent for a bit. "She used to live here a few years ago—she just moved back to Oberg."

"Then why didn't you say anything to her?"

"Because I wish she hadn't come back, and she knows I feel that way. It doesn't matter, Mahala. Sometimes we have to work with people we'd rather avoid." 

She struggled to keep up with her grandfather's long strides. At last he slowed and loosened his grip around her hand.

"Why don't you want her here?" Mahala said.

"She's very troubled," Sef replied. "Some hard things happened to her when she was only a girl. She'd be better off in another settlement, away from old memories—that's my feeling, anyway. Your grandmother did what she could to advise her family, but they didn't want our help." 

People were always asking Risa for advice; Mahala wondered why the woman's family had refused it. Risa was important, a member of the Oberg Council that was elected by residents of the settlement, someone respected even by Administrators and Linkers. 

"What happened to her?" Mahala asked.

"I've said enough, child. That's all you have to know. We don't have much to do with her, and it would be best if you didn't, either. Just stay away from her." 

This was so unlike her grandfather that Mahala did not know what to say. He rarely took a dislike to anyone.

They were nearing the tunnel entrance. Their house, a rectangular flat-roofed one-story building, was near the path that led from the entrance. Through the trees set back from the road, Mahala saw the panes of her grandmother's small greenhouse. 

Sef stopped and knelt next to her. "Come on," he said, "I'll give you a ride."

She climbed onto his broad shoulders, content.

 

Risa sat on a cushion in the common room, at the low table where her household gathered for meals, going over the household accounts on a small screen. At least Mahala assumed that was what her grandmother was doing. Risa, on her days off from work, usually visited other households on Council business or to find out if anyone had problems or complaints, then came home to do chores there. If she wasn't in the greenhouse or repairing something in the house, she had to be doing something practical, such as the accounts. Risa was not the sort to sit around reading or playing screen games. 

"Are you the only one home?" Sef asked as he lifted Mahala from his shoulders.

Risa looked up and nodded. "Paul's delivering a baby. Barika mentioned this morning that she and Kristof might stop at his family's house on the way home." 

Mahala wondered if that meant they would eat later, when her grandparents' other housemates got here. Risa would not wait for Paul, who might not get home until long after last light, but she would certainly delay the meal for the others. "Kolya went to the lake," Risa continued, "but I'm not counting on his catching any fish for dinner." She frowned at her screen. Mahala could see part of it now, enough to know that her grandmother was not doing the accounts. The screen was covered with letters, not numbers, and the tiny image of a face was in one corner. 

Risa had to be looking at someone's public record. Before Mahala could get a better look at the face, her grandmother had blanked the screen. Risa had not even greeted her or asked about school; she was still gazing up at Sef, as if waiting for him to speak. 

"I'm almost done with my project," Mahala blurted out.

Risa turned toward her. "What project, dear?" she asked.

Mahala sat down on a cushion near her grandmother. "Karin gave us a project."

"Then you must tell me all about it," her grandmother said.

Sef seated himself on one of the cushions near them. He still had a worried look on his face, with his eyebrows drawn together and his mouth set in a straight line. 

"Well" Mahala began, "Karin was telling us about how people came here to Venus from all over Earth. Then she said that we should know about our heritage, where we come from, because you should know about yourself and other people and respect their ways, so you can get along with them better." 

Risa sniffed and said, "That's all very well, but I sometimes think a lot of old ways are best forgotten."

"Anyway, Karin told us her people come from both the Arctic Nomarchy and the Southeast African Nomarchy, and we're supposed to do reports about our own people and where they're from." 

Risa was frowning even more. "Exactly what are you supposed to do?"

"I told you—find out things and do a report. Call up a map of Earth and show the places our people came from, and then tell something about those places." Mahala and her schoolmates already knew how to ask the cyberminds questions through their screens. She could call up an image of a person who would explain a subject to her, but often preferred wearing the band around her head that linked her directly to the minds. With the band, she could take a mind-tour and feel as though she was in the places where her people had lived on Earth. "I found out a lot about my people already, so I'll give my report day after tomorrow." 

Her grandmother's hand was suddenly around her wrist, gripping it hard. "Exactly what did you find out, Mahala?"

"Risa." Mahala tried to pull away. "It was just public records. What's the matter?"

"I'm sorry." Risa let go. "I'm just tired. Why don't you go to the kitchen and get us some juice, and then you'll tell us all about your report." 

Mahala had the feeling that Risa did not really want to hear about the report. She got up, went into the kitchen, and rummaged in the cooler, listening to the low murmur of the voices in the common room. Her grandparents were speaking softly, as if they had a secret. Mahala poured juice, climbed onto a stepstool and stretched to put the empty glass bottle up on the countertop, arranged the cups on a tray, then crept toward the doorway. 

"... didn't say anything," Sef muttered. "She just stared at me and walked away. Then I saw her again, on the way home with Mahala. I could feel her staring at us. Mahala started asking who she was. I said she was somebody who'd had some hardship and that it would be better to stay away from her." 

They were talking about that woman, the pretty one Sef had called troubled. Mahala held her breath, trying to hear more.

"You're a Councilor," Sef said. "Isn't there anything you can do?"

"She has a right to live here. I would have thought she wouldn't want to be in Oberg, but—" Risa sighed. "I pity her. She has every reason to keep her distance from us, so I doubt—" 

"Mahala may ask more questions."

"Yes, she will. And I don't know how much to tell her."

Everyone seemed to have secrets from her. Mahala lingered near the doorway. They would wonder what was taking her so long. She hurried out, set the tray on the low table near her grandparents, then sat down again. 

"So how about this project of yours?" Sef asked.

"Well," Mahala replied, "I started with your names first, even if I do know about you already, and there's a lot about great-grandmother Iris in the historical records." 

"Yes, there is," Risa said, as if happy to admit to something.

"I'll have lots of places to show on my map." Mahala gulped down some juice. "I mean, your people came from China and the North American Plains, and my mother's father was born in Damascus, and the records say my father had parents from Nueva Hispania but that one of his grandparents was from Central Africa. And Sef s from the Pacific Federation." She had included Sef in the project, even though he was not her biological grandfather. "I come from people who lived all over Earth!" 

"That doesn't make you any better than anyone else." It was like her grandmother to say that. Risa usually had harsh words for people who, as she put it, got above themselves. 

"It'd be easier if they came from just one or two places." Mahala finished her juice. "I wouldn't have so much to put in my report." 

"Learning about your heritage—what nonsense." Risa gestured with her cup. "You're a Cytherian—that's what matters. That Karin ought to be spending more time on practical subjects." 

"Risa." Sef leaned toward his bondmate. "The teacher's only doing her job. There's no harm in—"

"Time enough to learn about the past when she's older. Right now, she'd be better off learning things of more use to the Project."

Risa had said such things before, but did not usually sound this upset. Mahala set down her cup. "Is that why you put a block on my parents' public records?" she asked, feeling that it was time to ask. 

Risa lifted her brows. "What?"

"I found out when I was doing my report. I wanted to ask about them, and the screen said the minds couldn't tell me because you put a block on their records." 

"I'm your guardian," Risa said. "I have the right. Sef and I thought it best that you—"

"But why?"

"You already have enough information for this report, don't you?"

The birthdates and deathdates of her mother and father, the origins of their parents and other forebears, the fact that Mahala's mother had once been the Guide and leader of Ishtar's believers here—the screen had readily yielded all of that. Mahala had often called up images of her parents and knew some of the important facts about her mother's life. But this time, she had asked other questions, and the minds had refused to answer. Risa Liangharad, they had told her, had put a block on answering certain questions. 

"You don't understand." Mahala let out her breath. "You won't let me hear part of the public record, something everybody else can find out except me—it isn't fair." 

"You know what you need to know," her grandmother said. "You'll find out more when you're older."

"Everyone else knows. I'm the only one that doesn't." Mahala felt the truth of that statement as soon as she spoke. Certain things were suddenly clear; the occasional silences of other children when the name of Mahala's mother was mentioned, the worried or cautious looks of adults. They all had a secret, and it had something to do with her parents. "Everybody knows except me!" 

"Mahala—" Risa slid closer to her. "Please listen. There's no reason for you to—"

"If the minds won't tell me," Mahala said, "I'll get one of the other kids to find out for me." Risa could not block others' access to public records. "I'll tell them what to ask, and—" 

"You won't."

"I will."

"If you do, I'll have to punish you for disobeying me."

"I don't care."

Risa opened her mouth; Sef shook his head at his bondmate. "We knew this would come," he said. "Maybe we should give her some answers before someone else does." 

Risa gazed at him for a long time, then slowly got to her feet "Grazie and Kolya will be home soon," she said. "Ill talk to Mahala alone." She reached for her granddaughter's hand. "Come with me." 

 

They went to Mahala's room, which was at the end of the short corridor in Risa's wing of the house. The room Risa and Sef shared was separated from Mahala's by a bathroom; the three rooms on the other side of the corridor were empty. Mahala's great-uncle Benzi and her uncle Dyami used those rooms when they visited, and new arrivals in Oberg often stayed there until they found another place to live. Barika Maitana, one of Risa's housemates, had come there as a new settler when Mahala was still a baby and had decided to stay. Sooner or later, Barika and her bondmate Kristof Anders would have a child, and then one of the two empty rooms in Paul's wing of the house would be filled. Her grandmother would have liked to have Dyami living here, too, but Risa's son made his home in the Turing settlement, up in the Freyja Mountains to the north. 

The house was too empty; her grandmother often said that. The extra space was wasteful, a failing high on Risa's list of offenses, and it also wasn't good for Mahala to be the only child in this house. 

Mahala sat on her bed, feeling the silence of the house as Risa settled herself on a cushion in one corner.

"I knew we'd have to have this talk eventually," Risa murmured. "I hoped it could wait until you were older, but—" She sighed. "It's painful for me to talk about your mother, even after all this time." 

Mahala had been born after the deaths of both her parents; that was part of her record, a fact she had always known. Her mother and father had stored their genetic material, and the embryo that had grown into Mahala had begun to gestate before the deaths of her parents in 631, during that troubled time people here called the Cytherian Revolt, although Mahala had not entered the world until two years after the uprising. Risa, after keeping the embryo of her grandchild cryonically stored for nearly two years, had finally chosen to rear Mahala. 

As it happened, Mahala and her grandmother had started life under similar circumstances. Risa had also gestated inside an artificial womb after her own mother's death, and her father, Liang Chen, had brought her up. Risa's mother, Iris, held a place of honor in Venus's history; a monument to her stood in Oberg's main dome. The legacy of Mahala's mother was more ambiguous. 

She would never know her parents; Mahala had accepted that. Risa had never known her mother, either. But now, for the first time, she was beginning to wonder why she knew so little about her mother and father. 

"You have a right to some answers, child." Risa brushed back a lock of her graying black hair. "What is it you want to know?" she asked, and Mahala felt her reluctance to tell. 

Mahala considered what to ask. Her mother's name had been Chimene Liang-Haddad, and her father's Boaz Huerta, but she had been given her grandmother's surname of Liangharad. While still a young woman, Chimene had become the leader of the Ishtar cult, believers in a Spirit that was coming to life on this once-lifeless world, with whom all Cytherians would someday be united. Ishtar had dreamed of ruling Venus, with the help of Earth's Council of Mukhtars, but the cult's followers had become so repressive that many had finally turned against them during the Cytherian Revolt. Chimene had been misled by some of those close to her, but in the end she had sided with the people who had defied Earth's Mukhtars. Sef had told Mahala all about that. 

Chimene and Boaz, she knew, had died before all the hearings were held to judge those who had committed the worst offenses against their fellow Cytherians. There had been no chance for them to defend themselves against possibly unjust accusations. But she did not know how her parents had met their deaths. 

"How did my mother die?" she asked.

Risa took a breath. "I didn't want you to know. It's why I put a lock on that part of her public record."

"But everyone else must know."

"Yes. My daughter recorded her intentions before carrying them out and placed the speech in the public record. I didn't want you to see that—I was afraid it would be too upsetting. Chimene took her own life, Mahala. She chose to die." 

Mahala was not sure she understood. "But why?"

"Because she felt that she could no longer be Ishtar's Guide. She'd made a lot of mistakes, you see, and many other people suffered for them. I didn't understand then why she took her life, but now I think she saw it as the only way to atone for her deeds, to show people how sorry she was for her actions. That's what I believe, anyway, that she finally saw what was right, that it was best to leave the future of Venus to others. Some loved her, and some hated her. Maybe it would have been harder for people who took different sides back then to be reconciled now if she were still living among us." 

Risa's head drooped, and the lines around her mouth and eyes seemed deeper. Mahala suddenly felt how old her grandmother was. Her thoughts were on death now. How could anyone choose to die? It seemed to her that anyone alive would struggle against death for as long as possible. 

"There was a time, after your mother's death," Risa continued, "when I wondered if my own son could ever forget what her followers had done to him, if he would ever forget the suffering the people around his sister caused." 

Mahala thought of her uncle Dyami. He had been a prisoner in Turing during the darkest time of the Venus settlements and had organized an uprising against his captors in the early days of the Cytherian Revolt. She knew this only because she had picked it up from others, since Dyami himself never spoke of his experiences. He was a quiet man; with his chestnut hair and tall frame, he looked much like his father Sef, but he lacked Sef's quick smile and easy manner. Kind as Dyami was, he held himself apart from others during his visits, and Mahala had sensed that he would not welcome questions about his time as a captive. 

"Your mother believed," Risa went on, "that there was something beyond death, that it wasn't the end, that another life would follow this one. I've always found such notions foolish, but maybe that was another reason she decided to die. If I had known what she meant to do, maybe—" She bowed her head. "Her last message is in her public record. I didn't want you to see it—I've read a transcript of what she said, but I've never been able to listen to it. But when you're older, it might help you to understand why she acted as she did. She spoke of her regrets, of her shame at being misled by those she loved and trusted." 

This was too much for Mahala to absorb. If Risa understood what Chimene had done to herself, then why had she been so secretive about it? 

"How did she do it?" Mahala asked.

"She was found with a knife. She'd slashed her throat. She bled to death before she was discovered."

Mahala shuddered. "And my father?"

"He died a short time before your mother did. His record will tell you that his body was found in Chimene's house and that a drug of some sort killed him. A physician who was with my daughter at the time confessed that she was responsible for his death, and that woman took her own life soon after that, so a hearing was never held." Risa sounded as if she were rattling off a statement at the start of a public Council meeting. "Your father was the enemy of many here, and I didn't mourn his loss, but maybe he was also sorry for his deeds at the end." 

Risa got up, sat on the bed, and drew Mahala to her. "What they did," she said, "whatever suffering your parents caused, has nothing to do with you. Don't ever feel that you're less because of it. It was ail over before you took your first breath—never feel that you have to share any of your parents' guilt. We can't help where we come from." 

But it wasn't over. Had it been over, Risa would not have felt the need to keep so much hidden. If it was over, why did the people around her suddenly look guarded when her mother's name was mentioned? 

"Chimene was such a beautiful child," Risa continued.

Mahala had seen images of her mother; with her large dark eyes, long black hair, and golden-skinned face, she looked so perfect that she hardly seemed human. "She took after her father Malik. She was so beautiful it frightened me sometimes—I used to wonder how she could ever have come from my body." Her arm tightened around Mahala. "It's past, child. What happened is over. I'm grateful I have you." 

"Risa?" She nestled closer to her grandmother. "Is that why people don't talk to me about her, because she killed herself?"

"It's part of the reason. It's useless to talk about those days, during the Revolt and before—there's so much bitterness still."

Mahala tried to imagine her parents dying as they had. That such a beautiful woman and her handsome lover could have died so horribly did not make sense. She thought of her mother's delicate features and her father's warm brown eyes; they had seemed perfectly matched in their beauty. While staring at their images, she had often wished fervently that she looked more like them. 

Risa said that they had died because they were sorry for what they had done, that they had believed they were going to a better place. Mahala clung to that thought, hoping that it might be true.
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Mahala was to give her report to her schoolmates after Ragnar Einarsson finished his. Ragnar's people came from a part of the Arctic Nomarchy called Iceland, and he had shown many images of volcanoes spewing black ash, green hillsides below rocky gray cliffs, and mist rising from hot springs. Other scenes showed people in boats on a white-capped sea, and then a market where there seemed to be enough fish to feed everyone in Oberg. 

An image of an Icelandic bay faded from the large screen on the classroom wall. Ragnar had given his entire report only on Iceland, since he had no people from anywhere else, but Mahala wondered if her report would be as interesting as his. Iceland was a place with few people, which made Ragnar and his family unusual, and only a few families of Icelanders had come here as settlers. Yet Ragnar had made it seem that the Icelandic people, whose Scandinavian ancestors had sailed west long ago to make a home for themselves near the slopes of smoldering volcanoes, were not so different in spirit from Cytherians. 

"That was fascinating, Ragnar." Karin Mugabe glanced around the room. "I'm sure we all enjoyed learning about this most unusual part of Earth. Does anyone have any questions?" 

Devaki Patel waved her hand at the teacher. "Didn't your people come from a place near Iceland?"

Karin nodded. "Some of my mother's family came from Norway. It might be that, a long time ago, some of my distant ancestors found their way to Iceland." She shifted on her cushion. "People have always reached out for new places to settle, for lands where they could make new lives. In the old days, they often fought those who had already settled there and took the land from them. Here, we can make a new world together without having to fight anyone." 

"Except Earth and the Mukhtars," a boy near Ragnar said.

"That dispute was settled." Karin narrowed her brown eyes, then smiled. "We Cytherians have an agreement with Earth now."

"Maybe the Habbers'll want to take over someday" Ragnar said, looking at Mahala as he spoke.

"They have their own worlds," the teacher replied, "their Habitats. There's no reason for them to want our world. Habbers are on Venus only to help us." She paused. "Perhaps we can have Mahala's report now." 

Mahala looked around the room. The other children sat on their cushions, small screens on their laps, faces turned toward the large wall screen. Her report might not seem as interesting as Ragnar's. She sighed, then whispered to her screen to call up the report. 

"My grandmother, Risa Liangharad," Mahala's recorded voice began, "and my great-grandfather, Liang Chen, were with the very first group of settlers who came to the surface of Venus." Her cheeks burned. What she had said was true, but hearing it from the screen, as an image of Oberg's main dome was shown, sounded like bragging. "My great-grandmother, Iris Angharads, came here all the way from the North American Plains in the year 543 of the Nomarchies to work for the Project on the Islands." An image of the domed settlements sailing in the thin upper atmosphere of Venus appeared, blurred greenish beacons of light against the darkness, seeds of life. The Islands floating on their platforms of helium cells had been humankind's first outposts here and were still the homes of some fifty thousand Cytherians. "Chen and Iris came from Nomarchies that were very far apart on Earth, but wanting to come here brought them together." 

This is awful, Mahala thought as her voice continued and a map of Earth appeared. Why couldn't she have stayed at home when her report was shown, instead of having to sit through it here? Shanghai's impossibly crowded streets, where Chen had grown up while being trained as a mechanic, were on the screen now. The other children gaped at the sight of so many people gathering at markets and jostling one another in doorways; one street in that city could probably hold more people than the almost twenty-five thousand who lived in Oberg. The scene changed to one of a windswept plain, a vast expanse open to the sky; someone gasped. 

Mahala looked away from the wall screen to the smaller one on her lap. Risa had told her stories of how Chen had been sent to a small Plains town in North America, where he had fallen in love with Iris, but she couldn't have fit all of that into her report. There was barely time to show a bit of Shanghai and to say a little about the customs of the Plains, where the women lived in towns, farmed, and reared their children by themselves while the men traveled from place to place. Now she was gazing at a vista of pastel-colored houses crowded together amid olive trees on rocky hills; towers loomed in the distance. This was Amman, where her biological grandfather, Malik Haddad, her grandmother Risa's first bondmate, had once taught in that city's great university. 

No wonder Ragnar's report was so good, she thought bitterly. He had to show only one place, while she had to find out things about a lot of places and leave out much of what she knew. 

Someone whispered behind her during the part of the report that showed the homelands of Boaz's forebears. The tropical landscape disappeared, to be replaced by a view of Puget Sound, where Sef had spent his boyhood. By the time the scene had shifted to the Great Salt Lake of New Deseret, the home of Sef's ancestors on his mother's side, Mahala wished that she had found an excuse to stay home. Instead of seeming to have learned about a lot of different places, she sounded as though she didn't know very much about any of them. 

The report ended with a view of the monument to her great-grandmother, Iris. On the pillar, which stood in Oberg's main dome, Iris's sculpted face gazed out at the settlement that she had not lived to see. She and Amir Azad, the man whose image was next to hers on the monument, had given their lives to save others; people now lived inside domes on the surface of Venus because of them. Everyone knew the story in one version or another, but Mahala had not seen how she could avoid showing the monument, given the prominent place Iris held in Venus's history. Now she wished that she had concluded with something else, maybe a view of Oberg as an approaching airship would see it. Reminding everyone that Iris Angharads was her ancestor seemed like boasting and getting above others. 

"That was very interesting, Mahala," Karin said as the screen image faded. "I'm sure we all appreciated seeing so many parts of Earth. You deserve some praise for organizing and putting together such a large amount of material." Karin, Mahala thought, probably wouldn't say anything bad about anyone's report, since one of her duties was to encourage her students. "Any questions?" 

Ragnar spoke first. "She's got Habbers in her family." The blond boy frowned as he looked toward Mahala. "She didn't say anything about them." 

"We were supposed to tell where our people came from," Mahala said, "not where they went afterward."

"That's because the rest of our people came here and stayed. Yours didn't, at least not all of them. They came here first, and then they left Venus." 

"Just my grandfather Malik and my great-uncle Benzi, and they—"

Ragnar scowled. "They must not have wanted to be Cythe-rians."

"That isn't fair," Mahala burst out. "Benzi's here, living on Island Two."

The teacher held up a hand. "Ragnar, without the help of Habbers, our Project would have been much harder. We wouldn't be living here on the surface if it weren't for their engineering contributions, and we wouldn't have won an agreement from Earth without them. Mahala's great-uncle might have gone to a Habitat long ago, but he came back here to aid us." 

Ragnar opened his mouth; Karin shook her head at him. "Every one of you probably has at least one family member who didn't set the best example," she continued. "The purpose of your reports is to give you a sense of your past, a feeling for your differences while you see that you're all Cytherians now. What's important is what brings you together, not what might divide you from one another." 

Ragnar was silent, but Mahala could tell he was furious; his face was paler than ever, and the hands holding his screen trembled slightly. It had to be embarrassing to have the teacher scold him, however gently, after he had given such a good report. 

Karin motioned at a boy sitting near Mahala. "Shing, we'll have your report now."

 

Mahala rushed from the classroom when Karin dismissed them, slowing only when she reached the end of the hall. Usually few students left by this side door, but this time three girls were loitering outside on the path. One of them was Solveig Einarsdottir; Mahala's heart sank. It was just her luck to run into Ragnar's sister. 

Ah Lin Bergen motioned to her. The small round-faced girl was Mahala's age and lived in a house near Risa's, but Ah Lin had started school a year earlier, when she was four. 

"Come to the lake with us," Ah Lin said. "We're going to play there and then go over to Ellie's house."

Mahala eyed the others uncertainly. Ah Lin was all right, but she did not know Ellie Ruiz that well, and Solveig made her nervous. She was tall and had her brother's white-blond hair; at seven, she was two years older than Ragnar, but seemed even older than that. She moved slowly and gracefully, the way an older person might, and her broad-boned, attractive face was so still and expressionless that it was impossible to tell what she was thinking. 

"Come on," Ellie said.

"We found a great spot to go wading," Ah Lin added. "Nobody ever fishes there." Solveig said nothing.

"Uh, I have to meet my grandfather," Mahala replied, "or he'll worry about me." That lie would only make the others think of her as even more of a baby, but she could not think of any other excuse. 

Ellie shrugged. Solveig stared past Mahala. "Maybe some other time," Ah Lin muttered as they walked away.

Mahala wandered toward the park that bordered the school, already regretting her decision. Why couldn't she be more like her schoolmates? Maybe it was her family. Risa could talk all she wanted to about how one Cytherian was as good as another, but her grandmother and her family were still unusual. Risa was influential enough as a Councilor to have Jamilah al-Hussaini, who was an Administrator and the Liaison to the Project Council, consult her, and even if Risa had not been on the Oberg Council, she was still the daughter of Iris Angharads. 

Risa was respected, but her first bondmate had seized the chance to flee to the Associated Habitats, those hollowed-out asteroids and artificial worldlets inhabited by the people who had abandoned Earth long ago, and her daughter had caused her such pain that Risa had wept after telling Mahala about her. That had frightened Mahala, seeing Risa weep; her grandmother was usually impatient with tears and crying. Why couldn't her people have been more like other folk? Instead, they seemed to produce heroic sorts, such as Iris, or else people like Chimene, whom everyone seemed embarrassed to mention. 

That was what it came down to, Mahala supposed. She was different from her friends because of her people and what they had done, and there was nothing she could do to change that. 

She was turning from the path toward the greenhouses when she heard a muffled sound among the trees. Mahala spun around. Ragnar Einarsson was sprawled on the ground, as if he had tripped over a root. 

"Are you hurt?" she asked.

"What's it to you?" He got to his feet. "I was waiting for you."

"Leave me alone." She backed away, afraid.

"You little bitch. My report was better than yours—admit it."

"Yours was a very good report, Ragnar."

"Yours was shit. Even Karin knew that."

"You didn't have to say those things about my family."

"Why not? It's true. Those Habber people of yours aren't even the worst. There's your dead parents my mother says we shouldn't talk about when we're around you, but I know what they did to my father. They had him beaten because they knew he hated them. He might have been killed if the Revolt hadn't started when it did, and then my mother would have been all alone with Solveig." 

"Leave me alone or—"

"What?" Ragnar stepped toward her; his pale blue-gray eyes were wild. "What'll you do? Go running to your grandmother to tell on me?" 

She turned and ran toward the road, then fell. Something heavy was pressed against her; a hand grabbed at her long hair, pulling it hard. Mahala struggled, but the boy had her pinned. He yanked her hair again, making her whimper, then pushed her face against the grass. 

"Stop it," a woman's voice called out.

Ragnar let go; Mahala lifted her head. The strange woman Sef had warned her about was walking toward them along the road.

Ragnar got to his feet. "It's none of your business," he shouted.

"Maybe it's none of my business if it's a fair fight, but this didn't look fair to me. You're a lot bigger and heavier than that little girl, and it didn't look as if you were giving her much of a chance to fight back." 

Mahala stood up, her knees shaking. Ragnar glared at her, then suddenly raced toward the trees.

The woman stared after him, then moved closer to Mahala. "Are you all right?" she asked.

Mahala nodded.

The woman smiled, looking even prettier; for a moment, she looked almost exactly like one of the images Mahala had seen of Chimene. "I'll walk you to the road if you like," the woman continued, "but I don't think he'll be back." 

"He'll just come after me again tomorrow."

"Outrun him, then—you probably could. Just head for the road or the greenhouses. He's not going to come after you while a shift's ending and people are going home." 

They walked toward the road. "What's your name?" the woman asked.

"Mahala Liangharad."

"You're Risa Liangharad's granddaughter, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"I thought you were."

In the grassy space beyond the trees, Sef was talking to a few men by the road. He caught sight of Mahala, then strode toward her. 

"There's my grandfather," Mahala started to say, but the woman was already hurrying away from her across the road.

"You're a sight, child," Sef said as he came to her. "You've got dirt all over yourself." He knelt and wiped her face with a sleeve; she winced as he rubbed her right cheek. "And you've got a bruise there. What—" 

"Somebody tried to beat me up."

"Who—"

"One of the boys. It doesn't matter." However frightened she was of Ragnar, she did not want Risa confronting the boy's parents. "Anyway, that woman came along and scared him away." 

"So that's why you were with her."

Mahala nodded. "She helped me, Sef. She can't be as bad as you say."

"I said she was troubled, not bad." He took her hand as they walked along the edge of the road. A cart rolled past them, then slowed to pick up the men waiting for it. "Still, there's no reason to go out of your way to have anything to do with her." 

"Sef?" She paused, then asked, "Was Einar Gunnarsson beaten and almost killed, before the Revolt?"

"That's an odd question," Sef said. "What made you think of that?" She did not answer. "A lot of people suffered then," her grandfather continued. "Einar could have been one of them. I don't know him that well—he and Thorunn moved here from Tsou Yen when their daughter Solveig was still an infant, and he isn't a talkative man." Sef sighed. "Better not to think about those days, Mahala. Anyway, I have some good news. Dyami's going to be here in three days." 

"Really?" The last time her uncle had visited, he had brought her a doll he had carved himself. He might bring her another present this time, and Risa was always in high spirits when he was in the house. 

"He's only staying for five days, but luckily I have some time off. Maybe I can even talk your grandmother into postponing some of her Council business while he's here." 

"Maybe I can miss school, too."

"No, you mustn't fall behind."

"I can do the work at home. The screen can teach me as much as—"

"You will go, Mahala. When you're older, you won't be able to take time off from work whenever you like. You're very lucky to be in a school, to have that chance. I sometimes wish I'd had a chance at more schooling myself, but very few kids on Earth get chosen for a school or have parents powerful enough to get them into one." 

She would not be able to avoid Ragnar, who seemed to hate her because of things that had happened long ago. Mahala was beginning to see why her grandparents did not want to talk about the past. They would definitely not want her asking questions around her uncle Dyami, who had suffered more than most during the time before the Revolt. 

"I wish—" Mahala began.

"What?" Sef asked.

Mahala glanced up at the slowly darkening dome. "I wish I already knew everything I had to know."

"No, you don't," Sef said.

"Why?"

"Because then there'd be nothing left for you to find out."

Her grandfather made it sound as if there would always be secrets. No, Mahala thought; every secret grasped and understood meant one less unknown that might rise up and hurt her, as Ragnar had tried to do. Maybe when all of the secrets were gone, she would no longer have to fear anything.
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Mahala managed to evade Ragnar for two days. She got up early, before first light, gulped down bread and fruit for breakfast, and was on her way to school by the time the rest of the household was awake. After school, she ran as fast as she could to the community greenhouses to meet Sef. So far, Ragnar had not come after her, but she wondered how much longer she could keep avoiding him. 

"Mahala."

She started, then looked up from her schoolwork. Karin had come over to her table and was leaning over her, a worried look on her face. "Are you feeling all right?" the teacher asked. 

"I'm fine," Mahala replied.

"You looked as though you were about to faint."

Mahala tried to stifle a yawn, but failed. "It's nothing."

Karin frowned, then walked away. Ragnar was staring at Mahala from across the classroom. She gazed at her screen, trying to concentrate on the arithmetic lesson. 

"Wrong," a gentle voice said from the screen. "Please add these numbers again." Mahala obeyed, then traced another set of numerals on the screen with her stylus. Ragnar would be waiting for her after school. She could take the usual way home, but Sef, with time off that he had earned coming to him, would not be working any shifts at the greenhouse during Dyami's visit. 

"That is correct," the screen voice said. "Very good, Mahala." A new column of numbers appeared. Even after her uncle Dyami left, Sef would return to the west dome's bay and his usual job of repairing and maintaining the diggers and crawlers used for surface operations. He would not be able to walk home with her after school anymore. 

She yawned again; the numbers seemed to float on the screen. Before she could trace out her answer, the soft chime marking the end of the school day sounded. 

Mahala jumped up from her cushion, ready to run for the door. "Farewell, children," Karin called out. "Mahala, please stay—I'd like to speak to you." 

The others scrambled around cushions and tables toward the door. Ragnar shot her a look of triumph as he left the room. Her only chance had been to leave the school ahead of him, and then to run home as fast as she could. 

Mahala sidled around a table. "Is something wrong?" Karin asked. "You look tired. Have you had a checkup lately?"

"Paul checked me," Mahala mumbled as she approached the teacher's console. "Paul Bettinas, one of my grandmother's housemates—he's a paramedic." 

"Yes, I know."

"He gave me a scan before I started school. I just haven't been sleeping enough. I'll try to go to bed early." She waited to be dismissed, but the teacher motioned to her. Mahala sighed as she sat down on a cushion near the console. Ragnar might already be waiting for her outside. 

"I don't think it's just lack of sleep," Karin murmured. "You've been nervous, too—looking around as if you expected somebody to bite you. Is there some sort of problem?" 

"It's nothing." She couldn't tell Karin about Ragnar. If the teacher reprimanded the boy, Ragnar would hold it against Mahala and blame her for any black marks Karin added to his record. 

"Does it have anything to do with that assignment I gave you, that report on your family? Did Ragnar upset you with his questions?"

Mahala was afraid to look up; Karin was getting too close.

"It's the kind of project we always assign our new students," Karin went on, "but I should have seen that it might present a few problems for you. Your immediate ancestors were—well, much more interesting than most people." 

"My grandmother told me about my mother," Mahala said, "that she killed herself. Risa said she did it because she was sorry about a lot of things." 

"A lot of people besides your poor mother had reason to be sorry," the teacher said softly. "Some didn't think about anything back then except protecting themselves. It was hard to know whom to trust then or who might betray you. Your grandmother Risa was one of the courageous ones who stood up for what was right. You can take pride in that" 

"I have to go," Mahala said. "My grandfather'll wonder where I am—I'm supposed to meet him." She tried to think of something more compelling to add to that lie. "My uncle's coming to visit—my uncle Dyami." 

Karin smiled. "Then you must greet him for me. I was one of his schoolmates—he's welcome to visit at my house any time."

"I'll tell him."

"Are you sure you're all right?"

"I'm fine."

"Then you'd better go meet your grandfather," Karin said, still looking concerned. "Maybe I'll call your household later and speak to Dyami myself." 

"Peace, Karin," Mahala said absently, then got up and wandered from the room.

Down the hallway, three doors to classrooms had been left open. Some of the older students often stayed after hours to do extra work or tutor younger students. In one classroom, Eugenio Tokugawa sat with three children. Mahala could not see the point of asking another student for help when a teaching image on the screen could offer guidance, but some students preferred a tutor. Eugenio, according to rumor, planned to become a teacher. In a way, his mother, Lena Kerein, was a kind of teacher herself. 

Lena was Ishtar's Guide. The story was that Mahala's mother, her close friend, had chosen her for that position, even though Lena had turned against much of what the Ishtar cult had tried to do during Chimene's time. The Guide occasionally put one of her speeches to her followers on the public channels. The speeches were about sharing possessions with others, being honest and truthful, and the dangers of being secretive or of lusting for power. Ishtar's followers were encouraged, through good deeds, to work toward making their world the perfect world it could be and also to seek to know the will of the Spirit that was slowly coming to life on Venus. Mahala had sometimes wondered what the appeal of the cult was; Lena was a kind, easygoing woman, but not much of a speaker. Those in Ishtar had once hoped to bring everyone in the settlements to their beliefs, but many had fallen away from the cult, and few people were members of the group now. Those who wanted spiritual solace were Muslims, Buddhists, Christians of various sects, or followers of other faiths imported from Earth. Some, like her grandmother, did not look beyond the world they knew for meaning. 

She came to the side doorway, then halted. Ragnar knew that she used this exit. Mahala steadied herself. If he was outside when the door opened, she could duck back inside; he wouldn't chase her down the hallway with teachers and students still in the building. 

She pressed her hand against the door; it slid open. Outside, a tall girl with white-blond hair was sitting near the path. Mahala tensed, wondering what Solveig Einarsdottir was doing there. She was about to retreat inside when Solveig lifted a hand. 

"Hey," the blond girl called out. "Hey, Mahala. If you're looking for my brother, he isn't here."

Mahala walked slowly toward Solveig, ready to escape back to the school if necessary. "I know he's mad at you," Solveig went on. "I saw him head into the woods." The tall girl gestured toward the trees near the school. "He's waiting somewhere along the path between here and the greenhouses. That's the way you always go, isn't it?" 

Mahala was suddenly suspicious. "Is this some kind of trick?"

"It isn't a trick—honest."

"Ragnar tried to beat me up a couple of days ago."

"I know." Solveig got to her feet. "It couldn't have been much of a fight. You're so much smaller."

"This woman came along and scared him off. I didn't tell my grandparents about it. My teacher asked me what was wrong with me today, and I didn't say anything. I won't tell on him, but if he keeps it up, somebody'll find out, and it won't be my fault if he gets a black mark and a bad name." 

"If anybody's going to get black marks and a Council hearing, it's Ragnar" Solveig said; her husky voice made her sound like an adult. "He is an awful bastard sometimes, isn't he?" 

Mahala gaped at her, not knowing what to say.

"Oh, I care about him." Solveig took a step toward her. "He is my brother, but he does act like a shit sometimes. Anyway, he's getting tired of being mad at you. He'll give up soon, and if he bothers you any more after that, I'll fix him." 

"Maybe that'll just get him madder at me," Mahala said.

"I told you—he'll get tired of this." Solveig brushed some grass and dirt from the back of her pale green tunic. "I'll walk with you, if you want. If Ragnar sees us together, he'll leave you alone. We don't have to go through the park—we can take another way." 

"I'll go this way."

They strolled toward the trees. "Why is he after you, anyway?" Solveig asked.

"We had to give those reports, the ones about our people and where they're from. Ragnar said I should have put Habbers in mine, because of my uncle and grandfather joining them, and then our teacher scolded him for saying mean things about them. He tried to beat me up afterward. He said his report was better than mine and that I made him look bad. He said my parents and some other people in Ishtar had your father beaten and almost killed." 

"It wasn't right of him to say that."

"His report was better than mine, though. I told him that, but it didn't help."

"He's smart," Solveig said. "He could have started school sooner than he did, but our mother thought he needed more time in the nursery learning how to get along. He likes to be alone a lot, with his screen and any wood or clay he can get his hands on." 

"Why?" Mahala asked.

"So he can draw and whittle and make things out of clay. He made a model of our cat once, but he smashed it later. He gets angry." 

"I know," Mahala said.

"But you don't know why he's angry." Solveig was walking more slowly. "It's because Ragnar already knows what he wants to do, and he knows he can't ever do it here." 

"What does he want?"

"To do that—to make things. To draw and carve things out of wood and make clay models."

"But he can do stuff like that." Mahala turned her head and looked up at the taller girl. "My grandmother has some of the carvings her father made, and my uncle Dyami makes all kinds of things." 

"I know," Solveig said. "I've seen images of that monument in Turing he made." Mahala knew that Solveig meant the monument honoring all of those held as prisoners in Turing before the Revolt. "My mother says it's the only thing on Venus she'd call real art." The blond girl sighed. "But it's still something your uncle does on the side, when he isn't doing his real work. Ragnar doesn't want to do any other kind of work except his carvings and models, and he knows that's impossible." 

"We all have to do things we don't want to do." That was something Risa would say, and Mahala suddenly did not like the way it sounded. 

Solveig stopped and leaned against a tree. "Maybe it'd be easier if the Habbers weren't around. They help us, but they're here mostly because they want to be, doing what they want to do when they're here and then leaving when they feel like it. Ragnar won't say so, but I think he'd rather be one of them." 

"But he hates them."

"That's just what he says."

Mahala thought about Ragnar's report. She was beginning to see why it was about the best one any of her schoolmates had given, and it wasn't just because he had only one part of Earth to show. Every scene had been visually striking in some way; the report had not really needed his words. The images alone would have told the story of his people. 

"Anyway," Mahala said, "even Habbers can't just do whatever they like. My grandmother's brother Benzi isn't staying on the Islands because he really wants to be there—he thought he should be here, working for Venus. That's what Risa says." Benzi spoke to them occasionally, and she dimly recalled a visit from him. He and Risa might share some genes, but Benzi Liangharad was a Habber, apart from any family he had here. He had already lived a century, as many years as most people ever did, yet age had left him unmarked. Mahala had seen his eyes change when she looked up into his face, as if he had suddenly forgotten her or was gazing beyond her at something else. 

They walked on. As they were coming to the road, Mahala glimpsed Ragnar's blond head among the trees. "I was right," Solveig said under her breath. 

"I didn't say anything to anybody," Mahala said hastily. "I don't want him coming after me because he thinks I told."

"I'll tell him that. He won't bother you—I'll see that he doesn't. I have to go."

"But—"

Solveig hurried toward her brother; the two quickly vanished among the trees.

Why was Solveig being so kind? The blond girl barely knew her and had no reason to look out for her. Mahala came to the road, still tired, and decided to wait for a passenger cart. 

"Greetings."

Mahala looked up, surprised; she had not seen the pretty dark-haired woman near the road.

"I thought I saw that boy who was fighting with you the other day," the stranger continued. "He didn't try to hurt you again, did he?" 

"No, and he isn't going to—at least that's what his sister says." Mahala walked on; the woman kept at her side. "I'm not supposed to talk to you." 

"Oh?"

"That's what my grandfather said."

"I can't imagine why. I knew your parents, child. In fact, I knew them extremely well."

Mahala was intrigued. "You did?"

"I lived in their house. I was one of those closest to them."

Neither Sef nor Risa had mentioned that. "Who are you?" Mahala asked.

"My name is Lakshmi Tiris. You look very much like your mother, Mahala." No one had ever told her that. She had Chimene's long black hair and Boaz's large, almost black eyes, but Mahala knew that she was far from being a beauty. Risa would tell her that people were not responsible for their looks and that character was much more important than appearance, but Mahala had sometimes wished for more of her mother's grace. 

"Perhaps we can talk," Lakshmi went on. "My house isn't far—it's just over there." She waved a hand at a cluster of houses set back from the road. "There are things I've wanted to say to you." 

Mahala was curious. "I can't," she managed to say. "My uncle's coming to visit. I should get home—he might already be there."

The woman raised her brows. "Your uncle?"

"My uncle Dyami."

"Yes, of course. He never did move back to Oberg, did he?"

"He lives in Turing."

"Strange, isn't it, how many of those who were imprisoned in Turing chose to stay there after the Revolt, after they were free again." Lakshmi was silent for a while, then said, "We have something in common, you and I. Chimene took me into her household when I was only a girl. My parents were so honored when she asked if I could live with her and her companions—they were thrilled that I would be so dose to the Guide. Our family had been part of Ishtar almost from the beginning, you see, and when Chimene and Boaz singled me out, my mother and father were terribly pleased. In a sense, I was your mother's first child, although I thought of her more as an older sister. You may carry her genes, but I was the child of her spirit." 

"But my grandmother never—"

"Your grandmother didn't want me to come back here," Lakshmi interrupted. "I've been living in the Tsou Yen settlement between shifts, with an aunt, but I wanted to come back to Oberg. It was time for me to come back." Lakshmi's voice was hoarse, as if she had to force herself to speak. "I was close to your father, too. Has your grandmother told you much about him?" 

Mahala shook her head.

"I thought not. They were enemies, your father and Risa. She probably thinks it's wiser not to talk to you about him or about your mother, either. She knows plenty about Boaz and Chimene that others don't know, things that will never be part of their records." 

"Risa told me about my parents," Mahala said.

"I wonder if she told you everything. In Ishtar, we were taught to share all of our thoughts and feelings. I have never felt that secrets were necessary." 

Mahala knew that she should not go any farther with this woman, but could not pull herself away. Lakshmi had turned from the road and was following a path made of flat rocks toward the nearest houses. These were new dwellings, set closer together than most of the west dome's older houses, with greenhouses that were extensions of the residences, since there was so little space for separate structures. Mahala did not see anyone around, but people would be coming home before last light. Someone might mention having seen Mahala with Lakshmi, and that piece of news could easily find its way to Risa; her grandmother had a talent for finding things out. 

Lakshmi halted in front of one house. "You may come in if you like," the pretty woman said. "My housemates are all at work today, so we'll have the common room to ourselves until they get home. We can talk about your parents. It isn't right for your grandmother to keep secrets, especially from you about your own mother and father. But Risa Liangharad's probably used to doing as she likes." 

"She told me everything about my parents," Mahala said, still drawn to this woman in spite of herself.

"I'm certain she didn't. You didn't know about me, did you? Risa must think keeping secrets is best for you, but all it means is that everyone here is hiding things from you and that you'll never know what they really think. Even your schoolmates probably know more than Risa ever told you. And I can tell you a lot more, things even your grandmother doesn't know." 

Mahala was frightened now. Her grandparents did not want her talking to this woman, and she had promised to be home early to greet Dyami. Yet Lakshmi drew her. Didn't she have a right to find out what others already knew? Was it fair to have others whispering behind her back? She would find out sooner or later; why not now? 

"I have to go home," Mahala said faintly.

"Then go, child. I'm not about to drag you inside—you may do as you like." Lakshmi stepped onto the short path that led to the house's main door. 

Mahala hesitated, then followed her.

 

Lakshmi settled Mahala on a cushion in the common room, then sat down across from her. "Would you like anything?" the woman asked. "Some tea or juice—or perhaps a cookie?" 

"I'm not hungry." Bad enough for her to be talking to the woman; she would not eat her food. This common room was much smaller than Risa's, with only one small table and a few cushions on the floor. Judging from the size of the house, Lakshmi could not have more than a couple of housemates. "What's your job, anyway?" Mahala asked. 

"I'm just a greenhouse farmer at the moment, but one of the botanists has taken me on as an assistant in his lab. I much prefer it to Bat duty." 

Mahala leaned forward. "You're on Bat duty?"

"Not anymore. I moved here after finishing my last shift, but I might go back to it in a couple of years if they need me. I did fairly well up there—didn't mind it as much as some." 

Mahala was impressed. Those who volunteered for Bat duty earned a fair amount of respect. The Bats were the two winged satellites above Venus's north and south poles, and duty there had its risks, since the workers had to service the robot scooper ships that ferried excess oxygen from the surface installations at the planet's poles to the Bats. The process of terraforming had released much of Venus's oxygen and was continuing to do so. Some of the oxygen was combining with hydrogen to form water for the Venusian oceans; some would remain locked in rock, but the rest of the excess oxygen had to be removed if the Cytherian atmosphere was ever to support life. The oxygen was compressed inside the massive structures at the north and south poles, then brought to the Bats in tanks; some of it was used there for Bat operations, and the rest was hurled into space. There was always a chance that, during this process, the volatile oxygen might explode; Bat duty had claimed a number of lives. 

Dangerous as the work was, many young people volunteered to do it. Workers on the Bats were admired for then-courage, and the chance to earn more status, in addition to the extra credit, drew more than enough volunteers. 

Risa, Mahala knew, had worked on the northern Bat in her youth. Surely she must know that Lakshmi had taken on the risks of Bat duty; that would be part of the woman's public record. Risa was quick to praise those who volunteered, so why was she so wary of Lakshmi Tiris? 

"I'd be afraid to work on a Bat," Mahala said. Maybe, she thought, she should not have admitted that. "But my grand-mother'll expect me to volunteer if I don't get into an Island school." 

"I once hoped to study there." Lakshmi's dark eyes glittered, and her low voice sounded even huskier. "None of the Island schools would take me. I was a good student as a child—some even called me gifted, but studying got harder for me after that, after—" She paused. "I volunteered for the Bats as soon as I could." 

Mahala stirred restlessly on her cushion. "But we didn't come here to talk about me," Lakshmi said. The woman was playing with her long dark hair now, twisting the locks around her hands, piling hair up on her head before letting it fall down her back. "I met your mother when I was a girl. I'd seen her on the screen, of course, and we often listened to one of her recorded speeches during the fellowship's weekly meeting, but there was nothing like seeing her in person. I went to live with her and her household when I was twelve." 

"You told me that already," Mahala said.

"I wanted to be just like Chimene someday, beautiful and kind and loved by everyone. I longed for someone just like Boaz to love me as much as he loved her. Boaz was an older brother to me at first. He told me that someday, if it was the will of the Spirit, I might be chosen as Ishtar's Guide." She stared past Mahala, her arms still; it was almost as if Lakshmi had forgotten she was there. "I dreamed of that, but at the same time hoped it would never happen, because it would have meant living in a world without Chimene." She plucked at a strand of hair. "The fellowship isn't the same with Lena Kerein as the Guide, but then I left it some time ago. I suppose you could say that I lost my faith, as so many others did, after Chimene took her life." 

"My grandmother told me why she did that," Mahala said.

"Because she was sorry? Is that what Risa Liangharad told you?" Lakshmi's mouth twitched slightly. "Oh, she was sorry, all right. She also didn't want to face a hearing, one where she might have been accused of murder, among other deeds." 

Mahala wanted to run from the house. I shouldn't have come here, she thought; I should have listened to Risa.

Lakshmi said, "You don't know how your father died, do you?"

Mahala tensed. "Yes, I do. Risa said a physician gave something to him, so I guess he wanted to die, too."

Lakshmi folded her hands. Mahala could simply get up and leave, but had the feeling that the woman might stop her. Tell me, she thought; tell me everything and get it over with. It was strange that she could be so frightened, so certain that Lakshmi would tell her something horrible, while still wanting to hear it. 

"I was with your father when he died," Lakshmi murmured in her husky voice. "I loved him, and he loved me—that was our secret, that we were lovers. I didn't want it to be a secret, but Boaz said we would keep it to ourselves for only a little while, that people wouldn't understand if they found out. I was only a child, you see." 

Mahala shook her head in protest. She had a vague idea of what lovers did with each other, but to use a child that way was one of the worst offenses an adult could commit. "But my mother—she wouldn't have—" 

"She shared herself with other men, just as Boaz did with women, but she never knew what had happened between us. I was still a child in her eyes, too young for such things. How I longed for the day when Boaz and I could be open about what we felt." 

Mahala said, "I don't want to hear any more."

"Even about your father's death? Your grandmother lied to you about that. She knows the truth, and so does her friend, that Councilor Yakov Serba. Only a few others know, but they're fearful enough of Risa Liangharad to keep quiet, and you won't find the truth in Boaz's record." Lakshmi was motionless, except for her trembling hands. "Not all of the truth, anyway, just the fact that a drug brought him his death." 

Mahala tried to get up. Lakshmi lifted a hand; Mahala shrank back. She could not tell what this woman might do; Lakshmi scared her more than anyone she had ever met. 

"Your grandmother probably didn't tell you I was in Chimene's house when Boaz was found. I loved him, I thought I knew him, but he had many secrets, even from me. All I knew then was that Chimene had found out he was planning to betray her, that he had plotted with others to surrender all control over our world to Earth, that he was a traitor to Venus and the Project. Some think that Chimene was brave for standing against the traitors in the end and noble for taking her own life out of shame for what was done in her name, but I know better. She didn't want to answer to others for what she allowed to happen. Her own brother Dyami might have been one of the witnesses against her." 

Mahala said, "I'm going."

"Leave, and you'll never know the truth. Your grandmother will never tell it to you."

Mahala's ears throbbed; her mouth was so dry that she could not swallow. It had happened long ago, Risa would say; it had nothing to do with her. 

"I was in Chimene's house when Boaz was brought to her," Lakshmi said. "We'd been hiding for days during the uprising, afraid to go outside. Chimene wept when she saw Boaz—she kept telling him how much she loved him. I still didn't quite understand what was happening. She was saying that she knew Boaz was plotting her death, that he'd been using her for his own ends, but that she would give him a chance to repent. She had to forgive him—I was certain she would, that it would all turn out to be a mistake. She was my sister in Ishtar, and he was my lover—it would all work out in the end." 

Lakshmi leaned across the table; her hand snaked out and closed around Mahala's wrist. "Galina Kolek, one of Chimene's housemates, was with us. Galina was a physician. She was the one who gave Boaz the drug, but it was at your mother's orders. She gave him something that produces a kind of paralysis. The men who brought him to her had to hold him down while Galina—" 

"It isn't true!"

Lakshmi's fingers dug into her arm. "It's true. It took him a long time to die. I don't know how long, because Galina gave me an injection to keep me tranquilized, but I was still awake, I saw it all. Chimene kept talking to him while he struggled for breath, while he lay there knowing that his lungs and heart would eventually fail him. Chimene was telling him that she forgave him, that his death would bring him peace, that his child and hers was already growing in an artificial womb, that—" Mahala screamed. 

"Be quiet! You wanted to know the truth. I hated Chimene for tormenting him like that, for taking his life. Later, I came to hate him, too. Those were your parents, child. They were everything I loved, everything I thought was beautiful and fine, and they ruined me. It was all deception and lies, just an illusion, and when it was gone, I had nothing left. And your grandmother's gone on hiding what really happened with her own lies. I don't care what others believe, but you ought to know the truth." 

Mahala struggled to her feet. "You look like them," Lakshmi whispered. "It's strange—you don't have any of their beauty, but I see them in you. It's as if you're a distorted image of your mother. You shouldn't be alive at all; Risa should never have chosen to bring you up. She should have let every part of them die. Then maybe all of those people your mother and her cult wounded so deeply could forget." 

Mahala ran from the house.

 

She came to the road and stumbled along it until Risa's house was in sight. The dome was growing darker; people in the nearby houses set back from the road were calling to children or greeting returning bondmates. Her grandmother and grandfather were probably inside their house with Dyami, assuming his airship had arrived on time and had not made any unscheduled stops. They would be sitting around and talking, as if everything was the same as before. 

She could not go home, not now. Mahala turned toward the tunnel that led to the main dome.

She walked through the long lighted passageway. A knot of people had gathered near one wall to talk; others were hurrying home. A cart carrying two workers and tied-down stacked crates rolled slowly toward her; Mahala moved to the side. A woman's voice called out her name; she kept going, past a stretch of wall covered with graffiti written in Arabic and Anglaic, following the gentle upward slope at the end of the tunnel into the main dome. 

She boarded the first passenger cart that rolled past, heedless of where she was headed until the entrance to the airship bay was in sight. The entrance, twenty meters wide and thirty meters high, was open, revealing two cranes and groups of workers hovering over consoles. Clusters of tents for new settlers sat in the small grassy space outside the bay. Oberg's main dome was more crowded than any of the other three, with large buildings that held laboratories in addition to the houses that nestled near the wooded park areas. There were so many houses on the flat land that stretched to the External Operations Center that Mahala could barely glimpse the distant lighted windows of the large three-story building. 

The cart rolled to a stop to let off passengers near the new community greenhouse; a gray-haired woman lingered near Mahala. "Excuse me, child," the woman said. "You look distressed. Is there anything I can do?" 

"No. I'm fine."

"I take this way home all the time, and I don't think I've seen you before. Shouldn't you be—"

"I'm all right," Mahala said.

The woman climbed down from the cart. People outside the tents were kneeling on prayer rugs; others moved toward the large, walled-in courtyard that served as Oberg's mosque as the call to prayer sounded from the mosque's minaret. 

She was alone. Oberg's night, its darktime, had come; a disk of silvery light glowed far overhead. Mahala had always felt secure inside Oberg's domes, protected from the dangers of the planet's surface. Now she felt trapped, unable to escape the past. 

You shouldn't be alive, Lakshmi had told her. It was all very clear now, the whispers, the silences, the secrets that had been kept. Ishtar's followers had made prisoners of many, even of Dyami, but Mahala had always believed that her mother must have been misled by those around her, that she had not known what some of her followers were doing. Maybe that was just another lie. No wonder Dyami had never moved back to Oberg, even though Mahala knew that Risa and Sef wanted him there. He probably saw her the same way Lakshmi did, as part of everything he wanted to forget. 
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