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CHAPTER 1
«>»
I

Outsde the Truthsayers Guild, the crowd had already started to gather. Kalliana could hear the
murmur of voices, fed the press of their excited thoughts even through the shielded walls of Guild
Headquarters.

They werewaiting.

Shelooked through the stained glass windows of her quarters on the third deck. She brushed pae
fingers across the smooth, cool glass panes—brilliant shards of crimson, green, and blue epoxied into dull
dloy tracks—asif to rub away the shadows of milling people anticipating thetrid. But they would not
leave, not until Kalliana had made her judgment.

The people of First Landing waited in the plazafor the Truthsayer to come out, to face the accused
murderer, to read the guilt or innocence directly from histhoughts.

Perhapsit was the spectacl e the colonists wanted, a bright entertainment, or just relief from their
strenuousjobsfor an hour or so. Kalianaknew they al had hard lives out there; she wouldn't have
traded with them for anything.

Officidly, the Truthsayers Guild believed the citizenslonged for areaffirming lesson in mordity, a
demonstration of what would happen if they dipped from the narrow but clearly defined path of the
law.... Then again, after spending so much time descending into the minds of criminas, Kaliana
wondered if maybe the spectators were just thirsty for blood.

The accused—aman named Eli Strone—had supposedly spilled enough blood.

Raw sunlight filtered through her window to spill rainbows across the rugs that covered the cold deck
plates. Her quarters, once the cabin of ahigh-ranking officer on the scuttled spaceship that had been
converted into the Guild building, seemed safe and warm to her, ashelter from the evil thoughts of the
populace at large. Every day she and the eleven other tel epathic Truthsayers had to face the sins of the
people, but today would be worse. Today, if the accused was indeed guilty, she would be forced to
confront hismemory of daughtering twenty-three people.

Kdlianawrapped hersdf in her white robe, clean and pure, made of bleached cotton grown here on
the planet Atlas, then tied it with the emerad sash of a Truthsayer. Her petite body, fine blond hair, and
trand ucent skin made her look like apale angel. The cloth rustled like hushed whispers as she moved.
She completed her ceremonial costume with awide, ornate gold collar that added extraweight to her
shoulders, asif her burden wasn't dready heavy enough. But the formal spectacle required adl the
trgppings of amystica ritud.

The crowd was growing restlessin the plaza. Her reluctance had aready made her late. She would
have to face the people soon, face Eli Strone.

Il
She had read the proclamation a dozen times over, but Kaliana picked up the discolored sheets and
stared at the words again. Documents printed on genuine paper made from kenaf fibers, because a
physica document implied a permanence that eectronic records could not convey.
The Strone Case. The brutal murders had occurred in the isol ated wastel ands between the



landholdings of Carsus and Bondaar, out in the consgtruction camps for the new mag-lev rail that would
link the two holdings. An efficient mag-lev network aready connected each of the nineteen scattered
landholdings with the hub city of First Landing, but in an unprecedented alliance, Carsus and Bondaar
had decided to join their holdings directly, without passing through the central point.

The construction work had proceeded for three years, plagued by disasters, sabotage, defective
materials. And now this: Three separate [abor gangs, twenty-three people, had been murdered. The
bodies hadn't been discovered for days, since the crews reported to their overseers only once aweek.
Thekillings had gotten progressively more monstrous down theline.

A man named Eli Strone had shown up on the roster of each daughtered crew. Up until two years
ago, Strone had been amember of the ite guard working in the Guild Headquarters, steadfast and
ready to defend the Truthsayers against any sort of disturbance—but he had abandoned his post
suddenly, without explanation, after years of service. Strone had then bounced between minor jobsin
First Landing's hydroponic greenhouses or loading docks, eventudly heading out to the wildernessand a
more rugged life,

Three months ago Strone had volunteered for the backbreaking work of laying inductance coils and
aloy railsfor the trangportation link between Bondaar and Carsus holdings. Such work had generally
been assigned as dave labor to criminals convicted of minor offenses, or even the religious fandtics, the
Pilgrims, but crew bosses would not turn down awilling worker.

Then the murders had occurred.

Eli Strone had survived; no one ese had. He had applied for labor on afourth crew shortly after the
massacres were discovered, and the soldier-police had apprehended him.

Stroneingsted he wasinnocent. But then, most guilty people did. Only a Truthsayer could tell....

Findly ready to face the accused, Kalliana stepped toward her cabin door. Her stomach knotted, and
shefdt the frosty eectricity of nervous swest, but she did not hesitate. She had been raised in the Guild
since the embryo stage, developed for thisduty. It was the way she paid for the comfortable life she
lived.

As she stepped into the corridor, she saw Guild Master Tharion striding toward her: atall man with
sunlight-yellow hair and eyebrows, granite-gray eyes, and along white robe cinched with aroyd blue
sash. He was thirty-four, thirteen years her senior; only two years ago he had found himself suddenly
saddled with leadership of the Truthsayers Guild.

“I'm ready, Guild Magter,” Kdlianasaid, averting her eyes, certain Tharion had come in impatience.

“A moment, Kalliana,” he said, gesturing back into her quarters. “ The people can wait. They enjoy
the anticipation.”

Kdlianaretreated into her quarters, glad for the delay but worried about what Tharion would ask.
She detected no anger in his expression, no stiffnessin his movements. He had a pleasant face, cam but
firm, just beginning to show the lines of respongbility that came with middle age.

With her own residua telepathic enhancement, Kalliana was tempted to reach out and pluck the
concernsdirectly from Tharion'smind, to prepare hersalf—abut after her years of rigorous ethica training,
shewould never do such athing.

Guild Magter Tharion lowered hisvoice, commanding her attention. “ There may be moreto this case
than the murders, Kaliana,” he said. “It troubles me deeply. Y ou know that Strone used to be one of our
elite guards, but he left usjust after | became Guild Magter. Very mysterious. He dways seemed a bit of
an odd sort, but reliable. He escorted me many times when | was younger. | got the impression he
revered the Truthsayers, looked up to us as great dispensers of truth, wielding the sword of justice” He
laughed, then frowned, letting his thoughts come through.

“I'vedonealot of thinking ... and | cannot help but wonder if he may be apawn in alarger, older plot
againg ... us? Againgt some of the landholders? | don't know.”

Kallianafrowned, not sure what he wanted from her. “What makes you say that? Murders were
committed, and this man wasimplicated. It's up to meto declare whether heis guilty or innocent.”

“There may bemore,” Tharion said. “Given the constant delays and frequent setbacks on the
rail-congtruction project, Hektor Carsus hasinformaly petitioned me for some answers. If any



information comesto light during your reading of Strone...”

“What kind of information?’ Kallianaasked, suddenly wary. She knew clearly, from her years of
ethical training, exactly how far she was expected to go ingde the criminad mind. “1 am not required to
read any deeper than necessary to determine his guilt or innocence.”

“Just be watchful. Perhaps his motivationswill be plain enough,” Tharion said, apair of small creases
forming between his pale brows. “We al know Hektor Carsus is a suspicious hothead, but he does have
certain valid points. From the day he and Janine Bonddar announced their plansto form amarriage
aliance, the mag-lev project connecting their holdings has been beset with unreasonable problems.
Cursed, some people might say.”

Tharion wove hislong fingerstogether. “1 have privatey brought some of his concernsto Guild
Mediators. Therésadigtinct possibility these murders might be another attempt by someriva landholder
to destroy the direct rail link. Strone may just be ahired kille—or a patsy who hasn't redly done
anything.”

Kalliana consdered this and nodded uneasily. Tharion looked at her with an open expression, not
quite aplea. “When you're insde Strone's head, try to determine whether he was acting under orders
from someone e se. Isthisjust arandom act of violence, or isthere adeeper plan?’

“If heisguilty a dl,” Kalianapointed out.

“True,” Tharion said, embarrassed. “We need that answer too, of course.”

She could hear the continued droning of the crowd in the plaza, risng and faling inirregular waves.
“Why should Truthsayers worry about more landholder rivalries? They always squabble with each
other—but we are independent, and have been for ahundred years. Let them do their own
investigations, their own snooping. | won't be aspy for Carsus or Bondaar or Dokken or any other
landholder—"

Tharion held up hishand. “Not for the landholders. Forus . Because if another landholder isworking
this plot, thenwe are being manipulated.”

Kdlianafindly saw hislogic and could not think of an excuse to deny hisrequest, despite her
reluctance. She nodded and followed him out the door. “ All right, let's get this over with.”

[l

The huge ground level opening of the haf-buried spaceship, theSkySword , had origindly been
designed for loading cargo and launching military assault vehicles, but the Truthsayers had replaced the
doorswith ornate dabs of meta cast in the foundries of one of the mountain holdings. Theregd portds
were inlaid with beautiful and complex mosaics of bright polished rock. Grandeur to impress the masses.

A cascade of sunlight spilled into the main corridor as the doors swung open. Kalianawalked down
the ramp beside the Guild Master, her petite form dwarfed by the immense size of the Guild
Headquarters.

Outside, agroup of elite guards flanked the door, ready to escort her through the crowd to the
speaking platform in the center of the plaza. Kallianaraised her chin and walked forward, her feet bare
on the shadowed flagstones, her white robe fluttering around her in the breeze. The air outside smelled
dry and flat, like rock dust, without the enriching moisturizers and perfumesthet circulated through the
Guild's confined chambers. Shefet instantly uncomfortable, but she would be back inside soon, as soon
asshefinished her duty.

The dite guard fdl slently into ranks beside her, their scarlet gauntlets and boots, deep blue uniforms,
and goggled helmets setting them apart from the citizens. Kalliana ascended the granite stepsto the
spesking platform.

Overhead, the skiesturned gray with an approaching cloud front, one of the fast-moving storms that
cruised over the surface of Atlas. The orbital Platform had not issued awesather warning, but she
wondered if it would rain soon. The water would probably make abig differenceto thoseliving inthe
outer landholdings, though it wouldn't matter to the Truthsayersinside their Headquarters. Often, she
found it soothing to listen to the raindrops beating an irregular rhythm againgt the hull plates and watch
them stream and ripple over the stained glass windows.



Kallianawould need some forced relaxation after this ordeal in front of so many people. She hated
murder cases.

The crowd was larger than usud. Eli Strone's dleged crimes were so heinous that many had come
even from the far landhol dings to witness her pronouncement. Guild Master Tharion seemed pleased a
the turnout.

As shewaked among them, Kallianafdt the surge of anticipation from the audience, a magl strom of
conflicting thoughts that forced her to put up menta barriers. Though she had not taken a booster dose of
the mind-enhancing drug Veritasin days, she dtill felt the backwash of their thoughts—digointed hopes,
bitterness, frustration, new love, anticipation, even physica thoughts of muscle aches and noontime
hunger.

She shook her head to clear her mind, pushing back the psychic babble. While she was required to
experience the sins—if any—of Eli Strone, these other citizens could keep their weary livesto
themsdves

Kallianadidn't comprehend how al these people lived, what their dreams were, how they coped with
such ableak and difficult existence. The colonists often seemed happy, though she could not understand
it. She had seen so much anger and misery in the minds she had truth-read. Nervoudy, she glanced
behind her at the polished hull of the Guild Headquarters, her landmark of safety and shelter.

In the front row of spectators, Sitting in canvas chairs covered with sun shades, swarthy Hektor
Carsus sat beside his betrothed, landholder Janine Bondaar, who was at least fifteen years the man's
senior. Thetwo held hands and stared woodenly ahead, waiting to hear Kdliana's judgment about the
man accused of killing so many of their workers.

Kallianawondered what they wanted to hear—did the alied landholders wish to find a scapegoat so
they could start another feud with somebody? Hadn't Atlas dready suffered enough bloody civil wars
during itstwo centuries of colonid history?

But it didn't matter what Carsus and Bondalarwanted to hear. Kallianawould speak the truth of the
case. The consequences were not her concern.

The Guild's other even Truthsayers sat on shaded stone benches to the side of the stage; many of
the crimson-sashed Guild Mediators, those who had |esser tel epathic powers but greater skillsas
negotiators and politicians, had aso come to watch Kalianas pronouncement, though they were not
required to witness the spectacle.

From the height of the raised platform, Kallianalooked down at the intimidating sea of faces, dl
strangersto her. The citizens gazed up at their Truthsayer. They did not know her, because their names
were not divulged. To them, dl Truthsayerswereidentica, equaly trained, equaly capable.

And they wereright.

The Guild Master took the center of the stage, raising his arms so that the wide white deeves of his
robe pooled around his elbows. His bright blue sash made him look regd; his sun-yellow hair blew in the
breeze.

“The Truthsayers Guild does everything in its power to seethat you remain safe,” Tharion said,
thrugting his voice into the hush of the crowd. As he grew more accustomed to his position as Guild
Magter, his voice seemed to grow stronger, Kallianathought. “Y our lives are difficult enough, trying to
wring an existence from our untamed world, and we do al we can so that you may go about your
businesswithout fear of violent crime or war.

“But sometimes wefail. Here, the Guild hasfailed twenty-three citizens, now dead, found murdered
asthey worked to congtruct anew mag-lev rail line that would have benefited the holdings of Carsusand
Bondalar.” Tharion drew adeep breath, and paused meaningfully.

“When the Guild failsto protect the people, the best thing we can do isto make certain that justiceis
done, that acrimina does not escape punishment—and that an innocent person is not convicted of
someone else's crime. Today, the Truthsayer will determine the guilt or innocence of the man accused of
these murders. The dead cannot be brought back to life, but your safety can be assured.”

Tharion swept his pae gaze over the gathered people, hesitating on the cam figures of Hektor Carsus
and Janine Bondalar, then moved on to glance at the other landholders, each standing separate from their



rivalsin the crowd. Kaliananoted that Tharion's friend and mentor, the landholder Franz Dokken, had
not bothered to attend the trial.

“Over theyears,” Tharion continued, “ despite the best efforts of the Council, some landholders have
still attempted to settle disputes through violence, or to usurp lands or resources that have not been
distributed to them. For generations, under the authority of the Truthsayers Guild, regiments of
soldier-police have been stationed at each holding to deter such hodtilities. In the wake of these new
murders, | have asked that the sol-pols step up their patrols, keep amore diligent watch for violence
brewing in outlying lands aswell as herein First Landing. Until we can al work together, Atlaswill never
become the Eden we were promised it would be.”

Looking satisfied, Tharion took a step backward until he stood next to Kallianaagain. “Now let us
determine the truth about Eli Strone, and learn whether or not we can deep safdy tonight.”

Guild Magter Tharion gestured, and one of the white-sashed Guild children came up to Kdliana
bearing an ornate brass and copper case that held a booster dose of the precious Veritas drug. Kalliana
took the case without smiling, and the white-robed child ran back to her companions.

From the gilded, fingerprint-locked cache, Kallianawithdrew one of the sky-blue V eritas capsules.
Sherolled its smooth shape in her pam. Then, turning her back to the crowd and looking up at the
towering metd curves of the Guild Headquarters, she popped the pill into her mouth.

Drawing along breath, she cracked down on the capsule to make it work faster. The bitter syrup
spilled dong her tongue, down her throat. She swallowed repeatedly as she gazed up at the motto of the
Truthsayers Guild emblazoned on the metal bulkhead over the arching structure of the derdlict starship.
She dared a it hypnoticaly, concentrating, focusing.

Truth Holds No Secrets.

Kalliana straightened her white robe, swallowed, and let the Veritas boil within her mind. She closed
her dusty blue eyes, nodded, then opened them again. One of the elite guards gestured. From the
detention decks beneath the Guild Headquarters, Eli Strone emerged.

Already fedling the psychic rush building in her mind, Kalianaturned to look as the accused murderer
was brought before her.

v

When Strone walked forward, amental hush fell over the crowd. Kalliana detected afaint,
indescribable changein the smell of theair, like ozone. A cool breeze rippled across her white robes, as
if presaging astorm from the gunmetd gray clouds. She stiffened.

Tdl and angular, Eli Strone seemed incredibly placid. His face showed nothing but peace, and he
presented atotaly cooperative demeanor—but the sol-pol guards had shackled his ankles and chained
hiswrigts, nonetheless. These were primarily symbolic bonds, because if Kdliana pronounced him
innocent, she would remove the chains hersdlf, freeing Strone in front of al the spectators. But the bonds
a o kept the prisoner under control on the off chance that he turned violent.

Kdlianalooked down at the accused, bracing herself, but not yet releasing her telepathic abilities. She
wasn't ready, but she couldn't show it. She rubbed sweaty pdms againgt her white robe. The weight of
the golden collar on her shoulders seemed to increase as she studied the man before her.

The big man wore agray jumpsuit, barefoot, bare-handed. His knuckles were large and bony, his
wide hands callused asiif he was accustomed to heavy labor. His hair was arich, chocolate brown, cut
short, but with an unruliness that implied wild curls. What did his thoughts hold?

If Strone had actudly committed the killings, Kalianawould find out the moment she looked into his
mind—and he knew it. The entire justice system depended on the infdlibility of the Veritas drug. No one
on Atlas could get away with acrimeif brought before atelepathic Truthsayer. The guilty ones often
confessed and accepted alighter punishment rather than be taken before a Truthsayer. Therefore, since
Strone insisted he was innocent, Guild Magter Tharion's suggested conspiracy might indeed betrue. And
that would mean the real murderer remained out in society, uncaught.

Eli Strone stood directly before her, gazing into the bright wash of trand ucent sky. Something about
him made Kdlianas skin crawl: an inhuman qudity that made him seem aoof from hisown



circumgtances. His eyes, the color of rusty water, were wide, amost circular with unblinking detachment.
Guilty or not, he was a strange one, no question about that.

Strone gave her athin-lipped smile and raised his chin. Kallianafocused her mind. The sol-pol guards
placed their hands on their weapons. The gathered audience in the plaza held its bregth.

Kdlianatouched Eli Strone'stempleswith her short delicate fingers. She closed her eyes—

And entered a chamber of horrors.

Vv

Thefirst work gang of eight: he had shot them dl in the middle of the night asthey dept huddled for
warmth under their tentsin the wasteland. The blood was black as ail in the starlight.

Strone cleared histhoughts to make it easy for Kaliana. Proud, he wanted the Truthsayer to see, to
understand. He thought of nothing but what he had done to those abominably guilty human beings. He
expected some sort of reward for what he had done.

Strone had been with the team only three days—but that was enough for him to see their sins, the guilt
written al over their faces, their expressions, their manners. They coveted thingsthat didn't belong to
them, they fantasized about other men'swives, they thought of violence toward one another. They were
so twisted. Their evil ran so very deep. In these outlying lands there was no one to dispensejustice ... no
one but himsdf.

Sick with revulson a their guilt, Strone had crept out of his own tent, blinking his eyesin the watery
light of the silent greenish aurora overhead. The mag-lev rail under construction stood likeasentind, a
slver line drawn by ahooked claw across the rocky landscape, raised up on boxlike pedestals with
induction coils, transformers, and magnetic boosters. Dust blew across the open desert likealost Sigh.

Strone had killed the sentry firgt, lulling the man by distracting him, volunteering to take night watch for
afew hours since he couldn't deep anyway. Then, Strone had balled hisfist and punched like a
dedgehammer into the Sde of the man's head, cracking the eggshell-thin temple bone. Asthe sentry
dumped, Strone wrapped his forearm around the man's neck, settling the chin into the crook of his
elbow. He kndlt, using his knee and his back musclesto snap the sentry's neck so thoroughly that Strone
could have ripped his entire head off if he had pulled just alittle harder. That wouldn't be necessary,
though.

Hetook the sentry's wegpon and with fast, cold efficiency, waked from tent to tent, firing into the
seven flimsy shelters. A few workers, awakened by the sound of gunfire but till groggy, staggered o,
fumbling with the flap zippers even as he shot them. They sprawled on the ground, half out of their tents.
Some of them groaned in pain. And he shot them again.

They had continued thinking evil thoughts even in their last moments of life. Strone could tell. He could
read their ans.

Eli Strone had been brought up believing that the Truthsayers were dispensers of justice, that the
white-robed telepaths kept dl crime and sinin abeyance. But he had learned that not even the
Truthsayerswere perfect. And though they worked diligently, evil still ran rampant among the citizenry.
Evenin First Landing the Guild couldn't possibly handleit dl. There wasjust too much.

In rare and secret instances, Strone had seen others peripherally able to read thoughts, common
people given abrief and illegd rush of teepathy, not the long-standing ability of a Truthsayer, but enough
to know thetruth . He had heard rumors about black market availability of the Veritas drug, normaly
held in such tight control by the Guild.

Strone, though, had his own accessto the truth. He was avigilante, who could sensethe evil lurking
ingde the other colonists. And hewould quietly assist the Truthsayersin their quest for justice. It was his
misson....

Leaving the bodies behind &t thefirst site, Sirone had walked along the path of the mag-lev rail until
he found another group of seven workers and offered them his services.

The second group were dl Pilgrims, the quiet religious order who wore dark woolen clothes despite
the heat. The Rilgrim crew gladly accepted the help of Eli Strone, then set about attempting to convert
him to their reigion, but Strone had no interest. His secret powers reveded the hypocrisy in their facid



expressions. He could see the hidden desires they harbored within themsalves, the evil thoughts, the
twisted dreams.

Hiskilling was quieter and more efficient thistime. Strone dipped from tent to tent in the deepness of
the night. With aknife blade, he made no sound, and neither did the cooling bodies as they twitched and
spilled their blood on the ground while Strone held abroad callused hand across their mouths and noses.
A few Pilgrimsthrashed and fought even after he had dit their throats, but their struggles soon faded.

He was drenched with blood when he finished punishing the second camp, his clothes sticky, hisskin
painted copper red. He stripped himself naked and scoured his body with handfuls of sand until hisflesh
felt tingly and raw, and he was cleansed, insde and out, with the purging fire of justice. He waslikethe
Truthsayers he so grestly revered. He didn't need the Veritas drug, because the power of rightness was
onhissde....

AsKallianatouched hisforehead, Strone's thoughts continued to hammer her, cold and impersond, a
sample recitation of factud memories, like asol-pol incident report. Despite her revulsion, she was forced
to view dl theflashbacksthroughhis eyes. Strone's lack of emotion nauseated her just as much asthe
vivid daughter. He continued to pour out histhoughts eagerly, asif offering her a gift:

The members of the third camp looked at him with greater suspicion when he offered to join their
detail. These were exiles guarded by two sol-pols, people convicted of crimes and put to hard work for
CarsusHolding, blagting and levding the grade for the mag-lev rall.

Stronewore arough, ill-fitting robe stolen from one of the Rilgrims. The guardslooked strangely at his
tattered clothing. They asked him his name, and he gave it fredly. He had nothing to hide, snce no one
had yet learned of the previous murders. As aformer member of the esteemed elite guard, he had no blot
on hisrecord. He was arighteous man.

Warily, they accepted him because the work team had fallen behind schedule. They had several more
kilometers of rail to lay down before they could take furlough back at the main village.

Within three nights it was Stron€'s turn to help with the cooking, aheavily spiced rice dish. He
drugged them dl with asmdl supply of stenn , often used by sol-polsto quell disturbances. Before
leaving the Guild, Strone had kept thestenn given to him as an elite guard. He put it to good use now. No
one tasted the pardysis drug mingled with the pungent spices.

All thevictimslay heplessasdarknessfell. A line of scarlet clouds clumped on the flat desert horizon.
Strone withdrew his most prized equipment, scalpels and pliers. He had planned ahead, dreaming of this
day. They dl deservedit.

Hewasin no hurry, so hetook histime with this group. They were paralyzed and could not run—but
they could still scream. He made oneincision with the scalpdl in exchange for every outcry they made,
continuing histaly until they could make no more sound.

It took him al night long. These people werevery evil....

* * % %

Kdlianatore hersdlf away, reding backward. More darkness lay deeper, more secrets, atangled
[abyrinth of shock and betraya—information Kalianadid not dare to witness. Shefled, coming back to
hersdf.

Eli Stronelooked up at her with an open eagerness, like a pet waiting to be praised by its master.

“Guilty,” Kdlianachoked. “Guilty!” She staggered away and fell to her knees. The sol-pols rushed
forward to grab the shackled Strone as he stood gaping at her in shock, too surprised even to struggle.

“But you saw,” he said. *'Y ou saw my reasons! Y ou know!”

In answer Kalianafdt revulson rush upward insde her, asif afist had plunged into her somach, and
she vomited onto the speaking platform. The thoughts of al the crowded people diced at the edges of
her mind like awhirlwind of razor blades.

“But how can you cal me guilty?” Stronewailed.

Kalliana couldn't bear to open her eyes asthe elite guard caught her, supporting her by the shoulders
and arms as she dumped. They rushed her back to the sanctuary of Guild Headquarters.



CHAPTER 2

L,
I

Craning his neck to gaze up into a sky that had been threatening rain for days, Troy Boren watched
the space elevator car come down through the clouds. It hung from a braided diamond-fiber thread like
fine spider Sk thousands of kilometersiong.

Sol-pol guards opened the chain-link security fence around the anchor point as the space elevator
glided down, sllently propelled by motivators dong the unseverable cable. Troy squinted at the
approaching shape, an artifact of old Earth technology: its armored walls were stresked with tarnish and
ionization scars from daily tripsto orbit and back over two centuries.

Troy imagined what it must have been like so long ago, when conditions were even more rugged than
now. Upon their arrival at the raw, new planet, the origina colonists had lived in orbit aboard aplatform
detached from the main shell of the ship. After several yearsthey had dropped the elevator cable and
anchored it at the place that would become First Landing, then they had begun their mass exodus down
to the surface....

Now the cylindrica eevator car thrummed asit decelerated on the sturdy cable. A complicated
network of servomotors, impellers, tension sensors, docking attachments, and control apparatus
crowned itsroof, looking asif someone had hammered random scrap componentsinto place without
prior planning. But the eevator worked, and it had dways worked, and Troy had no doubt that it would
continue to work for aslong as he lived.

He hadn't grown tired of the Sight yet, not in histhree weeks at the new job in First Landing. The
space elevator seemed S0 ... mgjestic. He squinted his bright, hazel eyes and watched the car descend. A
wonder-filled smile crossed hisface.

“All right, everybody, preparefor arriva,” Cren shouted. Troy's boss worked with afeverish intensity
that exhausted him just to watch. “ Got it thistime, Boren? Don't screw up again. Training period is over.
| don't care who your father paid off.”

“Yes, dr!” Troy nodded, then glanced upward again, unable to tear his gaze from the evator car's
fina descent toward the anchor point.

“Oh, stop gawking,” Cren said. “Y ou make me sick. It'sembarrassing to have such astarstruck kid
on my crew. Go over there and get ready. Y ou got the cargo manifests?’

“Uh, yessr!” Troy waved the four paper cards printed with itemized lists of supplies, asif hisboss
might not believe him. He wondered how long it would take for Cren to believe in his competence.

“Be sure you get the damned numbersright thistime. | don't think itll stretch your mental capacity.”
With adisgusted look, Cren went off to harass someone else. He clapped his hands as heflitted like a
sand fleafrom worker to worker, double-checking, issuing orders, reinforcing his control.

Troy stared nervoudy down at the manifest cardsin his hands, asif that could prevent him from
making another mistake. Only two weeks ago he had transposed some digitsin two shipments, which
sent valuable cargo off to apair of landholders who had not paid for it—and who refused, even on threat
of sol-pol intervention, to return the precious resources that had arrived at their cargo stations. The
Landholders Council and the Guild Mediators had been brought in and were even now working to settle
the dispute. Cren had never let Troy forget just how much trouble hisincompetence had caused.

“Never again,” Cren had said, leaning close enough to Troy that the young man could count the
bloodshot lines on hisbosss eyebdls. Troy knew Cren got more enjoyment out of intimidating his
workersthan in getting the job done well. “Don't you ever even dream of putting me through this another
time”

Troy was of medium height and thin, fidgety as he moved from one task to another. Hisfamily had
been frustrated with his distractibility, unable to comprehend why he couldn't just work hard and be
content with hislot in life like the rest of them were. He just wasn't cut out for alife asaminer, though.

He had done abrief stint on an ore hauler in one of the mine shafts, but he smply could not handle the



strenuous physical toil. He had been transferred to one of the chemica leaching plants, and finaly to an
inventory shop, where he had recelved some of histraining on computers. He had been reprimanded
twicefor letting histhoughts wander, for doodling, for letting the paperwork pile up. His mother had
lectured him, making everything worse. Though he loved them, like adutiful son, Troy couldn't
understand hisfamily, why they were blind to dreams and possibilities, why they saw no further into the
future than the next day—until it involved them directly.

Oncethe devator car docked, Troy'sjob was to go through the manifests and ingpect every item asit
came off the ramp, tallying it with the orders from various landhol ders, the Council, the Truthsayers Guiild,
merchants, or wedthy private citizens. When al the shipments had been removed and stored in the low
holding warehouse for later distribution, and their totals entered into the computer systems, Troy would
hand the double-checked manifests to Cren, who would then determine an equivalent amount of supplies
to be sent back up to the Platform in exchange: water, canisters of air, craftwork, and hydroponically
grown food or actud agricultura produce.

Under the overcast sky Troy and a dozen coworkers marched into the fenced area as the car settled
onto itstoroida supports and padded bumpers. Chain links rattled as the fence gates moved apart. Two
sol-pols stood at their station, looking bored; they had seen the car come and go hundreds of times.

Stdlslined the streets around the anchor point. First Landing's marketplace bustled with merchants
sdling oddities, from desperatdy needed suppliesto vaudesstrinkets: new fossls dug up in the mountain
holdings, gaudy gemstones, exatic plants grown in private greenhouses.

The mag-lev linesfrom each landholding ran straight into First Landing at the large supply hub and
boarding station. Single-passenger carswhistled in from the outlying areas, and cargo haulerstrundled
adongtherailsddivering supplies and resources. siweet-smelling pine lumber from Toth Holding, fish and
kelp and bricks from Sardili Shores, salt and processed chemicals from the dry lakebeds of Dokken
Holding.

Asthe other workers plodded through the elevator arrival procedures, Troy watched abig ore hauler
comein from Koman Holding. Asthe cargo hauler locked itself down, burly miners sprang out,
reminding him of hishome and family up inthe Mining Didrict ... how hisfather's skin was dways grimy
from work in the ore shafts, hisfingernails black no matter how much scrubbing he did. His squat mother
had devel oped d oped shoulders and biceps as large as hams from her own backbreaking labor.

Troy'sfamily knew full well he could not have handled such alife. Hislittle Sster Rissbeth beittled him
incessantly about being aweakling. Hisolder sster Leisaunderstood and loved him unconditionaly,
though she had no ideawhat advice to give him. But Troy's gruff father Rambrahad unexpectedly
rescued him. Paying alarge bonus out of their family savings—all the credits he had set asde from his
years of work—Rambra had petitioned their landholder, Victoria Koman hersdlf, and she had found
Troy ajobin First Landing.

Hisjob at the anchor point had been agodsend, and he knew hisfamily had pinned all their hopeson
the dim chance of his success. They gambled on him working hisway up in the world, and finding a spot
for them, too, so thatthey could escape from the mines.

If he could only establish afoothold here, perhaps Troy could find jobsfor his sisters, anew position
for hisfather, anything to free them from their cramped quarters and daily drudgery. Troy had vowed to
do hisbest, but theway Cren treated him, he didn't think his chances were too gredt.

On one of thefirst days, the boss had yanked him aside for alecture. Cren jabbed afinger at Troy,
keeping hisvoicelow. “1 don't like being ordered to hire aredneck yoke from dirt-digger Koman
Holding,” hesaid. “1 don't care who your father is or what he did, but thisisn't afreeridefor you. I'm
going to watch you closer than any of my other team members—because if you don'tdeserve to keep
your job here, there are plenty of otherswho do. Don't think your father is going to get you out of trouble
agan.”

Troy swalowed and shook hishead. “No, sir. He can't—he has no money left. He spent it dl just to
get methisjob.”

Now, Troy looked around him, wide eyed at the big city, where citizens went about their jobs asif
everyone on Atlas was so blessed. Sol-pol guards stood at the corners, keeping order. Pilgrimsin



hooded robes moved about, muttering to themselves. Representatives from the outer landholdings met to
make dedls, trade supplies, and increase their own power. The space eevator landed with athunking
sound of locks and stabilizers.

Crenyedled at Troy again. “Hey, Boren—I've got a suggestion. Quit daydreaming! Come help us
unload. Do your work, dammit! The car isdown.”

Troy snapped out of hisreverie and ran to do hisjob.

Il

When thetall evator car opened its bottom leve, two passengers disembarked, stepping carefully
onto the ramp the workers had rolled up and clamped into position by the access hatch. Troy was
fascinated by the two Guild Mediators, in their white robes and crimson sashes, who had gone up to
inspect operations on the Platform. A pair of dite guard aso emerged from the elevator, escorting the
Mediators.

When the passengers were clear and checked through security, Troy and his coworkers entered the
cramped main chamber of the elevator, bumping shoulders as they wrestled with the containers lashed
down in the lower storage bay.

Troy held the manifest cards, shuffling them as hetried to keep track of everything that came out of
the elevator. He was especialy careful not to get distracted and miss an item. Everything had its place on
hislist and in the storage warehouse.

Over by the chain-link fences Cren stood watching, checking each activity around him asif he could
somehow keep control through the intengity of his scrutiny. Troy worked with greater diligence, trying not
to reved that he knew he was being watched.

Men in cargo hauler jJumpsuits unloaded the sedled packages of replacement computerware: perfectly
sandwiched circuits grown in orbit, sapphire films laid down in impedance paths on wafers, then diced
into specialy patterned chipsthat followed old templates from Earth.

The man in charge of the Platform, Kareem Sondheim, whose property and power rested in orhit,
was cdlled the “landhol der without land.” The ancient man was said to be one of the origina occupants of
thefirst colony ship that had arrived 231 years earlier. Sondheim had never set foot on Atlas. He had
remained dive by staying in zero gravity and indulging in sophisticated geriatric treatments that were not
available on the surface.

Sondheim kept control of the Platform's genetic library of embryos and cloning sequencesthe
colonists had brought from Earth; its vast array of species, a veritable Noah's ark, would provide the
foundation of an Earthlike ecosystem on anew world.

Unfortunately, Atlas had proved more inhospitable than they had expected.

The planet's atmosphere and climate were tolerable, with the right temperature range and an
amenable mix of component gases. But Atlaswasjust at the very cusp of bringing forth life of itsown. Its
fledgling ecosystem was shdlow and undiversified, with only afew primitive Species, most of them in the
cradle of the sea. The soil was utterly barren, forcing the colonists to begin their work severd steps
farther down the chain than they had hoped.

The native biochemistry was incompatible with human systems, but for avery few exceptions, such as
the Veritas drug. The planetary ecology and the new Terran organic matrix were two independent and
pardld pahs.

Unableto turn back to Earth acrossthe gulf of afifty-year voyage, the colonists had to start from
scratch, and they had held on by their fingernails, gradually using up what suppliesthey had brought with
them. Separated from assistance by half a century, they could not smply send home for anew batch of
supplies. The colony'stechnical resources had been only margindly replenished by the four other ships
that had arrived in the intervening years.

Landholders continued to claim swaths of land, bombarding them with fertilizers, fixing nitrogen,
irrigating deserts, and plowing under grasses, mosses, algee they had planted to lay down anuitritive soil
matrix. New life formswere introduced experimentaly and with great caution once they were carefully
selected from the genetic library on the Platform....



Asthe packages were unloaded from the elevator, Troy documented the computer chips, finding their
notation on his manifests, then moved on to log a series of insulated fish tanks for Dokken Holding. The
tanks werefilled with thousands of trout and salmon fry that might find enough to eat among the strands
of agae and the dragonfly larvae Franz Dokken had previoudy introduced into hiswarm artificia ponds.

Toth Holding had ordered cages and cages of live chicks grown from embryos aboard the Platform,
and the birds were now ready to be turned loose in the grain debrisin thefields.

Muittering to himsdlf to verify hisown markings, Troy moved about to ingpect the cargo with loose
manifest pagesfluttering in his hand. He found atrio of cages holding three water buffalo caves, smdll
and fragile and bleating. The beasts had knobby knees and large wet nodtrils. Their dark eyesflicked
around in confusion. According to the manifest, the water buffalo would be put to work inthericefidds
intheriver ddtaat Sardili Shores.

When someone caled for anew species—such as these water buffalo, or the chickens—biological
technicians on the Platform took the stored embryos from their precious library, cloned them, and grew
the new animasto their birth age. The offspring were then shipped down on the space eevator.

The cargo haulers heaved the water buffalo cages out of the elevator car, bumping into each other
and wrestling the beasts onto the concrete receiving area. Troy followed them briskly, needing to verify
the serid numberstattooed in the animas ears and scribbling on his manifest sheets.

The caves shifted awkwardly in their cages, trying to maintain their footing. Suddenly, one of the
handlers dipped and let loose his corner of the cage. It crashed to the ground with aloud noise that
triggered a panicked reaction. The female handler shouted and scolded her partner. The water buffalo
bleated a pitiful sound.

On the pad the handlers roughly set down their wire mesh cages containing thousands of cheeping
chicks, not noticing that one door had not been fastened properly. Suddenly the front of the cage sprang
open, spilling achaotic flock of fuzzy yellow chicksthat scattered chirping acrossthe landing area. Some
ran toward the toroidal supports and padded bumpers around the anchor point where the elevator had
cometo rest.

“Hey!” Cren shouted. The handlers dropped what they were doing and rushed to help. “ Get those
chicks! They'redl accountable.”

Already unbaanced, the water buffao cage tipped over asthe caf tried to move. The meta crashing
on the concrete sounded like thunder, which further startled the already-panicked chicks. The pathetic
caf lowed asif bemoaning itsfate, and the other two calves set up asimilar racket. The two handlers
yelled at each other, voicesraised over thedin.

Troy had been shuffling through his manifest sheets, but now he stuffed the papersin hisvarious
pockets as he ran to help out.

The burly handlers seemed to think the best way to catch chickswasto lunge after them, large hands
outspread. But the fuzzy birds smmered across the area, rushing toward the chain-link fence.

The four sol-polsleaped into action, pointing their wegpons at the escaped birds, asif their
threatening posture could help.

Troy crept toward some of the chicks, whistling cheerily at them, extending his hands and trying to
coax them nearer. He nabbed one, which squirmed and pecked at him, pegping comicdly, but Troy
didn't let go until he had stuffed it back inits cage.

The peoplein the merchant district paused to observe the spectacle. Apparently, the frantic action of
workers scrambling about was worth giving up afew minutes of business. Troy shook his head, muttering
to himsdlf that this was the most spectacular entertainment the citizens had seen since the grim judgment
of Eli Strone severd days earlier. He wondered what might come next—a comet striking the planet and
obliterating dl life?

One of the handlers managed to find a shovel and used it unceremonioudy to scoop up five chicks at
atime, depositing them back in the wire cage. Downy feathersflew inthe air like a seed storm in one of
the kenaf fidds.

On the other side of the fence Cren used his pdmsto rattle the chain link, which frightened away the
chicksthat weretrying to work their way through the openingsin the wire. They ran around in circles,



chesping in terror.

It took the better part of an hour to recapture the birds. But the victory was not without casualties.
Three of the delicate chicks had been killed in the roundup, and another had abroken leg.

Troy sighed, knowing he had done agood enough job, even as Cren used alow tone of voicetorail
at the handlersfor their supidity and clumsiness. Cren checked out the water buffalo calves, then sent
them to the big holding warehouse. The following morning they would be whisked off on the mag-lev to
Sardili Shores.

At the end of hisshift, Troy handed in his crumpled manifest sheetslisting histally of the computer
chips, pharmaceuticals, supplies of the Truthsayers precious Veritas drug, and live animd cargo.

He shook his head, thinking again of the frantic escape attempt by the baby chickens, the mishandling
of the water buffao calves. Thiswasn't exactly what he had expected when heleft the Mining Didtrict to
take a respectable job as adocumenter for First Landing.

Oh, well. All in aday'swork.

11

Asevening gathered around the city, and the glass-and-sted buildings it up with hydrod ectric power,
Troy sttled in to hissmall rooms. The new place in the multiple-dwelling complex was till unfamiliar to
him, and he reveled in the ddlicious privacy. He could think and breathe and not bump into anybody else
when he decided to daydream. It seemed like heaven.

For too long Troy had been cramped in the same apartment with his mother and father and ssters,
listening to loud arguments, tedious conversations about the day's events (which always sounded the
sameto him, though his mother and father went through the same didog every evening, asif it werea
ritud). He smelled Rissheth's acrid homemade perfume, endured entire days without five minutes of
privacy or quiet. For release, he dabbled with painting, strictly for his own enjoyment, though his mother
resented the expenditure on usdlessitems and hislittle sster criticized hiswork.

Their quarters had become even more crowded when Leisamarried and brought her husband to live
with them; he had lost much of his older sigter's attention aswell, one of the few tolerable aspects of his
life there. No doubt Leisaand her husband would soon wish to start afamily—alarge one, as most
colonists preferred—and that would take up even more space. But these new rooms were Troy's own
space, and he had dready begun to think of it ashis“home.”

After preparing amed of hydroponic vegetables and afew smal morsels of cultured turkey and
Setting it to cook, he settled back to unwind and to begin painting. What aluxury to indulge himsdlf with a
hobby. He had been experimenting with new paints available from First Landing vendors, vibrant colors
he had never before seen in the small merchant shops up in Koman Holding. Brilliant blues, reds, and
ydlows made from cobat and cinnabar and uranium oxide.

He dabbed designswith his paint. Some of hisfresh work hung on thewalls, like trophies. Nothing
very good, he knew, but Troy enjoyed the soothing yet exhilarating act of painting. Hed experimented
with different techniques, different styles. His abstract imitations were complete failures—but then, he
wasn't quite sure how to tell when an abstract painting “failed.”

He preferred painting imaginary landscapes, looking out upon the vastness of Atlaswith hismind's
eye. He had aready drawn the low, rocky hills of Koman Holding, honeycombed with mine shafts. He
swirled the colors, sketching out another barren landscape—but this time adding forests, swamps,
beautiful birds soreading their wingsto display remarkable plumage in the sunlight asthey glided across
theair ... purefantasy.

Troy hummed to himself, scratching his curly, light brown hair. Muffled noises came through the thin
walls, his neighbors arguing, the children crying. He had lived hislife among the sounds of other people,
so it didn't bother him, but he would have preferred to overhear ahappy family.

He painted part of agranite outcropping, adding fanciful wind-bent cypresstreesin the crannies of the
rock ... and then on impulse he sketched in some stylized mountain sheep. He recognized that he was
mixing agreat many ecosystems here—accuracy was not hisgoal at the moment. He looked at the
mountain sheep and smiled.



He went to change his clothes, pulling on awool swester Leisahad madefor him (though her new
husband grumbled that it was awaste of expensive Bondalar yarn). As he folded up hiswork pants, Troy
heard afaint and unexpected crinkling sound. He reached into his back pocket to find one of the
wayward manifest sheets. He must have thrust it there during the chaos of the escaping chicks.

Then theimplications struck him. He blinked rapidly, and histhroat tightened like a piece of gnarled
wood. He had recorded all of the deliveriesfrom the elevator car, but without thislast sheet he had
missed severd items. The logs wouldn't match—and that meant big trouble.

Troy sighed and sank into a seat beside the bed, wearing the pullover swesater but leaving his pants
crumpled on the floor. He looked at the manifest sheet and groaned. Cren would have his hide for
this—he just knew it! After his previous mistake of the trangposed shipments, his bosswould be utterly
unforgiving. No more chances. After only three weeks, Cren would have an excuse to send him whipped
back home, no doubt imagining a preposterous chain of disastrous effects.

Red-faced, Cren would yell, “ This error could set up echoes throughout the entire system, mistake
upon mistake, leading to misdirected supplies, unreported shipments, and major upheavasin the
economy of Atlasitsdf!”

Troy sghed. “Or morelikely Cren will be the only oneto notice, and I'll still be on the next mag-lev
car back to Koman Holding.” He would spend the rest of hislife down in the shafts, coming hometo a
crowded gpartment no bigger than acargo container, with hisown family glaring at him because hefalled
them in their one opportunity to get afoothold in the city.

He didn't want to go back to the Mining Didtrict.

Troy ran hisfingers over the rough scrap of paper in his hands. He knew exactly how he could fix this
mixup, if he could get back to the holding warehouse and the inventory terminals before anyone noticed.
Troy knew the appropriate passwords to access the records computers—he had been so proud when
Cren had grudgingly given him the access codes the week before.

Theideacaught hold, and he clutched it like adrowning man clutched atwig. If he could log in these
receipts before the space elevator began itsreturn journey up to the Platform, no one would be the wiser.
Sondheim would get his expected shipment, and First Landing's records would accuratdly reflect the
suppliesthat had come down.

Troy felt so supid. Abruptly, the smell of hisdinner overhegating on the sove unit penetrated his
melancholy, and he dashed into the kitchenette to remove his now soggy and overcooked vegetables.

Hewould wait afew hours yet, go in much later that night and make afew quick adjustments on the
computer. Simple enough. No one would ever know. His stomach was aready tied into aknot of
nervousness, but this would be the quickest and safest solution.

Simple, hethought. Smple.

CHAPTER 3

«»
I

The storm front findly rolled in just after dark, pelting down clean fresh rain that gavethe air ametalic
tang, dicking down the streets with muddy runoff that gurgled in the gutters. Breezestore the cloudsto
shreds, and the tattered remnants scudded across the sky, clearing patches of night flecked with stars.

The wet cobblestones of First Landing's thoroughfares looked oily under the wavering aurora, and
slted runoff curled through drainage channels. Because of the heavy wegather, most streetswere
deserted. Only afew vendors of fried vegetables, sweet desserts, and warm beverages remained open to
catch brave customers. The smdll of hot ail, burned honey, and watery coffee mixed with the scent of
ran.

Four figures moved through the wet shadows, keeping to narrow aleys when possible. Two sol-pols
took the point, wearing deep blue uniformsthat turned them into slhouettesin the falling darkness.

A tal bad man with acraggy face, hisfeatures seemingly carved out of stonewith ablunt chisd,



strode confidently behind the guards, taking long stepsin hisloose gray jaaba. The fourth man betrayed
the greatest eagerness, but he hung back behind the bald man, glancing furtively about. “Maximillian—"

The bald man cut him off with aquick gesture of his broad hand. “Don't worry, Cialben. We have
everything we need.”

“But what if we're stopped?’ Ciaben pressed.

“We won't be stopped. We're obvioudy going about official business. We're accompanied by two
sol-pols.”

“ Sol-pols assigned to Dokken Holding, not First Landing—"

“Who's going to stop us?’” Maximillian asked in asharp tone.

Cialben swallowed and looked ahead to the stadium-sized lit area where the space elevator car sat
docked, ready for resupply in the morning. “1've just never picked up a shipment mysdf, that'sal. Isthis
the way it'saways done?’

“Itsdifferent every time,” Maximillian answered. “ Dokken insgsted you come aong thistime.”

“He's never done that before either, not in ten years of thiskind of scut work. Y ou don't think that's
unusud?’

“You must learn to trust people,” Maximillian said.

“Dokken's the one who taught menot to trust anybody,” Cialben said in exasperation.

“Stop asking questions,” Maximillian said.

Cidben muttered. The sol-pols said nothing—they rarely did.

The guards led the way through the streets with no indication of uneasiness. Ciaben and Maximillian
had an excuse if they were stopped and questioned ... but Dokken had made it clear that he preferred
they not be questioned.

The Veritasdrug wasrigidly controlled by the Truthsayers Guild, but Cialben managed to digtribute a
smdll fraction of it to the black market. He had never dared to ask what sort of arrangement the powerful
landholder Franz Dokken had made with Kareem Sondheim up on the Platform, how he obtained
capsules skimmed from the supplies alotted only to Truthsayers. By Atlas lav—established by the Guild
itself, of course—no one but a designated Truthsayer was alowed to use the mind-boosting drug.

That didn't mean there was no demand el sewhere, though. Ciaben fed that demand.

True, only Truthsayers could use the Veritas to maximum effect. Their bodies had built up atolerance
from alifelong exposure to the drug. For them the psychic boost |asted hours or days, whereasin a
regular human the Veritas rush was good for only afew seconds.

But, oh, those seconds! Like having adozen minds at once, lifetimes of memories, experiencesright
at hismentd fingertips ... though they faded asfast asthe drug did in his non-acclimated system.
Short-term memories, like vanishing dreams.

Ciaben had taken Veritas himsdlf back in the early days, when Dokken had used him asa spy
numerous times to get an edge in the constant power struggle for land. Ciaben had performed admirably
each time, though Dokken had been miserly with hisrewards.

But Dokken had flown into arage when Cialben had once dared to carry Veritasin his presence,
intending to useit later for enjoyment among the servants ... possibly even dipping into the mind of
Dokken's beautiful lover Schandra. He hadn't anticipated Dokken's violent reaction. In aterrifying instant
Maximillian, Dokken's faithful and powerful manservant, had locked Cidben's arms behind his back,
driving him to hiskneesin the private drawing room of the villa. Franz Dokken had glared down a him,
his teeth bared in anger that transformed him into a besst.

“I do like secrets, Cialben,” Dokken had whispered, “ especialy when they belong to someone else.”
Hisvoice waslow and cold. “But | want to keep my own secrets. Y ou arenever to use Veritasinmy
presence. Isthat understood?’

Cidben, his neck aching from staring up & the landhol der, tried to nod. Maximillian's powerful fist
clutched Ciaben's short graying hair, yanking his head up so that he gazed directly into Dokken's tanned
face.

“I understand,” Cidben sad. “Redlly, | do.”

“No one on Dokken Holding isto use this drug, but you're freeto sdll it to al the other landholders. |



know how destabilizing Veritas can be. Let my rivastear themsdaves apart.”

Sincethat time, they had indeed kept their understanding—but now, tonight, he and Maximillian had
been sent Al theway in to First Landing to obtain alarge shipment of Veritas capsules, the largest
delivery ever. If Guild Master Tharion found out about it, he would probably have a cerebra
hemorrhage.

The group of four splashed through the darkening streets. The air jedloudy held onto itsdamp
coolness, and Ciaben felt his hands growing numb. He stepped in a puddle, which made his ankle cold
and wet. Ciaben shook hisfoot. Maximillian gestured for him to hurry. Faint steam curled from his
bresth.

The bright lights of the levator anchor point sood in front of them. A squad of First Landing sol-pols
stood around the chain-link fence, huddled together to keep warm. But Ciaben knew the shipment
wasn't on the elevator. It remained in the inventory warehouse, where the computers and shipping
manifests were kept, aong with the supplies waiting to be distributed to the outer holdings.

The inventory warehouse was alow, one-story building made of sted supports, darkened glass
windows, and adobe bricks, only one building in adistrict of smilar warehouses. The group approached
from the rear. Maximillian showed not the dightest tenson.

Whilethe regular night shift sol-pols had established afirm presence at the anchor point, the inventory
warehouse had been locked and left done. Thelr two sol-pols dipped toward the building. The shorter of
them withdrew an access key card and did it in to the sealed door.

The door opened silently, letting Maximillian and Cialben enter. Lined with pae bricks, the entrance
yawned like acave. Faint lights burned inside, tiny illumination ressting complete darkness and leaving
only murk.

“How can you be sure the warehouse is empty?’ Cialben said.

Maximillian looked down at him with scorn, his craggy face creasing in distaste. “Look how dark it
IS”

They crouched insde, using their hand illuminatorsto send bright spears of light into the shadows.
“Shouldn't be hard to find,” Cialben whispered, moving forward, still reluctant to take the lead. One of
the sol-pols remained stationed at the door while Cialben, Maximillian, and the second guard went past
adminigirative cubicles equipped with old computer systems and paper files, to the chill warehouse
section.

“Thisway.” Maximillian's pale gray outfit made him look like aghost in the dimness.

A clutter of canisters, supply crates, and cages waited in the rear. The boxes of computer chipsand
sterilized pharmaceuticals had been placed in neetly ordered bins along onewall. The cold concrete floor
made flat echoes of their footsteps as they walked.

Cidben flashed hislight around. Segmented metal doors rolled up for loading heavy transports;
beside them stood bins of meta sheeting, girders, and other supplies. Swest, resinous lumber had been
stacked in the middle of the concrete pad. Outside in separate storage barns were further shipments,
bulky items brought in from one holding and marked for commercia distribution to the highest bidders.

In the livestock section, Cialben went to awire cage filled with hopping, cheeping chicks. The stupid
birds had spilled their water and dumped feed al over the bottom of their cages. They looked filthy.

“Here,” Maximillian said, squatting by one of the large cages. “ Shinethe light over here”

Inside, the black water buffao calf seemed eager for attention, lowing loudly. Its dark eyeswere wet
and glistening. It tilted its squarish nose upward asif seeking milk from amother it had never had. The
clone-grown caf knew nothing of its own existence.

“Not thisone,” Maximillian said, squinting at the tattoo in the calf's ear. He moved to a second cage.
The other cdf let out abellow, demanding yet shy. “Here”

He unfastened the catch on the wire cage and swung open the door. The calf backed away clumsly,
uncertain but with nowhere to go. Maximillian banged the back of the cage with theflat of hishand,
rattling the wires. The sartled anima stumbled out, lowing again.

Cidben gently put an arm around the calf's neck to keep it from running loose in the warehouse.
Grateful, the animal nuzzled his hands with awet nose. An overturned duminum water dish sat dry at the



bottom of the cage.

“Inawater buffalo?’ Cidben said. “Is Sondheim running out of ideas? Or isthis one of Dieter'ssick
suggestions?’

“No one asked me how to doit,” Maximillian said, then fixed a stony glare on Ciaben. “And no one
asked you ether.”

Thewater buffalo mooed again, and Ciadben patted its neck to hush it. The calf nuzzled his hand,
running along, wet tongue dong hispam.

Maximillian dipped along wide-bladed knife from asheath at hiship, and in asinglelightning
movement drove the blade hard againgt the calf's Side. A quick thrust between the ribs, then a second
full-muscled shoveto drive the point dl the way into the calf's heart.

The anima bleated in shock, but was dead before it could move. Itseyesrolled up, glassy. Its body
shuddered and spilled blood dl over the concrete floor asit fell.

Ciaben stepped back to keep from being sprayed.

With the carcass till twitching, Maximillian knelt and, tugging on apair of rubber gloves, withdrew the
knife and gutted the calf. He worked without speaking, breathing hard from the strenuous activity.

Ciaben watched the daughter with eager horror, histhroat dry, hislips peeled back in acombined
grin and wince. Maximillian'sarms were dick with red up to hisebows, far higher than the gloves
reached. Using both arms Maximillian heaved out the caf's entrails, then diced open the largest somach
to pull out a plastic-wrapped package.

Dokken's manservant held the bloody packet in his gloved hands and gestured for the sol-pals. The
second guard rushed forward from his post at the door. The first man bent over the carcass, choosing the
best handhold. The two strong men lifted up the dead water buffalo, and together they lugged it, il
dripping blood, out of the warehouse. They disappeared into the night. The fresh veal—a ddlicacy read
about in the archives but never tasted by any living person on the planet—would bring ahigh price
indeed.

Maximillian used his dippery fingersto unwrap the folded plastic of the hidden package. He unrolled
the outer wrapping and exposed atreasure.

Ciaben gasped. He had never before seen so much in asingle shipment. Hundreds and hundreds of
sky-blue capsules of the Veritas drug.

Moretruth than al of Atlas could comprehend.

Il

With agiretching sound and then asnap, Maximillian removed the rubber glove from hisleft hand,
carefully tucking it into the pocket of hisgray cotton jalaba, whereit |eft abloody smear.

Cidben kept his eyesfixed hungrily on the hoard of Veritas, dreaming of the huge number of creditsit
would bring and aso eager to experience the psychic rush again. Because of Dokken's adamant refusal
to dlow any use of Veritas by hisown workers, Ciaben had restrained himsdlf, hisfear of Dokken's
wrath greater than his desire for fleeting entertainment.

With a clean hand Maximillian delicately, reverently, picked up one of the sky-blue capsuleswith his
thick fingers. Hehdd it in the pam of hishand, rolling it around in the creases of his skin, sudying it
under the uncertain light. Cialben's eyesfollowed it.

“Do you deservethis?” Maximillian said, surprising Ciaben.

“Come on—after al I've done for Dokken?’ he answered. “What does he think?’

Maximillian held Cidben's gaze for along moment. Around them the stillness and darkness of the
warehouse seemed to smother al sound. The remaining two water buffalo snorted in their cages, smelling
the blood.

The manservant flicked hiswrigt, tossing the sky-blue capsule toward Ciaben. Grinning, he reached
out to snatch it from the air.

Maximillian continued in avoice free of emotion. “One and oneonly,” he said. “And you haveto do it
here”

Cidben held the capsule like agem, dightly soft and filled with secrets. He looked around himin the



empty warehouse. “Here?’

“And now. Y ou know Dokken won't dlow it on his own landholding.”

Cidben didn't know what the psychic rush would do for him in such an empty scenario. But the
deegping city lay out there, the identical dwellings, the brick homes, the steel gpartment buildings. He
considered the thousands of thoughts, the persond mysteries, the muddied dreams the colonists would be
broadcasting into the air. The telepathic boost would last only afew seconds, but it would burn very
brightly indeed, at peace, surrounded by the city.

And there was Maximillian. Did he redlly want to read the manservant's thoughts? Y es, he redlized, he
did. He was astonished that Dokken would alow such athing, because Maximillian had been the
landholder's right-hand man for decades.

Ciaben popped the capsule into his mouth, bit down with his back teeth, felt the acrid gush down his
throat. He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, then a second. His scalp began to tinglein
anticipation.

He opened his eyes, and opened his mind, and everything came flooding in.

He looked with anticipation at Maximillian. And froze.

At thefront of the manservant's mind Cialben read Franz Dokken'sfind ingtructionslike a
sharp-bladed ax coming down. Maximillian must have been thinking the conversation over and over
again, keeping hismemory fresh, so that the thoughts remained clear in hismind.

He watched as Ciaben read them.

"Let him take one capsule and wait until he reads your mind. | want him to know your orders.
| want him to know his fate—then kill him."

Cidben caught the rest of the entire gppalling setup, the details of what Maximillian would do to his
body—planting evidence, distorting clues.

He was dready backing away in horror, windmilling hisarms. He dipped in the wet blood on the
concrete floor from the dain water buffao.

Maximillian reached out with afist that moved like acobra, grabbing Cidben's collar, holding him
upright.

Cidben regained his balance and began to struggle. Maximillian drove thelong blade hard againgt his
sde. A quick thrust between theribs, then a second full-muscled shove to drive the point al the way into
Cialben's heart. He twisted the blade.

Cidben fell, hisbody losing control, the nerve sgnas meting into black static. He dumped into
darkness, hislast thoughts cursing Franz Dokken.

CHAPTER 4
«>»
I

That evening in the damp darkness of Dokken Holding, Guild Master Tharion sat uneasily on aplacid
gray mare, dutifully following Franz Dokken's chestnut stalion. The agelesslandholder rode intently, his
body barely visblein dark lesther breeches and tunic. Hiswild blond hair flowed behind him likea
comet'stail.

“Thank you for coming with me,” Dokken said in hisrich, cultivated voice. “ Thiswon't take long, but
it'simportant for you to be there. For mora support, you know.”

Gusting breezes picked their way around the bluffs like probing fingers. A wide grave trail wound
from the stables down to the foot of the bluffs, and both horses knew their way. Fields of cotton covered
the flatlands surrounding the village, extending south to theralling hills, amixture of dark and light that
gave the landscape a knobbly texture,

Franz Dokken urged hisimpatient stallion into atrot. Tharion gripped the reins between hisfingers,
but il felt completdy out of contral. “ Slow down, Franz—please,” Tharion said. Hewould have
preferred to take amethane car, but Dokken loved any chance to show off his horses. Luckily, the gray



mare maintained agentle, dow pace—it kept him from looking like afoal in front of the public.

Dokken laughed. “That marésfod isduein afew weeks—she couldn't manage more than atrot if
shetried. Just Sit till, pretend you know what you're doing. Shelll be careful, for her own sakeif not for
yours.”

Tharion held the reins doubtfully. “If you say s0...”

Dokken shook his head and flashed athin smile. 1 value your friendship even more than increasing
the size of my herd. I'd hate to think of reporting to yetanother Guild Master just because you fdll off and
broke your neck. Two intwo years timeisenough.”

Tharion responded with an uneasy smile. Franz Dokken had worked miraclesfor Tharion's career, a
subtle guardian angd throughout hislife a the Truthsayers Guild, afriend aswell as one of the most
powerful landholders on Atlas. Dokken's outspoken support at the Landholders Council had been one of
the reasons Tharion had been chosen for his post.

Two years earlier, the aged previous Guild Master had died in his deep, leaving Tharion one of the
most qudified candidates, but the fina vote had favored another Truthsayer, Klaryus. But after amonth
in hisduties, the new Guild Master Klaryus had taken hisweekly booster dose of Veritas—only to fdl
dead from the terrible Mindfire toxin produced by a virulent mutation of the V eritas bacterium.
Somehow, his capsule had become contaminated in its processing up on theisolated orbital lab ... and so
Tharion had found himsdf wearing the roya blue sash of the Guild Magter.

The deadly contamination had raised agreat many questions, and Tharion himself had submitted to a
truthsaying to prove that he had nothing to do with the death of his predecessor. Ultimately, everyone
agreed that Klaryus had suffered from a bizarre accident.

Sincethedite guard Eli Strone had vanished from the Guild shortly thereafter, Tharion had wondered
if Strone might have had something to do with Klaryus's desth—but now, after Strone had brutally
daughtered twenty-three people, Tharion knew that subtle poison just wasn't Strone's style.

While many of the other landholders had flocked to assure Tharion of their loyalty, Franz Dokken had
been there dl dong, giving him indgghtful advice on the new burdens he would have to bear. So, when
Dokken asked him to come out to his holding as aspecid favor on thisdamp, cool evening, Tharion
could not refuse.

At the outskirts of the village the sol-pol sentries stepped forward to verify the identity of theriders.
Tharion shook hishead in disbelief. Whoelse on the entire planet might be riding up on ahorse? The
guards pivoted to accompany their landholder to the center of thevillage.

Incandescent streetlights on wrought-iron poles bathed the town with aharsh glare, burning eectricity
from Dokken's hydroelectric plant at Trident Falls. Adobe dwellings clustered around the square, where
afountain chuckled over polished stones, misting aflower bed of marigolds.

In the center of the square Franz Dokken pulled his stalion to a hdlt; the horse snorted, shifting from
sdeto side. The restless anima made Tharion nervous, but the landholder seemed to enjoy the challenge,
patting the horse's broad neck.

Dokken sat upright, looking around. “ Captain Vanicus, would you ring the bell, please?’ hesaid to
one of the sol-pols. “Let's get oursalves an audience, so we can make an effective demongration.” The
gtallion snorted again, and Dokken patted its muscular neck. The guard jogged over to atower made of
metal crosshars.

“Franz...” Tharion said.

“Trust me,” Dokken answered. “This benefits you as much asit doesme.”

Asdways, Tharion gave him the benefit of the doubt. He could smell the smoke from squiat,
beehive-shaped kilns, communal e ectric furnaces used round the clock. Prized terra-cotta pottery from
Dokken Holding went for ahigh pricein First Landing.

Asthe bronze bell rang in clear, high tones, people bustled out to see the excitement. Captain Vanicus
tolled ten times before returning to Dokken's side, and another contingent of sol-pols emerged from the
garrison in the town square.

The second group of guards folded around five prisoners held within the garrison—a middle-aged,
flinty-eyed man, amoon-faced woman whose red eyes were smudged with dirt and puffy from weeping,



ayoung couple who clung to each other despite their bindings, and a sour-faced, matronly woman.

Tharion suddenly paid sharper attention. Did Dokken want him to do atruthsaying? A flicker of
annoyance passed through him, though he kept it well hidden. Dokken should have warned him, so he
could have at least taken a Veritas boost. Tharion didn't know if his abilities were currently sharp enough
to do athorough mind-reading.

AsGuild Magter, he had done mercifully few truthsayingsin the past two years, soending moretime
with the Landholders Council, advising the telepathic Mediators, and overseeing the crimes and
punishments determined by his Truthsayers. He didn't miss the onerous task of rooting out sinsand guilt,
though his recent task of sentencing Eli Strone up to OrbLab 2 had not been a pleasant task.

Dokken nudged his gdlion closer to the village prisoners. The horse gave atoken resistance to the
commands, then acquiesced. The five captives looked up at the landholder on histall mount; they looked
at each other; some lowered their eyesto the packed dirt in the square. Tharion could sensethe
puzzlement and uneasiness in the crowd—these captives were people they recognized, friends or
neighbors. Tharion wondered what crimes they were accused of.

“I make no secret of thethings | will not tolerate in my holding,” Dokken said without further
preamble. He didn't raise his cultured voice, but hiswords carried across the crowd. “My rules are few,
but they arefirm.” He paused just long enough to let them think. * Paramount on my list of crimesisillicit
use of Veritas, the Truthsayers drug. Atlas law forbids anyone but a chosen Guild member to usethis
substance. Other landholders may belax in this regard—»but there will be no such abusein Dokken
Holding.”

Hetook a deep bresath, then let out along, sad sigh that made him seem intensaly paternal. “It seems
that not everyone has understood this.”

Tharion narrowed his eyes, sitting stock-gtill on the mare's back. Five users caught inasmal village
with only afew thousand inhabitants? His ssomach knotted with anger and revulsion. Hisentirelifein the
Truthsayers Guild had been guided by unforgiving ethicd training, knowing what was right and
wrong—and thiswas sowrong . Only Truthsayers were supposed to have accessto Veritas. Where had
these prisoners gotten it? What trivid and mundane thrills did they useit for?

“You!” Dokken said to the moon-faced woman, who cringed and began to sob again. “ So desperate
to learn whether your husband was cheating on you, you stooped even to this—and for what? Was he
guilty, or did your own groundless suspicions damn you?’ Her wail was al the answer Tharion needed to
hear. “ And what will your family do, your children, your husband, now that you have breached their
trust?’

Dokken turned to the flinty-eyed man, who flinched and looked away. * Y ou—a craftsman trying to
dredge up hidden knowledge about a competitor, stealing trade secrets rather than devel oping your own
ill.”

Then the young couple. Dokken'slips flattened into athin line, and he seemed to be stifling abemused
gmile. “And two lovers who wanted to flash into each other's minds during sex, asif Veritaswere atoy!”

He shook his head. “Y ou thought working in the cotton fields was difficult? Hear me, because now
I'm acting as Magistrate for my Holding. For the next three months, you are dl assigned to hard |abor at
the dry lakebeds, strip-mining salt and processing nitrates. | doubt you'll ever wash the chemica stink out
of your skinand hair.”

The villagers gasped, but Tharion nodded. Such labor was usudly reserved for the worst criminds,
and he agreed with the sentence in this case—but sentencing was supposed to be done by a Truthsayer,
not at the whim of alandholder.

“These can be punished,” Dokken said, then turned to the last prisoner, the matronly woman, whose
sour expression intensified. She turned dull eyes up at Dokken, but said nothing. “But the person who
slIstheillegd Veritas cannot betolerated.” He soun his stallion around, turning his back to the drug
pusher. “Shewill be taken athousand kilometers out into the unreclaimed lands and turned loose. Atlas
can do with her what it wishes”

The villagers moaned at the certain death sentence, but Dokken nodded to the sol-pols, directing
them to follow hisorders. Tharion sat in shock and anger on the gray mare. He could not grant asmple



landholder the right to mete out executions; not even Eli Strone had been sentenced to deeth. “Franz!”
Tharion whispered hardhly. “Only the Guild—"

With adecisive sweep of hishand, Dokken shushed him. “Wait until we're out of the range of
lamplight,” he said under hisbreeth. “1 know what you're going to say. But theréstime. Plenty of time.”

One man, muscular and dark-bearded, stepped forward from the crowd, apparently some sort of
village leader. “Magter Dokken,” he said, averting his eyesin respect, “avillage representative should be
given the opportunity—"

“Not in theinternd affairsof my holding!” Dokken said vehemently. “Guild Master Tharion Stshere
beside me. | need no other authority.” He turned his stalion to leave. “ Just seeto it that | don't need to
crack down likethisagain!”

Tharion's mare trotted beside Dokken asthey hurried out of the village. He twisted thereinsin his
hands, annoyed at himsdlf for being so easily manipulated. Asaways. His nogtrilsflared, and the night air
was cold.

Asthey ascended the path into the bluffs, riding together under the stars and the whistling wind,
Tharion findly reprimanded his mentor. “ Franz, by dispensing justice yoursdlf, you blatantly damaged my
power. The Guild can't let thisgo unchalenged!”

Dokken turned to him, his sea-green eyes shadowed but glittering. He smiled, kept hisvoice low and
gentle. “Ah, but if we sayyou ingtructed meto do this, Tharion, then nobody isweakened. Y ou were
there. Everybody thinks you sanctioned it, probably even ordered me to do the sentencing. Y ou know
those people deserved it. Every one of them.”

Tharion was unconvinced. “1'd prefer to make up my own mind.”

Dokken scolded him now. “Tharion, think! 1've been helping you to see the greater consequences, the
second and third levels of power and control, not just the obvious cause and effect. These people could
have been brought into First Landing, put to a Truthsayer in the middle of the great plaza—but | wanted
it done here. In my holding, where it counts mogt. | want it known thetl , Franz Dokken, will not tolerate
black market Veritas.”

“Y ou brought me here so | could pat you on the back, commend your efforts?” Tharion said, his
throat tight with frustration.

“No, | wanted you here so we could discuss some new information | have uncovered. It has
consequences for your entire Guild aswell as my landholding. I've dready taken care of it, and you will
thank mefor it.”

“Oh?’

“Let meexplainit over dinner,” Dokken said, tapping the stdlion's sides with hishedls. The horse
moved at afaster pace. “ Cometo my villa Garienis preparing fish tonight.”

Unableto think of anything elseto say, Tharion rode his mare up the steep hill path to Dokken's home
inthediffs.

I

Garien, the chef, served awonderful broiled trout from Dokken's fish farms, seasoning it with herbs
from the kitchen garden, served with a sautéed medley of tomatoes, onions, and unfamiliar green pods.

Dokken fell to hismeal with gusto; after every three bites he methodicaly dabbed his mouth with a
dyed linen ngpkin. His eyes were half-lidded as he savored the fish, pegling away crigped skin and flaking
the delicate white mest.

Tharion sat at the polished rose-granite table, resting his elbows on the cool, dick surface. He tasted
one of the diced green pods, not afamiliar vegetable raised in the greenhouse levels of Guild
Headquarters. Hefound it tasty, but with an odd texture. “What isthis? A new vegetable from the
Patform genelibrary?’

Dokken speared a pod with hisfork and held it up from his glazed terra cotta plate. “Okra. It'sa
relative of cotton, and the kenaf we plant for paper fiber. | decided that snce my kenaf wasthriving so
well, | would try the okra. Y ou should taste Garien's gumbo sometime.” He popped the vegetable into
his mouth. “It amazes me what gill remains untapped up in the Platform's genetic bank.”



They finished their dinner with small talk about the season's newly recovered lands, nove craftsand
products emerging from the villages, and the annoying activities of the other landholders. Tharion
maintained an impassive expresson, Snce landhol ders ways complained about their rivals.

One of the servants camein to clear away the dishes and to refill their wineglasses. Dokken swirled
the dark red liquid in his clear glass, then sipped. Tharion drank the sour wine out of politeness, but he
didn't like the taste. Dokken seemed torn between criticism and enjoyment of the vintage.

“ThisisaChianti,” he said, “adark wine that's traditiondly Italian. The bottles are supposed to be
wrapped in wicker, but nobody has cultivated the right kind of reeds for old-fashioned basketry. Maybe
Sardili will try it down a the delta.” Dokken took another sip of thewine. “Let'sgo St by thefire.”

The landholder's | eather clothes creaked as herose. To Tharion, in hisloose white cotton garments
and overrobe, Dokken's breeches and tunic looked heavy and uncomfortable.

Tharion followed Dokken acrossthetiled floor to the sitting room. He took one of the chairsnext to a
sngpping firethat did moreto drive off the night's chill than any of the villa's corner thermd units.
“WherésMaximillian?’

“Away.” Dokken pushed his boots close to the fire and stared at the glowing embers. “I aso just
returned from another sojourn afew days ago. He'll be back soon.”

By now, Tharion had learned not to be bothered by Dokken's evasiveness. He relaxed in the
comfortable chair, staring into the flickering flames, uneasy to see such an outrageous waste of wood,
which had to be cut and shipped in from the pine forestsin Toth Holding.

He sipped his bitter wine again. Dokken began one of histangentid lectures. “ Trust me, thisisn't how
Chianti is supposed to taste. The ground and climate hereisdry and rocky, like parts of old Italy, and it
should be perfect for growing grapes and olives. But the fruit tastes awful, even after decades of
conditioning the soil. I'm gtill working onit, though. Either I'm improving, or my sense of tagteis
irreparably damaged. Maybe I'll try coffee next. | can't remember how long it'sbeen since I've had a
good, rich cup of red coffee.”

Tharion made anoncommittal sound, though he couldn't imagine where Dokken had ever tasted
“red” coffee. He didn't interrupt, though, but tried instead to relax and enjoy thefire.

All through dinner, Dokken had not broached the subject of the dlegedly important new information
he had learned. He knew better than to push his mentor; Franz Dokken was amaster at playing his hints
intheright order, drawing inevitable conclusons, manipulating results by virtue of hiswise perspective
and generous patience.

They sat in slence by thefire, Spping wine. Waiting.

Finaly, Dokken raised himself out of hischair and refilled their glasses with the bad wine. “ All right,
my friend, | know you're getting anxious,” he said. “Let'sgo out onto the bacony.”

"

Dokken set hiswineglass on the polished ledge and placed both hands on the stonerail, looking
down &t the courtyard below. Clay potsfilled with explosively colorful geraniums sat in the corners of the
ba cony.

The main towers of the villarose up above them, walls of creamy stucco, roof overhangs of red tile,
and a satdllite dish antenna on the tall est tower, pointed out toward the stars. Below, mulberry bushes
adorned the grounds, carefully watered and fertilized.

Dokken turned to hisguest. “In civilized Earth society, | would be offering you afinecigar.”

“A cigar?’ Tharion asked. Hed never heard of thething. “What isthat?’

Dokken looked up at the veiled gars, asif trying to find the Earth system out in the galactic forest of
lights. “ Carefully selected tobacco leaves dried and rolled into acylinder. Y ou light the end, theninhde
the smoke. It contained amild narcotic, which was also a carcinogen. Rather pointless, | suppose, but
there was atime when cigars alowed for wonderful socia affectations. | hear Hektor Carsusis
contemplating cultivating tobacco at his holding, but he doesn't know what hel's doing.”

“Onetoo many vicesfrom Earth?’ Tharion asked, wondering if Dokken would ever get around to the

point.



The landholder waved away the thought. “No, the soil and the climate are lousy for tobacco. Not rich
enough yet. | looked into it. Give us another few centuries of working theland.”

Tharion finished his Chianti and found that he didn't want any more. Dokken would toy with him al
night long, avoiding the question unless Tharion pushed. “ Franz, about thisimportant information you
weregoing to tell me—’

Dokken smiled, asif he had been wondering how long his protégé would wait—but an interruption
from thefirdit sitting room disturbed them. Garien was setting out two small glazed saucers of honeyed
strawberries, but adark, dim woman pushed past him.

“No, | don't want athird place setting,” she told the chef with weary patience, heading straight for the
ba cony.

Dokken frowned, then sighed. “ Schandra, could you please excuse us while we finish our
conversaion?’

The woman, Dokken's longtime lover, placed her hands on her dender hips and widened her
coa-black eyes. Her hair was long and silky, like spun obsidian, and her features had a smooth exatic
cast that spoke of an African/Asian genetic mixture. She wore ascarlet blouse and aswirling black skirt,
both made of the luxurious silk that had made his holding famous. “No, Franz, | won't just excuse you.
I've been polite over and over again, and you always forget to maketimeto talk to me. A few daysago
you got back from being gone for two weeks, out of touch with everyone, riding around your holding like
some sort of scout, and we still haven't talked. Maximillian won't say aword to me—and | need to
discussour family.”

Dokken raised his eyebrows with along-suffering expresson and turned from Tharion asif begging
hisindulgence. “What family, Schandra? We don't have afamily.”

“Ah, now you're getting the point, Franz. Everyone e se on this planet has children, and we dont'. Isit
S0 wrong for me to have acouple of dreams, too?’ Obvioudy, Tharion thought, Schandra had been
rehearsing the discussion with her mirror while waiting for Dokken to return from his sojourn in the outer
lands.

Tharion thought about Dokken's legendary lack of heirs, the rumors of his sterility. A great landholder
such as Franz Dokken should have long ago assured hisinheritance, rather thanrisk losing dl the lands he
hed claimed.

Tharion sympathized with Schandra, though: he, like dl Truthsayers, had been rendered serile by
constant use of the Veritas drug.

“Schandra, | don't wish to discussthisnow,” Dokken said calmly.

“When?’

“Later. Now, if you'd please leave usdone—"

“When?Can | make an gppointment? Y ou do thisto me every time | want to talk to you.”

“ Schandra, this may come as ashock, but | don't keep you around for your conversation skills.”
Dokken's eyes narrowed, and his voice, though soft, held an unmistakable harshness. “1 did not take you
under my wing and spoil you with everything awoman could want just so | would have someoneto chat
with.” He glared at her with afury he rarely showed to anyone. “Now, if you don't leaveimmediately , |
will throw you headfirst off of thisbalcony. Perhaps you'll break your neck in one of the mulberry bushes.
Then who will feed your precious silkworms?’

From the landhol der's expression, Tharion didn't think Dokken was joking.

After afrozen moment, she forced alaugh. “All right, later then. Let'sdo lunch sometime.” Schandra
departed, taking one of the dessert plates with her, asif as an afterthought.

“I gpologizefor that,” Dokken said. “Women become so incensed about little things they have no
control over, yet dl thewhile they remain blind to the Big Ficture. | never promised her children, yet now
she thinks she has aright to demand them.”

Tharion toyed with his empty wineglass, set it on the balcony rail, then bent to sniff one of the
geraniums. “It's none of my concern, Franz,” he said. “My wife Qrista gets incomprehens ble sometimes,
though with the Veritas we can't keep any secrets from each other.”

“A frightening thought,” Dokken said.



“Sometimesit is” Tharion admitted. “Now, about this news?.”

Dokken smiled, and in that unmasked glance he seemed immeasurably ancient. “1 think | might have
found some way to stop the black market smuggling of Veritas. Y ou see, by interrogating the woman you
saw in the square tonight, the one who was selling the stolen drugs .... | discovered her source!” He fixed
Tharion with his gaze, asif daring the Truthsayer to read hismind. “1 know how Veritasis being taken
from Firgt Landing and distributed among the other holdings.”

Tharion perked up. “How?’

Dokken shook his head sadly. “I regret to say the culprit was one of my own men. Ciaben, my
asociate for twelve years. You've met him. Hewas behind it dl, and | was blinded by my own trust.”

Tharion blinked. “Yes, | remember him. How did he—?’

“Don't worry. I'vetaken care of it. After tonight, much of the black market trafficking will stop. You
canrest easy.”

Tharion stiffened. “What do you mean you've taken care of it? Did you take mattersinto your own
hands again?| can't dlow you to keep—"

“Oh, be quiet, Tharion!” Dokken said curtly. “Y ou're not thinking again. Becausethissmugglingis
chipping away at your Guild's power, thelast thing you want is to make a public spectacle of how
thoroughly you'vefailed. Who would believe in a Truthsayer'simpartidity when he'sdigging for
knowledge that affects the Guild's own monopoly on Veritas? It isagaing the law for any person other
than alegitimate Guild Truthsayer or Mediator to use the drug. No ddiberation isrequired.

“I havetaken care of Cidben, quietly and permanently. It will be an unsolved crime, but the black
market smuggling will stop, a least on thisend. That'sal you need concern yoursdlf with.”

Tharion cinched his blue sash tight againgt the night chill that had suddenly begun to sink into his
bones. He pressed hislipstogether, bristling a how Dokken treasted him—like a child. “Whereishe? A
Truthsayer should interrogate him! We could get alot more information.”

Dokken's cool expression told him that there would be no interrogation. None at al. Tharion shook
his head angrily. “When will you ever consult mebefore you do something like this, Franz? | deserveto
be part of the decision.”

Dokken snorted with impatience and downed the rest of hiswine, turning to go back to thefire and
his dessert. “1 have my own problems, Tharion. Some of the landholders are dlying themsdves againgt
me. | can fed it, though they're keeping it quiet. We could even have abloodbath like the civil war
sparked by Hong and Ramirez amost a century ago. That's my main concern right now.

“For now, I've stopped the smuggling, Tharion—what more couldyou have accomplished by
involving yoursaf? Get on with your work, and I'll get on with mine. | need you to be strong for my
coming battles”

Then Dokken shouted for the chef to bring another plate of Strawberries to replace the one Schandra
had taken.

CHAPTER 5
L,
I

Dreaded anticipation made the evening pass with al the speed of arock eroding. Troy whiled away
the hours trying to concentrate on anew painting, his second of the evening. He would have to wait until
it was late enough to dip into the dumber-quieted city and fix the stupid mistake he had made.

Before this mess, he had eagerly anticipated arelaxing few hours of experimenting with his new
paints—carmine and burnt senna—but now the thrill was soured. He managed to paint a coppery
crimson sunset with astorm rolling in; the orange-gold rays streamed across alush imaginary landscape
sometime centuriesin the future, when tal cities spread like monuments across the face of Atlas, where
forests grew wild rather than trapped in rigid rectangles of conditioned soil.

But Troy fdt distanced from his art, preoccupied with thoughts of dire consequencesfor his clumsy



and unforgivable clerica mistake. He got the perspectives dl wrong o that the cities were foreshortened,
and the people werefar too tal. The raysfrom the painted sunset Streaked out at an astronomicaly
impossbleangle

Terror gnawed at him. What if he got caught keying in the revised manifest schedule when he went
back to the warehouse? The sol-pols would haul him off to the brig in Guild Headquarters, and held
probably be exiled back to the Mining Didtrict. Cren would undoubtedly fire himif Troy smply
gpologized and tried to rectify the glitch in thelight of day—though this one was far more easily fixed than
his previous mistake of swapping shipments. Cren would aso firehimif Troy said nothing and the
manifest error wasn't fixed. His choices seemed to funne to thissingle option.

On the other hand, it was only marginally likely that someone would discover him out on the Streets at
thislate hour. Logic continued to hammer at his brain, though his emotions were not entirely convinced.
Troy shivered.

Theviewplatein hisliving room buzzed with an incoming cal. Troy jumped, leaving atrail of reddish
ochre across hisfresh painting. With arueful smile heredized he might have to paint that into ameteor
flashing down.

Another wash of panic brought pinpricks of cold swegt showering out of his skin asthe viewplate
buzzed again. Who could be caling him at this hour? Had Cren discovered Troy's error after al, working
late? Were the sol-pols giving him sufficient fair warning to pack afew belongings before they marched
him off to prison? Was an arrest done that way? Troy didn't know. He had never needed to worry about
the sol-pols before.

Pale and frightened, he tapped the Receive button on the viewplate—and was astonished to seethe
image of hisfamily stting in the common room in their smal communa dwelling. He laughed with relief as
he redlized thiswas the day of their weekly communication.

“Look, Rambra,” Troy's mother said, “he's actualy glad to see us. That's a pleasant change.”

“Must be up to something,” hisfather said gruffly in an attempt a humor.

Behind his parents he saw hislittle sster Rissbeth flaunting anew dress. Rissbeth had devoted her life
to demongtrating that Troy was her natural enemy, and had done everything in her power to be his
complete opposite. Hisolder sster, Leisa, looked at him fondly. He missed her very much.

“Areyou surviving inthe big city?’ hismother Damaasked. “How isyour job? Do you have new
friendsyet?

“I'm doing my best, Mother,” he answered. Always the same questions. He knew what was next.

“Have you signed up for one of the matching services?'Y ou need to be married. Y ou are old enough.
Leisais pregnant. Did wetell you that |ast week?’

“Yes, you told me that last week, Mother. I'm very proud of her.”

Rambrasaid, “I hope that's not the only set of grandchildren we're going to get.” Out of view behind
her parents, little Rissbeth tossed her head in challenge, asif to show Troy thatshe waswilling to do her
duty to have children.

“I haven't Sgned up for the matching servicesyet. | haven't had time.”

“Time?’ hismother said. “What could be more important? People will think there's something wrong
with you. Isn't there a stigma attached to single people, those who don't have large families?’

“I'll survive,” Troy said. “I just moved here. Starting afamily isn't my highest priority. It'sonly been
three weeks.”

“Y ou need your own children,” Damaingsted. “Y ou smply can't understand until you have your
own.”

Troy sghed. “Yes, and if | don't have children, the gene pool will immediately begin to deteriorate,
thereby leading to the ultimate extinction of the human race”

“Oh, Troy, you're being such afatdist!” Damasaidin darm.

“If I'm going to be afatdist, | may aswell do it right.” Behind his mother, he could hear Leisa
laughing.

His mother huffed. “ See the way hetreatsus?’ she said. “We've placed our hopesin you, Troy. Your
father worked very hard to get you this opportunity. We have faith that you'll pay us back, find aplace



for usin Firgt Landing. Keep usin your thoughts.”

“I will. Thank you for caling, Mother, but it's very late here. Werein adifferent time zone, and | have
lots of work yet to do.”

“Oh! Weforgot about the time change again,” she said. “We should write ourselves anote on the
caendar.”

“Keep working hard,” hisfather said. “Let us know when you get a promotion—and if thereésroom
for usto movethere” Rambrachuckled, but Troy knew that he wasn't entirely joking. “We're counting
onyou!”

Troy sgned off, and the viewplatefilled with static, then turned adull, cooling gray. His heart sank.

Still afew more hours until it wastimefor himto go.

Il

When Troy peeked out the window in his gpartment, he saw rain still sprinkling down, so he chosea
dark dicker from the closet. The fabric wastoo thin to kegp him warm, but it had been lacquered with
waterproofing resin. His mother had made it for him before he moved to the city. Troy wrapped it around
himsdlf, took two deep breaths to buck up his courage, then dipped out into the quiet, lonely night.

Hetried to appear casua, not nervous or impatient as he hurried down the puddle-strewn streets. He
stopped at astand, where he purchased a cup of awatery brown liquid the vendor caled coffee. The
cup steamed in the cool night, and Troy durped it as he waked in ahaphazard path, trying not to look as
if he was heading toward the holding warehouse.

Just going out for a walk, Troy thought, imagining a confrontation with anight shift sol-pol. Couldn't
sleep. Needed to stretch my legs. Oh, I'm not supposed to be outside this late? Sorry, I'm new here
in the city. Fromthe Mining Districts. Ever been there?

He muttered the excuses over and over to himself, but First Landing seemed to be degping
comfortably. Hewasn't sureif he had ever been awake o late, but dozing was the last thing on his mind.
Even the sol-pols must be huddled under awnings or in sheltersfrom the drizzle.

His nose was cold and numb. By the time hefindly reached the low warehouse, he was sniffling
repeatedly. The building was dark except for afew small lights|eft burning to comfort the animals.

With agulp to squelch second thoughts, Troy did his access card through the reader. The door
popped open to admit him. When Cren had given him his own access card, the responsibility made Troy
fed tal and important. He had actually called hisfamily to brag about it—and now just days later, he was
abusing the privilege, sneaking in to dter records. Once again, it didn't seem like agood idea—but he
convinced himsdf otherwise, wringing his hands asif he could sgueeze out more courage.

He had to do thisto keep hisjob, to keep hisfamily's hopes aive, to deny Cren an excuseto fire him
(thisweek at least). It would al be over in afew minutes, just aseries of quick keystrokes.

Thewarehouse was dim, but he picked hisway over to his own cubicle, needing nothing more than
the periphera glowsfrom the emergency lights. He flicked on his computer termind, and the screen's
glow helped him see.

One of thewater buffalo calves began arepstitive lowing asif it were amachine that needed repairs.
The pitiable noise made Troy lose his concentration severd times, until he findly succeeded in cdling up
the receipt file for the day's shipment from the Platform.

Troy withdrew the crumpled piece of paper, the last sheet of the manifest he had found in his pocket.
He scanned the erroneous file and erased it completely, then re-input al the items from the manifest so
that every entry showed the same clock record. It didn't take long. Troy felt pleased that he was able to
eliminate the error; no one would know the difference. The Platform would get the appropriate amount of
supplies, and old Sondheim wouldn't complain about being shortchanged. Missing suppliesreceived from
the previous day's shipment would not go astray, as had happened before, and Troy would not be
reprimanded. He had saved hisjob.

He keyed in the last entries and sighed. The water buffalo bellowed again, louder thistime, sartling
him. He sat up and sniffed the air, smelling something odd: wetness, ametdlic scent ... like hot copper.
The cdf lowed another time, asif confused asto why Troy didn't rush over and investigate. He wanted to



run back home—but something wasn't right here. The back of his neck prickled.

Reuctantly, he flicked on one of the floor levd lights, hoping not to attract attention from any
patrolling street guards. He shuffled around the cubicles and headed toward the back of the warehouse
where the animals were kept.

One of the water buffalo cages was empty. Had he lost a calf, too? He wondered how he would
explain that. It wasthe first, most ridiculous thought to enter hismind.

Then he saw the dead man lying on the concrete floor, sprawled in an ocean of blood. It reminded
him of the crimson sunset he had painted just that evening using his new pigments.

Troy ssumbled forward. Hislegsfelt like bars of iron as he plodded forward, gawking down in the
low danted light. He fixated on the blood. He couldn't believe there was so much blood.

A bloody plastic wrapper lay across the dead man's chest ong with two sky-blue capsules. Veritas.
Troy had seen that substance only afew timesin hisweeks here. But no shipments of Veritas had come
down from the Platform that afternoon. And every capsule of the Truthsayers drug was supposed to be
kept under tight control, heavily guarded until its delivery to Guild Headquarters.

Troy stared down, hiseyeswide and dry, but he did not recognize the victim. The man's eyes were
glassy, hisshort hair dark and stresked with gray. The thick blood still oozed, pulled by gravity into a
spreading pool around the man's chest. A long stab wound had diced into theribs....

Bright lights came on insde the warehouse like flashes from a supernova. Suddenly Troy redized he
had been screaming and shouting. His mind was so numb he couldn't understand what was going on. He
found himsdf bending over the body, moaning, his hands trembling.

Blood—there was so much blood! Did the human body even have that much blood?

Four armed sol-pols rushed in, dripping rain from outside. Upon seeing Troy, the body, and the
blood, they leveled their wegpons at him. “Don't move,” one said. “ Y ou can't get away.”

Troy stopped, blinking down &t his hands. What were they shouting at him for? He had stopped
screaming. Histhroat was so raw that when he spoke, his voice was hoarse and damaged.

“I didn't. | didn't—not me.”

The sol-pols approached him cautioudly, rifles ready. When they saw he had no apparent wespon,
they grabbed hisarms, twisted them behind his back and applied the bonds.

“Uh, wait,” Troy said. “1 didn't kill him.” Terror and shock made him fed duggish. He couldn't think
draight.

One of the sol-pols groaned, “Don't tell me you're going to waste a Truthsayer's time on this?’

“I didn't kill anybody,” Troy said. “I'm innocent.”

“Arentwedl? theguard said.

“But | didn't doit,” Troy ingsted, letting ahint of anger trickle into his voice so that the sol-pols
gripped hisarms more tightly, with enough forceto bruise. “1 just found him here.”

“Well get a Truthsayer, and then well find out what redlly happened.”

Troy closed hiseyes and let them take him away. At least there was some comfort in that. The
Truthsayers were never wrong.

CHAPTERG

«>»
I

In the stables on a sunny morning after an exhilarating ride, Franz Dokken reveled in the calm he
experienced while brushing down his stallion: smooth, soothing strokes, caressing the velvety texture of
the chestnut coat that covered the horse's coiled muscles.

Thefresh air of Atlaslit the roomy stableswith the energy of blue sky and yellow sunlight. Dokken
inhaled deeply, smelling the animals, the dusty ground, the rusty sourness from the corrugated stedl
trough.

The gray mare would déliver soon, and he aready had a clean pen ready for the new fod. The other



horses made restless sounds—on aday like thisthey al wanted to be outside, to run and roam, but he
had no worthwhile place to graze them.

They ate oats and afadfagrown on strips of hisreclaimed land, and many of hisworkers quietly
resented harvesting food for the animals rather than themselves. The villagers were puzzled by Dokken's
obsession, not understanding why he raised magnificent horsesingtead of “useful” animals—cattle for
instance—as other landholders did. But then, it was not their purposein life to understand his decisions.
He was the landholder.

The proud and mgjestic beasts made Dokken fedl noble. He loved the exhilaration of exerting control
over an anima physicaly stronger than himsdlf. It was so away to show hisvillagers—not to mention
therival landholders—that Franz Dokken could do as he pleased.

After histwo weeks of blessed sojourn, alone and out of touch, he felt ready to tend to dl the matters
that had dipped during his absence. Maximillian kept the show running smoothly while he was gone; after
years and years of practice, Dokken knew how often his presence was truly required, and how many
brushfireswould burn themsalves out without drastic intervention. He thrived on the time aone, when he
could get away withiit.

He disappeared at |east once amonth, to the dismay of Schandra. She resented the fact that he kept
deep secrets from her, though even in her greatest moments of salf-doubt, she didn't dream how little she
knew about hisred activities. Her failing was that she overestimated her own importanceto him,
consdering hersdlf part of hislife rather than aten-year daliance. She had no red perspective ontime.

Dokken felt refreshed after the morning ride, and after his recent sojourn, but there was so much to
catch up on—as always. It would take afew daysjust to get up to speed, to solve the problems that
needed fixing, to tighten afew screws, yank afew leashes. Then he would set other wheelsin motion, see
that everything was proceeding aong itsinevitable course ... and when the laws of human nature grasped
his plans firmly, Dokken could afford to disappear again.

Thereward wasworth al the inconvenience.

After their long conversation the night before, Tharion had |ft |ate on a private mag-lev car, bulleting
back to First Landing. The Guild Master had walked unsteadily toward the pickup spur, completely
unfamiliar with the effects of acohol and somewhat comicaly tipsy from thewine. At one point Tharion
had accused Dokken of drugging him, which had brought his mentor to sSde-splitting spasms of laughter,
thefirg true belly laugh Dokken had experienced in recent memory. Tharion hadn't understood the
humor.

Through the stable door, Dokken glanced at the sun in the morning sky, estimating the hour. He
refused to wear awrist chronometer, sSince nothing in his experience required such accuracy. Dokken
stroked the stallion three more times with the curry brush before patting the horse's neck and hanging the
brush next to the saddle.

“Well find timeto go for another long, vigorousride, my friend,” he whispered. “I promise.”

Early that morning Maximillian had arrived back at the villa, prepared to brief him on how the
previous evening's work with Cialben had proceeded—but Dokken had not been ready, and the
manservant knew better than to pressure his master. Still, it had been two weeks since he had tended to
outstanding business, and Dokken needed to know how the world had changed since he had last paid
attention to it. He reviewed the primary background like anewscast in his mind.

Returning from hisrest, hed had afew more ideas on how to delay or sabotage the new mag-lev
railway between Carsus and Bondaar holdings. It was a bad precedent to set, |etting landhol ders deal
directly with each other, rather than keeping them separate and at odds, forced to funnd dl their
commerce through First Landing. The most dangerous threst to his ultimate goa would be astrong,
unified nation of landholdings. Perhaps, if he planted the right seeds, Dokken might even be able to stop
the silly proposed marriage between Hektor Carsus and Janine Bondalar. The dliance concept was <o ...
medieval!

More disturbing to him were the ingnuations that Toth and Koman holdings might so bejoining
forces asalarge cooperative district. They had awealth of good reasons to do so, but Dokken hated to
seetheformation of such an dliance. Asafirst step, he had aready set in motion aplan to devastate the



fragile pine forests on Toth Holding. Loss of the fast-growing wood would severdly damage the economy
of the holding, making Toth aless-attractive resource partner.

At Toth, aswdll asat other holdings, Dokken had made suretheillicit Veritas till trickled out among
the populace unabated, creating anarchy and indirectly weakening the Truthsayers Guild aswell. Poor
Tharion. Exposing secrets caused far more damage than fabricating preposterous rumors.

Meanwhile, young Michd Van Petersden, the son of alandholder Dokken had deposed seventeen
years ago, was now reaching his adulthood, still happily living in his adoptive home with Victoria Koman.
She seemed to be grooming him as her successor, despite the fact that she had several children of her
own, and the boy was completely unaware of the role he might be asked to play. Dokken wondered
about the age-old question of nature versus nurture...

He had time, but it was no longer al the timein the world. The metaphorica clock wasticking.

Another mgor colony ship—theEarthDawn —was on itsway from the home planet, bringing with it
an unknown cargo of supplies and people. Citizens constantly speculated on whether the passengers
would be hardworking hopeful settlers, more prison exiles, another group of rdligious fanatics, or a
second military force with ordersto take over. Atlas had weathered al of thesein 231 years—and the
EarthDawn would arrivein five years.

By that time, Franz Dokken expected to have reduced Atlas society to a shambles, crushed every
one of theriva landholders, and picked up the piecesin his own hands. He would have the whole world
firmly under his control when he greeted the captain of the new ship.

Il

Dokken sat on one of the benchesin his dressing room and removed his boots, tugging on the black
leather. Sunlight streamed over the barren bluffs surrounding hisvilla, shining through the crisscrossed,
wrought-iron window bars and casting shadows like a spiderweb on thetile floor.

Maximillian stood just inside the door, tall and serene, his hands clasped behind his back. Schandra
had spent the night in her own bedchamber, and Dokken had gotten a good night's deep.

Now energized from his morning ride, Dokken scooped afew fresh strawberries from abowl Chef
Garien had placed on the stone end table, then stripped out of hisriding leathers. He sponged himsdlf off
with adamp rag, dipping it into a glazed ceramic basin and swiping his perspiration away with the cool
cloth.

He hummed quietly as he dipped into cool cotton pants and awhite silk shirt, draping hisriding
leathers on abrass stand to air out. Unselfconscioudy, he dressed in front of his manservant, paying him
no heed. Maximillian had been afixture at the villafor so long, Dokken could be comfortable around him.

“All right, Maximillian. I'm listening.” He tugged astrawberry stem from his mouth and tossed it next
to thefruit bowl. “How did everything go last night?’

“Asplanned,” the manservant droned. “Cidben is dead—and very surprised, too, | might add. His
body should be found sometime this morning when the warehouse crew checksin.”

“I'll probably get afrantic cal from Tharion later today,” Dokken said.

“Y es, you probably will.”

“He knows just enough to put the pieces together the way | want him to. Tharion isthe type of person
who doesn't like getting aglimpse of what'sredlly going on around him. It ruinshisdedlusions, and he fedls
powerless.”

“Isthat aproblem?’

“I won' let it become one. After dl hisyearsin the Guild, afew self doubtswill be agood experience
for him. Anything dse?’

Maximillian pursed hislips. “Newsisthat some of the Rilgrim settlements are becoming restive,
demanding their own homeland again. They'refindly feding downtrodden. Despite their isolation, they
have established channels of communication, so | suspect plenty of sedition must be flying around.
Supposedly, no one knowswho's sarting it.”

Dokken raised his eyebrows. “ Oh, realy? Good. Continue to keep alow profilein your guise asthe
Pilgrim Adamant. And make sure our own Pilgrim colonies at the lakebeds don't hear any of it.”



Maximillian nodded. “ Aswe discussed, | am focusing on the big settlements at Sardili Shores. They
have the highest concentration of Filgrims, and | anticipate an uprisng in the near future.”

Dokken laughed. “Old Sardili will just wave his hands and hold ameeting and ask everyoneto please
befriends. It's his style, and he won't be able to comprehend why it doesn't work in acomplex system.
Else?’ He cracked hisknuckles.

“Difficult to get firsthand details, but there has been another disturbance in Bondalar Holding, ariot of
somekind. A few homeswere burned. Apparently, afamily feud started when rivals got hold of Veritas
and learned how deeply their mutual hatred ran. The brawl lasted awhole afternoon and far into the
night. Bondaar's sol-pols put it down severely, and the news has been suppressed, but | made sureiit
lesked out anyway.”

Dokken laughed. “ Good, good. Y ou're amaster, Maximillian.”

“Y ou have taught me much, Sir.”

[l

Tharion caled much earlier than Dokken had anticipated, even before Garien finished setting out a
late-morning luncheon board of fresh bread, kippered sdlmon, and more strawberries. Dokken walked
past the food to reach the viewplate alcove. Maximillian stayed out of range as Tharion'simage
gppeared, his pae skin flushed.

“Good morning, Tharion,” Dokken said, immediately trying to soothe the Guild Magter.

Tharion groaned. “My head fedslikeit's got athunderstorm insde, Franz, and my stomach is upset. |
think you poisoned melast night.”

“It's cdled ahangover, Tharion. The unpleasant aftereffects of wine—an ancient Earth malady
resulting from overindulgence.”

“Isthereacure?’

“Abgtinence”

The Guild Master grimaced. “1 think | can manage that, especialy with the way your wine tastes. But
that isn't the only headache | have thismorning.” He lowered hisvoice.

Dokken drew himsdif taler, looking down into theimage. “Hmm? What do you mean?’

“The sol-pols discovered your man Cialben murdered, just as you led meto expect. We aso found
enough evidence to know hewasinvolved in the Veritas smuggling. Just asyou said.”

Dokken tossed his blond mane and popped his knuckles again. “ So what is the problem?’

Tharion leaned forward into the image area, ditorting hisexpression. “1 know you did thisfor me, to
help the Guild—but | thought you said the murderer would never be caught! Now this poses plenty of
problems.”

“Hewon't be caught, no need to worry. It'll be an unsolved crime. Y ou may need to increase your
sol-pol patrols yet again, train more dite guards—but you can westher that. V eritas smuggling will
dwindleto nothing in the next severa weeks. Y our Guild is secure.”

Dokken sniffed and turned at a del ectable aroma. Garien brought out atureen of caramelized onion
soup, and his mouth watered.

“Franz, they've dready caught the murderer, red-handed,” Tharion snapped, then paused. “Y ou
mean you didn't know?’

Dokken narrowed his sea-green eyes. “What are you talking about?’

The Guild Master'swords came out in arush. “Nameis Troy Boren, 23 years old, recently moved in
from the Mining Didtrict of Koman Holding. Worked inventorying shipments from the Platform—we
caught him in the middle of the night. By the body, in the empty warehouse, with blood on his hands.
Weve aso found that he doctored some computer shipment records.”

Dokken took a moment to recover, flashed a glance over his shoulder a Maximillian, who shook his
smooth head, perplexed. The manservant's brows hooded his dark eyes.

“So what does this prisoner have to say for himsalf?” Dokken asked.

Tharion gave adismissve wave of his pae, long-fingered hand. “ Claims he'sinnocent, of course.
They dl do. But when | bring him into the plazaand set him in front of one of my Truthsayers, will wefind



evidence linked to you? Y ou redly should have let me handle thiswhole thing, Franz—if thereis evidence
that tiesyou to the murder, I'll be forced to prosecute. The law takes precedence over friendship, and
you can't keep asecret from the Guild.” His expression looked haunted. “I'm worried about what could
happen to you, Franz. But thereés nothing | can do to help.”

Dokken wished the Guild Master could be there in front of him, so he could persondly smooth his
ruffled feathers. “ Tharion, trust me. Listen to what I'm saying. | don't know how this happened, but it's
just an accident, a coincidence. This man you've apprehended must have ssumbled in a the wrong time,
an innocent bystander. Bad luck, that's all.”

“I don't believeit. Y ou should have seen him.”

Dokken shrugged. “Tharion, you're creating problems where there aren't any. Put the poor sod on
tria, let one of your Truthsayersdig into hismind ... just the way you're supposed to. It'severy citizen's
right: aspeedy and irrefutabletrid by telepathy. If the man isinnocent, he will be cleared, no doubt about
it. And thisman isinnocent.” He jabbed afinger a the viewplate. “ The Truthsayer won't find anything in
his head—because he knows nothing.” He kept his voice low and comforting, repesting himself. “Just a
minor inconvenience. Don't worry about it.”

Tharion dumped in grudging defest, still looking unessy. “Thisisthelast time, Franz. Don't ever put
mein this pogtion again. My loyalty isto the Guild—I'm the Guild Master, dammit!” He rubbed his
temples. “Oh, my head hurts.”

“Tharion, asmple anadgesic will help, and drink plenty of water,” Dokken said quickly. “It'l pass”
The Guild Magter snorted as he signed off.

Dokken dipped back out of the acove. Maximillian stood behind him, saying nothing as Dokken tried
to work through his own thoughts. The clumsy innocent bystander complicated the Situation, but Dokken
couldn't decideif that might be an advantage or a disadvantage.

He took a plate from the luncheon board, piled it with food, and took a steaming mug of onion soup.
Hetold Maximillian to have the chef bring him a cup of watery chicory coffee—the best they could yet
manage—then took hisfood out to a shaded table in the courtyard by the mulberry bushes. He returned
to the cold fireplace to retrieve his book from the mantel.

He sat outside, alone and untroubled, as he ate his lunch. Garien brought out amug of bitter coffee;
Dokken sipped it, winced, and tried to soothe his tastebuds by thinking about the coffee he used to drink
asayoung man, even the bad powdered substitute on the colony ship. Given enough time, it would get
better. Everything did.

Picking at the salmon with along-tined fork, Dokken spread the precious book on hislap. He had
self-printed it on flecked kenaf paper and bound the volumein real horsehide, because reading abook
like thiswas anexperience , not just an information dump.

Thetrestise was many centuries old, buit filled with wisdom that could be transferred from warring
Itdian city-states to the landholdings of Atlas. A thin, dense book—but Dokken gained more insight
every timehedudied it.

In the courtyard by the bushes, he began to reread his Machiavelli.

CHAPTER 7

«>»
I

For days after reading the mind of Eli Strone, Kalianaremained in her chambersin Guild
Headquarters, dipping out only at late hours ... trying to hide from the nightmares she had taken from the
killer, nightmaresthat now resided firmly in her own mind.

The violence, the bloodlust, thesel f-righteousness possessed her, despite her constant effortsto
purge it from her thoughts. Not only had she witnessed the crimesin Strone's head, but she had
experienced them aswell, asif she hersalf had done them. And in her quiet momentsin the darkness of

her quarters, adeep suspicion grew that perhaps she herself was capable of the same monstrous acts....



Kallianasat in sllence on her narrow bed, plucking pieces of honeyed fruit from abowl, but the sweet
stickiness contrasted violently with the tacky texture of drying blood in her imagination. A thin skewer of
gpiced chicken reminded her of pieces of dripping flesh, diced away with brisk, efficient strokes of a
scapel asapardyzed victim screamed into the night....

Other citizens might have envied her freedom to indulge in such delicacies, but every time Kdliana
visualized the spraying blood and the daughtered victims, felt the warped judtifications flooding from
Stronesmind ... she wondered how many of the common people would gtill envy her position if they
knew.

Outside, in the vastness of the world, she knew other laws were being broken: smdl offensesout in
the holdings that could be dealt with by loca, non-telepathic Magidtrates ... or mgor crimes by people
who would be hauled off to First Landing for trid by the Guild.

Kalliana shuddered. It wouldn't be her turn again for some time, though. The Guild had eleven other
Truthsayersto share the duties of justice, and nineteen less-powerful Mediators, who negotiated solutions
to civil and palitical disputes. Kalianawas not needed, not now. She would havetimeto recover, justin
case the searing memories assmilated from Strone had damaged her tel epathic abilities. She hoped it
would be enough time.

Kalianadept on her palet in the midmorning, feding the bright sunlight asit streamed through the
outer viewportsin the ship wall—and still she woke up swesting, panting hard. She was afraid of the
darkness, but nightmares found her even in broad daylight.

The signa at her door startled her, and she had a sudden, wild vision of Eli Strone, escaped from his
prison, come back to flay answers out of her with asharp scalpel.I'm not guilty. You saw my reasons!
You know! How can you call me guilty?

But the young man outside the door to her quarters was so harmless that she burst out in ashamed
laugh, though his good-natured grin was masked by concern. “Y san, you startled me.”

The seventeen-year-old boy glanced away shyly, hiswhite robe and sash looking too large on his
skinny build. “Y ou've been hiding, Kalliana,” he said. “Nobody's seen you in days. | wanted to make
sureyou weredl right.”

The boy was four years her junior, but agulf of more than age separated them. He was till innocent,
atrainee who had not yet been tested for his green Truthsayer's sash.

She began to make an inane reply, but found she didn't have the energy to deceive him. Ysanwasa
refreshing breeze, ahealing kindness that alowed her to see the good side of human nature while
recovering from the bad.

Y san raised hiseyebrows. “Let me comein. Tell me how bad it was—that might help you. Besides, |
haveto get prepared for it mysdlf.”

She thought how the razor edge felt asit diced through skin, an ever-so-faint rasping, a rubbery tug.
The blood was thick and wet, smearing like oil, darkening asit mixed with dust.... Through Strone's
perceptions she hadenjoyed the sensation—

“I can't talk about it, Ysan,” she said in ahusky whisper. “Thereésno way | can describeit. Noway |
want to. | just need ... time. I'll work throughit.”

Whenever shetried to focus her thoughts and fortify her psyche, though, Kallianafdt the battering
ram of violence come back at her. The secondhand screams were growing quieter day by day as she
tried to erase them—~but it was along, dow process. Recovering from the furnace of Strone's deluded
sense of justice was more difficult than anything she had ever endured in her pampered life.

Y san frowned, leaning on the doorframe. “Y ou've hel ped me enough times, Kaliana. There must be
something | can do.” Hiseyeslit up above his soft cheekbones. Hisfair skin prickled pink. “Why don't
you show me what you saw? | can take some of the burden from you.”

“No!” she cried, then looked sternly at him. Also born in the Guild and raised with increasing dosages
of Veritas, Y san had practiced mind-reading abilities from the time he was a child—but the young trainee
hadn't yet walked through the shadowed valeys of guilt and remorse. Mentd abilities still seemed like fun
tohim.

“Y san, thisisn't agame. Enjoy your innocence aslong asyou can,” she said, trying to soothe the



dejected look that showed on hisface. “You'll be tested soon enough.”

“I'll betested in afew weeks. I'll beafull Truthsayer. Can't you—"

“No.” She clutched her warm wool wrap closer around her. “I just need alittle more rest. I'm going
to deep now—that'sdl | need. Redlly.” She softened, dlowing asmile. “But thanks for your concern.”

“Sure,” the young man said, fidgeting uncertainly, and then he stepped back into the corridor. “Well,
pleasant dreams, then.”

Il

Kallianasat up gasping, hearing the echoes of ashrieking victim in her ears, one of the last batch that
Eli Strone had skinned dive, arugged man with awork-seamed face, whiskered chin, and the misery of
barely hidden guilt in hiseyes. Filtered through Strone's own memories, the disgust shefelt for the
victims' imagined sins overpowered her own horror at the crime. They deserved to die. Theydeserved it!
The rugged victim screamed again—

But then Kallianaredlized the noise was not imaginary. She heard a persstent, whining buzz, a
summons from Guild Master Tharion. Afternoon sunlight streamed through the stained glass windows.

“Yes,” shesaid, taking a deep breath and forcing her voice louder, stronger, as she activated the
viewplate.

“Please come and see me on the bridge deck,” Guild Master Tharion said, “in my ready room.”

Kdliana acknowledged, then dressed herself in aclean white robe. Sheran her fingersaong the
emerad Truthsayer sash; now its bright, honest green seemed tarnished to her. She cinched it tight
around her dender waist and walked briskly toward the antiquated turbolift that took her up to the
Guild's command center.

The central administrative offices had taken over what had been the bridge of theSkySword . The
smooth mechanicd finery of the decommissioned military equipment gave the Guild Master's seet and the
surrounding offices agterile cleanness and austere technologica precision that could not be conveyed by
the soft adobe or baked bricks of the other structuresin First Landing.

Kdlianastepped down the textured meta stairs onto the bridge deck, and the turbolift doors creaked
shut behind her. Other Guild members moved about their duties; many were brown-sashed workers who
had none of the rigorous ethica training that a Truthsayer endured or the political education and
techniques of rhetoric aMediator used so well. Thusthe Guild workers had no accessto the Veritas
drug.

Guild Master Tharion sat in the middle of the room in alarge chair. Kalianacould imagine amilitary
captain directing space battles from the same point. Tharion scanned asmall lapscreen, intent on notes
and files, probably from recent Landholders Council meetings. He seemed disgusted and distracted.
Kdliana had never paid much attention to the activities of the Council, since that was beyond her
expertise; she had heard that at such meetings the gppointed representatives from the landhol dings spent
their dlotted time arguing and raising grievances and counter-grievances.

The Guild Master blinked at her, preoccupied for amoment, then suddenly seemed to remember who
shewas. “Ah, Kdliana,” he said, “thank you for coming.” He set hislapscreen onthe sde of his
command chair, stood, and stepped away. She followed him into his private ready room, dreading his
reasons for summoning her. He sedled the door and turned to her with acasua expresson. “How are
you recovering from the Strone case? Y ou've been keeping alow profile for severa days.”

She glanced away to avoid his scrutiny. “ Reading the prisoner was avery ... unsettling experience.
Thepainisdill there, butit'slessening.”

“I'm glad to hear that,” the Guild Magter said. “ Y ou are very valuable to us, Kdliana. Every
Truthsayer is. But if you fed that your abilities have been worn thin by thisorded, I'll do my best to see
that you're reassigned in some appropriate manner. Toth Holding has requested anew Magistrate, and |
don't have anyone qualified to send them.”

“No!” shesaid alittletoo quickly. “1 mean, that won't be necessary.” It frightened her to think she
might lose her status as a Truthsayer and be weaned from the Veritas drug. That would be the end of
everything she knew, everything she had been born to. Her embryo had been grown herein the Guild,



and she had been raised for no other purpose, given no other training. That was how it had to be. “No,
I'mfine”

“Good,” Tharion said. Behind him, the stained glass window filled his ready room with rainbows.
“Weve taken care of sentencing Strone—helll spend the rest of hislifeup on OrbLab 2.”

Kallianacould not hide her surprise, consdering the overwheming violence of the murders. “I would
have thought he might be executed.”

Tharion looked away, then sighed, staring a histwined fingers. “Yes. | gaveit thorough
cons deration—Dbut there are extenuating circumstances. Eli Strone served the Guild well for many years.
Hisrecord is one of the most exemplary of dl the dite guards weve ever had. Until he left us.”

Kdliana nodded, unconvinced, but she could not argue with the Guild Master's decision.

He sat down behind his desk. “I wanted to ask you again about my request to check for possible
sabotage or alarger plot among the landholders. Did you see any deeper motivation behind the killings?’

“Thereisnothing,” she said, shaking her head vigoroudy.

“Y ou're sure Strone was acting alone?’ Tharion pressed. *Y ou detected no possible connection
ingdehismind?’

Kalianashivered. “No. If you don't believe me, fed freeto look in hismind yoursalf. If you can get
around the nightmares.”

“That won't be necessary,” Tharion said. “I'velooked in his mind before, when | was younger. Even
before he committed his crimes, it was ... unsettling. So rigid and sharply defined.” Helooked at her with
concern narrowing his eyes. “ Are you postive you've fully recovered? Y ou seem ... shaken.”

Kallianadrew hersdlf up, pretending that nothing waswrong. “I'mfine,” shesaid. “1 cando my job as
aTruthsayer.”

Heturned in his chair to look wistfully out the stained glasswindow. “1 had aways thought | would be
aTruthsayer mysdf for many moreyears, until then Klaryusdied.” He tugged the blue sash at hiswaist
tighter. “But circumstances don't lways cooperate with our convenience. | vowed to do thebestjob |
could.”

“I'll do the same,” Kallianaingsted, with aconviction she did not fed. She wondered what this pep
talk was al about, wanting just to run back to her quarters and be aone again.

Tharion's face was stony asif he had come to adeep decision. “Fine. Then we have anew casefor
you to read, another accused murderer who claims he'sinnocent. He may aso be involved with ... other
crimes. Y ou will verify thet for us”

Kallianawent rigid, asif aspear of ice had shot down her spine. “ Another truthsaying?’ shesaid. “So
soon? But there are so many other Truthsayers—"

Tharion forced aamile. “I have no control over how frequently crimes are committed, Kdliana. Itis
your turn again. We've caught this man, practicaly in the act. The evidence againgt him is strong, but he
clams he'sinnocent—and | have reason to believe he may betelling the truth. We must grant him aswift
trid. | would like you to handle thisonein particular. Consider it atest.” He paused, apparently seeing
her arm. “ Are you saying now that you're not ready?’

Kalianatried to weigh the shades of terror in her mind. “When will the reading be?’

“Inthreedays,” hesad.

She opened the ready room door and faced the turbolift on the other side of the command center so
the Guild Master wouldn't see her trembling. “I'll beready.” Kdlianaleft the bridge.

[l

Tharion sat back in the command chair and watched Kalianaleave, masking his expressons until the
ready room door had did shut. Deeply troubled, hetried to distract himself with other Guild dutiesfor the
rest of the afternoon ... but he continued to come back to Kalianas haunted afterimage.

Tharion sympathized with the ordea each one of his carefully trained tel epaths went through with
every crimina mind-reading—but it concerned him that Kalianamight be unstable. He pressed hislips
together and hoped he was doing the right thing by assigning her to the case of Troy Boren. It might help
her hed if she could read the mind of a man he knew to be innocent. An easy verdict that would restore



her self-confidence without risking further exposure to murderous memories.

He prayed that Franz Dokken wasn't wrong.

Thedigtracting thoughts made Tharion less productive, and it took him an extrahour to review al of
the recent disputes brought before the Guild. The numbers of filed grievances were increasing asthe
population on Atlas expanded.

Tharion found himself done when hefinaly finished and walked quietly down the metal corridorsto
his own suite of rooms, which had origindly been theSkySword captain's quarters. The cabin wasdim
and empty; the evening lights at floor level suffused the room with acomfortable yelow-orange glow.

“Qrista?’ he caled, but heard no answer. Then he remembered that along and complex meeting of
the Landholders Council was being held in the lower briefing chambers, and hiswife would probably
come back frazzled and disgusted at the uncooperative representatives.

Servants had placed the evening med on the metal dining table. Tharion lifted up the therma cover
and sniffed a the medl of rice and chopped vegetables. He was just debating whether to Sit down and
begin without Qristawhen she camein, heaving aweary sgh and closing her ice-blue eyes.

He got up to greet her, ready to offer comfort and support. She sedled the door to their suite with
great pleasure, asif she were blocking off the problems of the day. She straightened her white robe then
untied the crimson Mediator's sash and came to embrace him.

“A long one?’ Tharion asked.

She nodded, resting her chin on his shoulder asif she wanted to melt into deep standing in hisarms.
“Sameold problems,” she said. “ Different names, different details.

“Toth clamsthat Dokken Holding isirrigating their kenaf fieldstoo much and thereby depleting an
underground aguifer that feeds the springs watering his pine forests. Bondadar and Carsus have jointly
issued aforma grievance againgt Koman, aleging that the raw materids the mines are shipping for their
mag-lev rail project are defective, resulting in months of lost work. The Koman representative brought
out quality ingpection sheetsto prove that the raw materia's had been undamaged when they were
shipped from the Mining Didtrict, but Bondadar brought out their own analysisto show theflawsin the
materia asreceived.” She drew adeep breath. “And so on and so on.”

Her pae hair wasthe colorless blond of al Guild members, done upinalong braid that spirded likea
helmet around the top of her head. “I can give you the mentd detailsif you like, but frankly I'd rather
pare you the misery.”

Tharion laughed. “Let's sit down before our meal gets cold.”

She dumped into her chair and closed her eyes. Her sash hung loose, and her white robe fell open.
“So how wasyour day?’ she remembered to say, keeping her eyes closed.

“Murder,” hesaid.

Now she blinked and stared at him. “What? Another one?’

Tharion nodded soberly. “I'm beginning to suspect the Veritas smuggling goes deeper than | thought.
Morethan just afew stray capsules that somehow managed to trickle into outlying villages.”

“And this murder had something to do with it?” Qristasaid.

“I bedieveit'savigilantekilling, removing one of the smugglers. But Franz saysour problemsaredl
over now.”

“Franz Dokken?’ Qristascowled. “If hesbehind it, I'm sureit'snot al over.”

Tharion took amouthful of rice and vegetables, chewing dowly to grant himself timeto think. “I never
said hewasbehind it, Qrista. HE's trying to help. Don't be so hard on him.”

“Give methe detalls,” she said skepticdly. “1 want to know what heredly said.”

Tharion raised his head, and she reached over the small table to stroke his forehead. She closed her
eyesand gently ran her fingers through histhoughts, enhancing them with her telepathic abilities.

“Convenient,” Qristasaid. “And Dokken decidesto play his own gameswith you, getting rid of your
only direct connection before a Truthsayer can interrogate him. What about his suppliers?’

“That informationislost. But if it cuts off the Veritas smuggling, | think it'sfor the best,” Tharion said.
“Otherwise, well raisealot of questions we don't want answered. How could the Guild lose control so
badly? Think of the outcry.”



“Think of the outcry if people find out that were holding aman in the detention chamberswho is
amog certainly innocent! Dokken supposedly knowstheidentity of the red killer, but you never
bothered to ask him. Are we supposed to ignore the unsolved crime?’

Qrisawasvisbly upset, turning away from him. “It goesagaing dl our ethical training. We can't just
ignoreacrime.”

“No, we can't,” Tharion said. “Buit if Cidben truly was smuggling Veritas, taking it away from the
Guild and giving it to ... to outsderswho aren't prepared to handleit, and if | declared him guilty—ashe
assuredly was—it would have been my option to sentence him to death.”

“But you wouldn't have.”

Tharion sighed. “No, | suppose | wouldn't.”

“You'rejust doing what Dokken wants,” Qristasaid.

Tharion shrugged. “I do what he wants only if it'sthe samething that | want. We can think aike, you
know.”

“That'sascary thought,” she said in anoncommittal tone and fell to eating again.

Tharion felt the need to keep explaining, though hiswife aready knew every one of his reasons.
“Franz has assisted me through my entire career. I'm Guild Master, in part, because of his support. None
of the other landholders has been as objective or as hel pful. They come here only when they want
something. None of the others offered to become my mentor as| was going through difficult times. Now
everyone wants my favors, of course—but Franz was there & the very beginning. HE's given me no
reason not to trust him.”

“Have you used Veritasto read him?” Qristaasked, “To seeif he'sredly tdling you the truth?’

Tharion was shocked. “Qristal Wetook an oath. | would never read a man without just cause and
without his consent. Franz has done nothing to warrant such treatment. Why have you aways didiked
him?’

She met hisgaze evenly. “Because you bdlieve everything he says.”

Tharion atein silence, concentrating on the taste of the rice and the spiced vegetables. His hangover
headache had faded with the afternoon, but now it threastened to return as adull throb at the back of his
skull. Findly, Qristafinished and nudged her plate off to the Sde of the serving tray.

“Look, I've had arough day,” she said in an gpologetic tone, “and I'm taking it out on you sincel
couldn't very well dam the Council members headstogether. My mediation didn't work well, even when
| could read what each party wanted. I'm upset with al the landhol ders—and Dokken's one of them.”

She stood up and her robe fell completely open to reveal her rounded breasts. “Let's go to bed. Give
me aback rub?’

Tharion smiled. “With pleasure”

She smiled back. “ That's the point.”

Ontheir wide deeping pdlet, with the ydlow-orange lights till turned low, Tharion carefully did the
cotton robe off her shoulders and dropped it to the deck. He ran hisfingertips aong the pale skin of her
shoulders, tickling her shoulder blades.

Qristapurred, arching hersalf up as she rested her head on the pillow, eyes closed. He pressed into
her flesh, rubbing the tense muscles. Her skin was so pale it seemed transparent. Sheld let down her
braid and combed out her long whitish blond hair.

A lifetime of exposureto Veritas had made them sterilein addition to pae. Most Guild members
never married, finding it intimidating to be in the presence of a mate who knew every innermost
thought—but Tharion and Qrista had no secrets. The two of them had the same expectations, had gone
through the same sacrifices.

He gave her along and luxurious back rub, and then found they were both too tired to make love.
They shared quiet soothing thoughts as they pressed together with the lights turned off.

They drifted off to deep in each other'sarms, nestled in each other's dreams.



CHAPTER 8

L,
I

The Truthsayers Guild had added rugs to the deck plates and tapestries to the walls, replacing
sections of the armored hull with reinforced windows and stained glass mosaics—but they had donelittle
to modify the brig.

Troy Boren sat in one of the dim detention cdlls, fingers threaded through his hair, staring down &t his
knees. The lower decks of theSkySword 'sbdly lay buried in the dust, blocking dl daylight from the
smothered viewports.

At least histrid would come within three days, they said. It wasn't soon enough for him, but the Guild
was required to send out notice of the public Truthsaying. Despite his protestations, they seemed
convinced of his guilt—and why shouldn't they be? Eli Strone had also claimed to be innocent.

Troy had been caught knedling over adead body in the middle of the night. Cren had verified that
computer manifests from the last elevator shipment had been atered. Records proved that Troy had used
his pass card to enter the inventory warehouse long after normal operating hours. Tests showed that the
murdered man had recently taken Veritas—illegd Veritas—and two more of the capsules were found on
his person.

Troy had tried to explain why he had redlly gone out late at night. He had done something wrong, to
be sure—but certainly not murder. Troy laced hisfingerstogether and swallowed. Histhroat was very
dry, but the sol-pols had given him only warm, akaline-tasting water.

Though a brown-sashed representative from the Truthsayers Guild had come to make certain that
Troy did indeed want to be tried in front of the gathered crowd, it was obvious the worker didn't believe
him, thinking that Troy was wasting everyonestime.

But it didn't matter what the non-telepathic adminigtrator thought. Troy was entitled to have hisname
cleared, and only the Truthsayer's actual verdict counted.

The Atlas system of justice was based on incontrovertible truth, thoughts of guilt or innocence taken
directly from the mind of the accused rather than relying on such circumstantial evidence as had piled up
againg Troy. Hefdt relieved that a Truthsayer would find out the red story, no matter how unlikely it
seemed. Just wait , hethought. Just wait, and everyone will see.

Il

During thefollowing day, another member of the Truthsayers Guild came, strongly advising Troy to
confess and save the Truthsayer the trouble, save himsdf the public humiliation. The administrator
assured him his sentence would be lighter if he admitted his own sinsrather than forcing the telepath to
tear them out and expose them in public.

Troy continued to shake hishead and ins st that he wanted the clear Truthsayer verdict. He wanted to
be pronounced innocent so that everyone could see.

Finally, toward evening that day—though degp underground in the cell, Troy had no ideawhat the
actua time might be—he received avisit he had dreaded, one he had hoped he wouldn't have to face
until after the Truthsayer pronounced him clean.

He heard footsteps, the rustle of tiff uniforms, the clicking weapons of the heavily armored elite guard
marching in an oddly echoing lockstep as they escorted severa people. Troy hoped it wasn't more Guild
representatives come to dissuade him again—instead he saw the swarthy face of hisfather with his
mother and two Sstersin tow.

“You didn't haveto come,” Troy blurted, unableto think of anything elsein the moment of his shock.

Hisolder sster Leisasmiled wryly. “ Good to see you, too, Troy.”

“I mean,” Troy sad, “I'll be cleared in acouple of days.”

“Weadl had to come,” sour-faced little Rissbeth said. “Do you know how much amag-lev ticket for
thewholefamily cost?’

“Y our father got abonusyesterday,” Damasaid. “He found arich molybdenum deposit on his shift,



and we had to come and show you our support. Y ou depend on us, don't you?’

Rambra scowled, avoiding the trangparent security field by awide margin. “If you did thisthing,
Troy,” hesaid, “I can't describe how disgusted I'll be with you.” Troy saw, though, a secret glint of
confused pride behind hisfather's eyes. He wondered if Rambramight not be at |least partidly pleased
that hisweekling son was capable of fighting aman.

Troy flushed, fedling guilty a what he had put them through, but then annoyance & hislittle sster rose
up. “1 didn't ask you to be here,” he said.

His mother rolled her eyes. “We've got so much invested in you, Troy—and now look at what's
happened. How could you do thisto us? And after only three weeks! Y ou should have been so careful,
on your best behavior.”

Troy's ssomach churned. “How can you even think I'm guilty?” he said.

“No matter how thisturnsout,” his mother said, “they’ll look down on you forever. | understand
you've confessed to manipulating the recordsin the computers. What were you thinking? Now you'll
never get apromotion. You'll never earn any extracredits. It'sal for nothing.”

Rissheth made a sound asif she had swallowed alive squirming worm. “Y eah, thanksalot, Troy.”

Leisashook her head. “I can't believe you're capable of murder, Troy. Or that you would be mixed
up in adrug-smuggling ring. In fact, when | think about it | haveto laugh.”

Troy forced asmile, warmed by the comforting tone of hissister'swords. “ At least somebody
believes|'ve been falsaly accused.”

“Falsdy accused!” Leisapantomimed awall. “A grossflaw in the system. Thiscould lead to the
shake-up of our very society.”

“To the unraveling of society's mord fiber,” Troy picked up the thread. “It could lead to chaos, civil
war, and universal Armageddon!”

Dama's darm escalated with the interchange, asif she had findly redlized the magnitude of her son's
circumstances. “Oh, you two!” she said stoicdlly. “ Stop being o pessmidtic. It'snot over yet. Well see
thisthing through.”

Troy dumped onto hisbunk, still looking a them through the security field. “Don't worry, Mother. It
al be over in acouple of days. | didn't do this. Trust me.”

“WEell be there watching you when you face the Truthsayer,” Leisasad. “Promise.”

Troy swallowed the lump in histhroat. “I'll try to find you in the crowd but ... my mind will probably
be occupied with other things.”

“It better be,” Rambrasaid.

“Afterward,” Troy said confidently, “we can al go out and celebrate.”

With aclatter of thick red boots on the deck plates, the sol-pol elite guards returned to hisholding
cdl. “Time” one guard said, gesturing with hisweapon for the vistorsto leave.

Ashisfamily filed out, Troy found that he was more shaken now than he had been before their vist.

CHAPTER 9
L,
I

After several days of respite, another storm front approached across the continent, bringing a
vanguard of ragged clouds over Firgt Landing. Kalianastood in her quarters, staring out the window up
at the sky and fixing her attention away from the gathered crowds that waited again for her in the central
plaza. Just like before.

The storm clouds were brooding gray mounds near the horizon, but here the day was merely overcast
and cold. A wind sprang up, whipping the fronds of stunted palm trees dong the streets, their roots
sprawled out in abroad mat to suck nourishment from the heavily fertilized topsoil.

Kallianastared through the transparent portion of her window, which was surrounded by a sunburst
of triangular wedgesin green, crimson, and royd blue glass, distorting the view to symbolize the uncertain



nature of truth. The centrd transparent pane was a metaphor for how Truthsayers saw clearly, while
others were doomed to see the colors of lies.

Another accused murderer waited for her in the plaza. Kdlianawould haveto dig into hismind,
witnessthe truth in his own thoughts, and make her judgmen.

Truth Holds No Secrets.

The Truthsayers code decreed that the accused was innocent until she read his guilt. But she already
knew through grim experience that very few people were truly innocent. She swallowed hard.

Kallianafeared more vivid nightmares that were not her own—but even more she dreaded being
transferred from the Guild, being forced to leave her comfortable, familiar existence. With Veritas she
had witnessed secondhand the difficult existence the other colonists endured. She didn't want apointless
life outside the Guild. Shewondered if it could truly be as unpleasant as sheimagined it ... out there. She
would rather face another murderer.

Only she and the accused could ever know for certain what had actualy happened. A Truthsayer had
to wear ablindfold to any repercussions of the verdict, decreeing only whether the man was guilty or
innocent.

Thetruth would come out, but Kalianahad to show it the way.

Il

Down in the detention levels, Troy Boren lay motionless on his hard bunk. He kept his eyes closed,
willing himsdlf to deep so that the time might pass more quickly. But his stcomach roiled with anxiety, his
dry throat burned, and thoughts whirled behind his eydids, making him squirm with the possibilities of a
worst-case scenario. But it wouldn't happen. Truthsayers didn't make mistakes.

He had no idea how many days had passed since his arrest. The guards had taken his personal
chronometer; apparently they were afraid he might attempt some sort of bizarre high-tech sabotage with
itstiny components....

Though hunger gnawed at his ssomach, he felt no real gppetite, doubting he could keep anything down
if he bothered to eat. The sol-pols had given him only alimited amount of timeto pick at hisfood, then
they had taken it away.

When the dlite guard switched off the confinement field, Troy was startled to find that he had indeed
dozed off, despite hisanxiety. He sat up, blinking bleary eyes. His shoulders and back crackled with
diffnessfrom the uncomfortable palet.

“Got your thoughtsin order?’ the guard said gruffly, his eyes hidden behind the uniform'stough
goggles

“I'mready,” Troy sad, hauling himsdf off the bunk.

“Do you have aguilty conscience?’ the hdmeted guard asked with adight smilein hisvoice.

Troy couldn't tdll if the guard was mocking him or not. “1 don't have anything to worry about.” He
smoothed down hisformless prison ouitfit.

Thistime the uniformed man did laugh. “If you say s0.”

Troy followed him numbly out of hiscell. The metal deck plateswere cold againgt his bare feet, and
he longed to be standing under the warmth of the sun again. At least he could ook forward to that part.

[

“Sit next to me,” Tharion said, gesturing for Qristato take a place on one of the flecked granite
benches at the center of the plaza. “1 won't be performing for thisone. A Guild chanter isannouncing the
cime”

Most of the audience stood on the open flagstones, waiting for the show. The crowd was smaller than
it had been for Strone'strid. Thissingle murder was not astitillating.

Qrigtaflashed ahurriedly covered frown and fixed him with her ice-blue eyes. Her pae hair was
braided again and wound around the top of her head. Angular bones gave her face afinely chisdled
beauty that her smile enhanced ... but now, troubled, Qrista appeared harsh and sharp. Tharion didn't
haveto ask why.



“Thisisasham, and you shouldn't have dlowed it,” she said quietly, but sat down besde himwith a
rustle of her white robes, tightening her crimson sash. Because they had shared their thoughts completely,
she knew her husband's reasoning, but that didn't mean she came to the same conclusions.

“I know,” he answered. “But it'smy decision as Guild Master and | haveto live with it. We can't
announce that we know what the outcome will be, because that would open up athousand new
questions. We must proceed and get this behind us. Let him be declared innocent in open court.”

Qristalooked at him uncertainly. “ So the damage to our ethics can hed? What if it leaves scars?’

Tharion knew she was right, but he had determined that this path was the best resolution to the
complex and uncomfortable Stuation the Truthsayers Guild had stumbled into.

For amoment he wished that Troy Borenwere guilty, so they could drain more information about the
black market Veritas from him. But since the young man was smply aclumsy bystander, Tharion knew
they could get nothing sefrom him.

He reached out to hold Qrista's cold, pale hand asthey sat looking up at the empty podium. “Nothing
isever certain,” Tharion said. “WEell need to ride this out, and | need your help and support.”

She pressed her lips together. “ Of course you have my support,” she said. “| don't make your
decisonsfor you. | just abide by them.”

“Thiswill dl turn out dl right,” he said.

Qrigtaraised her white eyebrows, dlowing him asmal amile. “ Oh?Y ou can seeinto the future now
aswell asreading minds?’

“I wish that were s0,” he said with aforced smile. “A new kind of drug developed up on the
Matform.”

He looked up to see the great ship doors opening in the Headquarters building. The Truthsayer
Kallianaand the prisoner would be brought forward momentarily.

v

Quietly anonymous, Franz Dokken stood in the middle of the crowd. He wore sturdy cotton dacks
and awarm woolen jacket: expensve clothes but not showy. His ragged hair whipped inlong strandsin
the gusting breeze.

Judging from the cloud bank on the horizon, he guessed it must be raining hard at his holding—good.
They needed the water in the dwindling riversthat powered his hydrodectric plant.

Beside him, Maximillian loomed tall and siff, ready to block anyone who approached his master too
closdly, though Dokken preferred to remain camouflaged within the crowd. He didn't want Tharion or the
othersto know he had come to see Troy Boren brought before the Truthsayer.

Dokken wanted to watch the crowd, see how they reacted. He enjoyed observing how al the
threads tangled together. He had begun to calculate the earliest possible time when he could disappear
for afew weeks on another sojourn. He felt tired already.

“Behind schedule,” Maximillian said, glancing a his chronometer.

Dokken pursed hislips. “Don't be suchadavetotime.”

“Plenty to do back to thevilla,” Maximillian pointed out. “ Another shipment of pinelogs coming in this
afternoon. And there seemsto be some problem with the fish farm. Y our presence has been requested to
check it out.”

“Yes, yes,” Dokken said impatiently. “Let'sjust watch the show and see how much they think they
know.”

Maximillian's expression wasflat and unreadable. “ They know nothing about what | did.”

“Of coursenot,” Dokken said. “I certainly wouldn't bring you hereif they did.” He raised hishead as
the ship doors opened.

The hapless prisoner sumbled out in chains, escorted by the elite guard. Dokken scrutinized this
lanky man who moved like a pigeon. Troy Boren wasfidgety and nervous, hishair curly brown, his
Adam'’s appl e bobbing up and down as he swallowed repeatedly.

“They thinkhe killed Cidben?’ Dokken breathed a short laugh. “ That's funny. He doesn't look like he
has enough courage even to harvest vegetables.”



Maximillian nodded with no change of expression. “Y ou never cantdl,” he said. “ Sometimes people
urpriseyou.”

\%

Troy stood aone on the open platform above the crowd. His hands and ankles were wrapped in firm
bindings, though he wondered where they expected him to run, how they thought he might attempt to
escape. He shivered.

Above, the sky was abowl of cloudsthe color of cast lead. Stray breezes hurled the mutters of the
crowd toward him like adap in the face. Troy hunched his shoulders, trying to appear small. He didn't
want al these people staring a him. He had never wanted to call attention to himsdlf, just to do hisjob
and make aliving, maybe help hisfamily's stuation improve.

The noise of the audience rose higher, and he redlized what their hopes were. They wanted him to be
found guilty. They were eager to see another crimina sentenced. They would bedisappointed when he
was found innocent.

Troy did not dare look out across the crowd. His family was probably out there, watching for him.
He knew they would resent having to stay severa daysin First Landing; they didn't have the money to
afford such luxuries. Hewould try to make it up to them—especidly Leiss—once dl thiswasover. A
new blanket for the baby, perhaps, or specia confections from a sweetshop. Even Rissbeth would enjoy
thet.

The sol-pol dite guards stood back at the edge of the platform, keeping order through intimidation.
Troy remembered the guard asking him if he had aguilty conscience, and he tried to clear histhoughts
and think straight—but now theideaof guilt had fixed itsdf rigidly in hismind.

He knew he wasinnocent, but that meant the redl killer was ill on theloose. Troy had stumbled
upon the body of the murdered man ... there had been so much blood. If he had arrived an hour
earlie—even fifteen minutes—the killer might have caught him aswell. Troy shuddered. If only he hadn't
botched those manifest sheetsin thefirst place. If only he hadn't gone back to fix his mistake, creating an
even bigger error in the process. He had changed what would have been a private (though still
disastrous) reprimand into amurder trial.

The image danced across his mind: the dead body, eyes wide, two capsules of the Veritas drug, the
wound where the blade had stabbed between the ribs and up into the heart.

And the blood. The dark blood spreading across the concrete floor.

So much blood!

Troy squeezed his eyes shut. He just wanted this entire ordedl to end. He gulped, hunched down even
further, and waited for the Truthsayer to come out and free him.

VI

The promenade doors to Guild Headquarters split open, leaving Kalianato stand in their center. A
thin fingernail of cold breeze scraped along her white cotton robe. She straightened her green sash
around her narrow waist. Her tranducent skin flushed in the chill air as she stepped barefoot toward the
plaza. The gold ceremonid collar felt heavy on her shoulders.

She saw the crowd, saw the accused, and was reminded again of Eli Strone—but this skinny young
man looked so different, so quiet and logt, like aterrified waif. Heingsted he was not guilty. However,
Strone had aso been certain of his own innocence, convinced that he had done nothing wrong. A
Truthsayer could not judge on the basis of outward appearances. Because Troy Boren lookedso
unlikely, he seemed paradoxically more sugpect.

Kalliana came forward and waited as one of the Guild chanterslisted the case and the details,
describing the crime of which Troy had been accused. Asthe chanter summarized, the crowd booed and
jeered. Kalianafrowned. They needed to be reminded that the accused was innocent until she
pronounced him guilty.

Ifshe pronounced him guilty.

She came forward, an angdl in white, holding the power of thisman'slifein her hands. She received



one of the sky-blue capsules of Veritas from its ornate brass-and-copper box, the small pill that
protected Atlas from the deceptions of criminals. She popped it into her mouth, cracked it, and
swallowed, taking a deep breath.

“If you'reinnocent,” she said to Troy Boren, “you need not fear the truth.”

He drew aquick breath and answered in aquiet voice that no one else could hear. “I'm not afraid,”
hesad. “I aminnocent.”

Kallianatried not to show that fear engulfed her aswell. She hoped that her exposure to Strone
hadn't set up echoesin her mind that might dampen her telepathic abilities. Shefdt the power of the
Veritas surging through her, but she had difficulty focusing her thoughts.

Kdlianareached out and placed both of her hands flat against Troy's temples. She closed her eyesas
he blinked up & her like awounded and confused animdl.

She worked to sharpen her truthsaying ability into a usable tool, then went inside Troy's thoughts,
tentative and skittish. She brushed the surface of his memories, unwilling to go degp—and there she
found it Sitting like ablack stain on thetop of hismind: aguilt, afear.

She probed deeper, feding hersdlf stiffen and grow even more wary, afraid to see—but it was her
duty. She was a Truthsayer. She had to see.

She looked into Troy's memoriesfor just aglance, asnatch, avison—

—and saw the sprawled body, saw the blood, heard the scream echoing in hismind. My God, there
was so much blood.

The body lying therein the dim orange light.

The blood.

The overpowering guilt.

Kallianafroze, trembling until her shuddering became so violent she could not go deeper. Shedidn't
have the strength to probe for clearer details of the actua murder, but the answer was obviousto her.
Too obvious.

She pulled back, jerking her hands away and cried out in ahoarse gasp. “ Guilty,” shesaid. “Guilty!”

Troy'sface drained completely of blood. “No,” he whispered. “Y ou're wrong.”

But Kalliana staggered away, hiding from him. She did not wish to see any more. “Guilty,” shesaid
again, then fled into Guild Headquarters, to safety.

VIi

Guild Master Tharion legped to hisfeet asthe crowd yelled.

“That can't beright,” he mouthed, but caught himsalf before saying it out loud, knowing the terrible
consequencesif he, the Guild Master, accused a Truthsayer of making afaulty judgment, of distorting the
truth ... of finding an innocent man guilty! That smply could not occur. On Atlasit would never happen.
The Guild would fall gpart if thefaith of the public fatered.

Qrigtagrasped hiswrist and squeezed so tightly that her fingernails bit into his skin. Tharion looked
down at her, hisface devastated. How would he be able to remedy this? He couldn't announce that he
knew Kadlianas judgment wasin error. He couldn't admithow he knew.

“Y ou can't |et thishappen,” Qrista said, her words stabbing like knives.

“I can't do anything about it,” Tharion said. “Not at the moment.”

Helooked up to seeapair of familiar figuresin the crowd: bald Maximillian, then Franz Dokken with
his blond hair and agel ess face. Both Dokken and his manservant looked bewildered by the outcome,
and Tharion wondered what could have gonewrong. Had Kallianaintentionaly given afdse verdict?
Was sheinvolved in the black market sales somehow? He redized that someonein the Guild might bea
link—butKalliana ? The possbilities sivam in hismind, making him dizzy.

He wanted to rush over to the landholder, to grab him by the collar and demand to know what had
gonewrong, but Dokken and Maximillian looked as confused as Tharion.

Troy should not have been found guilty—but now that the judgment had been pronounced in public
with full ceremony, Tharion knew of no way he could rescind it. Thiswasal soimpossible!

The uproar continued, and he looked up to see the elite guard grabbing alimp Troy Boren by the



bindings on hiswrists and hauling him toward the armored walls of the Guild Headquarters. A convicted
murderer.

TRUTHSAYERSGUILD

CHAPTER 10

«»
I

TheSkySword 'slibrary contained arepository of knowledge from old Earth. Many of the old ship
fileswerelocked with long-forgotten military passwords and thus unavailable to members of the Guild.
However, once the Truthsayers had |earned to use the computer databases and gain accessto files, they
had begun keeping track of their own work, maintaining files of the casesthey had determined.

Kalliana sat alone insde the meta-walled library room. The consoles were discolored and scuffed,
the swivd chairsworn by time. She gazed at the phosphor-filled screens asif they were deep wellsinto a
universe of information. The reflection of her pinched face stared back at her, distracting her. She blinked
to restore her concentration and tapped again on the keyboard, summoning the next list.

The nameswere just ablur, one after another, accompanied by capsule summaries of therr trids, the
crimes of which they had been accused: thievery, vanddism, rape, murder, conspiracy, arson. Thefar
column listed the most important data of all.

I nnocent.

[Nnocent.

Guilty.

I nnocent.

Guilty.

Guilty.

Over two centuries, the colonists had come to Atlasin waves, shipsfull of wide-eyed colonigts, exiled
criminas, military forces, rligiousfandics....

According to transmissons, anew ship called theEarthDawn was on itsway. Atlas had heard
nothing from Earth in decades, not since the Pilgrim exiles had come forty-two years earlier, pouting
tales of socid upheava and Armageddon. However, the Rilgrimswere Millennid rdigiousfanaticsand
saw the end of the world in everything—so the veracity of their newswasin question. But without a
doubt, something terrible had happened on distant Earth.

Kdlianaviewed another screen of data, working her way down through the years. She wasn't
searching for anything in particular, just aconfirmation of the work the Guild had done, asalvefor her
doubts and the pain that so many guilty readings had brought her.

After histrial Troy Boren had been sentenced to permanent exile up on OrbLab 2, the separate
orbital processing facility where he would work in the dangerous V eritas-processing chambers. There
had been an increasing number of disastrous accidentsin the past few years, so the free-floating lab
always needed new workers. Troy Boren would be shipped up on the space elevator and transported
from the Platform to the orbital laboratory as soon as the proper contingent of guards could be arranged.

More names flashed across the screen, but the words were blurred through her dry burning stare.

Guilty.

Guilty.

I nnocent

Guilty.

So many names ... for every bad one the Guild removed from society, Atlas seemed to breed
another, and another....

Il
Kallianawent to one of the military briefing rooms that had been converted into a classroom, where
Y san was teaching (and playing with) seven young children. All were dressed in little white gowns and



had the pale hair and complexions of those exposed to V eritas since they were embryos.

Though vidtsto help train the children were part of Kadlianas regular duties, she dso wanted to divert
hersdlf, watching the innocence and exuberance of the young ones.

“Ah, Kdliana” Y san said, climbing to hisfeet as the white-robed children scattered, giggling and
laughing. He surrendered his maroon chair at the head of the meeting table. “L ook who's cometo play
with us, kids. Sit down, Kalliana. We were just doing the mind practice game.”

“| don't want to disturb you,” she said.

“No, you'll help us” Y san answered with agrin.

“All right.” Sheflashed asmall smile of her own, then sank into the padded fabric chair, running her
hands over the polished black armrests.

The children gathered around her. Y san kndlt next to them, much taler than the Six to eight-year-olds.
Helowered hisvoice to a stage whisper. “ She'sarea Truthsayer, you know, so well have to work hard
now. No more playing.”

The children snickered.

“Y ou know how the gameisplayed,” Kdlianasaid to them. “| think of something, then you try to
read it from me. Thefirst person to get it right wins, then well try another.”

The children sat around, watching her obediently with their bright eyes. Observing them, Kdlianafet
aheding force, the goodness of children raised within the protective arms of the Guild.

“All right,” shesaid, “I'm picturing something.” She closed her eyes, summoning animagein her mind.
“Try toread it fromme.”

The children concentrated, looking comica with their focused expressions, their furrowed foreheads.
Y san picked up the image immediately and nodded at Kaliana, but she continued to project, not letting
hersdf get distracted. That might throw the children off.

“It'sawhitebdl,” onelittle boy said.

“No, itsglowing,” agirl interrupted. “It'saglowbulb!”

“No, thesun,” athird child said. “ The sun—the sun up in the sky!”

“Yes” Kdlianasaid and smiled. “It'sthe sun.”

Next, she thought of one of thetall palm treesthat grew out in the plaza.

“It'sagtick!” oneof thegirlssaid.

“No, abroom,” another girl chalenged, “thin and dry.”

The boy grew suddenly incensed and pointed at the little girl beside him. “ She's thinking bad things
about mel”

“I amnot!” the girl answered. “Y ou were doing it first. Y ou thought | look like one of the rock
lizards”

“| didn't think that.”

“Yes youdid.”

“Wadll, | couldn't hepit. That'swhat you look like.”

Losing her temper, Kalliana stood from the maroon chair. “Enough! Y ou shouldn't be reading each
other's minds unless you have explicit permission to do so. That isnot something a Truthsayer would ever
do.

“Thoughts are private, unless we have cause to go inside another person's mind. I've given you
permission to read me while we play this game, but you must never,ever read another person just for
fun”

Kallianasat down again, darmed a her own temper. The children stared at her uncertainly, and she
wondered if they had caught a backwash of her inner turmail. “All right,” she said, getting down to
business. “Let's do the game again and try to focus once more on the picturein my mind.”

Trying to cdm hersdlf, she redized that with the mental wounds gtill inging, she had once again been
consdering her onerous obligations to the Guild, whether it was worth everything her life had granted her.
After the unpleasant lives she had witnessed in the minds of criminds, shewas afraid to loseit al, no
meatter how difficult her Truthsayer dutieswere.

But she couldn't stop thinking of the recent violent trids.... the bright images of bloody corpseslyingin



shadows, the wide-eyed stares of victims, the brooding anger and disregard for life,how good it had felt
to kill .

Suddenly three of the children screamed and began to cry. Severd of them backed away from her,
horrified and sickened. Kallianadammed down on her thoughts, knowing what images she must
inadvertently have broadcast to them.

Y san shooed the startled children out of the room. “That'sit. No more game for today. Go and play
in the upper corridors.”

“I'm sorry,” Kallianasaid quietly to Y san as the children scattered.

He glanced at her strangely, with aglimmer of uncertain fear behind hiseyes. Y es, he had read it
too—and unlike thelittle children, he understood what he was seeing. “I'm worried about you.”

Masking her thoughts and her expressons, Kdliana siraightened her whiterobe. “I'll be dl right.” She
|eft the teaching room.

CHAPTER 11
L,
|

Exactly on schedule, six sol-pol lite guards appeared at the sedled receiving hatch of Guild
Headquarters, bearing anew shipment of V eritas capsules sent down on the space elevator. Guild
Master Tharion himself stood at the doorway to meet them, using his own access code. He waited on the
threshold where hot air scented with baked dust from the streets met the cool mustiness of rarely used
levelsin the grounded spaceship.

“ Standard shipment from OrbLab 2,” the lead guard said.

“ And someone has accompanied it every step of the way?” Tharion asked. “Never been out of your
sght?’

“Fully accountable, Guild Master. It has never left my own hand,” the guard said. Hisfacewasa
stony mask partialy covered by hisdark helmet. “I personadly received it from OrbLab 2 and counted
the capsules. | rode down the space eevator with the case on my lap, and carried it here.”

Tharion nodded. “1 don't suppose there's much chance of any having been stolen, then.”

The guard stood at attention. “1 can't see any way it would have been possible, sir.”

Tharion let the armed escort passinto Headquarters. It took only one man to carry the locked case
containing agross of the sky-blue capsules—aweek's production from OrbLab 2—buit five other
sol-pols guarded him. Though Franz Dokken had suggested that the black market activities would stop
with the death of Cialben, Tharion had increased the Size of the Veritas escort. Even so, neither the
additiona guards nor Dokken's assurances had stopped the smuggling, according to continued rumors of
the drug out in the populace in the past week. Tharion did not know what else to do.

He marched with the escort down the echoing metal corridors of the converted military ship,
observing their backs, their dark armor, their scarlet gauntlets, boots, and kneepads. The Guild's dite
guard woregenuine old uniforms from the long-defeated SkySword soldiers, rather than imitations, asdid
the regular sol-pols.

Back before he became Guild Magter, Tharion had spent much more time and attention getting to
know the lite guards. The soldiers had been an important part of his upbringing, ever-present,
impressive. Their loyalty fascinated him.

Eli Strone had been one of them, obsessed with duty, rigid in hisawe and admiration for the
Truthsayers, trustworthy to the point of being an automaton. Y et somehow he had cracked, and left the
Guild, wandering amlessy for two years until finaly driven to murder.

Tharion tried to look at the ranks of elite guards objectively for amoment: armed with deadly
weapons, padded with body armor, a powerful force entrusted with protecting the Truthsayers and the
Veritas stockpile. He wondered how close any of these others might be to faling into a maelstrom of
unpredictability. Like Strone. Though al the sol-pols ostensibly reported to the Guild, they could be



dangerous assets.

Deep in theisolated central deck, Tharion used his access code again to enter the shielded chambers
that had once been the military ship'sarmory. Now, the armory held something more precious and
threatening than any high-tech weaponry.

Intiny sealed binsaong onewall, the Guild's stockpile of Veritas capsules had been separated and
stored, divided according to potency: the strongest dosages which were given to Truthsayersimmediately
before pronouncing averdict; maintenance doses for himsalf and standby Truthsayers every three days,
weekly capsulesfor the Mediators; and bodywei ght-dependent doses of Veritasfor children aswell as
the embryos growing in the infirmary sector of Headquarters.

Lengthy research by the Guild's biochemists had shown that the drug did not deteriorate over time,
and so the stockpile would last them through even alengthy disaster. He had rarely considered it, but
now it made him dizzy to think of how many vita capsulesrested in artight chambers behind their
numerous security interlocks. Tharion drew a deep bregath.

Truth Holds No Secrets.

He keyed in his access code again, used theSkySword ‘s thumbprint reader, and finally opened an
empty bin to recaive the current shipment. The elite guard carrier unlocked his case while the five sol-pols
stood outside the armory door. Tharion recorded the control number of the shipment, a precaution he
had indtituted since the accidenta poisoning of Klaryus.

Insde the case lay twelve dozen sky-blue capsules of fresh Veritas cultured over the past week in the
isolated, orbital lab, wrapped in trand ucent packing materia. Tharion stood by, counting out each pill to
double-check the shipment. Thetota came out right, asit dways did. He checked the documentation
and gppended hisinitids.

The entire process seemed so meticulous—yet mistakes continued to be made. Veritaswas legking
into society somehow, even though every single capsule could be accounted for, from the beginning of
the production line up on OrbLab 2 until it was sealed herein the Guild armory.

Wasit someone frominside the Guild? Truthsayers giving up their own dosages, for saleto some
high-paying usersin the public? But why? Truthsayers had agolden life, given every luxury and amenity
they could imagine. What could they be sdlling the drugfor ?

The Truthsayer Kaliana had made an error in her verdict of Troy Boren. Had she actively lied? And
if shehad lied, could the reason be because she hersalf was somehow involved in the black market
smuggling? Had she convicted Troy to cover up any further search for the perpetrators, to conveniently
answer dl questions, sacrificing an innocent man in the process?

The only other aternative he could imagine was that some foolhardy ring had established a
Veritas-culturing and -processing station somewhere here on the surface of Atlas, though the horrifying
probability of aMindfire mutation and the dangers of contamination and plague made that unlikely. The
smplest mistake could result in a plague that might wipe out thousands. Errors had been made before,
and the current technology available to the colonistswas far inferior to that originaly brought from Earth.

Upon assuming the roya blue sash, Tharion'sfirst act as Guild Master had been to order a
crackdown on the production facilities of OrbLab 2, tightened congtraints, quality checks, and an
overhaul of the processline, much to the consternation of station exec Dieter Pan and the OrbL ab crew.
They hated being caled to task for ajob they considered beyond Tharion's authority—but the
contamination of the Veritas capsule that had killed Guild Magter Klaryuswas smply inexcusable. The
Guild Members—and the entire population of First Landing—had smply been lucky that the poison
present in that pill had been merely the didtilled toxin, not the wildly spreading plague organiam itself.

But though al work on OrbL ab 2 had been tightly watched for the past two years—the smuggling
hed been steadily increasing.

Thelead guard sedled the bin containing al twelve dozen capsules. “Finished, Sir,” hesaid. Tharion
added his thumbprint lock to secure the bins, then followed the dlite guard out into the corridor, where he
sedled the armory hatch. Air hissed, draining the atmosphere from the armory vault. Frost crackled
around the edges as the temperature dropped.

TheVeritaswas safe.



Supposedly.
Leaving, Tharion decided to place an extraguard at the door to the stockpile. Probably an empty
gesture, but he ordered it anyway.

Il

Tharion searched out the most calming influence he could imagine. Qrista. He sat back in one of the
audience seets, done but certainly not unnoticed, as he watched the Landholders Council sessonin
progress.

Qrista, wearing her Mediator's sash, sat at the center of the gathered representatives. She looked icily
beautiful and stern in her position. Qristaglanced up at him and smiled. Tharion smiled back, waiting for
the warming influence of her presence to burn through the glacier surrounding his heart. His Guild was
threatened, and he didn't know how to fight it.

The next speaker on the agenda entered through the broad rear doors, and immediately al the
representatives shifted uneasily. A tall muscular man with gray hair in long dreadlocks came forward,
wrapped in adirty brown robe with aragged hem and patches on the elbows. The Pilgrimswore their
uncomfortable robes all day, every day, during their hours of difficult labor, and when they relaxed. It
was no wonder the fabric became stained and dirty before long.

“Speak,” Qristasaid asthe gray-haired man shrugged back his hood and stood silently in front of the
Landholders Council, his head bowed. The skin on his cheeks was awesathered, ruddy brown from a
lifetime spent outside in the harsh winds and desert sun.

“My nameisKindness” hesaid. “Of the Holy Order of Pilgrimsfrom Earth.”

“We know who you are,” Qristasaid, glancing a her agenda. “ Please be brief. We have no timefor
sermons or lectureson our Sins”

“Very wel,” said Kindness. “| come again to request an alotment of land on Atlas, abarren area
unworked by other landholders. Some fifteen thousand of our Pilgrims from Earth are apart of your
Atlas society, scattered among the landholdings. We have worked diligently since our arriva here
decades ago. We fled the evils of Earth and came to seek aland of our own—Dbut instead you have
taken us, separated us, made us your daves.”

“Now wait aminute—that's not true,” said the representative from Bondalar Holding.

“A matter of semantics,” Kindnesssaid. “1 have no wish to argue words, only to make my point.”

“I think we know what your point is,” said the hard-faced woman representing Koman Holding.

The Pilgrim continued asif he hadn't heard, or didn't care. “We Pilgrims have labored without
complaint, but we deserve to reap the rewards of our own efforts, or suffer the burdens of our own
falures”

“In short, you want ahomedand,” Qristasaid, hoping to curtail any further embel lishment on theissue.

“Yes” Kindnessanswered. “ That is exactly what wewish.”

“I sympathize with the Filgrims, but that will cause immeasurable damageto our fragile society at this
point,” said afresh-faced young Sardili representative. “ Asyou know, Sardili Shores accepted amuch
larger proportion of the Pilgrim refugees than did any other holding. We are glad to have your labor, and
we give you al the freedomsyou ask for. | can't believe you find the conditions too harsh.”

The Rilgrim nodded dightly, but did not comment.

“Much of the economy of our holding depends on the labor of our Filgrim settlers. If suddenly five
thousand of our hardest workers were to pick up and leave, Sardili Holding would collapse.”

“Y our economy isnot our concern,” said Kindness. “We have waited long enough for ahomeland.
Y ou are gdling, and we have limitsto our patience.”

“Very well,” Qrisasaid firmly, frowning a her chronometer. “Well set up ameseting to discussthe
matter thoroughly. At that meeting we will consider atimetable for agradud displacement of the next
generation of Pilgrims. For now, that isal. On to the next matter.”

“But nothing has been decided,” Kindness said, raising himself up and tossing his graying dreadlocks
away from his high forehead.

“Nevertheless,” Qristasaid, her voiceturning brisk, “that isal for today. Asit was, wewere



hard-pressed to accommodate your request for an audience on such short notice.”

Two dlite guards marched forward to escort him out. The Pilgrim stood like a statue for afull three
seconds. From where he watched, Tharion worried that there might be violence—but then Kindness
turned and alowed himsdlf to be led from the meeting chamber. Tharion closed his eyes, heaved athin
sgh.

Qristalooked around at the other landholders’ representatives and sat up rigidly as she spoke. “Next,
| must introduce a problem that concerns me greetly. Asyou al know—but many of you areloath to
admit—the Veritas drug is being sold secretly to the holdings. The common populace usesit in ways that
aremoraly offensveto us—for thrills, persond gain, spying....”

Shelooked up and down the long table at the representatives, asif challenging them to deny what she
had said. “It has crossed my mind that even some landholders may be using black-market Veritasfor
their persona advancement.” She shook her head asif she couldn't believeit.

“I will begin this discusson by suggesting that we look yet again into the process of packaging and
delivering Veritas on OrbLab 2. With the establishment of the Guild a century ago, the landholdersal
agreed to adelegation of authority, adispersal of respongbilities. Truthsayers, and Truthsayersalone
are permitted to use the tel epathic enhancement. It is dangerous—physically, economically, and
politicaly—for untrained people to dabble with its powers. We are justifiably concerned.”

Qristaraised her colorless eyebrows, and Tharion sat forward, wondering what his wife was about to
do.

“| propose that we begin anew outside investigation, using representatives from severa landholdings
to study the chain of Veritas production and delivery, starting with ateam sent to OrbLab 2. The Veritas
beginsthere, so we will begin there”

“| object, mogt strenuoudy!” said the representative from the Platform. The old balding man
Sputtered, but could not seem to put his thoughtsinto words. “ Even this hint of suspicion—what evidence
do you have? L ook to the law of the Guild—not even a Truthsayer can probe into private matters
without just cause.”

“The very exisience of black market Veritasis certainly sufficient cause to suspect that something,
somewhere, isnot going right,” Qrista pointed out. “We have been dedling with rumors of lost Veritasfor
the past decade. Guild Master Tharion conducted such an investigation two years ago after the
unfortunate Mindfire contamination killed his predecessor Klaryus. Many changes were implemented a
that time as aresult of the investigation—but the drug continuesto dip through our fingers. We must find
out where and how.”

Tharion sat back, nodding proudly at hiswife, but she gave no sign that she saw him. He knew that he
had aready garnered agreat ded of resentment from the workers and the station exec on OrbLab 2
because of hisfirgt probe two years earlier. Qristaknew the Guild had nothing to lose by calling for
another investigation.

The representative from Toth Holding cleared histhroat and spoke up. “It might be sufficient asafirst
step that Kareem Sondheim appoints aninternal investigation to seeif he can verify the existence of these
aleged problems.”

Seated next to the Toth representative, the representative from Koman Holding agreed. “ That might
bebest,” shesaid. “Let Sondheim poke around. If you're not satisfied, or if anything concrete isfound,
then we can discuss more drastic solutions.”

Severd other Council members nodded, and Tharion watched from the visitors gdlery, studying the
representatives and trying to sense theinvisible threads of secret dliances between them.

Historically, the landholders had been notorious for their lack of cooperation, but here they showed
some common ground. It encouraged him to see that they agreed onsomething , eveniif it might be a the
Guild's expense.

CHAPTER 12



«>»
I

Asherode his chestnut stallion over the rocky rise, Franz Dokken paused to look acrossthe
flatlands, down toward the chain of shallow artificia pondsthat made up his prized fish farm.

The ponds were fed by fresh water pouring out of the mountains, down athin arroyo. Greenery and
bushes planted by Dokken's workers made the streambanks a lush ribbon of life.

The fishponds themselves had been stocked with trout and salmon from embryos old Sondheim had
delivered from the Platform. Severa prefab shacks stood at one end of each lake to hold fishing
equipment, food-prep and -storage units, and small dwellings for the fish harvesters.

Even from this distance Dokken could see figures going about their daily chores. Hisfish production
had increased steadily over the years. Of al Dokken's attempts to conquer the waiting land, hisfish farms
had been among the smplest and most successful—until now.

Dokken looked up into the periwinkle sky. High cirrus clouds |ooked like daubs of white paint. The
chill air was sharp and thinin hisnogtrils.

Atlass atmosphere was perfectly breathable, containing the right mixture of oxygen, nitrogen, carbon
dioxide, and inert gases. But the air always tasted powdery to Dokken, without the organic nuances and
complexities he remembered from Earth ... but it had been so long he wondered if perhaps his
imagination was adding detailsthat had never actudly been there.

Atlaswasavirgin world, with al the right chemica ingredientsto make it an eventud paradise ...
much like Earth must have been billions of yearsin the past, with aburgeoning ecosystem in the seas but
abarren landscape. A few hardy lichens, agae, and primitive grasses had made the transition from the
ocean onto dry land, but the species had not diversified sufficiently to give riseto denseforestsand large
insect or animd populations.

Life had spread like wildfire snce the arriva of thefirst colony ship, as hardworking settlers
performed surgery on the rugged lands, laying down heavy fertilizers, first-wave plants, mosses, and
grasses to establish an organic matrix. More and more acreage was claimed every year aslandholders
exploited resources, recycled their compost, coaxed agricultura landsto life.

Franz Dokken had had a huge stake in taming Atlas, and now he frowned in defensive concern as he
thought of how someone might strike out at him. His fish farms were such an easy target....

“Let'sgo see” hesaid to the stallion. He used his boothedl s to nudge the horse into agallop.

The fish harvesters saw him coming. Some rowed in small two-person boats out on the circular
ponds, others stood outside the prefab shacks. One man, obvioudy the foreman, waved hisarmsto
sgna Dokken.

He dismounted beside the group of people clustered near the foreman. He handed thereinsto a
young woman, who cast her gaze down at the pebbly ground. “Hold these,” Dokken said, “and stay with
him. He might want to get adrink at the stream. Let him.” Then Dokken ignored the girl, turning to the
foreman. “My manservant tells me you've reported a problem. Show me.”

“Yes, gr,” the foreman said. He had along, narrow face, asif someone had tugged down on hischin
to stretch hisfeatures. His gray-brown hair looked asiif it hadn't been washed in some time, or combed
for that matter, but right now Dokken was concerned only with the threat to hisfish.

“It happened quite suddenly, sir,” the foreman said as he led Dokken toward a metal-grating pier by
the swirling influx of the stream.

The water was murky with churning silt mixed with greenish dgae added to the ponds. Severa
varieties of lakeweed had thrived on the chemica fertilizers Dokken had added to bring the lake into
organic equilibrium for thefish.

Each pond was monitored to be hospitable to different species—trout, bass, and perch in one,
sdmon in another. Thousands of dragonfly larvae had been introduced into the water. The fish ate many
of them, but some matured and hatched into emeral d-green dragonflies that buzzed over the water
surface, eating the other waterbugs Dokken had added to the system.

Standing on the meta grate, Dokken's attention focused on the dozens of fish floating belly up, like
tiny overturned boatsin the center of the pond, trapped by the swirling currents from influx and outflow.



“They started dying three days ago,” the foreman said. “ Just afew at first, then more and more each
day.”

“What's causing it?’ Dokken asked. “Have you tested the dead fish?’ His mind suggested severa
possibilities: that the water wasn't being oxygenated, that an underground vol canic bubble had rel eased
sulfur compounds into the water, that something had caused the temperature to fluctuate....

“We tested them using a portable andyzer,” the foreman said. “1t's some kind of toxin. The mest is
poisoned.”

“What kind of toxin?" Dokken demanded.

“We don't know, gir,” the foreman said. “It appearsto be smilar to that produced by native Atlas
bacteria—Tlike the Mindfire plague organism, for instance, or the paralyss drugstenn —but we aren't
sure.” Dokken nodded grimly, keeping his gaze focused on the fish that bobbed gently as ripples from the
current caressed them.

Occasondly something strange appeared from Atlas biochemidiry, asthe fledgling biosystems
produced mutations right and | eft, trying new species, new adaptations. Perhaps something smilar had
happened here, a deadly bloom of natural microorganisms that poisoned Dokken's preciousfish,
gpreading from pond to pond.

“There's one other thing, Sir,” the foreman said, looking very uncertain.

Dokken faced him, bringing to bear hisfull intimidating persona. “Y es?’

“We don't have heavy security here, only afew patrols, but the two sol-pols spotted someone
hanging around the ponds on the night just before the fish started dying. They pursued, but the intruder
escaped. We would have thought little of it—except for this.” He gestured at the pond.

Anger flamed within Dokken. He could picture one of the rival landholders sdlting the fishponds with
an Atlas-derived toxin, something that would look like a naturad bloom. Possibly Emilio Toth, in
retdiation for Dokken'stainting of the aquifer that had destroyed part of Toth's pampered pineforests. If
he were weakened sufficiently, Dokken Holding might become an easy target for atakeover. He knew
al too well how landholders were ready to grab fertile lands. He had doneit himself.

Fertile lands on Atlas were more precious than gold; with additional resources the landholderswere
allowed to produce more, and thus devel op even more land. It was an upward spiral, and any landhol der
not ableto hold his claim risked forfeiting hislands by direct or covert military action.

Nearly acentury ago acivil war between Hong and Ramirez holdings had |&ft their lands torn apart
and leaderl ess; the newly formed Landholders Council had divided up the acreage among the remaining
landholders.

For decades the holdings had been sdlf-absorbed with increasing their resources and gradually
building up an infrastructure. One landholder, Abraham Van Petersden, had been an incompetent leader,
more wrapped up in hiswife and newborn son than in exploiting the land to the fullest extent.

Dokken had seen no reason not to grab the opportunity, especially since he had devel oped hisown
secret wegpon and wanted to try it out at an exorbitant price. He had wheedled afew illicit capsules of
the Veritas drug from hislong-time friend Kareem Sondheim. Dokken had then turned loose his
ambitious, overeager aide Ciaben on Van Petersden’'s Holding, sending him to infiltrate as an out-of -luck
worker.

Ciaben had used Veritas to peep into the minds of those in charge of Van Petersden's security
systems, his schedule, his plans. The spy was gone for only two weeks, but he returned with knowledge
of the vulnerabilities of Dokken'sriva. Planning the invasion and coup had been asmple maiter.

Dokken had killed Van Petersden and his lovely young wife ... but, to display his compassion, he had
presented asqualling infant boy to the Landholders Council. “ Though thisisacritica mistake according
to mythica fiction, I'll alow Van Petersden’'s newborn son to live—if one of you will take care of him.”

The boy, Michd Van Petersden, was adopted by Victoria Koman and raised on her lands. The
Council roared in outrage, and the Truthsayers Guild sternly reprimanded Dokken for the bloody
takeover and unprovoked violence. Neither the Council nor the Guild quite knew what elseto do with
him—and he had expected nothing else. Dokken had formally declared war, defeated his enemy, then
ceased hodtilities. Of course, he contritely gpologized, even alowed the Guild to assign additiona sol-pol



troopsto hisholding (which he quickly subsumed under his own command). Asif to demonstrate how
powerless the Council was, the furor died away before long ... and Dokken was |eft with the new lands.

That had aso been the beginning of Veritas smuggling. Dokken had applied politica thumbscrewsto
aninitidly rductant Sondheim, pressuring him with their long friendship, until the Platform landhol der hed
relented and leaked afew shipments. Ten years ago, Dieter Pan on OrbLab 2 had also joined the game
with great enthusiasm.

The Veritastrickling into other landhol dings exerted an enormous destabilizing influence. After people
used the telepathy drug, they refused to trust each other—and no government could function without that
basic trust. Consequently, Dokken had been an ogre about keeping his own holding clean, because if any
Veritas user came closeto him, dl of Dokken's own plans could be pried from his mind. He could never
dlow that.

Until recently, Cialben had been the funne for distributing the drug from First Landing, but he had
grown too difficult, too demanding. The ambitious ass stant was no longer a problem, though.

Now Dokken stared asiif hypnotized at the sunlight glittering on the fishponds. The fishery foreman
cleared histhroat. “What shdl we do about it, Sr?’

Dokken spun and walked back off the metal pier. His boots made loud clanging sounds that
reverberated through the water. “Have you seen any effect in the sdmon ponds yet?’

“None, sir. Perhaps they weren't poisoned.”

“Very well,” Dokken said. “Block theinflow of water from the other ponds. Maybe we can salvage
thesetwo.” He breathed rapidly, feding helplessragein the pit of his ssomach. “WEell haveto drain the
other ponds, let the arroyo water flush any |eftover toxin. Then well start again from scratch.”

He crossed hisarms over hisleather jerkin. “We havelost sometime, but theré'salot of timein the
world. We can replace everything. We received anew shipment of fish fry from the Platform on a recent
elevator run. Well restock the ponds once they're purged. Y ou'll just have to eat something other than
fish for the next few months.”

Dokken went back and took the reins of his stdlion from the frightened girl. He thanked her cursorily,
then turned back to the foreman. “ Keep thisquiet,” Dokken said. “If it wastruly anatura seep of an
Atlastoxin, then there's no need for anyone else to know about it. If the fish were poisoned by a
saboteur, | won't give them the satisfaction of our outrage.”

Dokken swung into the saddle, and the horse snorted, ready to be off again. He did not look back at
his wounded fish farm as he rode out into the open land.

Il

A soft whisper of moth wings greeted him as he entered the solarium annex of hisvilla. Sunlight
streamed through the transparent panes; mist generators kept the air balmy and humid, perfect for the
pampered silkworms.

Dokken was covered with dust and tingling perspiration that had rapidly dried during theride. Hewas
tired and gtill smmering with frugtration. He had convinced himsalf of the best way to release histension
30 he could think clearly again.

“Schandral” he cdled, looking around. The room was filled with wire cagesthat held fat slkworms,
gray-green caterpillars that were voracious esting machines. The caterpillars consumed fifty timestheir
weight in fresh mulberry leaves within the first few weeks after hatching. Schandraand shifts of workers
from the town fed the silkworms fresh clipped |eaves every two or three hours around the clock.

A few of the fat-bodied, furry-winged moths fluttered about in breeding cages while caterpillars by
the thousands spun glossy cocoons. Very few of the cocoons were alowed to hatch, because as the
white moth emerged it rendered the sk strands useless. Mot of the cocoons were baked under low
hest, just enough to kill the metamorphosing moths and leave the tightly wound husks ready for unregling
into glossy fiber.

Thefew mature moths mated in ablazing flash that ended their life cycle. The exhausted and fulfilled
femde laid hundreds of eggs, which Schandrakept in cold storage until the cages were ready to receive
more hatchlings.



Dokken pondered the unpleasant implications of a creature that mated only onceinitslife and then
died. He was glad humans didn't suffer the same fate.

He strode through the solarium, while the workers kept out of hisway. He ignored them.

A door opened at the far end of the glass-walled solarium, and Schandra entered, wearing atrim
work outfit that accentuated her curves, even without the glamour or dazzle of the dyed silk negligees she
used to entice him. Her eyes beneath her long, dark hair were depthless poolsthat did not alow him to
see her real thoughts. She carried abasket of fresh leaves plucked from the mulberry bushes out in the
courtyard.

Schandra saw him standing there and froze, taken by surprise. She handed her basket of leavesto
one of the other workers, who took it silently and began to open the wire cages, dropping in handfuls of
the glossy dark leaves. The silkwormsfel to their medl voracioudly.

“Franz, what a pleasant surprise,” Schandra said sarcagtically, raising her voice so the other workers
could hear. “Have you cometo visit, sparing me a moment from your busy schedule so we can talk—or
do you just want something?’

Dokken bristled. He had been growing less and less enchanted with her doof and derogatory
demeanor. “1 want you to come with me,” he said. Seeing her beauty made him ache. “We need to make
love. It'sbeen too long.”

Her eyes blazed, and she gestured around herself. “Franz, can't you see I'm busy? It's the middle of
the afternoon.”

Helocked his eyes on hers. “So? I'm being spontaneous.”

“I don't know what to tell you. What's the point of making love,” she said, “if you don't ever intend to
have children? Are you taking sterility pills, or are dl the rumorstrue?’

Heglared a her. “Don't concern yoursalf with rumors. Rumors are started by people who have
nothing more important to do.” He gestured. “Come with me back to our quarters.”

“Y ou are assuming that | want to, Franz.”

He grabbed her wrist and squeezed. She winced. “It doesn't concern me whether you want to or
not,” he said, hisvoicelow. The other workerswere clearly listening, though they studioudy continued
their duties

“Perhaps you're forgetting just who you are and where you came from. | can dwaysfind another
farmer'sdaughter. I've raised you for your rolein my holding since you were apretty little girl. If you're
unwilling to pay the price for thelgp of luxury you livein, I'll be happy to find areplacement.”

“Maybe that's why I'm beginning to resent you so much: you continue to flaunt the fact that | don't
mean anything to you,” she said. “Y ou would be just as happy to find areplacement. Y ou've never
invested anything in me but some money and afew years.” She stared sharply at him. “Years... Just how
old are you, Franz Dokken? Y ou haven't changed in dl the years| can remember you.”

He smiled at her, trying to soften the moment. “I'm old enough to know what | want—and when |
want it.”

He held her hand in alocked grip, and Schandrarigidly followed him out of the solarium, leaving the
slkworms behind. They went to the upper turrets of the villa, where she performed admirably for the next
hour.

CHAPTER 13
«>»
I

Kdlianasat in the uncomfortable meta chair, smoothing her white cotton robes across her [ap. She
looked away nervoudy, wondering why Guild Master Tharion had summoned her again to his private
ready room.

Tharion went to the stained glass window where he could stare out at the city. Glimmering Slver
threads of mag-lev rails spread out like the spokes of awhed toward the outer holdings. The Guild



Magter was uneasy but trying to hideit, asif he suspected her of something but was unwilling to speek his
suspicions out loud. She wondered what she had done.

After adtifling moment of silence, he said without turning toward her, “Kaliana, | believe you have
been greatly affected by your exposure to the violence you've read recently. Eli Strone. Troy Boren.”

She sat up quickly, clenching her handsin her 1ap. “1 can till perform my duty, Guild Magter.” Her
voice was weak aswater.

Tharion studied her, asif consdering whether to touch her mind directly. “ That isnot at issue,” he
sad. “I'mtaking aboutyou , Kaliana, your mental state. | have an assgnment you may find relaxing,
perhaps even heding.”

Kdlianafrowned. “If that'swhat you wish, Guild Master.” She couldn't think of anything that she
redlly wanted, other than to beleft aone.

Tharion rubbed his hands together and stood tall. “ At onetime it was common for Truthsayersto go
out among the people, but in recent years we've dlowed oursaves to grow too isolated within these
walls. Guild Master Klaryus had intended to continue this practice with greater enthusiasm, but he never
got the chance. Mysdf, I've gone to meet dl the landholders at their private estates, but | think it'stime
other Truthsayers do the same. Y ou'll be going out on abrief diplomatic vigt ... you might even think of it
asavacation.”

Kdlianafet theice of sudden fear crystdlize around her. “Go out ... out there? But I've never been
away—"

“Yes” Tharion waved his hand to dismiss her concerns. “ Joachim Sardili submitted arequest awhile
ago, but | haven't been ableto vigit him. I'd like you to go there, see the people, meet his Magistrates,
show them that the Guild redlly does exist and cares about them. Most of those people in the outer [ands
have never beento First Landing.”

“But ... but | don't want to leave,” she said. “I'd rather stay—"

Tharion drew aquick breath, and Kalliana caught herself. The ready room's curved lifdesswalls
seded her away from the bustle and conversation of the workers on the bridge deck.

“I need to send you away from the Guild Headquartersfor awhile, Kdliana Don't ask mewhy.”
Tharion spoke in asharp voice. “It isimportant for a Truthsayer to know the people. It'stimefor you to
gretch yourself, see how the world works.

“Thiswill not be adifficult assgnment. Usually the holdings have local Magisiratesto take care of
family squabbles, petty thievery, minor crimes—they aren't any challenge for ared Truthsayer to read.

Y ou'll be there asasymbol of our esteem for the landholder, conveying more power and prestige than if |
had sent aregiment of sol-pols. And, frankly, Sardili is probably the nicest of al the landholders.

“I want you to leave by mag-lev tomorrow afternoon.”

Il

She had the small VIP car to hersef asit shot through the twilight, heading westward toward the edge
of the continent where the main mag-lev spur ended at Sardili's burgeoning centra city.

Acceleration pushed her backward into the padded seat. Kallianalooked at the worn fabric and
thought of al the other travelers who had ridden the train to various parts of Atlas, inbound to the central
hub of First Landing or outbound to new lands.

Mining shipments, raw lumber, packaged food, fresh meats and fish, bins of grain, everything cameto
Firgt Landing for distribution. Kalianathought of the bustling trade and how it would be threatened by
the interconnecting rail line between Carsus and Bonddar holdings. Toth and Koman were talking of
doing the same thing, and soon First Landing might be bypassed entirely. But the Truthsayers Guild il
had itsfirm grip on society, and First Landing remained the only anchor point for the space elevator.

She fdlt the acceleration pressure ease up as the mag-lev car gained proper velocity and continued its
rocket-whisper forward, away from First Landing. Kallianafought down her panic again. The great
unknown seemed ready to swallow her up.

She reached into her satchel and withdrew atin of assorted sweets, selecting a couple of her
favorites: honey squares and taffy flavored with mint oil. She munched to soothe hersdlf, but the candy



only made her thirgty, not cam....

Hours later, deceleration coils kicked in, and the mag-lev car dowed and finally docked againg its
buffer collar in Sardili Station. The Station building was abig airy structure like an aircraft hangar with
wire-reinforced glass and titanium struts riveted with polished copper studs. The mag-lev car door hissed
open on pneumatic pistons, and Kaliana stood up, preparing hersdf to face a strange new world.

Outsde waited athin smiling man with rusty brown hair and a negt goatee laced with strands of slver.
Surrounded by laugh wrinkles, his eyes were a clear golden brown. He stepped forward to greet her,
extending hishand. “'Y ou must be Kdliana, our vigting Truthsayer? Welcome.”

Shetook hishand with her own, afraid he might squeeze too hard. His grip was firm but gentle.

“I'm Joachim Sardili. Pleased to meet you. Thank you for coming all the way out here. It'sgood to
have avigtor from the Guild.” Heindicated two taller and younger men behind him. * Franklin and
Russdll, my two sons. Russdll's the shorter one. We wanted to meet you ourselves.”

Kdlianawas taken aback, surprised that alandholder had greeted her without aretinue of sol-pols.
Most of the other landholders she had seen were grim and fearful, showing off their persona power by
the number of retainersthey could demand for persond protection.

“I ... I'm happy to be here,” Kdlianalied. “I've never been away from First Landing before.”

Sardili took the satchel from her hand and gaveit to his son Russdll. “Youll like it here. We certainly
do.” The two young men nodded in perfect unison, asif they were clones.

They led her through busy crowds that made her uncomfortable, but Kallianawas surprised to note
how different these masses were from the chanting spectators who appeared in the plaza before a
scheduled truthsaying. Here, the people wereintent on their own concerns. She felt an unexpected
backwash of joy from many of those around her at the station, eation at meeting friends and relatives
cometo visit or returning home. Despite their hard lives, these people seemed happy and satisfied with
their lot. It puzzled her.

With her escorts, Kallianawalked across the concrete floor, listening to the voices and the sounds
echo in the big enclosed structure. Maintenance vehicles hummed outward a ong the tracks, checking the
braking coils and testing the collision avoidance systems for the high-speed trains.

Kalliana saw many Pilgrimsin the crowd. Most of them were walking, but others pedaled bicycles
with tires made from rubberized seafoam polymer. Smadl cargo haulers puttered about, bringing baggage
and suppliesfromthe cars.

Kallianalooked around, aready drowning in the new sights and sounds. The smélls here were
different, vendors selling exotic spiced fish and vegetables. The clothes and customs seemed unique to
her, emphasizing the dyes and fabrics most easily created from the resources of Sardili Holding.

Joachim Sardili saw the amazement in Kaliana's eyes and chuckled. “Don't worry,” he said, “well
take you someplace more peaceful. Out to the ocean.” Russdll and Franklin both nodded.

“Trust me,” Sardili said, squeezing her shoulder. “Thefirst time you look out acrossthe sea, you'll be
amazed. It'slike nothing e se you've ever seeninyour life”

"

Still bleary-eyed from tossing and turning on an unfamiliar bed and surrounded by strangeness,
Kallianashivered in the misty morning stillness on the ocean shore. Joachim Sardili had awakened her
before dawn, grinning like achild with asurprise. They were going to spend afew days out on hisyacht.

Now, Kdlianawarily eyed the leaden water rippling againgt the pebbly beach where Sardili's boat
was anchored. Russdll and Franklin were aready aboard, tying up the ropes and preparing for departure.

Morning fog swallowed the horizon, but sill the water extended as far as she could see, and amuffled
back-roar extended beyond the edge of the world: the growling of waves, the distant crashing of surf.
Kalianafdt ahollownessin the pit of her ssomach asthe immensity overloaded her senses.

“Well haveto wade out,” Sardili said, kicking off his sandas and plucking them up as he strode into
the gently swirling water. “Just alittleways. Come on.” He gestured toward Kalliana, but shelooked in
dismay at the uncertain surface of the sea. “It should only be up to about your knee, probably less. I'll
give you a hand up onto the boat.”



Uneasy, Kalliana hiked up her white cotton robe and stepped into the shockingly cold water that
lapped around the pale skin of her calves. Goose bumps prickled her body, and she hurriedly doshed
toward the boat across the disconcertingly rough floor of the lagoon. She thought she felt ridged shells,
crawling agueatic creatures. Sardili had dready hauled himsdlf up on deck. He reached down with a
strong hand to yank her over the deck railing. She stood gasping and dripping.

The yacht was modest, but it would carry the four of them comfortably. The hull was made of
enameled fiberglass with extrametd sheeting at the waterline to protect it from rocks near the shore. The
brassrailsand fittings gleamed in the dim morning light.

Sitting in aseat on the foredeck, Kalianaaccepted arough towe from Russdll and dried the chill
water from her lower legs. She dipped on thick woolen socks from asupply satche insde the cabin.
That, dong with the inner wrap she wore under her robe, warmed her in afew moments.

“Where exactly arewe going?’ she asked, trying not to sound nervous.

Working in precise unison, the two sons hauled up anchor. Sardili powered up his methane engines
and began to move away from the shore into deeper water. A breeze picked up, numbing her cheeks
and mussing her pale hair. The smell on the wind was sharp and salty with atang of iodine.

The landholder sat comfortably at the captain's wheel and stared straight ahead, scratching his goatee,
though what he could see in the thinning mists was a mystery to her. “ Oh, well just spend aday or so
puttering up and down the coast. Theresamarveous reef farther north if we havetimetoreachit.”

“What isthereto see?’ Kadlianasad. “Why do you go there?’

Helooked at her with achildish smile. “1 go there because | like being on my boat,” he said with a
laugh. “But if you want amore practical answer, then I'm checking out the terraforming progress on my
lands.” He gestured into the unseen vastnesslost in the morning fog.

“My searanch stretches al up and down the coadt. I've put in an awful lot of effort, soreading rich
plankton, Earth agae, and kelp in the protected bays and lagoons where they've got a better chance of
getting agood foothold. I've added krill—little shrimp—and somefishes. | cant doit dl mysdlf, of
course, but Naturell take over before long. The seais an untapped resource. | guessit's too uncontrolled
for the other landhol ders—they prefer to plant their crops and know that the grain will stay where they
put it. The ocean it like that.”

The mist broke up as the morning went on, and suddenly, with a surprising shift, the boat passed out
of the fog. Kalliana gasped, standing on the swaying deck as shelooked acrossthe infinite ocean. The
vistamade her dizzy, with no grounding point. She wrapped her hands around the cold brassrail, holding
tight to keep from fainting.

“There, now,” Sardili said, resting afirm hand on her shoulder. “ See what | mean? Impressive.”

Kdlianablinked at him in darm. “But where's the shore? How do we find our way back? Arewe
log?

Helaughed. “No, we're fill in sight of the shore, once the last of thisfog burns avay. Well keep
moving for atime yet. Thisboat isn't made to go out to the deep ocean. That's for future explorers. On
my holding we're still worrying about making enough food to eat.”

Asthey continued up the coadt, the surf grew choppier; the mist-fuzzed shordine became rugged,
black cliffs of lavarock that had been chewed away by tides. Her trip on the mag-lev had gone by so
fast that Kaliana couldn't comprehend the distance to Sardili Holding, and the scale she had seen on
maps meant nothing. For the first time, now, she glimpsed the vastness of the planet and was awestruck.

Colorful algae brightened the sheltered coves. Sardili pointed them out. “A few of the strainsare
native to Atlas, the blues and the vermilions,” he said. “But lots of the more successful ecosystems come
from Earth stock brought down from the Platform.”

Waves crashed into white froth against the rocks, and Sardili ordered Franklin to take the boat to
camer waters. The engines thrummed, turning propellersthat drove the boat onward. Eventualy, they
drifted into a shalow bay of blond sand benesath water that was far deeper than it appeared. The clarity
had alensing effect that allowed her to see the magnificent creatures moving about below.

Sardili had ingtaled thick glass on the bottom hull, and he took Kaliana belowdecks, so that she
could knedl, spreading her palms out on the cool hull and gaze down at the underwater societies of



mollusk-like shells and strange crab creatures with purple and black tiger stripes scuttling about on ten
segmented legs foraging for prey. Rounded pink seaweed waved about like feathery mushrooms, a
squirming fungus that arose from the seabed.

“These are the critters Atlas has experimented with,” Sardili said. “Lifeisforming in its mother ocean
just like the life Earth must have developed hillions of years ago. Those things there are worms or
crustaceans. Those"—he pointed to a colony of disc-like multilegged creatures ducking for cover from
the boat's1ooming shadow—"remind me of trilobytesin ancient Earth fossils.”

Sardili stood up and led Kalliana back onto the deck under the warm sun. “ Those Atlas organisms
arejust beginning awar againg the Earth specieswe introduced. Their biochemistries are incompatible,
so they're not redly competitors for the same resources—but | doubt they'll find an ecological truce.” He
smiled and looked up into the empty blue-white sky. “1 wonder who'll win?’

Suddenly off to their left—the port Sde, Sardili called it—amongtrous creature like a great serpent
breached the surface of the water. Russall and Franklin shouted, running out on deck as Sardili gaped in
surprise. The serpent rose out of the sea, splashing spray and hissing.

The mongter was ametdlic blue-gray, with armored scales, each aslarge as Kdliana's outspread
hand. A comb-like fan ran the length of its Snewy neck. It looked like an ed with amouth impossibly full
of serrated fangs and an array of glittering eyes: two large faceted spheres set on either sde of its head
and an equilaterd triangle of smadler black eyesin the center of itsforehead.

Kallianafroze, then backed quickly away from the brassrail. The cresture bellowed again, circled the
boat with arapid churning ripple, then dove below the water, leaving astraight line of turbulence asthe
long creature shot out of the lagoon toward deeper water.

Franklin and Russell both stood on deck, shouting to each other. Sardili shook hishead in
amazement. “Never seen anything likeit,” he said. “I knew Atlas had plenty of those dinky creatures
down there, but—well, well!” He guided Kalianaback to the deckhouse with trembling hands. “I guess
every once in awhile we need areminder that we humans know very little about this planet weve made
our home.”

Toward sunset they reached the Silty deltaof ariver that flowed from the rocky highlandsinto the
ocean. Kdliana could see sprawling green rice fields planted in the marshlands. People waded in the
water, some planting shoots, some harvesting the grain. Despite the heat of the fading day, the workers
al worethick robes, like burdensthey had to carry. Kallianarecognized them as a colony of Pilgrim
workers; updope from the swampy river's edge she noted asmdl village, acluster of dwellings.

“Those Pilgrims are very productive,” Sardili said, gazing at the village. “ They're hard workers, but
they liketheir privacy. | try to respect that. This settlement hereis pretty far out, but we ingtalled anew
rail spur so we could take the rice they produce in exchange for suppliesthey need.”

“So you let them have their freedom?’ she asked.

Sardili shrugged. “Asmuch as| can.” Heturned to her with a perplexed expression. “Aslong asthey
do their jobs, | don't really care what else they do. That's none of my concern. | try to give them every
concession | can manage. The other landhol ders complained about being forced to take refugeesfrom a
ship full of religious fanatics, but my father accepted as many aswould come here. They've proven to be
avaluable asset to our economy.

“Oh, alot of the Rilgrims il aren't satisfied.” He dismissed that with awave. “1 don't know what else
| can do for them. They want to go off into the unclaimed lands and set up a paradise for themselves, but
they'd bein for arude shock. Atlasisn't So cooperative. We colonists have been working with our full
resources for over two centuries, and we're il barely holding on by our fingernails.”

He continued to watch the workers who had stopped in therice fields to stare at the distant boat. “|
don't understand their problems, but I'm sure we can dl work something out, if we're reasonable.”

The boat continued its dow pace aong the shore as the sunset poured molten gold into the sea.

“Arewe going to stop therefor the night?’ Kalliana asked.

Sardili looked out at the Pilgrim village and afrown creased hisbrow. “No, well anchor farther out to
sea. You haven't redly dept until you've dept on aboat. The rocking motion isjust like being in your
mother'sarms.”



Kallianalooked away. “I didn't have amother,” she said. “I'm from the Truthsayers Guild.”

v

The gentle rocking of the deck made Kalliana queasy when she concentrated on it, and relaxed her
when she did not. They had anchored the boat in aquiet harbor. Waves roared against a stunted black
reef that made anatura levee, keeping the bay placid as Sardili and his sons bedded down in bunksfor
thenight.

They had eaten aquick med prepared in the sdf-contained microwave in the boat's galley. Asfull
darkness folded around them, Kallianalooked far out to sea, observing alime-green glow that rippled
likewitches' fire beneath the water—natural phosphorescence from plankton in the Atlas sea.

Sardili and histwo sonslay back on their narrow beds inside the covered deck house. They gave
Kdlianaawool blanket, but she had a hard time drifting to deep on her bunk. She stared out the thick
portholes, saw pastel colorsrippling across the sky as the aurora continued its magnetic dance. She
listened to the three men fal quickly into dumber. They snored contentedly, asif cramped quartersdidn't
bother themintheleast.

Kallianalet her guard down and dozed off at last. Her anxiety had robbed her of deep deep for days
... and now shefdl through the trapdoor into unguarded dreams.

Blood.

Pain.

A dash of the scalpdl.

Eradicating sin and evil from the world. So many who deserved the ultimate justice!

Asthe dream crept into her, insdioudy working its way down her spine, through her nerves, into her
mind, Kdlianafelt Eli Strones anger, felt the judtification, felt the crime—and the eation—of murder.

Gasping, she fought her way to wakefulness and findly burst through the deep red bubble surrounding
her imagination. She sat bolt upright on her bunk drenched with cold swest, trembling from the
deep-buried experience that had spewed up from her subconscious. The night was dark and deep.

With asick dread, Kalianaredized that even here, far beyond land's edge, memoriesthat were not
hers had given her nightmares that did not belong to her, making her relive crimes she had not
committed—and Hill it al lived in her mind.

Her heart pounded, forcing adrenaline-suffused blood through her veins. Trying to control her rushing
bregths, she sucked cool seaair through clenched teeth and closed her eyes, waiting, calming.

Near her intheir bunks, Joachim Sardili and histwo sons dept untroubled, filling the cabin with their
fant wheezing.

Far off in the distance, in deep water beyond the black reef, she heard mournful songs sung by unseen
aguatic creatures. The mysterious wails rose and fell in an unsettling music, asif the ocean dwellers had
shared Kallianas dreams.

CHAPTER 14
«»
I

Though the young Truthsayer trainees had numerous teachers, Tharion occasionaly lectured themin
morality and the law. It wasimportant to ingtill an abiding faith in the Truthsayers and dso to show them
that even the Guild Master spent time with those who had not yet received their colored sashes.

On awalk through the ship, Tharion led the nine oldest students, those able to comprehend the
esoteric nuances of ethics. He stood taller than any of the pallid-skinned students, and the teens clustered
together, some fascinated, othersrisking brief roughhousing when they thought he wasn't looking.

As Tharion looked at them, he redlized that some might not passtheir fina testing. Then each would
have to choose either to remain in the Guild as an administrative worker, accept ajob as aMagigtrate out
inone of the villages, or find work like any of the other colonists.

The group entered the cavernous rear engine compartment of the Guild Headquarters. TheSkySword



'srear bulkheads had been torn out and replaced with reinforced glass so that light streamed in,
transforming the entire bay into an arboretum with carefully tended trees growing in planters. A pair of
sol-pal dite guards marched on their regular rounds, attentively ensuring that Guild members were not
disurbed intheir duties.

The tubes once designed for launching orbita missles had been modified to make fountains that
spilled water into irrigation troughs running through rows of vegetables and bright flowers. Gardeners
worked on aline of dwarf pear trees. Tiny angled mirrorsreflected dazzling sunlight to al corners,
making the engine bay sparkle. Mist hung in the air, and butterfliesflitted about, colorful species sent
down from the Platform as a gift from Kareem Sondheim to the Guild.

Tharion found a private spot near one of the fountains gurgling from amissile tube. He hauled himsdlf
up to acasua gtting position next to the running water. A few droplets splashed onto his robe, but he
didnt mind.

Hetried to be a ease among these teenagers who had undergone so much rigid training. The constant
instruction was necessary, because they aone held the fate of the accused in their hands. A Truthsayer
must be absolutely trustworthy, of rigid mora character, open to no suspicion whatsoever.

“Our work might seem smple,” Tharion began hislecture. He directed a stern glance at two young
boys who hung back so they could keep surreptitioudly jabbing each other in theribs. Seeing hissilent
reprimand, the boys flushed, their white skin flecked with red pinpricks.

“The citizensthink &l we need to do isglance & their mindsto reveal whether someoneisguilty or
innocent. But you know from your exercises that the answer to a question of persona behavior israrely
black and white. Humans do not behave logicaly, and we often don't know the reasons for our own
actions. You'l be surprised to find that people outside the Guild are even more complex. They have
complicated reasons for everything they do, whether it'slegd or illegd.”

Tharion let the pouring water trickle over hisfingers, asif he could wash away dl doubt. “A
Truthsayer must sift through ajumble of memories and rationalesto gpply averdictagainst the
framework of the law . No excuses, no extenuating circumstances. Y ou must determine whether the
accused was right or wrong, innocent or guilty. It'sadifficult, difficult question.”

Only young Y san—the ol dest trainee—seemed interested in the lecture. The others were distracted.
They had heard it all before, but sometimes they didn't comprehend the full meaning until they had
wrestled with the ethical arguments for themselves, repeatedly studied their shape and texture,

Y san raised hishand, hislips upturned in ahdf smile. Tharion wondered how much of his persondity
would change once the young man was given a Truthsayer's heavy responsibility. Tharion wasglad his
duties as Guild Master had freed him from the onerous task of truthsaying. “ Yes, Ysan?' he said.

The youth looked away, puraing hislipsasif to reconsder his question. “If the laws are so clear, how
can there be any question in the mind of the accused? They mustknow they are doing something wrong.”

“Ignorance of thelaw isno excuse,” Tharion said.

Y san shook his head. “That's not what | mean.” Helooked at hislong fingers. The other trainees
grew restless, but Tharion stilled them with his gaze. “ Every citizen isrequired to know the law, right?”

Y san continued. “ Therefore, when they commit acrimina action, they must redize it goes againg that
law. And if theyknow it goes againgt that law, then they are clearly guilty. If it does not go against the
lav—the law they dl know—then they're innocent.”

Tharion grasped the question. “Not every colonist isasfamiliar with the law asyou dl are. To them,
the law isan invisible net that provides safety for most and traps the few. In the Guild we view the law as
rigid and undterable, but many citizens seeit asaflexible set of ... of suggestions.”

Some of the traineestittered at that, while others|ooked appalled.

“They rationalize waysto fit their actionswithin the framework of law asthey understand it. They
might think they're innocent, when they arein fact guilty.” Tharion pulled his hand out of the fountain and
looked at the droplets of water on hisfingers. “Let me give you arecent example. Recall the murderer Eli
Strone? His actions were so blatantly againgt the law that there can be no question asto his guilt.
Correct?’

Y san nodded vigoroudy.



“And yet, Strone was utterly convinced of the ‘mordity’ of what he did—so much so that he believed
he operated outsde the law. Let metell you something about Strone. He used to work herein the Guild,
asone of the élite sol-pals. | knew him rather well in my younger days, as| suppose some of you have
gotten to know the regular guards.”

Tharion lowered hisvoice. “Even then he had strong convictions. A man like Strone has aclearly
defined moral path burned deeply into the core of hismind. It was possible to guess exactly how he was
going to react, how he would interpret someone el se's actions—but unfortunately, Eli Strones mora path
diverged from ours. He left his service hereimagining that he was adispenser of justice, actudly helping
the Guild do itswork. So how could the Truthsayers possibly object?’

“But hekilled people,” Ysan said.

“In hismind he was probably punishing them for their crimes. Filled with sdlf-righteousness, hewas
obvioudy not afraid to be caught and called to account for his actions. Strone granted himself the right of
Truthsayer and sentencer, but that's...”

“Wrong,” Ysan said.

“Exactly,” Tharion answered with athin smile. He gestured to the glass arboretum walls that looked
out on the city of First Landing. “The people out there don't dways understand how clear-cut the law is.”
“That'swhy were superior to them,” said one of the rowdy boysin therear. “Weget to livein the

Guild Headquarters away from the dirty homes and the dirty people out there.”

“They must be very jedousof us,” said agirl, looking smug.

Tharion scowled at thetrainees. “Firet,” he said, “you must understand something very important and
very unpleasant: they are notjealous of us—they don'tlike us. They arerdieved that weliveinisolation,
because regular citizens are uncomfortable around us.”

The trainees |ooked shocked, asif they had never considered such apossibility. Y san spoke up. “But
why arethey so afrad?’

Tharion crossed hisarms over his chest and nodded grimly. “Because they know what we can do.”

Il

Tharion took the group up to the bridge deck during luncheon hours when the command center was
deserted, an empty stage on which he could perform his dramatization of the story of the Truthsayers
Guild. Thetrainees dready knew the basic facts, but he had never before performed it for them.

“Our heritage,” he said in alow, whispery voice that forced the trainees to lean forward. They were
rarely alowed on the command deck, and they had certainly never been here done before with the Guild
Master himsdf.

“There wasn't dwaysthe Guild, of course. Veritasitsalf was discovered only 160 years ago, but
never used to determine guilt or innocence until many years later, when theBotany Bay arrived carrying
itsexiled criminals from Earth. The colonistis were terrified of so many felonsjoining our society, soin
anticipation of arash of crimes, many citizens began to use the brief and intense rush of Veritasto test
their own truthsaying abilities.

“But much to the colonists' surprise, the exiled criminals proved to be devoted settlers, hardworking
people glad of a second chance, happy to be away from Earth. Many of them were political prisoners
cast out by agovernment that was growing more and more repressive—as we saw for ourselveswhen
theSkySword arrived unannounced.

“Oh, theSkySword crew pretended to be just another wave of settlers, smiling and bowing politely.
Since the established colonists couldn't see details of the warship from such adistance, it was difficult to
guessther primary purpose.”

Tharion stood on the command platform of the bridge. He drew himsdlf taller, playing therole.
“Captain Gul had traveled fifty years across space, in degpdeep two-thirds of that time, training his
soldiersto take over the colony of Atlasfor the degenerate Earth government.

“The ship arrived, contacted our Platform, and sent down a scout shuttle carrying Captain Gul himsaif
and numeroustactica officers under the guise of diplomatic emissaries. They came with sweet words,
bringing greetings from Earth"—T harion leaned forward, degpening his voice—"but their true misson



was to scout out our colony, to determine our weaknesses and develop a plan to dominate us quickly
and efficiently. They wanted a bloodless takeover, if possble, but they meant to take over in any case.”

Tharion smiled. “What Captain Gul and his military advisors saw did not impress them, but they kept
up their charade, thinking it would be asimple exercise to establish their fortresses and clamp down on
any resstance.

“We were mere colonists. We spent our effort encouraging crops to grow on our new land. We had
no defenses, no military forces, nothing comparable to theSkySword 's high-tech weaponry.”

From behind, Tharion placed both hands on the old command chair and swiveled it right and |eft.
“But the captain and his emissaries didn't know that one of the members of our own welcoming
committee was a shrewd and daring man named Archimand, who had spent years experimenting with the
Veritas drug. One of the landholders—the records don't say which one—had the forethought to have
Archimand accompany the reception team. As soon as the new ‘ambassadors departed in their shuttle,
Archimand divulged Gul'strue plans—that theSkySword meant to take over Atlas.”

Tharion released the command chair and walked through the group of traineesto the viewing window
that looked toward the anchor point of the space eevator. “ The landholders met in an emergency
session, but they had more of an advantage than they first redized. They knew what the military forces
anticipated, and they knew Captain Gul had concluded that we were incapable of mounting much
resstance. Archimand worked with the landholdersto set up atrap.

“ Spouting words of goodwill, old Kareem Sondhelm—yes, he was old even then—proposed an
exchange of vistors. Captain Gul and some of his staff would come over to the Platform, while
Archimand and severd of the landholders, our most important leaders, would visit theSkySword .”

Now Tharion turned from the viewing window and rubbed his hands together. “ Captain Gul thought
thiswasafineidea. It dlowed him to take important hostages aboard his own ship, while he could send a
military crew aboard the Platform—an unparalleled opportunity to strike against First Landing, a perfect
Setup.

“An escort shuttle brought Archimand and the landholders to theSkySword , while a the sametime
Captain Gul secretly dispatched two military assault vehicles on amission to secure First Landing. Gul
himsdf shuttled over to the Platform. Heleft his ship in the docking bay, like aTrojan horsefilled with
armed occupationd forces. While his hidden strike force waited for the right moment, Gul congenidly
toured the Platform with Sondheim and then asked to ride down on the space elevator to be received in
Firg Landing. He left his soldier-filled ship behind, ready to strike as soon as he transmitted the signal.”

Tharion paced the control deck. He had read the story many times, told it to dozens and dozens of
trainees, yet it dwaysinspired him. His heart raced as he thought of the gloriousvictory.

“As soon as Captain Gul and histactica officers began their descent on the space elevator, Kareem
Sondheim filled the docking bay with dilutedstenn vapor. It parayzed every one of the attacking soldiers,
alowing Sondheim and his crew to take them prisoner.

“Meanwhile, once Archimand and the hostage landhol ders arrived on board theSkySword |, they
knew for certain that it was a battleship with amilitary misson. The hostages were taken to the control
deck to watch and wait.” Tharion walked about, running his hands against the control pandls, thelifeless
computers. “Here,” he said.

“ Archimand and the others were forced to look out this viewing window,” Tharion pointed, “down at
their supposedly helpless planet, which the gloating soldiers claimed would soon be under military rule.

“But Archimand had aready seen into the mind of Captain Gul and knew dl of the military ship's
secrets. He knew the commander's passwords, codes that not even the other officers knew. Asthe
soldierswaited, feding smugly superior to what they considered hick colonists, Archimand postioned
himsdf near an auxiliary console. While one of the landholders crested adiversion, he quickly punched in
Captain Gul's private salf-destruct sequence for theSkySword . The orbital missle tubesinsdethe
armory bayswerelocked down, preventing launch, while the missiles themsslves were armed and
powered up, propulsion fluids pressurized, timers set. TheSkySword would become anovain mere
minutes”

Tharion's eyes sparkled with distant amusement. Some of the students were enraptured, some



giggled, others seemed terrified. They had dl heard the story before, of course—but never likethis.
“Meanwhile,” Tharion continued, “ Sondheim froze the space eevator, stranding Captain Gul and his
officers at the edge of the atmosphere.

“The countdown on theSkySword continued ticking asthe military officersran about franticaly,
threatening Archimand and the hostage landhol ders with immediate execution. But Archimand knew they
could do nothing, because only Captain Gul—and he himsaf—knew the release code to hdt this
particular salf-destruct sequence. The captain was so paranoid that he had shared his password with
none of the other officers. And Captain Gul wastrapped in orbit. He couldn't possibly cometo their aid.

“ At the same time, the blustering attack shuttle arrived just outside of First Landing—exactly where
the citizens knew the soldiers would set down expecting no resistance ... and there the colonists sprang
their ambush. They struck the instant the shuttles landed, before the soldiers could lock down and
prepare their orderly, intimidating assaullt.

“The people launched crude liquid-filled grenades, splattering the doors with an overwheming
barrage of instant-hardening epoxy that grew stiffer second by second. The soldiersinside the assault
shuttle hesitated, taken aback by the ambush—and every moment they waited sealed their doors shut
even tighter.” Tharion dropped hisvoice to awhisper. “And they waited too long!

“Up in orbit, with the timersticking down, theSkySword crew had no choice but to surrender to
Archimand.” Tharion sighed wistfully, waking around the dead computer terminas.

“Asyou can see, the ship was grounded, landed here in the city and stripped of itsvauable
components. The would-be invaders were sent out as penal workers or married off in the outer holdings.
It took only ageneration to integrate them into our society.

“Because he had been so instrumental in preventing the takeover of thisworld, Archimand used this
opportunity to bring agroup of people together under a central authority, the Guild, whose objective
members were charged with uncovering truth and keeping the peace, like benevolent overseers. Because
of itssymbolic value, we established our headquartersinside the empty wreck of theSkySword .

“The landholders created aforce of soldier-police to help defend our society againgt attacks and
other turmoail, both externa and internal, and they agreed to put al the sol-pols under Archimand's
commeand.”

“ And the sol-pols wear military uniformsfrom the crew?’ Y san asked.

“Yes” Tharion answered. “ The dite guards wear the actud uniforms, while the other sol-polswear
something smilar.” He sat down heavily in the captain's chair, swiveling to look at the trainees.

“With the Guild in charge, life on Atlas has been rdatively smooth ever since, because we are
impartial. Soon you"—he pointed to Y san and then at the other students—"will be given that same
responshility. We have along tradition of honor to uphold.”

CHAPTER 15

«»
I

After two days on the boat Joachim Sardili guided them into the mouth of awideriver. Severd times
aday their radio crackled with messages, adminisirators and managers from hismain holding offices
requesting clarifications or important decisons. Sardili took al the interruptions with good humor, degling
with the necessary mattersto keep his holding running so that he and his two sons could stay out longer.

The riverbanks were twin walls closing in on the boat, embracing arms that confined the quiet water.
They breakfasted on smoked fish and toast. Franklin poached one egg each for them, preparing them
over alittleacohal burner inthegdley.

Kallianaate quietly, savoring the salt-smoky taste of the fish. She dipped her toast into the grayish
yolk of her egg, dtered from its naturd yellow color by the additives and rough feed Sardili used on his
chicken ranches.

“A nice breakfast, Franklin,” she said. “Thank you.” Thetal boy grinned asif she had blessed him,



then hurriedly found something to do on the deck. Though Sardili was arelaxed and interesting
conversationaist, histwo sonsremained in awe of her.

Kallianawent onto the deck and looked up at the low, gray clouds pedling back, reveaing shreds of
pale sky that promised a clear day. Russell turned the winch that hauled up the anchor, and Franklin
started up the methane engines. She had trouble telling the brothers apart, though she didn't think they
weretwins.

Sardili came out to stland beside Kaliana, and they watched the bow dice through brownish river
water churning with st and mud. Asthey proceeded upsiream, bluffs rose high on either side. Kdliana
eventualy made out adark smear extending into the sky from one bank: smoke rising from factories or
furnaces.

“That's one of my towns. These people make my holding's best bricks, which are sold far and wide,”
Sardili said, stretching out hisarm. “Well stop there and do allittle old-fashioned king'sjustice.”

Kallianareacted with darm. * Justice? What do you mean?’

“Thevillagersare alittle restless.” He smiled gpologetically, stroking his slver-streaked goatee. “ They
don't dways submit their reports or respond when | make arequest.”

“ S0 you're going to punish them?’ Kalliana asked.

“No, no!” Sardili shuffled hisfeet. “ Just make mysdf visble, remind them of their landholder's
presence.”

“And do | haveto do anything?’ Kdlianasad. “A truthsaying?’

He shrugged. “Think of your old Earth history tapes, the medieva ages when aking would hold court
among the people. Anyone who had a dispute could present the case to the king, and he would make his
decison. That'swhat well do here, you and me. The villagers have the usua range of petty
differences—land disputes, charges of thievery, brawls and assaults. Their Mediator usualy takes care of
everything. I'll St there and try to look like an imposing leader, and you use your truthsaying abilitiesto
provide the right answers. With alandholder and a Truthsayer well make quite an impressive team.”

Kdliana sammered and looked away, focusing on theripplesin theriver. “ Guild Master Tharion did
say that | would be asked to use my ... my abilities.” She drew adeep, resigned breath and gripped the
cold brassrail. “1 apologize. | haven't been deeping well.”

“Oh, I'm sorry to hear that,” Sardili said with genuine concern. “Need another blanket for your
bunk?’
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Most buildingsin the village were constructed from the local bricks. Tall smokestacks traced dark
fingersintheair above thekilns. Peoplein muddy overalsworked at the riverbanks with palets,
shoveling wet clay into barrows, which were hustled off to the molds and ovens.

The bluffs above had been excavated into terraces, each with aconcrete lip, to keep the fertilized ol
from washing down into theriver. The barrenness of Atlassland diminated the need for herbicides and
extensve weeding, since nothing grew except what was planted and nurtured, but the vegetables and
grains had to be watered and nourished carefully. The terraces sported green crops, like agricultural
idands

Sardili's boat was such an unusua sight chugging up theriver that al work stopped as they passed.
Russdll and Franklin heaved the boat close to the bank in atiny semicircular inlet. Because the landhol der
vidted so rardly, the village had not built its own pier, and Sardili and his sons had to jJump over the
raillingsinto the muddy water. As Kalianalooked overboard, smelling therich, silty water, Sardili came
back to carry her to the shore, keeping her dry, as Russdll and Franklin glanced down in embarrassment.

Villagers came forward to greet them, led by the town administrator, a dark-skinned woman with a
harried expression.

“A rare and unexpected pleasure, Master Sardili,” she said, grasping Sardili'sforearm in astrange
handshake, then did the same to Russdll and Franklin. She seemed uncertain asto what to do with a
Truthsayer. Kaliananodded a greeting, and the town administrator accepted that as enough.

Thetown adminigtrator gave them abrief tour of the village. Thetown's smal group of Rilgrim



inhabitants kept to themsalvesin brightly colored old prefab shelters made of durable plastic from Earth
and shored up with tan bricks. Pilgrim representatives came out dressed in their heavy robes, heads
bowed under their hoods.

Therest of the villagers stood watching. Kalliana was uncomfortable to see how filthy they were, their
overals smeared with clay from the brick-making work, boots thick with mud, smelling of chemica
fertilizers or naturd manure from the agriculturd terraces.What an unpleasant life these people lead ,
she thought, longing to be back in the clean comfort of Guild Headquarters.

While they waited for workersto set up a platform and move aside the debris and piled pdlets of
bricks waiting for shipment on the next mag-lev train, Kalianaand Sardili were treated to asmdll but
ddicious medl of barley soup and afresh salad of ripe tomatoes and cucumbers.

Though Sardili joked and continued his easy conversation with the town administrator, Kalliana kept
glancing out at the sunlit streets, dreading an afternoon of looking into the minds of these people. True, no
one had been accused of more than aminor offense—but she feared she might uncover something far
worse ... and then what would she do? She had not had any cause to take adose of Veritasin the
severa days since shed arrived at Sardili Shores, so her telepathic powers were already somewhat
diminished. It wastime for her booster dose.

Joachim Sardili set aside his glazed ceramic bowl, wiped aforearm across his mouth, then
graightened his mustache and goatee. He lifted his eyebrows at Kaliana. “ So, are we ready?’

Shetried to muster enthusiasm, but found she could only nod and stand up, tightening her green sash
asif it might give her strength. Digging into the folds of her white robe, she withdrew one of the sky-blue
Veritas capsules and dipped it into her mouth.

“Russdl, Franklin,” Sardili said, gesturing, “1 want you to stand on either sde of our chairs.” He
turned to the town adminigtrator. “How many sol-pols are assigned to thistown?’

“Only three,” the woman answered.

“That'll be enough.” Sardili raised his eyebrows. “Kdliana?’

Shefdt the bitter drug working itsway through her system like tiny fingers running along her neurons
and into her brain. The telepathic waves swelled and crested, but lower than she expected. Her thoughts
seemed blurred, lessfocused, and she wondered if she wastoo disturbed at the prospect of truthsaying.
Hiding her uneasiness, she followed Sardili out the door.

Kalliana concentrated on her Truthsayer powers, on intensifying her ability. Shewasled to alow
platform made from stacked cargo crates topped with metal platesfor afloor. She had to climb astep
stool to reach the stage, then seated hersalf on apadded chair just like the ones they had used inside the
adminigtrator's hut. The town's assigned Magitrate, a rotund man with alarge bald patch, sat back at the
rear next to the sol-pols, looking unsure of what to do.

Sardili greeted the audience. “Welcome! Thank you for coming. | know you must hate being taken
from your labors for the afternoon—but | don't visit too frequently.” Some of the villagers chuckled.

Kdlianagtared at her white hands, the tranducent fingernails. Her heart pounded as she breathed
deeply, trying to cam herself. She hated doing this, hated even more the fact that her own once-beloved
duties had become so abhorrent to her.

She heard little of Sardili's speech as he told the villagers how, because his landholding waslarge, he
couldn't see them in person as often as he wished, but that he ill cared for their needs. He had brought
them the formidable Truthsayer Kdlianato help them smooth their disputes and to keep them from
wasting time on legal issues when there was so much work to be done.

She stood, and the first accused person was brought before her, led up the ladder by two of the
sol-pols. A brutish youth, eighteen years old with a heavy brow, broad shoulders, and hairy arms, the
accused clenched histeeth asif he wanted to bite down hard on something. He glared at Kadlliana, at
Sardili, at the rotund Magidtrate, at the Pilgrimsin the audience.

The Magidirate read the crimes, looking nervoudy at Kdliana, asif unhappy about being upstaged.
“Accused of vanddizing severa Filgrim prefab structures on the outskirts of town and findly burning one
of their homes. A Rilgrim family barely escaped with ther lives”

Behind the youth's blustery, angry exterior, though, Kaliana could see that he was frightened. He had



never imagined he would be brought before a Truthsayer, but rather had expected the town Magistrate to
dispense amore lenient sentence.

Kallianatouched the young man's temples. He flinched. The uniformed sol-polstensed. Shereached
out with her thoughts, but found that her telepathic power penetrated little, sumbling over the thick
surface of thisman'smind.

She shuddered and tried again, afraid to push deeper. Shefound awall of hatred, of disgust, directed
toward the quiet religious fanatics—but as she probed to find whether he was guilty of the crime of which
he was accused, her telepathic powers splintered into ajumble. She couldn't control her thoughts,
couldn't find the strength. Panic over the possibility of losing her powers, disrupted her focus even more.

Kdlianaforced hersdf not to let her expression change, despite her darm. The accused man
diffened, ready to unleash violence upon anyone nearby. The Magistrate |ooked on with nervous
concern, rubbing his hand across the top of hishead in an unconscious attempt to cover hisbad
patch—and suddenly Kaliana grasped the Situation: the Magistrate dso hated the Pilgrims. The sentence
had been prearranged. Thisyoung man, if brought to tria, was supposed to have been found innocent for
lack of evidence... but he seemed so guilty, so afraid of the verdict, so full of violence and hatred. She
didn't need her Truthsayer powers, not in this case,

“Guilty,” she said and stepped back, heaving agreet sigh.

The Rilgrims and the othersin the audience murmured, some with satisfaction, otherswith
annoyance—but no citizen could argue with the verdict of a Truthsayer. Truthsayers never made
mistakes.

Kalliana's power waned further asthe next cases were brought before her. A woman accused of
gtedling abolt of fabric. A man accused of attempting to poison hiswife. Three men who had hurt each
other in abrawl after consuming too much grain beer and were now arguing over who had started the
argument and who was, therefore, to pay for the damages.

Kallianas thoughts were so scattered she found hersalf unable to use her Truthsayer abilitiesto
determine any of the bald facts ... but these people were so readable, so obvioudy guilty or terrified or
outraged at being falsaly accused that she found she could judge them anyway, just by their expressions,
their actions. They wereintimidated by Kallianas presence, fearing her infdlibility, knowing they were
caught, or relieved to be set free. She could tell what the people had done just by witnessing them.

Finaly the last case was brought before her—an old Filgrim woman whose legthery skin was
softened by wrinkles. Her eyes were knives, dark and flinty, flicking over the audience. Her name,
incomprehensibly, wasSerenity .

The Magidtrate spoke up. “Accused of spreading sedition among the Pilgrims. Holding secret
meetings. Trying to organize the religious fanatics to violence. Advocating abloody takeover of Sardili
Shores so that the Filgrims can have their homeland.”

Serenity looked angry, but Kdlianacouldn't tell if shewas angry at the people who had accused her,
or if shefdt such anger toward the other villagers that she might indeed suggest such arevalt.

Kallianalooked into the old woman's eyes, did the hood down over her head, and touched her wiry
gray hair, pressing in. Serenity kept her eyes open, her gaze boring back into the Truthsayer. Defiant.

Kallianalet her eyelidsfal closed, attempted to use her telepathic powers—and found nothing but a
blank wall. According to the Magistrate's description, there was no actua evidence againgt Serenity. No
one had seen these dleged seditious meetings. No one had actudly heard her speak against Joachim
Sardili or the other villagers. Her accusers cited only secondhand reports, hearsay evidence.

Normally, such a case would never even have been brought to tria—but Serenity was a member of
the didiked and doof rdigious community. The other villagerswanted her found guilty so that the Rilgrims
could be kept under tighter control.

Blindly naive, Sardili saw none of the nuances. He just wanted everyoneto be friends ... but everyone
didn't want to be friends.

Kallianagtared into the careworn face and could not find the old woman guilty. Not on such abasis.
“Innocent,” she said, and released her hold.

Serenity snapped away like ardeased spring from acrushing burden. She stood up, blinking and



surprised, but she quickly pulled her hood back into place, shrouding her face. Kalliana thought she had
seen aripple of amazement cross her expresson—but was it amazement that Kalliana had been impartia
after all ... or amazement that a Truthsayer had made amistake?

[l

On the mag-lev ride back to First Landing and her blessed home at the Guild Headquarters, Kalliana
sat donein her padded car, eyes squeezed shut, trying to sort through her confusion. She wasfilled with
revulson a what she had done. Deciding verdicts without telepathic evidence! Toying with lives!
Unthinkable!

She had been raised in the Truthsayers Guild, given congtant and implacable ethicd instruction on
what was right and what was wrong, on the responsbility she had to justice. Truth Holds No Secrets.

A Truthsayer was not anorma human being. Kalianawas notallowed to guess someone's guilt or
innocence. She had toknow . She had to see it absolutely, with no question. If she couldn't do that, she
was no longer a Truthsayer. Something was wrong, terribly wrong—and she feared it was degp insde
hersdf.

Kalliana shuddered. She had been programmed to be honorable and true, to despise lies—and now
shefound hersdf living alie.

She had to rectify the situation, somehow. Maybe Guild Master Tharion would alow her to take a
sabbatica until her thoughts stabilized, until her turmoil faded so she could perform her duties again. But it
would have to be kept quiet. She couldn't understand what was wrong with her.

The escort of eite guard met her at the First Landing mag-lev station and took her quickly through the
cobblestone streets to the tal meta ship of Guild Headquarters. The guards were grimly attentive to duty
and wasted no time with lighthearted conversation, which she appreciated.

Once behind the stoic and unchanging facade of Headquarters, though, Kaliana noted adramatic
shift in the mood of the Guild. Though she saw no atered decor, something had definitely changed here.
The eleven other Truthsayers, the red-sashed Mediators, and numerous brown-sashed Guild workers
seemed to be discouraged. She saw none of the children trainees anywhere as she made her way to her
cabin.

Finaly she stopped a gardener on hisway to the greenhouse dcovein the engine bay. “ Something's
happened,” shesad. “Tell me”

The gardener blinked at her in surprise, asif wondering why she didn't know, how she couldn't just
read it from hismind. “It's Ysan,” he said. “Quite ashock.” He shook his head.

“What happened?’ Kalliana demanded.

“Hesin hisquarters,” the gardener said, and Kalliana backed away, rushing to the nearest turbolift.
Shetook it down to the trainee levels and made her way to the young man'ssmal cabin, thinking al the
while of the boy's humor, his constant smile, his ... unshakable innocence.

What could he have done that was so terrible? She signaled twice at his door, and after along
moment he unseal ed the e ectronic lock. She was stunned to see him.

Y san looked broken, his eyes bruised and puffy from hours of private weeping. He wore awarm
woolen outer wrap, yet shivered asif from someinner cold. His white cotton robe lay discarded in awad
inthe corner.

“Kaliang,” he said. “I thought you might come ... as soon asyou got back.”

She pushed him into his quarters so that he could close the door, understanding his need for privacy,
whatever had happened. “ Tell me about it.”

He shrugged and looked away. His movements were jerky, asif his muscles had been cross-wired.
“What can | say?| failed. Guild Master Tharion tested me. | was supposed to be promoted to
Truthsayer yesterday. I've passed al my training. But when | wastold to read one of thetest cases ... |
couldnt. I've doneit before with others here in the Guild—with you even—but this was someone from
the outsde. A citizen.

“The thoughts were al jumbled. Nothing was clear-cut. | must have been frightened. For some reason
| just couldn't summon the strength, couldn't go deep enough. It was asif the Veritas didn't work for me.”



The words poured out of him and he looked up at her, pleading for understanding. “What if it had been a
red trid?’ hesad. “Guild Master Tharionisright. | can't be trusted with the respongbility of a
Truthsayer.”

Kalianablinked her dusty blue eyes at him in shock, recaling with dread her own recent inability to
use her powers. But no one would questionher , because she had aready been blessed with Truthsayer
datus. Y san, though, had blanked during his most important test.

“All my life wasleading up to that moment, and now it'sgone.” Y san dumped on hisbunk and
knotted hisfingersin the drab woolen wrap. “All my life,” he said again. “Now | have to Sart over.”

“What are you going to do?’ Kalianasaid, trying to smother her own fear—for Y san's sake, if not
her own. The Guild Master could not test the young man again, since the public had to believe a
Truthsayer was one hundred percent reliable. One chance only. Even if Y san passed the second tet, he
had aready proven that hecould fail. Onefailure could be enough to let an innocent man face
punishmernt.

Y san shifted the anger toward himself again. “1 can't stay here with my shame obviousto everyone.
What would be the point? | don't have the training to be aMediator, and | won't stay here for seven
more years. Guild Master Tharion offered me the chance to become aworker, maybe ascientist ... but |
just want to be far from here, away from Guild Headquarters.”

Kdliana shuddered, unable to comprehend thisterrifying decison. He should never havefailed.
Never! Y san had been so talented! Something waswrong. “But where will you go?’

Y san looked toward his small table, and she saw that he had collected images of mountains, pine
forests, adistant rugged land. “ Toth Holding,” he said. “I'm being assigned there asregiond Magidtrate.
Even without Truthsayer powers, | havedl of thelegd training. It be difficult—" The young man
swdlowed. “But not as difficult as saying here.”

Kallianahugged him. He hugged her back for amoment, then stiffened. “I'd like to be donefor alittle
whilelonger,” he said.

She nodded and | ft, fedling histurmoil acutdly within hersdf. She was even worse than Y san because
she hadpronounced sentence while uncertain. A hypocrite! She had to decide what to do. She sensed a
great shadow hovering over the Guild, darkening.

A Truthsayer had lied, and now the consequences wererolling toward her like an avalanche.

CHAPTER 16

«»
I

The gray mare had borne afinefoa severd days earlier, adappled colt that stood on spindly legsand
looked about the world in absolute wonder. But since the mother wasin no condition for along ride,
Franz Dokken chose a different mount for Schandra as he took her out on awildernesstrip, despite her
repeated complaints.

Thetwo of them rode with Maximillian away from thevilla, leading a packhorse behind their own
mounts. They traveled to the colorful badlands, araw painted desert of sedimentary soils, bright bands of
reddish iron oxide and green-black copper ore.

Thethin air was brisk and so clean it scrubbed Dokken's nostrils as he took deep breaths. Schandra
wrapped hersdf in awoolen poncho and wore the resigned, long-suffering expression that most annoyed
him. Maximillian, as usua, wore hisgray jalaba, riding in sllence behind Dokken and Schandra.

Schandras dark hair flowed behind her like strands of ebony silk. She tossed her head, squinting into
the bright sky, managing to look defeated, yet still annoyed. “How far are you dragging us out thistime,
Franz?’ sheasked. “| want to prepare mysdaf mentaly.”

Dokken sat up on his chestnut gtallion, gazing toward the horizon, the serpentine hills, the canyonsthat
diced through the badlands. He marveled at the magnificent landscape, glad to be free of management
headaches. He felt his mentdl batteries recharging just looking at the rugged beauty of Atlas.



“Enjoy it, Schandra,” hesaid. “Relax.”

“What about my slkworms?’ shesaid.

“They'll befine,” Dokken answered. “The workers will take care of them, so theré'sno hurry. Be
patient.”

Her hands clenched the reins, but her face remained placid. “ Just becauise you enjoy this doesn't
meanweal find it relaxing to live like barbarians. I'd rather bereclining by afire”

“Well have afire,” Dokken said with forced cheerfulness, “just for you.”

Schandrarounded on him. “What's the point of these expeditions, Franz? What am | supposed to get
out of them?Y ou never ak if | want—"

“Think of it asafamily vacation.” Hetossed his head to include Maximillian in their group.

“Don't talk to me about families,” she snapped.

Dokken decided to leave the conversation there and rode on ahead, shutting out Schandra's further
complaints. Shewasin one of her resistant moods again, and he didn't want to bother with it. Once, she
had been starstruck and charming, but lately sheld become so difficult, unappreciative.

They camped at the edge of adying sea, aprimordia ocean whose aquifer had long since been
shunted elsawhere. The evaporating water had |eft a dazzling white pan of minerd deposits, sdts, and
chemicalsthat crunched like abrittle crust under the horses' hooves.

In these waters lived the native Atlas bacteria progenitors of the speciesthat, once mutated, provided
the Veritas drug. The chemical flats were agold mine of resources, and Dokken Holding was the grestest
supplier of the first-stage bacteriato the Platform and OrbLab 2.

Small puddles remained in the drying lake, dkaline mirrorsthat swarmed with transplanted brine
shrimp. Hardy agae crested rafts of dimy foam in the shalow pools. The air swarmed with buzzing sand
flies, bred on the Platform and now surviving in the inhospitable ecosystem, filling the air with afaint hum
and the shore with their blackened carcasses and egg cases.

The late-afternoon sun spilled orange-yd low light across the landscape like aheat lamp, making it
ripple with long shadows. Monalithic spires of dried tufalooked weirdly surredlistic, tortured pinnacles of
calcium carbonate deposits that had bubbled up from benegth the seabed and been left high and dry as
the ocean receded.

Dokken chose a spot near the edge of the water, and Maximillian pounded cast-iron stakes deep into
the ground so they could tether the horses. The manservant set out their bedrolls and folding chairs.

Schandra hdld afigtful of the crumbling whitish powder that formed the lakebed. Shelet it run through
her fingers, then looked skepticaly at the smear |eft on her dark skin. She rubbed her pams on her
poncho. “Delightful,” shesaidinadull voice.

Dokken, losing patience, glared a her. “Makethe best of it.”

I

Maximillian had loaded abushel of aromatic pinewith afew divers of cedar onto the packhorse so
they could have a genuine campfire. The smoke curled its sharp spicy scent around them. Dokken
rubbed his hands above the flickering flames, feding warmth riseinto the night.

“Too bad we don't have any crickets,” he said with asigh.

Maximillian prepared amed of sdlf-hegting ration packs, then warmed ditilled water over thefirefor
tea. They sat back intheir folding chairs and ate. The manservant was alousy conversationdist, and
Schandrawas too wrapped up in her salfishnessto say anything, so Dokken was able to capture a
moment of peace.

He did hisfingersinto one of the stiff pockets of hisleather jerkin, fedling the smooth round capsule of
Veritas. Hisfingertipstingled with the thrill of the forbidden. This capsule was one of the dozen he had
confiscated from Ciaben years ago, and he knew its potency remained undiminished.

Upon catching Ciaben with the forbidden capsulesin hisvilla, Dokken had confiscated them. He had
locked the powerful drugs away, though he always knew they were there waiting to be used ... inviting
him ... seducing him.

After severa months, the temptation had been too great even for him. Dokken had taken the first



dose done, standing on the bal cony of hisvillaand looking out at the workersin the courtyard, the
gardeners, the dim formsin the greenhouse solarium where the silkworms were tended.

Hefdt the sudden rush of tdepathic intensity like an orgasmin hismind, itsclimax abright flash of
insight, overloaded with the thoughts of al the people he could see. It was a cacophony in his head, but
he rapidly learned how to narrow hisfocus to the mundane concerns of two men snipping leaves from the
mulberry bushes. astomach cramp, afull bladder, aworry about hisyoung daughter being pregnant.

But since Dokken's body had not built up atolerance to the Veritas, his own resistance systems
rapidly purged it from hismind. He had seen enough, though, to be aware of the drug's possihilities....

Over the years Dokken had sampled the capsules sparingly. He never tried to obtain more, because
he didn't want to admit to himself that he intended to use further dosages. Through Veritas, he had once
ferreted out atraitor among the servantsin his villa—someone spying for Victoria Koman. Thetraitor
had suffered an unfortunate accident, not even aware she had been caught.

Using another cgpsule, Dokken had tested the loydty of Maximillian, Sfting through the manservant's
innermost thoughts, searching for evidence of betraya—but Maximillian exhibited absolute loyaty. His
thoughts were well-ordered and clear-cut; the world existed in black and white for him. The gaunt man's
devotion was abit frightening ... but such loyalty was acomfort, because Maximillian knew everything
about the ongoing plans.

Asthe campfire burned down, the manservant went off to set up his own lean-to tent near the horses,
out of Sght around atufa outcropping to give Dokken and Schandra privacy for the night.

[l

Making love under the stars held a specid magic for Dokken, and he hoped it might even penetrate
Schandras distaste. Sheld probably rather just betalking . The night was crigp around them, the pale
green aurorarippling like a sngpped tablecloth overhead. Everything was absolutely sllent. Thewater in
the dying seawas Hill.

Schandralay back naked, reclining on awarm blanket that covered the sty ground. She breathed
quickly, seeming to enjoy his caresses ... but Dokken couldn't tell if it wasjust an act. Her body was
beautiful and exatic, silky to histouch. Her dusky skin flowed in gentle curves over her hips, her breasts,
her buttocks, softened by alifetime of luxury. He rubbed one of her nut-brown nipples between his
thumb and forefinger until it hardened, then he kissed her other breast. She Sighed, a sound of quiet
contentment.

Dokken had chosen her asalovely little girl from one of the rugged kenaf plantations. He had seen
the potentid beautty behind the grime and the weariness of tending irrigated fields al day long. Planning
ahead, he had taken Schandra as hisward, grooming her to be his mate and consort for aslong as she
proved worthwhile. He had patience. He had time, and she had been sparkling with exuberance, demure,
intdligent.

Now shetook it dl for granted, asif she had already paid enough, asif she were more than just
another servant.

For years Schandra had been afine student, atrue courtesan. She learned much from him about
cause and effect, about complex consequences arising from seemingly smple actions. He had shown her
how to set an avalanche in motion by moving the right pebble at theright time ... but Schandrahad grown
increasingly irrational and volatile, obsessed with bearing children, like some common villager.

Now he stroked her inner thigh, raisng goose bumps, feding the warmth of her skin benegth hisflat
palm. He spread her legs apart, then climbed on top of her and did inside, nestled between her legs.
Working through the fuzzy texture of the blanket, he placed another hand at the base of her back and
pushed her closer againgt him as he ground into her.

Schandralooked over Dokken's shoulder, staring up at the stars. She seemed resigned, making the
required sounds ... but gradualy she grew more involved, genuindly excited. Her eyes drifted closed. Her
express on showed contentment, then pleasure; finaly, she began to groan in ecstasy.

Now was the time. Dokken shifted the capsule he had held in the back of his mouth. He had hoped
for this, waited for this—and now he could experience his own lovemaking through Schandrals senses,



read it from her mind and share her sensations.

As he continued thrusting with his hips, he cracked down on the Veritas capsule, felt the rush of the
bitter drug. In lessthan amoment his thoughts increased to a pounding intensity. He felt hisown
sensations ... and then aflood of hers, nerve endingsfiring in places Dokken had never before fdlt,insgde
, addiciousintrusive pressure, throbbing....

Schandra groaned again deep in her throat, aguttura animal sound. His own tel epathic boost
continued to build as she prepared to come—then the V eritas penetrated deeper into her mind. Her
thoughts swept over him, her fantasies, the scenes her mind painted as she rode Franz Dokken toward
dimax—

And Dokken saw the image she had conjured behind her closed eyes: avivid picture of rutting with
Garien, the chef.

He read deeper through his anger, looking for some sign of collusion from Garien, but saw that this
was sheer fantasy on Schandra's part. She pictured the other man, imagined how he felt, envisioned how
he might do things to her body—and that aone brought her to the peak of orgasm. She breathed sharply,
arching her hips and grabbing Dokken's back, clutching him.

In outrage, Franz Dokken reacted like atriggered land mine. “Bitch!”

Schandra's eyesflickered open, confused for a second, uncomprehending.

Still ontop of her, he dammed down with aballed fist, crushing her larynx with the force of a
dedgehammer. She gasped and choked, writhing, unable to breasthe. Her mouth opened wide. Spittle
dribbled down her cheek. She thrashed about, clawing at him with manicured nails as he encircled her
neck with hislarge hands and squeezed.

Dokken kept hisvoice low and cam. His eyes burned bright. “How dare you!” he said through
clenched teeth, breathing the words. “1 gave you everything. Everything! And all | asked for was your
loydty.” Hisanger was S0 great that adrenaline doubled the strength of his muscles. He grunted as he
squeezed again. “| gave you everything,” he said again. “Now | takeit al away.”

He heard her neck snap.

Dokken left Schandra there on the shore of the forgotten sea as he stood, wiped himself with acorner
of the blanket, then casudly dressed. He called for Maximillian's assstance, and the gaunt manservant
climbed out of the lean-to and came over to the campsite. He gave along appraising look at Schandras
naked body, lying like a squashed bug, arms and legs akimbo.

“I'll need you to help me,” Dokken said.

Maximillian hestated for the briefest ingtant, then nodded, saying nothing.

They dumped Schandra's body in an isolated ravine. Dokken wasn't the least bit concerned that some
lonely explorer might find her out in thiswilderness. It wouldn't matter anyway.

Dokken looked toward the lightening sky, where the blackness became a pale purple, and sighed.
“Maximillian, | think it'stime for another sojourn,” he said. “1 need to disappear for awhile. By mysdlf
thistime—you've got better thingsto do. Y ou'l take care of everything?’

Maximillian nodded. “Yes, ar.”

Dokken climbed into the saddle on his chestnut stallion and patted the fine horse's muscular neck. He
turned to Maximillian. “ Thiswill be ashort one. There are still plenty of issuesthat need my attention,” he
sad. “I'll be back in about aweek—feding much better.”

Maximillian gave athin, pale smile. “Y ou dwaysdo, Sr.” The manservant finished packing up the
camp, loading Schandras riderless horse with the remainder of their belongings.

Maximillian and Dokken rode off in different directions, into the Atlas dawn.

ORBLAB 2
CHAPTER 17

<Ny



The dday wasinterminable.

Troy Boren didn't know how he could stand waiting in the brig any longer. He wished it would just be
over, but that wasn't an option. He wondered how the sol-pols could possibly need so many
preparations—stationing extra guards, preparing a secure path to the space eevator, loading and
double-checking wegpons—all for him.Him . He wasimpressed ... flattered ... frightened. They thought
he was a vicious murderer and intended to take no chances.

Troy huddled on hisbunk inside the detention cdll until the ite guards finally brought him out of the
gloomy underground decks after some unknown number of days. “Hold your hands out,” one of the
guards said. He extended both arms, and the sol-pols wrapped hiswrists tightly with resin-soaked ropes.
“Don't et it touch your clothes until the cement stiffens”

“Y ou're going to have to use a saw to get these of f!” Troy said, striving for alight tonein hisvoice.

The guard captain turned his goggled hemet toward Troy. “Y eswe will. But not until you reach the
Matform.”

The sol-pols marched Troy briskly through the buried decks of the old military ship. Troy had feared
there would be a bloodthirsty mob of screaming citizens waiting for him, but the guards had been
discrest, taking him out a side access door without fanfare,

He breathed the outside air after the musty closeness of the brig. The sky was dressed in funereal
gray draped with alayer of icy cloudsthat promised no rain and no sunshine, only gloom. Once he
reached OrbL ab 2, Troy would be looking down upon the clouds from above for therest of hislife.

He stopped to blink, but the sol-pols continued marching, and he tripped. The guards tensed, asiif
afraid he might be making an escape attempt. One of them grabbed Troy's arm so that he kept his
baance. It was difficult to steady himsealf with hisarmslashed rigidly together.

The armed escort walked him through back streets, between low adobe buildings and corrugated
metal warehouses. He heard the vendors, the accountants, the merchants exchanging commodities that
funneled through First Landing. The citizens sudioudy ignored the sol-pal troops, though Troy was
convinced everyone was staring a him. Everyone knew who he was—and everyone was glad to see him
go.

When they findly reached the anchor point and the facilities that had sprung up around it, Troy felt a
leaden lump form in his stomach. Within the fenced enclosure, people bustled about in comfortable
overdlsasthey prepared the evator car for its ascent. Troy looked with agreat pang at hisformer
coworkers.

He missed unloading the eevator with them, keeping track of the items that came down from the
Platform. If only he had paid more attention. If only he hadn't been distracted by the escaped chicks, he
would never have made hisinventory mistake, would never have felt compelled to fix it ... would never
have stumbled upon adead body late at night. And a Truthsayer would never have convicted him of a
crime he hadn't committed.

Troy's surly former boss Cren moved like ahawk around hiswork crew, clapping his handsand
urging them to greater speed. He seemed more harried than ever, and enjoying every moment of it.

Asthe procession approached, the work crew turned to stare openly at Troy. Cren placed his hands
on hishipsand glared, in uncharacteritic silence. The others wore open expressions of disgust or outrage
at Troy's supposed betraya . But what could he say?

No onewould believe him that a Truthsayer had lied or made a mistake, that he was actually
innocent. Both possibilities were equally ridiculous. When he had insisted on hisinnocence to the guards,
they had made the security field around his cell opague to sound, so that his words echoed back at him
like mocking whispers. After awhile, he gaveit up. Now Troy merdly bit hislower lip. What else could
he do?

He focused his attention instead on the large elevator car, at the packaged cargo strewn about,
canigters of purified oxygen, tanks of water, shipments of grain and fresh vegetables. Some of the dry
goods had been set aside for the next elevator run because of the added space and breathing air required
by the prisoner and his guards. Two more sol-pols stood outside the space el evator car, prepared for
him.



Troy chose not to look pleadingly at hisformer coworkers, for that would only increase his shame.
But even as his gaze locked on the vessel that would take him on aone-way trip from Atlas, from his
home, he could fed the looming emotions of the work crew, of those who might have become hisfriends
given alittle moretime. He sensed their hatred and fear. He knew what they were thinking.

My God! | worked with him.

What if he had killed meinstead?

Who would have guessed?

Troy heard arattle of the chain-link fence surrounding the secure compound that guarded the anchor
point. He turned stiffly, and the sol-pol guardslet him move just enough to see hisfamily gathered there.
Just like when he had gone off to First Landing, they had come to see him off.
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“Wait,” Troy tried to say, but only abrittle breath came from histhroat. He spoke louder. “Wait!” He
struggled, and the armored guards folded around him like aclenching fist, placing their hands on their
weapons. Troy camed his pounding heart, took a deep breath, and said, “It'smy family.”

One of the younger guards seemed about to make a sneering retort, but the sol-pol captain, a
middle-aged man with dark stubble on a sunburned face, seemed to be giving Troy ahard stare behind
his goggles. “Weve got along trip together, dl of us,” the captain said. “I'll take you over therefor just a
minute, if you promise to cooperate and not cause us any trouble.”

“I don't intend to cause any trouble,” Troy said, asif it were the most obviousthing in theworld. “I'll
be quiet. I'll cooperate in anything you want meto do.” Which he would have done anyway. “ Just let me
talk to them.”

The captain nodded grimly. “We had a very unpleasant experience with our last prisoner,” he said.
“I'd prefer alittle relaxation thistime.”

Troy nodded. “Yes, gr.”

The guards marched him over to the chain-link fence. Troy had adifficult timewalking, feding
top-heavy with hisarmslashed in the resn-hardened ropes. He kept his eyes on his mother and father,
histwo sgers.

As Troy approached, his mother and younger sister flinched. Hisfather sood motionless, shoulders
hunched, anger and confusion showing on hisface. Leisastood closest, her fingers wrapped around the
links of the fence as she gazed at him, defeated.

Troy fdt adeep longing for the padt, to be with hisfamily in their crowded dweling in the Mining
Didtrict, living adead-end life. Once, he had found it so intolerable ... but now it seemed the happiest
dternativein theworld.

He leaned toward the fence—though the guards wouldn't Iet him get any closer than two
meters—and searched for words, but tears came out instead. Leisa, standing by the fence, aso began to
weep. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy.

Rambra clenched and unclenched his hands, asif trying to sort and re-sort hisown fingers. “Leisa
wanted usto come,” the big man said grudgingly.

Troy wondered how many daysit had been. Helooked long and hard at his older Sster, memorizing
her face, his eyes pleading as he searched for something to say. Leisahad to believe he was
innocent—but she couldn't speak. Lipstrembling, she yanked her fingers from the fence and whirled,
running off into the Streets.

“Leisal” Troy finally caled after her. He had so much he wanted to tell her, so much he wanted to
ask, toexplain.

His mother came forward. Damalooked asif she had been pummeled by circumstances, her body
imploding, her confidence collapsing into herself. Shelooked a him with eyeslike fading embers. “Troy,”
she said, “how could ... how could you? Y ou lied to us, betrayed al our hopes!” She shook her head.
“Thinking of yoursdlf again. That'sdl you ever did. Before you committed this.... thishorrible act,
couldn't you have paused to consider what it would do to us? Y our family? Now how are we ever going
to find aplacein First Landing? Good thing you never wanted children of your own.”



Hislittle sster pushed her way to stand beside her mother, clutching Damasarm. “Yes, Troy,”
Rissbeth whined, her face hard and pinched likeacroneintraining. “1 had dready listed on the marriage
market and now with this... thisblot on my family name, who will ever consder me?1'll never find a
respectable husband, thanksto you.”

Troy flushed with adeep annoyance at her attitude. “ Of course, Rissbeth—it could never have
anything to do with yourown failings, could it? For a person with your persona charm and deep inner
beauty, there must be some ...creature on thisworld willing to marry you.”

Looking at him in disgust, Rissbeth ran fingers through her mouse-brown hair. “With you asmy
brother, I'll probably have to wait until that new colony ship comesin. It'll probably carry another batch
of worthlessexiled criminas, andthat's what I'll be stuck with.” She looked asif she wanted to spit.

Rambra, done and silent, suddenly bristled, bardly restraining himsdlf from backhanding her with his
mesaty hand. “ Enough, Rissbeth!” he said. “How do you know even an exiled criminal would want a
dhrew likeyou?’

She gaped at her father in shock, and Troy could hardly contain a pleased smile. Rissbeth should
have known better than to let |loose such acomment, since Rambrawas himsalf descended from families
exiled to Atlas on theBotany Bay generations earlier.

Now, though, they had ancther crimind in the family.

Rambra swept hiswife and younger daughter away from thefence. “Go find Leisa,” he snagpped. As
the big man turned, he looked back over his shoulder a Troy standing there with his hands bound. The
rugged miner's face was a kal el doscope of emotions, more complex than anything Rambraknew whét to
do with. Troy fdt sorry for him.

"

He didn't notice the bindings anymore. By now his entire body felt dead and detached.

The sol-pol captain had arranged for him to Sit beside one of the space e evator's narrow rectangular
windows, with one guard stationed on either sde of him. The chamber was cramped, not built for
comfort. People traveled regularly from the surface to the Platform and back again, but it had never been
intended asaluxury cruise.

It had been along time since hislast med, but Troy didn't fed hungry. Though they had fed him in the
brig, the e evator would take ten hours crawling up its cable, and he wouldn't have achanceto egt again
until they freed his hands. He doubted the sol-pols would want to spoon-feed him.

He sighed and closed his eyes. Every moment took him farther and farther from the world. The space
eevator continued to climb the wound-diamond fiber, ascending higher and higher into the darkening sky.
Troy opened his eyes and stared through the pitted glass pandl, watching as Atlas dropped away forever.

CHAPTER 18
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After ten hours the space eevator finaly approached the sprawling Platform that hung over the
equator of Atlas.

Troy had spent thefirst few hours of the long journey up the cable bemoaning his circumstances, then
paying attention to al the unusua details around him. Then the trip had degenerated into straightforward
tedium—and finally that changed to darm and discomfort as gravity began to cut loose. The space
elevator climbed above the tenuous outer atmosphere, and Troy found himsalf displaced and disoriented.
Hisfascination at theway hisinterna organs seemed to drift about inside hisbody cavity ended when he
became desperately queasy. Two of the armed guards accompanying him appeared equally distressed,
grayish and swesety, adjusting their gauntlets and helmets, squirming in their uncomfortable body armor.

The s0l-pol captain watched his prisoner closdly. Findly, when Troy could no longer contain his
nauses, the captain sprang across the chamber like afish legping out of water and stuffed abag over
Troy's head.



Surprised, Troy spewed the contents of his nearly empty stomach. The bag blinded him, but aso
prevented the spray from flying in dl directions. Troy struggled, certain he was going to choke from the
bile because hisarms were still bound in front of him. The captain removed the saturated sack, careful to
contain mogt of the vomit in the zero gravity.

Troy retched again, but nothing came out. His mouth tasted sour and awful. Hisface, hishair, his
eydidswereal caked from theflying droplets.

“Y ou won't have to get used to it, sSince you won't be traveling up and down anymore,” the captain
sad. “Y our body will accustom itself to low gravity on the station.”

One of the other guards found atattered rag and soaked it with a pungent-smelling disinfectant used
to swab out the animal cages the elevator often delivered. The potent odor burned Troy's nodtrils, but at
least it scalded away the reek of his own nausea. The captain used another scrap of cloth to dry Troy's
tingling face and damp hair. Troy blinked and briefly nodded his thanks, though his eyes stung from the
fumes. He shuddered, working to regain his composure, and trying to endure for the rest of thetrip....

The guards seemed wrapped up in their own thoughts. Two quietly played a card game. Others sat
and stared at the prisoner, though Troy couldn't imagine what could possibly be so interesting about him.

A prerecorded voice announced, “ Docking at the orbital Platform will commencein fifteen minutes”
Troy could not see the looming space complex directly above them, the only remnant of the origina
colony ship. Long ago the precious space devator cable had been unreded like afishing line from the
Platform, establishing aready surface-to-orbit transportation system that required no expendable
rockets, and fuel, or an astronautical infrastructure that Atlas did not have.

Even after getting hisjob at the anchor point, Troy had never dreamed he would be taken up the
elevator himsdlf. Such travel was reserved only for specid personnel, achange of crew up onthe
Platform ... or for convicted criminas like himsdlf, doomed to be shipped off to the free-floating OrbLab
2.

With ajarring thump, the elevator's roof locked into place; the sudden change in inertiaknocked Troy
hard againgt his seat and made two of the sol-pols dide to their knees. One of the small cargo boxes
gorang free of itslashings, hit the far wall, and ricocheted, dowly spinning until it hung dead inthe middle
of thecabin.

Troy blinked, still smelling the thick disinfectant. Helooked up & the blank metd ceiling. Rather than
exiting from the elevator's side egress doors as Troy had when unloading cargo on the ground, the
sol-pols undogged acircular roof hatch and swung thelid up.

One guard pushed againgt the floor with hisfeet, propelling himsdf upward like afishinto atunnd. He
vanished into asmall storage crawl space overhead, then unsealed a second hatch in the main roof of the
elevator. Two of the guards followed him, then the captain picked up Troy like a piece of luggage,
holding him by the resin-hardened bindings at hiswrists, and nudged him through the opening.

Troy drifted out of control, floating upward into anew world.
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Thick, soft clamps folded around specid rings on the side of the devator car, forming an airtight sedl
likeapair of sed-strong lips. Thefirgt three uniformed guards bobbed inthe air at either side of the
egress hatch, reaching down to catch Troy as he drifted upward.

He found himsdlf in a spacious docking chamber that had once been used to house shuittlecraft, large
hoppers of supplies, crates of prefabricated dwellings, and machinery for the original colonists. Someone
had long ago painted the domed ceiling abeautiful sky blue, with abright warm sunrise a deck leve.
Cottony clouds floated across the curved plates, and confident words were stenciled in an arc over the
painted sunrise. “Atlas—anew dawn.” Because of his own dabbling with paints, Troy found the scene
breathtaking. He wondered if the painter of thisidedlistic scene had ever visited Atlas, or if thisdream
had lived in the artist'simagination done.

Rotating green lights flashed outside seded doors marking deck levels along the hemispherica celling.
Because gravity imposed no restraints here, corridors spread into the main body of the Platformin al
directionsand at dl angles, bypassng design limitsfor gravity-constrained systems.



Patform workers came forward to unload the meager cargo that had been crammed into the attic
crawl space of the elevator car. The sol-pols clustered around Troy, who still couldn't move his hands.

Near the apex of the domed sky-ceiling one of the hatches did open, and an odd creature emerged,
accompanied by two uniformed guardswho flew headfirst, arms tiff at their Sdes, like remorasfollowing
ashark.

The withered man behind them reminded Troy of atroglodyte, twisted and deformed—an ancient,
ancient man who looked to have grown up in avery confined, dark cave. His skin was pale as paper,
dry and crinkled. His snowy hair frizzed around his shriveled face like atattered coronafrom adying sun.
The hair had begun faling out in patches, leaving him with weird pattern-bal dness.

The man'sthin arms had big bony ebows and sticklike fingers with swollen knuckles. His biceps were
overdeveloped from congtant exercise, while hislegswere curled benesth atightly wrapped loincloth.
The feet were lumps, the legs contorted at the knees.

Troy's guard captain looked up in surprise, intimidated. “Master Sondheim,” he said, “thank you for
coming to greet us. We didn't expect such an honor smply for the delivery of anew prison laborer.”

Kareem Sondheim, the “landholder without land,” carried asmal jetpack on abelt a hiswast, a
canister no larger than hishand. He expelled bursts of pressurized gas to move him toward them, diding
the belt around hiswaist like directional settingson adid.

Sondheim's black eyeswere set in alabyrinth of wrinkles surrounding an aquiline nose. When he
smiled, histeeth were tablets of white porcelain—obvioudy artificid. “It'1l be good to return to norma
production after the tragic loss of those other two workers,” Sondheim said, hisvoice nasa and
unpleasant as he scrutinized Troy. He bent closer, sniffing. “ Disinfectant, en? Space Scknessisredly a
bitch.”

At fird, Troy averted his eyes, but the misshagpen man fascinated him, and he found his gaze
wandering back to the ancient landholder. If he remembered his history right, Kareem Sondheim had
been one of the children born on the colony ship en route from Earth. He had been horribly deformed
from birth, possibly because his mother had spent too much of her pregnancy in a degpdeep chamber.

When al the colonists had disembarked on their exodus to the surface of Atlas, Sondheim had been
old enough and intelligent enough to stay behind and run the Platform. In zero gravity he could scuttle
about and maneuver aswell as any other human, but down on Atlas the gravity would truly handicap him.

Sondheim had accessto afew Earth geriatric treatments, but the secret to hisimmense age was
supposedly that the weightlessness vastly reduced the strain on his fragile body. He had been here more
than two centuries; Troy wondered if he had come to inspect the new prisoner smply because hewas
bored.

Sondheim looked a him with awild expresson in his ebony eyes, asif he knew more about Troy
than Troy himsdf did. It made him uncomfortable, and in amoment of dangling silence he blurted out,
“Sir, what happened to those other two workers I'm replacing?’

The guards glared in annoyance, but the fragile old landholder pulled his cracked lipstogether like a
purse string drawn tight. “A tragic industrial accident. Because of therisks of processing the Veritas drug
and didtilling out the Mindfire mutation, we have stringent decontamination systems on OrbLab 2, placed
there at the request of Guild Master Tharion, though the systems themselves have proven to be quite
difficult. Two unfortunate workers accidentaly triggered an emergency darm. The autometic safeguards
flushed the entire contents of the bacteria sorting chamber out into space.”

Floating freein midair, Sondheim shook his head, and the nimbus of white hair rippled around his
skull. “A great pity, too, because upon further investigation we fed that the darm may have been
triggered in error. The two workers were jettisoned along with afull month's production of Veritas.
Tragic in both senses.” He amiled, flashing his enameled teeth again. *'Y ou won't be so cardless, will you,
Mr. Boren?’

“I hope not,” Troy answered, his voice hoarse through alump in histhroat.

“Good,” Sondheim said. “Enjoy your new life up here. In orbit there's absol utely nothing weighing you
down!”

The ancient man cackled with childish laughter, spun a backward somersault in the air, and then swam



off, boosted by air jets and accompanied by histwo silent guards.
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The sol-pol captain findly had to dice through Troy's bondsin order to get the prisoner into a
pressurized spacesuit for trangport to OrbLab 2. Gasping with relief, Troy flapped his hands and rubbed
them briskly. Hefdt the sting of returning circulation and flexed hisfingers, but the buzzing eectric
sensation continued to increase until the annoying pinpricks became aburning agony in hiswristsand
arms. He hissed in pain.

He wanted to go home—but he was almost home now. His new home. Troy fought to hold back a
groan.

The captain and three others crammed with Troy into asuiting room adjacent to the externd launching
tubes. With numb, clumsy hands Troy worked hisway into the bulky suit, an ancient Earth design to
keep him pressurized and protected during the brief orbital ded ride over to the space laboratory. He
checked the interl ocking connections as best he could. The sol-polstried to help him but were apparently
asunfamiliar with the donning procedures as Troy wes.

When they dl had their hdmetsin place with the faceplates up, the sol-pol captain pushed Troy's
hands againgt his sdes and activated a switch that magneticaly locked stedl wrist braceletsto holding
clamps on the suit, effectively immobilizing him again. Troy tried to squirm, then findly gaveupin
resgnation.

Emerging from the suiting room, they entered the launching tube for the ballistic dedsthet traveled
between the Platform and OrbL &b 2. The snub-nosed, bullet-shaped craft were little more than empty
canigersfive meterslong with viewing windows at the front, thick plating in the rear, and nozzles placed
at drategic points for the attitude-control system.

A large coiled spring would launch them dong arail into space. A battery-powered generator wound
the spring tight, drawing the orbital ded into position along itsrails until the mechanism quivered, ready to
be released. The contraption looked deceptively smpleto Troy. He had expected to see a shuttle system
comparableto the flashy chromes, the dick plastics, the dazzling computer systems on the high-tech
Matform. The transport ded waslittle more than abaligtic dingshot.

Moving dowly, the group of suited figures climbed into the open cabin of the stripped-down ded.
There were handholds for keeping balance, and only one seat—for the pilot. The vehicle seemed sturdy
enough, solid, airtight. Troy asked, “Why do we need to wear these suitsif the vessdl is pressurized?’

The sol-pol captain looked at him. “ These craft have been repaired many times over the centuries.
Their integrity ... no longer ingtills confidence.”

“Oh,” Troy said. One of the other guards snapped Troy's faceplate shut before he could ask another
question.

Using aring on the back of his suit, they clipped him to the wall like ahanging satchel. The captain sat
in the pilot seat and punched the large-buttoned controls with his gloved fingers. “ Cagting off,” he said.
“Hangon.”

The ded lurched forward, shot from the released spring. It barreled dong therails, fired into space
like acannonbal. Troy, thrown to one side by the sudden acceleration, closed his eyes, but that only
made thingsworse. His brain broadcast messages of shattered equilibrium in the weightlessness.

OrbL &b 2 hung within line-of-sight distance. Once launched, the ded's momentum carried them
forward. The speed of their flight would vary depending on the efficiency of each particular spring rlease
and the coefficient of friction on thefloor rails. If the pilot steered correctly, they would arrive & the
isolated laboratory.

The captain gently touched buttons, and hissing air bled from the nozzles on the side of the ship,
dightly adjusting their course toward the facility in space. Flying by dead reckoning wasn't necessarily the
most accurate, but it was certainly good enough.

Troy heard nothing but silencein his seded suit, since the sol-pols had shut off hisradio and continued
their conversation on a private channd. The silence roared around him, and he finadly squeezed his eyes
shut again, ignoring the disorientation.



Thetrip across the gulf of space took half an hour. Troy could see OrbLab 2 was a collection of
spinning, self-contained pods or armored canisters linked together: discarded externd fuel tanks and
cargo holds cobbled together into aseparate facility, with life-support systems and structural
reinforcement added as an afterthought.

The lab ation rotated dowly, and Troy wondered how much artificid gravity the centrifugd force
provided, how much applied force the biochemical procedures needed to function properly.

The dight spin made the docking procedure more difficult for the pilot. As an open port rotated
dowly into view, the captain jetted forward by releasing pressurized air in the stern; with itsincreased
velocity the ded neatly dipped into the open bay like apill popped into awaiting mouth. The docking
doorsdid shut behind them. Therotating wall findly came up and nudged them gently, imparting angular
momentum and creeting asudden sense of gravity, faint but undeniable.

When the chamber had finished repressurizing, the bay lights switched on. The captain opened the
ded hatch, flipped up hisfaceplate, and went to an intercom on the wall next to an inner airlock door.
“Reporting from the Platform,” he said. “We are here to discharge possession of prisoner Boren.
Acknowledge receipt.”

A rich voice came over the speaker. “ Acknowledged, boys. Send him through the main airlock. We
have your exchange shipment there in the cargo bins, waiting for transport back to the Platform.”

“Thanks, Dieter,” the captain said and switched off.

One of the other guards unfastened Troy from the ded'sinner hull and disengaged the magnetic
clamps holding hisarmsimmobile. The sol-pol captain gestured over to thewall. “ Take off your suit and
gtow it in one of those lockers.”

Troy struggled out of the bulky fabric that refused to cooperate at every step. His helmet drifted out
of reach in a hating descent toward the floor plates. One of the sol-pols grabbed it and helped Troy
squirm out of the suit. The smell of lingering disnfectant had madethe air in hishelmet nearly unbearable.
He gasped the ga e recycled atmosphere asiif it were the most refreshing breath he had ever taken.

They hung his suit next to severd othersin the metal lockers. Therest of the sol-polsbusied
themsalves, stacking packagesfor ddivery to the Platform into the empty ded. More Veritas, no doubt,
and perhaps other dangerous pharmaceuticals better suited for processing aboard the isolated facility.

Troy stood shivering in histhin prison jumpsuit, and the captain gestured him into the open airlock. “In
you go,” hesad. “Youll haveto strip down and be completely disinfected. No foreign microorganisms
alowed on OrbLab 2.” Then the captain's hard expression softened. “Good luck indgde,” hesaid. “I
hope you make the best of it.”

Troy blinked away the sudden moisture that sprang to his eyes, overwhelmed with emotion for this
one man who had shown him aglimpse of kindness. “Thank you. I'll try.” He entered the airlock, which
sedled behind him.

Harsh whitelight shone from above in the smal chamber. Theintercom told Troy to shuck his
jumpsuit. A warm rain of disinfectant splashed around him. He coughed and sputtered, squeezing hiseyes
shut, then ablast of cold water showered down to rinse him off.

The inner door opened, and he was forced to step cold and wet into the secure facility of OrbLab 2,
dripping al over thefloor plates, given no opportunity to dry. He felt completely miserable and
hel pless—which was no doubt the intent. He blinked the chemica residue out of his eyes and shook his
head to release water droplets from hishair.

Infront of him stood awiry, well-muscled man, whose lithe muscles and fluid movements resembled
those of adancer or gymnast. He had rich brown hair, large eyes, M ephistophelean eyebrows, and a
pointed chin. Hewore aclinging dark green jumpsuit and smiled humorlessly at Troy's bedraggled form.
Theman floated in theair, gradudly drifting to thefloor in the low gravity, until—with adight,
unconscious hop—he propelled himsdf upward again.

“Ah, another lost boy to join usl Welcometo OrbLab 2.” He came forward asif out of long habit to
pump Troy's hand in avigorous greeting. “I'm Dieter—Dieter Pan, the station exec. So good of you to
come.”

The burly guards beside Dieter wore magnetic boots that kept them anchored sturdily to the floor.



“Well havealot of funand alot of timefor training, son,” Dieter said with agrin. “But after thet last
accident, | can't risk the loss of any more of my skilled workers—so I'm going to assign you to work
with our other newbie. That way if either of you klutzes happensto trigger an alarm, it won't be any greeat
loss.” He chuckled, raising his curled eyebrows and observing Troy's wretched expression. “Just kidding!
But | do like to have our new boyswork together.”

He hopped again to keep himsdlf doft and spread hisarms asif he meant to reach out and fly at any
moment. “Boys, let's get our friend here anice warm outfit.” He gestured to the two guards. “ Then take
him to meet his new partne—Eli Strone.”

CHAPTER 19
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Still trying to get warm after the cold, antiseptic-smelling decon shower, Troy dressed himsdlf inthe
shared quarters to which he had been assigned. With damp fingers he fastened the adhesive strips of a
papery outfit that felt more like loose pgjamas than redl clothes. He tugged on thin dippers.

Finished, he redlized with adawning horror that eventualy he would have to think of this place as
Home .

Helooked warily at the empty bunk on the other side of the cdll, feding himsdf shrink ingde. His
roommate had meticuloudy placed his own possessions, every item of clothing, in one haf of the minimal
room, dividing it with an imaginary wall. Troy stood there, blinking. He wondered if the man had cleared
part of the cell in anticipation of the new arrivd, or if he had automaticaly marked his own territory,
ignoring the rest of the precious space.

The door popped open, and Dieter Pan hovered outside. “Time's up, my boy! What's the
matter—having trouble deciding what to wear?’

Not wanting to be difficult, Troy muttered an gpology. He lurched out of the cdll in the low gravity,
walking like an inebriated ballet dancer, wobbling and overbaanced. Making hisway down the meta
corridors, Troy was accompanied by guards clomping adong in magnetic boots. Ther heavy rifles made
him nervous, not just from the threat of the wegpons but from a concern that their bullets might puncture
the space gtation'swalls. Then he remembered that they used molded ceramic cartridges up here, just
hard enough to cause alethd injury to prisoners, though they shattered to dust upon impact with ametal
wall.

Dieter Pan flitted ahead, hopping and drifting, asif he had been sprinkled with fairy dust. Dieter and
Troy dipped up ameta rung ladder to the second level, then waited outs de an access hatch asthe two
guards ascended in their heavy boots.

The station exec chattered a memorized speech that served as both a pep talk and alecture on the
rules. Dieter went over the basi ¢ information about regulated rest periods, and how prisoners were
expected to be in ther cdlsduring off shifts.

Troy tried to pay attention, but the words swarmed around him like gnats, overwheming him with
details. He blinked in an attempt to clear hishead. Not long ago, when he had | ft the constant noisy
company of hisfamily in the Mining Didrict, he had adjusted to anew job and lifestylein First Landing.
Now everything had changed again. But he would have plenty of timeto adjust. Too muchtime... the
rest of hislife.

“Come dong now, my boy,” Dieter said, gesturing with an overlarge circle of hisarm as he bounced
ahead. “Weve got work to do. Hi-ho!”

Il
Seen from outside, the hodgepodge complex was clearly composed of disparate components. Inside,
asthey passed from section to section, Troy noted dramatic changesin the floor color, wall plates, and
texture; one compartment would be dick and clean, the next battered and corroded. The suspended
ceilings hovered low, making him claustrophobic. He would never again see the wide-open sky, only



gray-plate panels.

Ohwell, he sunburned easily anyway, Troy thought. The black humor kept him from collgpsing into
shuddery sobs.

Oncethey entered the actual processing complex, Troy noted observation cameras sprouting like
eyestaksin every upper corner, tracking their movement. Troy, Dieter, and the two guards continued
through adouble airlock that served asthe first compartmentalized barrier to the hazardous work aress.
The amdlsingde were pungent, penetrating even the residua burning in his nostrils from the disinfectant
wash. He could just imagine how much fun it was going to be working here.

The station exec rapped his knuckles on the thick glass of awall-window that looked into an enamel
and chrome clean-room. Troy leaned forward, while Dieter Pan beamed like aproud father. Inadethe
clean-room white-suited figures concentrated on their work, staring into enhanced microscopes, their
hands covered with filmy gloves and the lower haf of their faces masked with woven breathing filters.
One worker glanced up at Dieter Pan outside the window, then ignored the spectators.

“What arethey doing?’ Troy asked. “Will | beworking in there?

“Not yet, boy. That'sared plum of an assgnment. Y ou've got to work your way up.” He rubbed his
fingerson thethick glass, raising his curled eyebrows. “ These are the culturing sections, where we grow
the Veritas precursor bacterium. The people in there are our microlivestock breeders.” Helaughed at his
own joke.

“The Veritas precursor isahardy little bug that thrivesin the drying alkdine lakebeds downgtairs” He
gestured at thefloor platesto imply the planet far below. “This critter is one of the few bits of native Atlas
biochemistry our human bodies don't ignore—in fact, our systems celebrateit!”

Dieter tried to swdlow hislast words, asif redizing he shouldn't have been emphasizing the
pleasurable aspects of the mind-reading drug. Clomping guards followed on either side, saying nothing.

“Ah,” Dieter said, approaching another sealed |aboratory. “ There and there, we have the distilling
chambers, and the encapsulators that place the cultured Veritas toxin insde a coating of hardened
sarch-gdatin. What comes out the other end isapretty little blue pill that I'm sure you've seen before—'
He dapped hisforehead comicaly. * Of course you've seen them before, if you've been smuggling! Hah.
Forgot why you were sentenced here in the first place.”

Troy held histongue and resisted the urge to make a pointlessdenid of hisguilt. He certainly didn't
expect the station exec to believe him.

“But you, my lucky boy, will be working in the bacteria sorter lab, down at the end of theline. Youll
havethrillsand chillsisolating the superior strains from the unaffected bugs and the deadly stuff. What
fun! It'stheriskiest assgnment on the station—but hey"—he shrugged—"you're the new kid on the
block, and you get last pick.”

Dieter stopped at an equipment wardrobe outside the door to the fina lab complex aong the curved
corridor. Thelights down here were brighter, shadows banished by the enameled walls and the scoured
floor plates. “On the other hand,” he said, “your partner Strone seemsto enjoy the work. To each his
own, | guess.”

From the storage wardrobe Dieter removed a full-facemask respirator and settled it snugly on his
head, clipping the air hoseinto asmall air canister, buckling the straps around his head. He didn't offer
smilar protective gear to Troy.

Dieter opened the airlock door, pulling Troy with him into the smal booth asif hewereaslight asa
sogp bubble. The sol-pols remained behind, but the station exec didn't seem worried. After along, silent
pause, the second door detached from its seals with a hiss, and they entered the lab space with Eli
Strone.

Troy's somach lurched and his skin turned clammy as he prepared himsalf to meet the mass
murderer, expecting to see some inhuman monster with dripping fangs, blazing eyes, and scay skin.
Instead, Eli Strone was deeply preoccupied at a pulsed-laser bacteria sorter, a processing sieve that
separated out desirable species from the unwanted ones. Adjusting focusing knobswith his
large-knuckled hands, the big man hunched over amagnification viewer. His chocolate-brown hair was
disheveled, and he hummed to himsdlf, along, uninterrupted note, like the drone of amachine.

]



“Strone, my boy!” Dieter Pan said, his voice muffled through the respirator. “ Thisis Troy Boren, your
new playmate.”

Troy redlized that as a convicted cold-blooded murderer, he himsalf was supposed to be asevil as
this man! The thought nauseated him. Once again Troy shivered from the pervasive coldness that
penetrated every deck plate, every breath of recycled air.

Strone, il intent on hiswork, repeatedly blinked hisround, fixated eyes. “I work aone. You didn't
ask meif | wanted a partner.”

Dieter'sface darkened. “1 don't have to ask you anything, my boy.” He turned to smile at Troy. “Mr.
Strone here doesn't seem to understand the concept of authority here on OrbLab 2. I've tried to teach
him over and over again, but | beieve hes mentaly deficient.”

“Dontinterrupt me,” Strone said without flinching. “ Dangerous Stuff.”

Dieter held Troy back near the airlock door, but the murderer didn't look the least bit interested in
stopping hiswork. Dieter scowled, asif trying to think of some punishment for Strone.

“Why isthis part of the process so dangerous?’ Troy whispered.

Dieter rubbed his handstogether, asif trying to start afire with friction. The motion sent him bobbling
agang the metal wall. “ Dangerous?’ he said. “Ever hear of Mindfire, boy?’

Troy nodded. The unpleasant smellsin the air suddenly took on amore ominous edge. Was he
breathing the deadly plague organism right now?

“New employee orientation,” the station exec said. “I'll only go into the gory microbiologicd details
once, since prisoners don't usualy care. But you're abright kid, right?”

Troy shrugged uncomfortably. “Uh, | try to be.”

Dieter gestured toward thewall to indicate the other lab complexes they had seen. “ After being
exposed to a certain mutagen, the precursor bacterium islikely to form two separate mutant strains after
reproducing. One strain—thirteen percent of the offspring—makes Veritas. Do they il teach chemistry
downgtairs, boy?’

Troy tried not to look stupid. “I've audited class packs on the network.”

“Good, then this should be easy for you. When the V eritas bacteria enter the human nervous system,
they increase the efficiency of the dendrites to transport chemical messages across the syngpsesin the
brain. The Veritastoxin actsas achemica catalyst for the transport of ATP and ADP across nerve
endings.” Helaughed. “ Supercharged gray matter! Y ou with me so far?’

Troy nodded.

“Thisresultsin an explosive increase in the sengitivity of nerve receptors, which alows a Truthsayer
to—in effect—rece ve messages another person'sbrain is sending to itsalf.”

Over at the pulsed-laser sorter, Strone suddenly grunted in darm and lunged backward. A red light
flashed on the Side of the gpparatus, and Strone moved like amanic whirlwind, sealing the system and
exhaugting it to space.

Dieter Pan clamped his hand againgt his respirator mask and made ready to legp for the airlock
booth. Troy froze, unable to cry out. But Strone finished his emergency procedures, purged the system
with cold nitrogen, blinked at them and spoke in an absolutely calm voice. “No problem,” hesaid. “No
problem.”

Dieter rlaxed, then immediately resumed hislecture. Troy found it difficult to concentrate, unable to
switch gears from utter panic to quiet normalcy. “ That's what happens with the good thirteen percent of
the offspring,” the station exec continued. “However, twenty-eight percent of the mutated bugswill bea
horrific organism that causes adeadly encephditic plague, like an incredibly severe form of meningitis.
That'sthe Mindfire. It leavesits victims complete vegetables, their brains so dead that in most casesthe
heart and lungs cease to function aswell. Nasty stuff. Y ou don't want to catch it, boy.”

“No, gr,” Troy said.

“Want to know how it works?’ Dieter asked eagerly, hopping into the air again so that he floated
above Troy'seyelevd.

“Uh... sure” hesaid. Over a his gtation, Strone went back to work, apparently obliviousto his
vistors



Dieter's breath hissed through the hollow shell of hisrespirator mask. “ The Mindfire mutation also
produces aneurological toxin, but this oneinhibits the transfer of nerve signals across the synapses. Shuts
them right down. Naturaly, as the disease spreads, the entire brain switches off, unable to send even the
sgnasto keep the heart beating and the lungsfilling. Dead as adoor hinge. The poison that killed Guild
Master Klaryus.”

Troy pressed hislipstogether, bresthing shallowly.

“So, if you added the numbersin your head—as I'm sure you did—you know that those two
mutations account for forty-one percent of the first generation from the precursor bacteria. The remaining
fifty-nine percent are unaffected, used as seed stock for the next generation, and we start the process all
over again beforethey kill us”

Troy looked at the equipment, Strone's workstation, the emergency blowout hatches to the vacuum
of gpace. “ S0, uh, the challenge comesin exposing the precursor to the mutagen, separating out the
offgpring we want, and dumping the deadly bugsinto space.”

“Bingo!” Dieter said. “That'swhat you'l be doing.”

“Wow, what luck,” Troy muttered.

Stronefinaly turned and spoke to them dowly, asif passing down a pronouncement from on high.

“ Accidents happen only to those who deserve them. Remember that, Dieter Pan. Well be careful. Very
caeful.”

“You'd better be,” Dieter said to them sternly. “We have no intention of making an OrbLab3 .”

Strone nodded, his eyes sparkling, asif the subject fascinated him. “Y ou know, no one has ever gone
back to dispose of the corpses on OrbLab 1. Still drifting there, done. | wonder what the bodies look
like by now.”

Dieter Pan looked at Troy and Strone from behind his trangparent facemask. “| can see that you two
are going to work just fine together. Mr. Stroneisfaling behind, so you can help him catch up.”

“I'm not falling behind,” Strone said.

Dieter acted asif he hadn't heard. “Hell show you what to do.”

Eli Strone gave Troy adeep, appraising look, asif judging his new companion. The station exec
dipped into the airlock booth again and sealed it behind himself. Troy found himself aone with the mass
murderer.

Strone nodded at him. * Partners.”

CHAPTER 20

«N»

Over the next severd days Troy focused on hiswork with wild concentration, if only to keep his
sanity. He spent his eveningslocked in the cell, tensein the company of Eli Strone; they were silent
companions, each in his own impenetrable world. Strone didn't seemto see Troy at dl, and Troy was
too nervousto attempt small talk.

Dieter Pan pretended to be a generous and benevolent administrator, though it was clear that he
hated Strone. Troy observed that the station exec had a chaotic streak, reacting to certain situations and
suggestions with overblown enthusiasm and a gleeful raising of his demonic eyebrows.

In ahdting voice Troy had asked if he might be allowed to have pencils or paintsto attempt afew
sketches. Dieter Pan had clapped his hands with such gusto that the inertia sent him spinning adrift. “An
artigt!” he cried with feigned delight. “Be my guest. Mr. Strone will probably be annoyed with you, but he
can be such abastard sometimes.”

Hours later Troy received apack of bright grease pencils, safe and soft, which Troy could use as
crayons. Paper was far too valuable acommodity, so he decided to use the grease sticks on the
enamded wal of hiscabin.

Troy sdected one of the soft grease pencils from his cupped left hand. After polishing the smooth wall
with histhin deeve, Troy began to draw. He gazed out the cell's single windowport &t the isolation of



space. Below, the bubbly surface of Atlas swirled with the blue of oceans and the brown of continents. If
he looked closdly, Troy could discern small patches where the landhol ders had brought acreageto life.

He saw the half-eclipsed hemisphere of the Platform just emerging from the planet's shadow. Off in
the distance, like abright star, he could make out the other orbital Iab, the canister that had been OrbLab
1—now dark and abandoned, reflecting sunlight but showing no outward signs of life, agrim reminder of
the utmost need for caution in processing Veritas.

On hisown side of the cdll, Strone lay back on his bunk, legs stretched perfectly straight. He cradled
astringed musical instrument across his chest: aresonating box, afretted neck, and asingle long string
that the killer twanged, sounding alone hollow note. Strone plucked the string, listened to the vibrating
overtones until they gradualy faded, then plucked again, playing his single note over and over. It ssemed
to cam him, though each note was like an ancient form of water torture to Troy. He bit hislips, refraining
from any complaint.

Strone caught Troy's Sidelong glance. “Do you like my musc?’

Troy jerked in darm. What answer did Strone want to hear? Was he plucking his string just to seeif
he could agitate his cellmate? Would he grow furiousif Troy gave thewrong answer?“It's ... deceptively
ample” Troy sad.

Strone eyed the vibrating string as the note died into sllence. “Y es—simple, but elegant.” He
srummed hisingtrument again.

Despite himsdlf, Troy found the monotonous, hypnotic rhythm gradudly relaxing. He studied the view
out the windowport and dove into his new grease painting, intent on drawing theimagein hismind. He
thought of the Mindfire plague and the Veritas drug; its development interested him more acutely now
that he was trapped inside the facility where it was produced. Information he had learned long ago, now
seemed very important.

About 160 years ago amicrobiologist named Foeria had been developing pharmaceuticals from Atlas
microorganisms. In one of the few primitive bacteriaable to lock into human systems, Foeria had
accidentaly discovered the tel epathic boost obtai nable through a ssimple mutation—and had used it to
uncover the identity of athief at their isolated laboratory. That had been the beginning of Veritas.

Foeria had unfortunately also stumbled upon the Mindfire mutation, and it had killed her. She had
been itsfirst casualty, and Troy fervently hoped that the drifting graveyard of OrbLab 1 would bethe
last....

Troy sketched quickly, switching colors, using the side of his hand to blend the greasy pigments,
smudging sharp linesinto softer, broader strokes. Again he chose to draw an imaginary scene from an
imaginary future. Theland masses of Atlaswere stippled with alush and life-filled green. The sky swam
with gauzy cloudsthat shone with reflected sunlight. OrbLab 1 sparkled brightly, lit with bustling activity.
Seck new shuttle-deds traveled back and forth, carrying suppliesin aburgeoning economy. Thefirst
orbita lab prospered, no longer just agreat coffinin space....

AsTroy finished, he scribbled the black background of space, leaving random pinpoints of the white
wall shining through as stars, more stars than were ever visible from the surface because of the colorful
aurora.

He redlized with agtart that Eli Strone had stopped playing his sngle-note melody. Troy turned
around to seethe tal man looming over him, ingpecting the new painting with adetached gaze.

“S0 ... “Troy mumbled a aloss for words, “do you like it?’

Strone stared for along moment, his square jaw clenched as creases of concentration furrowed his
brow and cheeks. He reached forward with one blunt finger and smeared downward at the very edge,
wiping afew gray colored linesthat had crossed theimaginary dividing line down the middle of their
quarters onto Strone's side of thewall.

Troy flinched, waiting for an outburst of anger—but once Strone had rubbed away the trespassing
lines, he nodded in satisfaction. “It'sfine.” He turned away and climbed back onto his bunk.

Troy shuddered. His heart pounded, imagined terrors whipping dizzily through his head. Hefelt asif
he were living and working beside aticking bomb.

Strone lay back on his pallet and embraced the stringed instrument again, plucking out itslong, low



note over and over into the night.

CHAPTER 21
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Trident Fallsthundered over the cliff, plunging in aheadlong drop of three hundred metersinto a
rocky basin below and spraying up arainbow mist.

Franz Dokken stood at the headwaters on aflat rock that extended into the milky turmoil of rapids
abovethefdls. Helooked out at the tumbling river that produced awedlth of energy for his hydroelectric
plant to harness.

Above the cliff twin granite creststhrust out of the river, splitting it into the three ribbons of water that
gave Trident Fdlsits name. Black overland wires stretched across the landscape, extending to
subgtations where the dectricity was sold to other landholdings.

After disposing of Schandra's body, Dokken had disappeared to his usua spot for aweek-long rest
while Maximillian returned to manage business activities—particularly to find anew foreman for the
slk-production facilities.

Dokken had returned fresh and full of energy, ready to get back into tinkering with dozens of plans.
No one questioned Schandras disappearance. Maximillian leaked a story that she and Dokken had had
afalling out, and most people assumed Schandra had been sent off to one of the outer villages.

Dokken had begun working on other transtions aswell, snce theloss of Cialben and hisdirect link
with Veritas smuggling operations. Dieter Pan had not liked to dow down any of the shipments, but
Dokken had inssted. Dieter was not to be trusted, far too enthusiastic, aloose cannon. But hedid his
part.

For amoment Dokken wondered how the poor patsy who had stumbled upon Ciaben's body had
fared. Troy Boren. He had probably been sentenced up to OrbLab 2 aswell. What anirony! The
unexpected scapegoat had smoothed over some of the rough edges in his own plan, because now the
sol-polswere no longer investigating amurder. Guild Master Tharion must be tying himsdf into ethical
knots with the quandary of knowing his Truthsayer had made amistake.

Now, though, Dokken had other problemsto solve.

One of hishydroeectric generators had begun fatering, and the Trident Falls engineers had finaly
taken it off line. Dokken used that as an excuse to go out to ingpect the problem. After only nine days at
the villahewas dready growing restless. He enjoyed it better when he could “fast-forward” through the
dow progression of hisplans, to see the large-sca e effects before he became interested in something
dse

The gray mare was recovering nicely from the birth of her foal two weeks earlier, and Dokken had
considered taking her out for the exercise—but he knew he would be gone for longer than aday, and she
was dill nuraing. So Dokken rode his chestnut stalion on the long exhilarating trip out to Trident Falls. He
had tied the stallion upriver. Now, as he squatted on the flat rock overlooking thefals, he could let his
eyesdrink in the vast distances and let hismind roam....

He would go down into the warrens cut into the cliffs where the engineers tended the turbines, the
hydroelectric generators. A waterwhedl converted power from each of the three streams flowing down
the cliff. Dokken had salvaged the generator systems from the origind colony ship's stores. They had
been pieces of vital equipment for establishing athriving colony, and Dokken was the first |landholder to
put them to use.

Along the misty cliff faces, fast-propagating kudzu had spread up and down theriver inonly afew
years time. Downstream, still poolswere now clogged with lush water hyacinthsthat aso grew at a
remarkable pace. These were origindly considered garbage plants, unwanted weeds on Earth—but they
grew well enough here to provide a usable biomass, vegetation that could be converted into methane gas
or processed into animal feed.



Dokken had aso introduced a community of fishesthat fed on the hyacinths, insects that pollinated
the flowers, and cliff swallowsthat ate the insects. It was remarkable, he thought, how such tiny footholds
alowed living cresturesto dig in their claws and hold on.

He stared out beyond the fals, through the mist rainbows, and out across the flat landscape painted
by the raw morning sunlight. Dokken Holding was vast and untamed ... yet it wasn't enough. He refused
to be content when there was so much more on the entire world.

Il

When the original colony ship had arrived, the three captains studied the high-resolution images and
divided up the main land mass by committee. They used their best satellite-scanned resource maps,
dlotting twenty landholder digtrictsin the fairest possible manner.

They were s0 naive then, Dokken thought. He found it embarrassing to think back on those days.

Atlas offered plenty of room, but the land required agreat deal of work beforeit could be made
habitable. The twenty highest-ranking crew members became thefirst landholders, granted administrative
power over vast sectorsfilled with avariety of natura resources. They bore names till familiar to most
people on Atlas, though many records had been destroyed over the years—some of them by Dokken
himself—and few of the struggling colonists spent much timerdliving history.

Because every holding was different, specific lands were assgned by lottery, and dl twenty
landhol ders were supposedly content with what they received. The colonists, the supplies, the equipment
were equaly divided to put everyone on an equal footing.

The colony had to be set up with great planning—during their flight here, they had had five decadesto
plan, to modd infrastructures, to decide on the best way to transplant an entire society. But on board the
ship, with every aspect of life predictable and planned, they had forgotten how random nature could be.
Their solutions were smplistic and wrong-headed, and the harsh redlities of Atlas proved quite a shock.

Machinery broke down faster than specifications had predicted, and spare parts were a a premium
beforeindustrid facilities could be established to manufacture new equipment. Asthe machinery proved
troublesome, actua manua labor became more vauable. Workers were congtantly in demand.

Thefirst-wave colonists remained in contact with Earth, in aone-way conversation with a
twenty-year lightspeed transmission lag. Their intermittent reports were rosily skewed, showing doctored
images of a beautiful planet with untapped potentid. The ploy worked, and within sixty-nine years of their
arrival, asecond, fully equipped colony ship camefilled with wide-eyed settlers: additionsto the worker
pool, who aso had no hope of returning to Earth. Oddly, even though Atlas was amore difficult place
than they had been led to believe, the second-wave colonists seemed happy to be away from the
tightening repression a home.

Sincethat time, three other groups had arrived in their ships—the exiled crimindsin theBotany Bay
147 years ago, the military mission in theSkySword , whose abortive attempt at a coup had been foiled
by Dokken'sfriend Archimand 103 years ago, and findly theill-advised Pilgrim refugees with their barely
functiond craft only 42 years ago.

The new ship on itsway, expected to arrivein five years, claimed to befilled with new equipment and
hardworking settlers—exactly what Dokken wanted to hear. TheEarthDawn would knock Atlas society
out of equilibrium, and Dokken had to be ready for it. None of the other landholders had made plansbig
enough, and so they would be taken by surprise.

But Dokken had proved he could be stronger; he could be patient. Given enough time, hewould hold
al of Atlasin hishand.

[l
Dokken descended the metal stairs bolted to the sde of the cliff. The stedl had been enameled to
protect it from corroding in the constant spray. Hislesther riding gear was drenched by thetime hefinaly
reached the entry hatch to the cave chambers behind the waterfals.
He undogged the lock and swung the heavy meta door open, dipping insde and yanking it shut
behind him. Though the tunnels shone with bright glowpanels, the contrast between the brilliant sunshine



and the harsh artificia light made him wait for the colorsto stop dancing in front of hisvison. Heran his
fingersthrough hislong hair to dick down the strands, and made hisway to theintersection of the three
tunnels, where the access grottos spread out into generator rooms.

One of the engineers, ayoung square-faced woman, came to meet him. “ Ah, Master Dokken,” she
said and rubbed a hand across her cheek, leaving a smudge of dark graphite lubricant. “I'm glad you
could come and help usingpect the third turbine. We found the problem, but it will take usafew daysto
fixit”

Dokken was annoyed at the delay but didn't let it show. Sweeting despite the damp coolnessinside
the rocks, he unfastened hisleather jacket, |etting hisloose cotton tunic air out. The wallswere dick with
afine sheen of dew that reflected the harsh light. A subsonic hum surrounded him, vibrationa echoes
from the plunge of the water. “Wasit something you could have planned for?”

The woman engineer grinned uncertainly. “1 don't think anybody could have expected this, sir,” she
sad. “Have alook. We've never seen anything likeit.”

Theengineer led him into the large chamber where the waterfall spun huge turbines. The thundering
waterfdl wasawhitewall of gatic, directing dectricity through transformers and distributed throughout
the settled areas on Atlas. Pools of water lay like mirrors on the floor. Movable lights hung from the low
rock celling, shining yelow-white illumination throughout the room.

Four technicians and engineers worked on the large piece of dark machinery. They had taken the
main flywhed off line, and the many-toothed gears stood like hungry grinding jaws. The engineers
scrambled through the machinery and emerged covered with dudge, blackened silt that had been carried
down the waterfdl and shunted into the machinery.

One of the technicians, arail-thin boy who couldn't have been more than sixteen, popped up from
two interlocked gears holding handfuls of adripping organic substance that resembled shorn hair washed
intoxic sewage. “It'sall over in here)” hesaid. “Um, hello, Mr. Dokken.” The boy held out hishandsto
show hisdisgusting prize. “Y ou've never seen anything likethis.”

Dokken came forward, frowning and perplexed. The woman engineer said, “It'sgotten al through the
meachinery somehow, tangling up the mechanisms.”

Dokken poked at the massin the boy's hands and plucked out afew strands. It was long and
rubbery, but tough as piano wire, strands of gray-green and lavender that exuded agummy mucus.
“What isthis?’ he asked.

“Apparently nativeto Atlas,” the engineer said. “ A new gtrain of dgee. It'sintheriversand now it's
ttling into the machinery.”

Dokken wondered if thiswere some sort of destructive organism that another landholder had turned
loose againgt him—but that was foolish, because everyone benefited from his hydrodectric plant. The
primeva world of Atlas constantly proved far more unpredictable and hostile than even the most
vindictive of landholders.

He scowled, then flung away the dien dgae. “ Scour it dl out,” he said, “Then purge the whole
generator with harsh caustics. Y ou'd better take the other two generators off line, one a atime, and do
the same. But be careful with the runoff water—the caugtics could kill the water hyacinths and the kudzu.
Capture dl your waste disinfectants, then find acave or adry canyon somewhere to store them.”

The engineers nodded. The young boy climbed back insde the [abyrinth of the generator turbine.

Everything on Atlaswas so ddlicately interconnected. Dokken couldn't afford to make even asingle
mistake. He had woven histapestry so carefully, hewouldn't be able to bear watching it unravel inhis
hands.

No,that hewould never alow.

CHAPTER 22
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Astheir daily routine continued, Eli Strone refused to let Troy do any of the meticulous, dangerous
work. Troy didn't mind, though being sedled in the quarantine-rigged compartment placed himinno less
danger. He preferred working on computers anyway.

Sdlf-absorbed, Strone reveled in dancing on the razor's edge of risk and survival. He monitored the
sorting gpparatus as mutated strains of bacteria sfted through the intersection of pulsed laser beams that
separated the three types of offspring.

Asthefirst week in prison bled into the second, he grew accustomed to the aching terror that was
aways present, reminding him that he had been falsaly sentenced to OrbL &b 2 and partnered with the
most notorious mass killer in the history of Atlas. Troy longed for something more, and there waslittle to
be had.

Hedid his share of the work with the inventory of bacterial specimens. He found that the percentages
of Veritas offspring, Mindfire mutations, and unatered precursors varied from thetallies Dieter Pan had
specified, though on average the total's remained about right. Day by day, Dieter avoided the two of
them, leaving them sedled in their isolated |ab compartment; from theflick of hiseyes and the forced
sarcasm in hisvoice, Troy suspected the station exec was afraid of Strone.

They had abresk for afew dayswhen Dieter |eft the orbital |ab to go down to the surface “for an
important powwow.” Troy wondered what the station exec could possibly be talking about; Strone didn't
seemto carein the least.

Inventorying the bacterial specimenswas smilar to hiswork at the anchor point in First Landing. With
his mind unoccupied, Troy used the integrated computer systems to double-check productivity along the
drug-manufacturing line. The tracking didn't need to be done, and the station exec certainly had not
requested it, but Troy wanted to be useful. No doubt the exact inventory specifications were cdibrated
and monitored, but Troy thought he might be able to make suggestions to increase the efficiency.

At hisgation Eli Strone hummed to himsalf, wrapped up in hiswork.

From studying production records, Troy learned that the two recent accident victims had been
engaged in activities Smilar to what he and Strone did every day. The lost prisoners had been dammed
outward by explosive decompression. They probably hadn't even had a chance to hear the darms asthe
ar blasted them into empty space.

Troy checked the station log, found no apparent reason for the triggered emergency system. A
mistake, old Kareem Sondheim had suggested.

Glancing over at Strone, who was concentrating like a hungry predator on hiswork, asif daring a
mistake even to suggest itself, Troy recalled something ese: Sondheim had bemoaned the loss of an
entire shipment of Veritasin the accident. But if the disaster had occurred inthis compartment ... why
would finished capsules have been stored here? Asthe accident had proved, thiswas the spot most likely
to suffer acatastrophic dump of its atmosphere. Why risk placing such valuable suppliesin this chamber?
Finished capsules didn't belong here.

Troy researched the incident further and discovered to his surprise that an entire month's production
had indeed been transferred here on the very morning of the accident. According to the computer
records, the loose shipment had been sucked out into space when the airlocks automatically blew.

Troy sfted through additional files, captivated by the mystery, and did not notice when Strone ceased
his humming. He looked up with agtart to find the tall man standing over him and studying the screen with
hisimpenetrable eyes. Troy forced himsdlf not to squirm away.

Strone continued to study fixedly. “ Those are old records,” he said. “What have you found?’

For amoment Troy considered pretending that he had found nothing at al—then he decided it would
be very dangerousto lieto Eli Strone. “A ... adiscrepancy, | think,” he said. “ Probably nothing, but it
caught my eye”

“Explainittome,” Strone said with intent interest. Troy took a deep breath, then summarized what he
had learned about the lost shipment of Veritas.

Strone jabbed at anew line at the bottom of the screen log, using hisblunt finger to indicate an access
record. “Here, just before the accident,” he said. “ Two guards entered the lab areato inventory ‘various
materias.” They could have taken the shipment with them and not recorded it. Some of the guards on this



station have a shadow of guilt about them—I've sensed it.”

Troy blinked in astonishment. “But that would imply they knew the airlock was going to blow. And
they left those workersinside, to certain desth!” He paused asthetrain of thought kept rolling. “In that
case, the records would indicate that al the Veritas capsules were |ost—even though somebody ill had
them.”

“Interesting,” Strone said, but hisjaw was clenched and unforgiving. “ Thisisaprison gation,” he said.
“Crime should not be happening here.” Strone's big knuckled hands squeezed into fists that |ooked
powerful as meteors.

Troy grinned uncertainly. “If astaged accident like that could happen, dl sorts of things could go
wrong. Why, OrbLab 2 could smash into the Platform, knocking it down into the atmospherein flames,
gtriking the planet with enough force to ater the orbit of Atlas and maybe even send the whole world
crashing into the sun itsdf!”

“Ah,” Strone said with a solemn nod, “we think aike.”

Il

“So...why didyoudoit?’ Troy said tothewall in their quarters. He held the grease pencilsin his
hands. He had decided to use hisfree time creating amural that would cover every speck of freewall
gpace on hishadf of the cell.

Stronelay back on hisbunk asdways, plucking the Single string on hisinstrument, staring up at the
celling. Troy held hisbreeth, not looking at the other man and praying that his question didn't trigger a
violent rage.

Hewas surprised, actualy, that it had taken him so long to ask Strone, though he doubted his partner
would ever inquire the same thing of him. Troy had thought that such questions were inevitable and had
dreaded the prospect of making excuses, trying to explain that he was actually innocent, that he had killed
no one, that a Truthsayer had lied. But he didn't expect Strone would care.

“Why did | do what?" Strone asked as the tone from his plucked string faded. At last he seemed to
be accepting Troy as part of hisdally existence.

“Kill al those people,” Troy mumbled, then busied himself scrawling colorful stresks acrossthe wall
to draw thelow hills of the Mining Didtrict where he had grown up—~but of course he would landscape it
much better than he remembered. He would plant forests and beautiful flower gardens, with livestock on
grassy hillsrather than smelter smokestacks and mounds of discarded tailings from the mine shafts.

Strone remained silent for along moment, not even srumming hisinstrument. “I had my reasons,” he
answered.

“Good reasons, | hope?” Troy said, suddenly doubting the wisdom of thisline of conversation.

“Somebody had to kill them,” Strone said. “I couldn't trust the Truthsayers. No one should trust the
Truthsayers. They are astainted aseveryone ese.”

A cold shiver rippled through Troy. “What ... what do you know?’

Strone speared him with a sharp glance. “Why do you care?’

“Because ... because the Truthsayer lied about me, too. | thought | wasthe only one.”

Eli Strone shook hishead, then lay back on hisbunk again, strumming the sngle string. “No. They are
corrupt, too. | worked for them. They were my idedl of justice—perfect, impartial,clean . But | know
they poisoned Guild Magter Klaryus. | saw him die twitching from the Mindfire poison. | saw that the
tainted capsule was no accident, though | can't be certain who did it. It wasn't Tharion, though—heisa
good man. | trust Tharion.”

Troy tried to reconcile what he remembered of the events from the past severd years, but he had
been isolated out in the Koman Mining Didtricts, and theinternd conflicts of the distant Truthsayers Guild
had never been ahigh priority in the miners gossip. “ So what did you do?’

Stronetook along time to answer. “I could not reconcile what | had learned about secret treachery
within the Guild with what | believed justice should be. | could no longer work for the Guild, and so | |éft.
| wandered the landscape, working, searching—until | reglized thatl must be the dispenser of judtice. |
could not rely on anyone else. The people | met needed justice. So | punished those people, dll



twenty-three of them. For starters.”

The big man sat up on his bunk, and Troy tried not to tremble as he continued to sketch with the
grease pencils.

“Guilty people should be punished,” Strone said. “Everyone on OrbLab 2 isaready being
punished'—he frowned asif deeply disturbed by something—"but everyone continuesto think evil
thoughts. It soursthem, corruptsthem. | can seeit dl.” Heraised his eyebrows. “I can read their
thoughts, you know. | have my reasonsfor what | do.”

Troy gave an uneasy chuckle, trying to impose amore lighthearted tone on the grim conversation.
“Wdl,” hesad, “I hopel never giveyou areason.” Then he clamped his mouth shut, mentaly kicking
himsdlf.

“You havent ... yet,” Strone said.

The Burden of Proof

CHAPTER 23
L,
I

The storm struck Firgt Landing with awild, forceful last gasp to end the rainy season. The westher
scopes on the Platform above had issued strident warnings, but nothing had prepared the colonists for
such severity.

The Truthsayers battened themsel ves into the protection of Guild Headquarters and listened to the
howling gale that thrummed againgt the thick hull. Sheets of rain doshed againg the sained glass
windows.

Guild Magter Tharion brooded out at the darkness, seeing bright lights from the industrial complex
near the mag-lev station. Every sensible person had gone home for the night, and even the sol-polson
patrol spent their shifts huddled under doorway overhangs or behind rain-protection fields.

In their shared quarters Qrista finished scrubbing her face at the water basin and patted it dry with a
plush towel. She wound the braid around her head, then tied a crimson sash around her dender waist.

“Ready tojoin mefor the meeting?’ Qristasaid.

Tharion nodded. “I'm curious about what she's going to report,” he said, though he aready guessed
what the head of Sondheim'sinterna investigation team would say. “ They've resented me as Guild
Master anyway, ever since | called them to task after the death of Klaryus.”

“And well you should have,” Qrigasaid.

“That doesn't mean they've forgiven mefor it. They'll issue their findings, but | don't expect to believe
them.”

Clad in hisforma white robes, Tharion held out hisarm, and Qristatook it. The two of them walked
together in proud silence to aturboalift that took them down to the large gathering chamber.

All representatives from the Landholders Council had taken refuge insde Headquartersjust asthe
storm struck. The atmospheric turbulence was great enough that the descending space eevator had been
halted and sent back up to the Platform—thefirst time that had happened in thirty-four years—along with
most of the investigators.

Only the OrbLab 2 station exec himsalf, ostensibly the head of Sondheim'sinterna investigation team,
was available for the meeting, since he had come down to First Landing aday early on “other business.”
With dl the other Council members dready gathered, Tharion refused to postpone the presentation.
Dieter Pan knew the findingswell enough.

The other members of the Landholders Council sat in their seets chatting with each other, their
expressions guarded, secrets velled behind placid faces. Some drank warm beverages, feding an
irrationa chill because of the muffled howling of the wind, though the temperature diffusers had increased
the room temperature two degrees above itsnorma level.

Dieter Pan, wearing adark green jumpsuit and wrapped in awarm cape, asif he were cold, sat



isolated in the guest speaker's chair, looking cranky and nonplussed. His body waswiry and lithe, but he
moved dowly in the planetary gravity, asif it required an effort just to lift his gaze from one person to
another. He did not look pleased to be giving this report unsupported by the rest of histeam, the ones
who would cite dl the numbers and back him up with jargon from the process line. He did not ook
pleased at dl.

When Tharion and Qristawalked in, all heads turned in their direction. Qristals two supporting
Mediators had aready arrived, sitting together and watching the other attendees with bemused interest.

“All right,” Tharion said, “let's get this over with so we can al get back to our nice warm quarters and
ride out the storm.” Some members of the audience chuckled. Others nodded in agreement.

While Qristatook her place at the Speaker's pedestal, Tharion fetched them each aterra-cotta mug
of herb tea, then sat beside hiswife. All eyesturned in anticipation toward Dieter Pan.

After Qrista had dispensed with the usua announcements, Dieter raised his curled eyebrows and
waited impatiently for permission to spesk. “I can't give you dl the detailswithout full documentation
from my team members. | wouldn't want to step on anybody's toes—especidly not in this gravity! But,
S0 sad to say, they are now stranded up on the Platform.” He cracked his knuckles with aloud sound
like snapping bamboo. “ There you haveit. But, al isnot lost! | can share the summary dataon my
computer pad.” He held up asmall granite-colored plague.

“I can copy thefilesto each of you, but the find result isindisputable. We've checked every step of
V eritas processing, manufacturing, and shipping from its crestion at OrbLab 2 to its being shuttled over
to the Platform, and findly its shipment down the space elevator, a which point it falsinto the hands of
the Guild'sditeguard.” Dieter snorted, asif that explained everything. “L ook, we found no evidence
whatsoever that there has been tampering onour end of the production line. All sampleswe tested
checked out. So, you'll have to find some other way to harass us, Guild Master. Fabricate some other
trumped-up charge.

“The team members interviewed good old Kareem himsdlf, and dl the OrbLab 2 workers.
Frankly"—heturned afdsejovid amile a the Guild representatives as he spouted his poison—"1 think
we're chasing ghosts here. Our friend Mediator Qristashould look elsewhere for her wild conspiracies
from now on.”

Qristagtiffened, and Tharion placed hisfingertips at the center of her back, asif he could bleed off the
pressure building within her.

“Hey, I'vegot anidea,” Dieter Pan said, holding up one finger. “Maybe you should look into
members of your own Guild. They've got the greatest opportunity to snesk around here on the surface.”

Qristalunged to her feet, her pae face flushed, though she managed to keep her voice cam and
professond. “Mister Pan, you are out of line. Our Truthsayers are above reproach, and dl Guild
workers submit to regular scans of their minds. Y our conjectureisill consdered.”

Dieter Pan crossed hisarmsindignantly over his chest. “Whatever you say. Just offering asuggestion.
Didn't realize you wanted to find a scapegoat rather than track down the truth. | would have said that my
own OrbL ab workers are * above reproach,” but that didn't stop you from insisting on yet another
invedigation.”

Qristasat down quickly without replying. She whispered to Tharion, “ Can you believe that?’

He made a noncommittal sound; his own thoughts had tied themsdlvesin knots. He knew that Dieter
Pan had made a perfectly legitimate suggestion, especiadly when coupled with Tharion's own suspicions
about Kdliandsinvolvement, her cover-up. Even upon returning from her assgnment at Sardili Shores,
she had been just aswithdrawn and confused. That, added to the recent failure of the talented young
candidate Y san, made him very uneasy indeed. Something was definitely wrong. Perhaps the heart of the
smuggling was to be found here ingde Guild Headquarters after dl.

Asthe Council members buzzed among themsd ves with gossip—oh how they loved to seethe Guild
put down!—Tharion stood up and struck the brass bell that demanded silence of the audience.

“| suggest we take our time to study Mr. Pan'sdata. Y ou are dl welcome to stay here and finish your
tea. I, on the other hand, am going to retire for the evening.”

He and Qristaleft, and as the wind and rain hammered down on Guild Headquarters, Tharion



wondered if an even greater sorm might be brewing within the metal walls.

Il

Because of hisposition, Guild Master Tharion was politicaly required to see any landholder who
came to the Headquarters and requested an audience.

Two days after the furious storm, Victoria Koman made the trek into First Landing and pounded on
the doping meta doors of theSkySword . She brought her seventeen-year-old adoptive son Michel Van
Petersden.

The elite guard outside Headquarters gave the two of them a pro forma search for hidden weapons,
then led them through the cargo doors and into the smooth corridors. Brown-sashed Guild workers
manning their computer stations at the bridge center looked up curioudy as the guards showed the
vigtorsin.

Tharion stood by the door to his private ready room. Smiling, he motioned them insde. “Welcome,
Landholder Koman,” he said, squeezing the leathery hand that gripped his. She was an iron-hard old
woman with a hatchet face and eyes so bright and darting they seemed made of quicksiiver. Koman's
entire body was sinewy, toughened from alife of excruciaingly hard work in her Mining Digtrict, which
provided the bulk of metalsand adloysfor Atlas.

Miched Van Petersden's straw-colored hair was neetly cut. With his high cheekbones and firm jaw,
the youth looked very little like hisfather, Abraham Van Petersden, whom Franz Dokken had dainin his
violent takeover of the holding. Victoria Koman—who had family troubles of her own—had adopted the
infant Miche, raisng himin her own holding.

Tharion wondered if histwo guests resented how much time he spent with their enemy Dokken, his
own mentor. Franz Dokken was no chivalrous knight, Tharion knew. Dokken was aman who took
advantage of every opportunity and twisted it to his own ends. So long as Tharion's actions did not
contradict Dokken's desires, the two would remain friends and close allies—but he suspected that
Stuation would quickly change the moment the Guild Master became a hindrance to Dokken.

“| am pleasad to see you, young Michel,” he said, gesturing for his guests to be seated. “Y ou've
grown quite alot in the year or so sSincel last made avisit to your adoptive mother's holding.” The young
boy seemed incredibly dert and attentive. His eyesdrank in every detail.

“True,” VictoriaKoman said; her voice was harsh but strong. “Y ou should get out more, Guild
Madgter. Theworld isnot entirely contained within thesewalls”

Rather than taking offense, Tharion laughed. “Y ou're exactly right, Lady Koman. | wish | could.
Now, what can | do for you?’

Koman leaned forward in her seat, like an animated piece of human leather. “1 want you to truth-read
him, Guild Magter,” she said.

“But ... why?" he asked. “What has the boy done?’ Tharion looked probingly at young Michel, who
gtared through the stained glass window.

Outsdein the streetswork crews were gill cleaning up after the storm, replacing shattered
greenhouse panelsin the agricultural complexes. Others, shirtless and in tattered dacksrolled up to their
knees, used brooms and shovels to clean the cobblestone streets, brushing silt and mud back into gutters
where it would eventually be washed away. Bedraggled, once-colorful banners had been soaked and
torn to shreds over merchants' kiosks.

“Michel has done nothing,” Koman said, looking at her foster son. “Nothing that | know of. | want
you to reassure me asto what | dready believeistrue. Is he agood man? Let me know the color of his

Tharion folded hishands, stared at the faint lines on his knuckles as he tried to collect histhoughts,
and finaly looked back at Koman. “ Thisisavery unusua request. Even though | assume heiswilling to
submit to areading, | need to know why you are doing this. My abilities to look into another person's
mind are not to be used for sport.”

VictoriaKoman shook her head. “No, Guild Master, not for sport, but to determine the fate of a
holding. Asyou know, my oldest son waskilled in an accident in the mining tunnels some twelve years



ago. My oldest daughter had no interest in management and ran off to live with a potter out in one of my
villages, where she refusesto use her family name. My next daughter isretarded, and though | love her in
my own way, sheis unable even to read and write. | have two other sonswho are boisterous and
unreliable—and though they are my own descendants, they are not fit for the responsibility of running an
entire holding.

“Michd ismy adopted son,” she said. Tharion could see she was trying to smother an outpouring of
materna pride. “Heisexactly what | wished for in a child—intelligent, dedicated, loyd, not afraid to
gpeak his own mind, and not too proud to do what he'stold.” She lowered her voice.

“There are events afoot, Guild Master, great changes ahead. I'm atired old woman, and though death
will take me kicking and screaming, | have no doubt that I'll be gone before too many more decades are
out. | want to make surethat | have trained someone to be aworthy successor. Michd seemsto have an
ingtinctive understanding of power. Look into hismind and tell meif heisthe person | believe himto be
... or if | must resgn mysdlf to leaving my holding in wesker hands”

Tharion consdered this. “1 agree.” He stood up, smoothed his robes, straightened hisroya blue sash
asif to emphasize hisrank, then leaned forward to brush hisfingertips againgt the straw-colored hair at
Michd'stemples. “Thiswon't hurt,” he said. “Y ou won't even noticeiit.”

“I know,” the boy whispered.

Tharion closed his eyes and opened histhoughts, letting himsdf fal into the young man'smind ...
cruising over Miche'sthoughts, hisfedlings, his conscience. It had been awhile since he had done such a
thing, and theimages were oddly blurred. Tharion had difficulty penetrating, though he had taken his
weekly booster of Veritas only two days earlier. It was easy enough to seeinto thisinnocent mind,
though....

He withdrew from the probe with asigh, blinking his granite-gray eyes and smiling a Victoria Koman.
“Y ou should be proud of your son,” he said, intentionaly using theterm. “Heis everything you believe
him to be.”

Michel Van Petersden beamed, and in asurprising and unexpected show of warmth, the brittle old
woman leaned over to embrace the boy. “I'm so relieved,” she said. “Now my planning can continue.”

The two were led out of the reedy room, but Tharion remained in his office, pondering the growing
troublesthat Victoria Koman seemed to anticipate.

CHAPTER 24

«»
I

Thefirein the hearth crackled, shedding orange light acrossthe tiles and warding off the evening chill.
Franz Dokken lounged in his chair with aglass of Chianti in hisright hand, cupping his pam around the
smooth crystal. He sipped the wine, for once not noticing its sour taste as he studied the wall map of
Atlas

Dokken ran afingertip along hislips and stared at the topography from the ocean's edge and river
ddtas of Sardili Shores, to the meta-rich hills of Koman, thetal mountains of Toth, therolling
pasturelands of Bondalar, the lake digtrict of Carsus, and others, including his own rocky desert.

Red dots marked the locations of the scattered Pilgrim settlements. Many landholders had wisdly kept
the settlements small and widely dispersed, but Joachim Sardili, the kindhearted buffoon, had alowed the
hooded atavisms to settle wherever they wished. Sardili claimed it kept the fanatics happy. But to what
purpose? They were adisruptive influence, arandom factor, people who didn't operate under the same
rules and mores that Dokken understood.

But Sardili liked being tolerant, for some reason, letting the Rilgrims pursue their own lifestyle ... live
and let live so long asthey followed certain smple rules of human behavior. Sardili wasincagpable of
seeing how good intentions could easily be twisted.

Joachim Sardili had assembled the components of abomb—and Dokken himself was busily priming



it.

Maximillian, who frequently dipped into villages disguised as the Filgrim “ Adamant,” whispered
treason, pread sedition, and occasionally even performed nighttime vandalism that could be blamed on
others. It waslaughably easy, and Sardili remained completdly baffled by it.

Maximillian had spread the word that the Pilgrims were to make a show of solidarity: three weeks
hence they would dl gather at the main village of Sardili Shores, and asaunified force, demand a
homeland. The Pilgrims were so dedicated and unmindful of adversity, they would walk overland for
daysjust to reach the appointed gathering place. Sardili would be forced either to carve up hisholding or
butcher the Pilgrims ... and Dokken knew Sardili would never hurt his own workers.

Maximillian/Adamant had dso dropped hintsthat he feared for his own safety, that the evil Sardili and
his sol-polswere on histrail, outraged ... that he, Adamant, was soon to be imprisoned for hiswork to
win the Rilgrimstheir freedom. This fostered an angry atmosphere of mistrust and suspicion.

Dokken couldn't imagine how the setup might work any better. Finishing off the rest of his Chianti, he
ran atongue aong hislips, then began to study the boundaries of the other holdings.

Maximillian stood at the archway with an ingstent expression on his craggy face. “Master Dokken,”
he said. “A message, Sir. The incoming colony ship has sent another broadcast. We are recording the
transmission, but | thought you'd want to wetch it red-time.”

Dokken flung himsdlf out of the chair. TheEarthDawn 's captain usually repeated the broadcast—but
justincase... They ran up the spird stairsin the northernmost turret of the villa. On the roof awire mesh
dish antenna spread out, pointed toward the Sars.

The gpproaching colony ship was il years out on its haf-century voyage, and though the
EarthDawn 's distance diminished with every moment, the transmission lag was still seven months...
which made direct conversation impossible. However, the occasiona update transmissions alowed
Dokken to plan.

The new colony ship had begun transmitting to Atlasthirty years earlier, and Dokken had begun his
long-term misson. TheEarthDawn had broadcast an announcement that the greeat crisis on Earth was
past, and decades of that new dark age had finaly cometo an end.

The captain, abearlike black man named Omar Psalme, had transmitted his news and images on the
open colonid frequency. Histhousands of hardworking colonigts, families wedthy with supplies and
much-needed technology, were anxious to set up their lives and become part of the new world.

The news had created quite astir on Atlas. Long ago, Dokken had taken communications gear from
the original colony ship, and periodically hetried other frequencies, attempting to contact theEarthDawn
privately so he could transmit his own version of eventsto contradict the officiad messages from the
Truthsayers Guild. For severd years now, he had been engaged in aprivate didog with Psalme. ... not
overly fruitful, but agood foundation nevertheless.

On the Platform, Kareem Sondheim had a so established contact with the ship; he and Dokken would
havethe incomingEarthDawn passengers completely brainwashed by the time they arrived here....

As he and Maximillian reached the tower room, Dokken saw the image of Captain Psamefinishing
his transmission, adding his concluding remarks, and ending the message.

“Weve recorded it, but the loop should repest anyway, Sr,” Maximillian said.

Dokken hunched close to the viewplate. The captain'simage reappeared after aflicker of satic. He
had awide puffy face, and his jaw balooned out in afrizzy, cod-black beard. Psdme had aged during
the last few years of the journey, though the high velocity of his ship made him experiencetimeina
dightly compressed fashion from an outside frame of reference.

“Once again we send our greetingsto you, al people of Atlas,” Captain Psdme said, obvioudy
reading from a prepared text on an unseen screen in front of him. His voice was adeep growl. “ Our
anticipation grows with each passing day. We know Atlas may seem ableak and difficult placeto
you—but to us, after leaving a bruised and wounded Earth, and after voyaging through cold space for
decades, your world will be like paradise.

“Therewill be many differences between my voyagers on theEarthDawn and your people. Our
societies have diverged greetly in the centuries we have been gpart, but we look forward to working with



you, to integrating ourselvesinto anew life. Though we are saddened by our need to leave the
homeworld, we bring with us many lessons learned from years of hard experiences on Earth, repression,
and dictatorships. We hope we can apply what we have learned to make Atlas a better place.”

Dokken snorted at that and looked a Maximillian, who nodded in agreement.

“We have little to report here. Several more births. Two accidental desths. Life goes on, and welook
forward to making our lives on anew world. End of transmission,” the captain said and switched off.
Because his message was S0 brief thistime, theEarthDawn repeated it athird time, but Dokken wasn't
ligening.

Ashe watched the captain's face and studied the details of the cabin behind him, Dokken found
himsdf drifting into areverie, recaling what it had been like on the origind ship: thelong years ... the
endlesswaiting ... the boredom ... the scheming....

Il

Subjective time on the fifty-year journey had been shortened through severd effects. The ship itsdf,
traveling a asgnificant fraction of the speed of light, experienced a noticeable time dilation, which shaved
off afew years. Because of theimmensdly long trip—not to mention the Smple need to conserve supplies
for so many people—the crew and passengers spent much time in deepd eep chambers, where they did
not age astime passed. The original refugees from Earth had no wish to arrive at their new home as
withered old cripples.

The colonists knew dl the hazards before they Ieft Earth. They had read the warnings, the disclaimers.
But en route the difficulties and the tedium became persond. Dokken remembered it well.

Irreparable neurological damage occurred if the human body was placed in degpdeep for more than
fifty percent of thetrip, or for more than two weeks at atime. The degpdeep dlotments were carefully
monitored; no matter how bored or depressed the passengers might become, they could not deep away
into eternity.

That forced a constant trangition aboard the ship: some colonists waking, others going down to deep.
Dokken never knew whom he might encounter, when he might see someone again. The setup required
there to be three alternating captains on board, so that one could be on duty, while a second was off
shift, and athird frozen in deepdeep.

Franz Dokken had been one of the three original captains. He wasthe only survivor of the origina
complement of crew and passengers that had landed 231 years before. Kareem Sondheim, a deformed
baby born on the journey, had spent his entire overlong life in zero gravity, too handicapped to survive on
the surface where his birdlike bones would snap from his own bodyweight.

The other two captains, long since dead, had founded the powerful landholdings of Toth and Koman
many generations earlier. Their descendants knew nothing of Franz Dokken'sred background. He had
subtly atered records enough timesin the preceding two centuries, resetting his recorded birth date every
few decades so that no one knew how old hetruly was. By being patient, he remained ready for
whatever opportunities presented themselves. And they aways did. He had lived much longer than
anyone el se could remember.

The time aboard the ship had passed as amonotonous blur ... but the centuries since the landing had
been engrossing. Dokken found it fascinating to watch the devel oping colony on Atlas, the emerging and
pliable society. It was agreat sociologica experiment, and he found he had the time and patience to
watch large-scale events, causes and effects. He understood human nature, perhaps better than anyone
elsewho had ever lived.

Hislipsformed acdm, sdf-satisfied amile,

Besde him Maximillian stood, curious as to why Dokken wanted to watch theEarthDawn message
again. “Did | miss something significant in hiswords, Master Dokken?’

Dokken shook hishead. “No,” hesaid. “Infact, it was a particularly uninteresting transmission.” He
cracked hisknuckles. “ Are you scheduled to become Adamant and go to Sardili Holding soon?’

Maximillian nodded hisbald head. “ Soon.”

“Good,” hesad. “ Everything isgoing exactly as planned.”



“Naturdly, sr,” Maximillian said, asif the point was obvious.
Naturally, Dokken thought.

CHAPTER 25
«»
I

The nightmares were relentless, and Kalianawoke up screaming again.

Though she found hersdlf in the safety of her comfortable quartersin the Truthsayers Guild, she
gasped for breath. Her heart raced adong at the speed of amag-lev train, but she focused on the familiar
smooth walls, the cool whiteness of enameled deck plates, the out-of-place wool rugs on the floor. No
bloodstains, no echoing screams. Just her room.

Shecould not livelikethis.

Becoming a Truthsayer was not a choice she had made herself. She had been taken as an embryo
from the genetic library up on the Platform and raised in the Guild with no family other than her fellow
Truthsayers. Thiswas her existence. She had been shaped for this. Her life had been blessed and easy
because of her status—but now it waskilling her.

Cold swest encased her, like ashesth of ice on her pale skin, raising goose bumps. She clasped her
arms over her small breasts, shuddering, and turned up the heatersin her quarters, knowing it wouldn't
help. She could smdll the spicy aromas of her uneaten dinner till Sitting on her low table. Kalianahad
had no real appetite for sometime.

Her nightmares were the same, dways the same. Eli Strone's bloody, brutal justice. Hisrationde,
ingdioudy working on her own conscience, ingsting that sheunder stand what he had done. But the
dreams were mixed with the guilt and horror shed found in Troy Boren'smind aswell: hisstartling visons
of the murdered victim lying in adarkening pool on the concrete floor. His guilt felt so different,
though—different....

Why?she thought. Why was there so much evil on such asmal, isolated world—and why did she
haveto confront it?

The turmoil sheld seen in Troy's mind struck a discordant note opposite, if that were possible, to
Stron€e's cold viciousness. Something wasn't making sense here. It was asif her subconscious,
programmed by years of training in ethics, was sending her asignd. Something wasn't right. Not right.

In darkness shefélt her way over to the window that looked out across the deeping city of First
Landing. Kdliana placed her fingertips againgt the cool barrier of stained glass and watched fixedly
through the colored wedges at the distorted Streetlights that twinkled like counterfeit stars acrossthe
landscape. As she breathed againgt the glass, afog of steam clustered there. The weather must have
grown cold outside. The city dumbered ... SO qui€t, SO secretive,

Truth Holds No Secrets.

The motto of the Truthsayers Guild burned through her mind like abrushfire, and she shuddered
again. Sherecdled the tragedy of Y san, with al his hopes dashed because of onefailure ... now
condemned to alife of exilein Toth Holding, away from the Guild, away from al the safe and stable
things he had known. She thought of her own inexplicable mental blanking during the truthsaying at
Sardili's village—and the unfathomabl e surprise she had seen on the face of the old Pilgrim woman
Serenity.

Something was wrong. And not just with her. Y san should never havefailed his straightforward
test—Kaliana had exercised with him, knew the depth of histruthsaying talent. He had the skills, and the
willingness, but somehow he had not been able to render acorrect verdict. What had he missed?

Asit continued to haunt her, Kalianafelt again that the sensation of guilt sheread in Troy's mind had
beendifferent . She had been too frightened, too mentaly crippled to dig degp enough to find the real
answers. The true answers. She had made assumptions. She had relied on her ingtincts—but Truth Holds
No Secrets . Had she been unwilling to dig to the core of Troy's truth—orunable ?



What if she had been wrong? Could she have made amistake? A mistake! Truthsayers were not
alowed to make mistakes. Never. The nightmares and her conscience wouldn't leave her done.

She squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated, trying to throw her thoughts out like a net acrossthe
degping city, to touch the citizens, capture aglimpse of their drab lives, their uneasy dreams—but she
heard only aroaring silence from the populace. She had been struck mind desf.

Kallianas heart knew what she was afraid to admit to hersalf. She had to face what she had done,
and she had to make it right.

Il

“I need to speak with you, Guild Master,” she said, trying to find strength for her voice. She had
located him down on the arboretum decks. “ There's something | must tell you.”

Tharion stopped ingpecting one of the dwarf pear trees and gave her astern look. She hadn't realized
until thismoment just how much taler he stood, how smal she now felt.

“I'm glad you finaly came of your own freewill, Kadliana,” hesaid. “1 was planning to begin a
rigorous investigation, and you would have been itsfirst subject—as I'm sure you could guess. How
could you do such athing? The shake-up from thiswill damage the Guild for yearsl”

He kept his voice low so the brown-sashed workersin the engine levels could not hear them over the
background noise of water pouring through pipes, ventilation fanswhirring a the celling. He motioned for
her to follow him into one of the narrow greenhouses, where sunlamps compensated for the gray
dreariness of the skies outside. They walked between rows of pepper and tomato plants under
migt-irrigation systems.

“But why?" Kdlianaasked in astonishment, remembering now how he had looked at her with
suspicion the last severd timesthey had spoken. “How could you know?’

Two agricultura workers entered the far end of the greenhouse and stopped abruptly as they noticed
the Guild Magter and a Truthsayer apparently looking for privacy. Tharion gestured dismissively, and the
two workers scurried out, till carrying their empty baskets.

Tharion turned back to look at her. “1 know Veritas has been leaking from our stores out to the
citizens. Yourethe only link | know. | just don't understand how you succeeded in smuggling the
capsules out of the armory vault.”

Kdlianas baffled expression must have surprised him. “ Smuggling Veritas? | don't know what you're
talking about.”

Thistime Tharion was taken aback. He must have known no Truthsayer would tell another a
bald-faced lie, snce Tharion could easily read the truth from her if he chose. “ Then why did you want to
see me? It's something about your verdict of Troy Boren, isn't it?’

Kdlianatook along, deep breath to summon up al her courage. She looked away from him, focusing
on abell pepper ready to be picked. “ Yes. My ahilities.... the Veritas—I think | made amistake,” she
sad, “and found an innocent man guilty.”

The Guild Master appeared suddenly surprised, with an odd undertone of ... relief? she wondered.
Hefrowned, deeply perplexed. “What made you change your mind? Have you found new evidencein
the case?”’

“No,” Kdlianasaid. Shefilled her lungs again with the lush greenhouse scent, then let her bresth out
dowly. Her mind whirled, and finaly the explanation bubbled out in arush: the nightmares, her abortive
truthsaying at Sardili'svillage, the unfocused dismay in Troy's mind that she had misinterpreted as guilt.

“And Y san—I can't believe hefailed histest, either, Guild Master. He was young, yes, but stronger
than | was.” Kdlianalooked away. “I'm worried. The Veritas no longer seemsto be working for me,
maybe not for Y san, either. What if we'velost our tolerance?’

Tharion stared at her, his expression both appalled and disappointed. “The Guild can no longer trust
you to perform your duties, Kdliana.”

Thewords struck panic within her. “1 know,” she said miserably. “I know. | may haveto resgn.”

Tharion shook his head, a saddened, lost on hisface. “My investigation will ill proceed. Thereis
much more going on here than you suspect. Please let me read you so that | can know the extent of your



migtake.”

Kdlianawas gartled, but agreed. She hadn't been probed by another Truthsayer since her origina
confirmation in the Guild—but Tharion wasright, and she stepped closer to him, tilting her narrow dfin
face up to him. He cupped both of his hands a the sides of her head, resting hisfingertipsin her hair,
touching her temples. He closed his eyes, then she closed hers.

Kalianawaited, enduring stoicaly. Shefelt nothing ... but then, she didn't expect to. The tendrils of
Truthsayer thought wereinvisble and subtle. To makeit easier for Tharion, she recdled everything she
knew, what she had seen in Troy's mind and also, reluctantly, the images she had taken from Strone.

Tharion held her head for along time; his grip tightened, squeezing until it hurt, asif he weretrying to
crush the thoughts out of her head. Kalliana flinched. He released her. She opened her eyesto seethe
Guild Magter flustered and surprised, unsure of himself.

“Doyou agree?’ Kdlianasaid. “ Do you think | might beright?’

“Yes, yes,” Tharion answered distractedly. “1 must think about this further.” His brow furrowed, and
he turned away from her. “I need to think about this,” he said again, then faced her onelast time. The
hissing sprinkler systemsin the greenhouse came on, filling the air with afaint migt. “ Are you willing to do
what must be doneto rectify this mistake? Will you do what | ask—if | can find asolution?

Kallianas stomach twisted itsdlf into apainful knot, but she had gone too far to back away now. “I
have no other choice.”

CHAPTER 26

«»
|

In the darkness of his private stateroom Tharion sat shaking in Qrista's arms. His wife had turned all
the lights down, and she hugged him tightly. As he squeezed his eyes shut, he could smell the cotton of
her robe, the fresh scent of her skin, her hair.

“I couldn't read her,” he said again. “Nothing! That's never happened before. It terrified me.”
Qristapressed his shoulder with her hard fingers, emphasizing that she was there to support him.
Tharion let the words and the shock continue to pour out of him. “It was aloss of balance. My thoughts
dipped away like water through my hands. | don't think Kaliana noticed anything—but | couldn't read

her”

Qrigas breathing grew more rapid, and he could fed her tension. Without trying, his mind caught a
flicker of her emotions, enough to show that perhaps he might still have aspark of Truthsayer abilities
after dl. Shewasrigid with rage.

“Y our suspicions were misplaced. Something must be happening to the drug itself,” shesaid. “And
Kalianaraisesthe same questions| did. Y ou know Y san's abilities—he shouldnever havefailed histes.
He was destined to be a Truthsayer, far more powerful than even aMediator like me. Y ou aready knew
Kdliana had made a mistake with Troy Boren's verdict.

“ So the problem is more widespread than we thought.” She sighed heavily, turning her face away so
that her words projected into the darkness. “It's affecting al of us. Tharion, it's your responsibility to do
something about it! Find some answers—you're the Guild Magter.”

Qristahad found exactly the right thing to give him back his sense of direction and distract him from
his turmoil. He had to get to the root of the Veritas problem, to capture and sentence those people who
were undermining the power of his beloved Guild. His need bordered on obsession ... which wasn't
necessarily abad thing. He had waited far too long, ignoring clues and innuendos, reluctant to put the
piecestogether.

Qrigtas lipswere so close to his ear that he felt the hot steam of her breath. “ Test the Veritas. We
need to know if it was tampered with.”

Tharion lowered hislips, kissing her shoulder. “Youreright.”

Qristaincreased the room lightsto arosy glow. Her ice-blue eyes bored into his from above high



cheekbones; her expression brooked no compromise. “And if youdo find something wrong with the
Veritas, you must bring Y san back—and you must set Troy Boren free. He'sinnocent.”

Tharion closed hiseyes. “Y san must never find out. That would cause too much damage—he's been
sent off to Toth, and I'm sure helll be quite happy asaMagistrate. Asfor Troy Boren, | know he
shouldn't bein prison ... but it will damage the Guild's credibility to set him free”

“That'sapoor excuse,” she said sharply. “ Just say thereis new evidence. Retract the verdict.”

Tharion pulled away from her. “We can't do that. Think of the Guild!”

She scowled at him. “What am | missing? An innocent man has been sentenced to OrbLab 2, and
you know it! What am | missing?’

Tharion held his hands out to her, beseeching. “If we change this verdict, then well be admitting that
truth is not as absolute aswe've dways ingsted. Truthsayers are not alowed to make mistakes. We cantt
just shrug and change our minds. If we cite some mysterious new evidence and let Troy Boren free, well
be buried under an avalanche of appedls on other cases.”

“And what if therehave been other mistakes?” Qristaasked coldly.

Tharion avoided the possihility. “ The Guild would have to spend dl itstime for months endlesdy
reconfirming the guilt of everyone weve aready sentenced. That's what our whole system on Atlaswas
Set up to prevent!

“You'veread how it was on old Earth, with legal systemsasfull of pits and traps as quicksand. Once
you stepped into the legd abyrinth, victims and criminds dike spent the rest of their liveslost in gppeds
and counterappedls, with never afirm decision being made. Here, Truthsayers make that final decision:
we read the truth and we announce our verdict. Period.”

Qristafaced him squardly, not backing down. “I'm not achild, Tharion. | wasraised in the Guild just
asyou were.”

Helowered his voice, looking down at hisfingersto avoid her accusatory expression. “Our system
will not function unlesswe are percelved asinfalible, utterly beyond reproach. If the citizens stop
believing in the Truthsayers, then we lose everything.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, annoyed and disappointed in him. “Think of your own ethics,
then. Isit better to sacrifice an innocent man? Or two? Or ten?’

Tharion paced the room, chewing hislower lip. He had been noticing abrooding tension in Guild
Headquarters even before young Y san'sfailure. He wondered if other Truthsayers had experienced
mental 1apses, as he had just done while trying to read Kaliana. What if the dozen Truthsayers were
themsdves hiding secrets from their Guild Master?

Qrista came up behind him, massaging his shoulders. Her voice was quiet and conciliatory. “If we are
losing our abilities, then we will make more and more mistakes.”

“I know,” he answered. He had to find out what was going on, before it wastoo late. “I've got to test
the Veritas”

She cradled him in her arms, and he leaned back into her embrace. He turned around to dide hisown
amsaround her waist, pulling her close.

Taking one sky-blue capsule each, they dimmed the lights and dipped together into the familiar paths
of each other'sthoughts ... but Tharion found little solace there.

Il

With some trepidation, Tharion answered the summons of his chief chemicd andys, Khirkos, to his
lab in the topmost levels of Guild Headquarters.

Y ears ago, under Khirkos's guidance, workers had replaced the bulkhead plating in one of the
|aboratory roomswith thick panesof clear glassthat let warm sunlight spill in, eliminating the need for
artificid illumination. Khirkos dabbled in astronomy, and on cloud-free nights he sat in alounge chair with
one of theSkySword 's military spy telescopes, staring out at the blackness, hopping from star cluster to
dar clugter.

Tharion stepped off the turbolift and cameinto the laboratory rooms, blinking from the bright light
overhead. Acrid whiffs of escaping vapors, acohols, and other organic fluids bombarded his nose. His



eyes burned for amoment, then adjusted as Khirkos came forward.

A short man with massive thighs and a belly going to paunch, Khirkos had around face, close-set
eyes, and long yellow hair tied back in aponytail. His white cotton robe—stained and burned from many
experiments, and enhanced with numerous hand-sewn pockets for holding instruments and writing
implements—was tied across his girth with aplain brown sash.

Khirkos had been raised in the Guild, originaly groomed to be a Truthsayer. Though he had shown
promising abilities during his childhood, the biochemica changes of puberty had caused histoleranceto
go haywire, making his body reect the Veritas drug as rapidly as an unmodified human would. Though
unfit to be a Truthsayer, Khirkos had continued to serve the Guild. He had discovered hiscaling in
analytica chemistry and worked with the strains of native Atlas bacteriato be shipped up for processing
into Veritason OrbLab 2.

Khirkosturned from histesting and spoke without preamble. “ So, I'vefinished the andlysisfor you,
Guild Magter, and I've got some startling results.” He fumbled in one of his pockets and pulled out a
swatch of kenaf paper on which he had scribbled numbers, displaying them in atable for easy
comparison.

“Were my suspicions correct?’ Tharion asked.

Khirkos fixed him with his sharp gaze. “Even worse—or at least it's getting worse. Good thing you
found out when you did.” He handed the small square of paper to the Guild Master. “L ook at those
numbers”

Tharion squinted at the rows and columns of shrinking vaues. “ This means nothing to me,” he said.
“Explanit.”

Khirkostook the paper back and thrust it into the pale fire of amethane burner. The paper burst into
flame and crumbled into brown-gray ash. He rummaged around the detritus on his worktable and picked
up aflat glassdish on which lay acapsule of Veritas. With ascape he had diced it in half, and the
syrupy liquid spread out in afingernail-sized puddle.

“Thedrugisdiluted,” Khirkossaid. “ Substantialy. Since we maintain aset of control dosesin the
armory vaullt, I've so anadyzed five separate samples from different batches. Same story.”

Tharion'sthroat fdlt brittle, asif acough had petrified ingdeit.

“The drug has been cut,” Khirkos said. “Inert substances added to the Veritas. Each capsule contains
amuch smdler dose than our Truthsayersrequire.”

“And therest is being skimmed off, sold on the black market?’

Khirkos shrugged. “I can't determine that in the [aboratory. Y ou're the one with the telepathic
powers, Guild Master.”

Tharion didn't comment that his own abilities seemed to be diminishing aswell. He poked hisfingertip
into the sticky blue drug suspension on the plate and touched it to the tip of histongue, asif he could
notice adifferencein its sharp sour taste.

If each Veritas dose were gradually weakened over months or years, would the Truthsayers notice
their mind-reading abilities dowly growing dimmer?What if they could no longer determine with razor
clarity the digtinction between guilt and innocence, truth and lies?

Khirkoslooked at the curled ashes from the burned kenaf paper and frowned, then recited the
information from memory. “It's been most greetly weakened in the doses ordered for the embryosin our
cloning facility. The babies.... the onesleast likely to notice the difference.”

Tharion stared at him. “The babies are weskened too? Thisis.... appaling.”

Khirkos nodded. “ That's agood word for it—appdling. I'll have to remember that. So, the embryos
are getting about haf the dose that's necessary to build up afull baseleve. A few years from now, when
they grow up and are being trained as Truthsayers, who knows how their ability may be diminished?’

Khirkos held out a pudgy finger, spotted something under his nail, and picked at it. He took the glass
dish from Tharion's hands and said eagerly, “1 can run some more testsif youd like...”

“That won't be necessary,” Tharion said. The chemica anayst looked disgppointed. The Guild
Master spun on his bare feet and walked away from the sunlight toward the turbolift, wrapped in his
dark, disturbing thoughts.
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Machinery hummed; amniotic fluid bubbled; degp subsonic vibrationstrickled through the air ... dl of
which combined to make the embryo-cloning chambers anidand of silence swaddled in white noise
within Guild Headquarters. Gratings on the floor and light panels on thewall of the infirmary werevisible
around the stacked chambers where baby Truthsayers were grown from anonymous embryos.

Tharion waked down the rowswith his hands clasped behind his back while the workers watched
him, uneasy at the presence of the Guild Master. He could tell their emotiona state from the unshielded
vibrations of their thoughts. The extradose of Veritas must be working.

Tharion sudied the smal chambers, thinking how smilar they must be to the embryonic-restoration
vats up on the Platform, where the library of Earth genomes rested, awaiting requests from landhol ders.

Here at the Guild, though, Truthsayers tapped into the stockpile of origina colonists embryos,
keeping the genetic makeup confidential. It was imperative for the sake of justice and objectivity that their
parentage remain unknown. Tharion himsaf had been grown here, without afamily, with no connection
other than the Guild itsdif.

While dill in their amniotic vats, the embryos hung in mechanica wombs, exposed to increasing doses
of Veritas so that their immune systems became accustomed to the drug and did not purge it completely
from their bodies.

Tharion watched the bubbling oxygenation fluids, breathed in the warm sdty smell—atang that
reminded him of blood. This generation of Truthsayers would be weakened because of the tainted
dosages. All might fail their tests, as'Y san had.

While Y san's expulsion was unfair, if Tharion overturned it he would have to admit ablatant mistake,
the consequences of which were worse than any injustice. Y et Tharion knew that the Truthsayer Kadliana
had aready erred in at least one verdict. What if she had migudged Strone aswell?

Hisbeloved Guild was aready mired in an ethicd swamp, and therewas no lifelinein sight.

Inaway, he wasrdlieved to learn that the drug wasn't just being stolen from the vault and sold on the
distant holdings. The leak wasn't with one of his own Guild members, as he had dreaded. If the Veritas
insde the capsuleswas diluted and the rest presumably sold on the black market, then the origina crime
must be committed in the processing centers on OrbLab 2. The scam did not begin and end herein First
Landing—and the murder victim Ciaben was not the only link, as Franz Dokken had thought. It was
much larger than that.

Ashe stood, and pondered, and dreaded what he might learn if he continued to pursue the question,
Tharion was suddenly struck with another thought. His predecessor, Guild Master Klaryus, had died
from a poisoned dose of Veritas, a capsule that had somehow been contaminated by atoxin digtilled
from the virulent Mindfire strain. OrbLab 2 had inssted it was an accident—but now Tharion questioned
that.

What if they had killed Klaryus, intentiondly giving him the Mindfire-infected capsule? But why?
Certainly not to place Tharion in the position of Guild Master! What would OrbL ab have to gain by that?
As he had proved from the outset of his administration, Tharion was no friend to the orbital 1ab, tightening
regtrictions and quaity control.

The answer lay up there somewhere, though. He had to find out what it was, and he had an idea how
he might get the information he needed and right another wrong in the same stroke.

There were more whedlswithin wheels, and Tharion suspected—andfeared —that if he kept poking
around, he would uncover an entire clockwork of conspiracy against his Guild.

v
After he had summoned Kdlianato his private ready room, Tharion waited, uneasy about the
confrontation, but knowing he must go through with it. His expresson was grim as the Truthsayer entered
his ready room and sealed the door, blocking the curious gazes of the administrators at their bridge
getions.
He said nothing, and Kdlianafinaly spoke up. “Have you decided what to do with me, Guild



Magter?’ Her voice wasvery small.

Tharion stood astall as he could manage. He had put on anew sash of roya blue, and hiswhite
cotton robes were bleached clean and dazzling. He drew adeep bresth, flaring his nogtrils, and delivered
his pronouncemen.

“Kdliana, | hereby strip you of your rank asa Truthsayer.” He held out his hand, palm up, waiting.

Sheflinched asif he had physicaly struck her, and grasped the edge of the metal desk to keep herself
fromfdling. Findly, Kalianafumbled with the emera d-green sash, drawing it free. She held it, adangling
verdant ribbon draped across her trembling fingers, and Tharion pulled it away. Without the sash she
seemed naked and colorless—her robes white, her skin pale, her hair the lightest blond, her skin pink
with shame. She began to weep.

“Itisnecessary,” Tharion said.

Kalliananodded jerkily. She squeezed her dusty blue eyes shut, and tears flowed from between her
lashes, streaming down her cheeks. Unable to speak, she nodded again and again.

Tharion came around the side of the desk and touched her, raising her face up so that she was forced
to look at him through the blur of her tears. Hiswords were gentler. “It is necessary, Kdliana ... because
now it freesyou to fix everything.”

She drew ashort breath. “How?’

“We both know that Troy Boren does not belong up on OrbLab 2—but we can't just march in and
freehim,” he said, seating himself back at the desk, playing hisrole as Guild Master again. “1t would be
disastrous to admit our error and hope that the citizens would forgive and forget. They won't let us
survive such amistake, and they won't forget so easily. We must keep it acomplete secret.”

“Then how will werectify thisinjustice?’ she asked. “If we can't free the prisoner, how ishe going to
get off of OrbLab 27’

Tharion took another bregth. His heart was pounding. “Y ou will have to help him escape.”

Kallianadrew back in astonishment. “ Escape?’

Hehdd her hand inafirmgrip. “Yes. | am arranging everything. Y ou will know the details as soon as
I've established them.”

“But if Troy Boren escapes, he—he can't just have hisold life back,” Kalianastammered. “Hewill
continue to be afugitive no matter where he goes.”

Tharion raised his eyebrows. “ Only if we choose to pursue him. It can be forgotten. Troy Boren can
mekeanew life”

Kallianastarted to say something again, asif to argue with him, but the Guild Master cut her off. “It's
the best we can do. Livewithit.”

Shelooked down at the desk. The tracks of her tears fill glittered on her cheeks, but she had
stopped crying now. “What about me?’

Now Tharion smiled. “ There's something € se you must accomplish.”

He briefly explained to her how a certain amount of the Veritas was being siphoned from the sky-blue
capsules. Kalianas eyes went wide with disgust and disbelief.

“It'sdl true,” Tharion said. Heraised afinger. “ Since the V eritas capsul es themsel ves have been
atered, we must assumethat at least thefirst part of the crimeisbeing committed in OrbLab 2. Recently
an internd investigation from the Platform found no evidence of tampering. | don't believe we can trust
thisresult, however. Sondheim's team might not have had the proper ... incentive to find the truth, and so
|—as Guild Master—am gathering an impartia group of representatives from the Landholders Council,
scientists and ingpectors from the various villages.”

Hewaited for her to comprehend. “ These inspectors will be unfamiliar faces. Y ou, Kdliana, will
accompany them in disguise. No one will know you have been trained as a Truthsayer.”

Kallianawas confused, unable to sft through possible answers to her questions. “But why must | be
disguised? Why hide the fact? They would be more intimidated if you brought a Truthsayer.”

“Not necessarily,” Tharion said. “Kaliana—I want you to use Veritasto learn what you can.
Secretly. OrbLab 2 and the Platform will no doubt cover up the evidence. Even my investigators are not
likely to find anything incriminating ... except in someone'sthoughts.”



Kallianagasped at the suggestion. “But ... but | can't read a person’'s mind without his permission,
Guild Magter. | took an oath asa Truthsayer!”

Tharion folded his hands together and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk so that she
understood with perfect clarity. He wound the green sash he had stripped from her around hiswrist and
clenched itsragged endsin hisfig.

“Kadliana—youare no longer a Truthsayer.”

CHAPTER 27
«>»
I

With the decison made, Tharion fdlt asif agreat weight had been lifted from him. In high spiritsfor
thefirst time in weeks, he met Franz Dokken for lunch in Guild Headquarters.

Dokken came aone and was shown ingde by an dlite guard who recognized him and did not question
his business. The other landholders visited the Guild Magter rardly—and then only when they wanted
something—but Dokken came to see Tharion at least once amonth, usualy for amea and conversation,
nothing more.

When Tharion had once cautioned his mentor that the Guild could show no favoritism because of their
friendship, Dokken scowled a him, offended at the suggestion. “ Tharion, I've known you since you were
aboy,” hesaid. “I've been very pleased with the progress you've made within the Guild—but | would il
come and visit you even if you wore the brown sash of alab technician. | had no way of knowing you
would eventuadly be asked to take the place of Klaryus as Guild Master.” Dokken sniffed. “Y ou don't
see me befriending every young child in hopesthat I'll pick afuture leader, do you?’ Tharion had shaken
his head, then forced alaugh at his own paranoia.

Today, because the erratic rain showers had findly cleared for the season, Tharion instructed the
Guild servantsto set out lunch in the bright conservatory, where he and Dokken could have abit of
privecy.

The conservatory was housed in aglassed-in blister that had once held theSkySword 'stargeting
lasers and computer-guided plasma cannons. Severd smilar blisters studded the long hull at strategic
positions, and Guild members could spend some time over apleasant med or afternoon cup of herb teg,
surrounded by the sky or aview of First Landing.

Tharion shifted until he found a comfortable position on his cushioned meta chair. He looked out
across the rooftops that radiated from the space elevator's anchor point. Mag-lev rails rayed outward
like slver boltsto the far-flung holdings. Strips of green made a patchwork quilt on the barren lands
surrounding the city, and tall palm treeswaved in adight breeze.

Dokken scraped his metd chair across the deck plates, drawing closer to Tharion so he could share
the view. “Y ou look very pleased with yoursdlf,” the landholder said and raised an eyebrow in
puzzlement. “Isit because of this new investigation team you're sending up to the Platform? Tl me about
it”

Tharion gazed off into the distance. “Well, Sondheim's private inspectors found no evidence of
Veritas tampering—and of course| don't believe aword of it.” He turned toward Dokken. “And neither
do you, nor would any reasonable person. Sondheim isinvolved somehow. So is Dieter Pan. After Pan
provoked us when he ddlivered hisreport, it can't come as asurprise that I'm calling for yet another
investigation. I've always been athorn in their sde anyway.”

Dokken leaned forward. “ But Sondheim knows they're coming,” he said. “If he has anything to hide,
surely he would have removed it by now. Y ou don't redly expect your team to find anything, do you?’

Tharion shrugged. “ They can look, can't they?’

“Yes,” Dokken said with growing exasperation, “but what's this about you aone picking the team
members from names suggested by us landholders?’

“Only way | know to keep it impartid, Franz,” he said with a secretive smile. Though he trusted



Dokken, he could not risk revedling his plansto anyone, especidly not alandholder.

Dokken pressed him. “What? What isit? Y ou're keeping something from me, Tharion.”

Two servers camein bearing covered dishes. Tharion lifted one metal lid and drew in adeep lungful
of the sweet spicy aromafrom a sauce drizzled over rice, cut carrots, snow peas, and small chunks of
turkey mest.

Dokken ingpected the smd| dish beside hisplate: diced maroon circles swimming in crimson juice. He
tilted the bowl so that the bright red liquid doshed to one side.

“Sliced beetspickled inrice vinegar. | think you'l likeit,” Tharion said with amischievous upturn of
hislips. “Infact, it reminds me of that Chianti you make.”

Dokken scowled. “I've dways hated beets.” He pushed the bowl aside and set to work on hisrice
and vegetables.

The moment the servants had departed, Dokken leaned forward again. “ So what isthis secret you're
keeping? Y ou know how | like secrets.”

“Yes,” Tharion said, “especialy when they're not your own. Y ou've told me before.” Dokken
gestured inggtently for Tharion to continue. “ Redlly, Franz, | thought you were amuch more petient
person than this”

Dokken sat up, taken aback. “I am, of course—when I'm the one controlling the conversation. What
areyou upto? Tel me”

“My Truthsayer findly realized she made amistake in sentencing Troy Boren. Y ou know and | know
the man was never guilty—but | couldn't find an acceptable way to rectify the error. Until now.”

Tharion leaned forward, lowering hisvoiceto reved only the part of the plan that Dokken needed to
know. He required the landhol der's cooperation to make everything work perfectly. “We're using this
new investigation team as adiversion—to arrange for Troy Boren's escgpe! We're going to smuggle him
back down to the surface, and | would like you, Franz, to arrange ajob for him at your holding. Nothing
extravagant—just anew shot & life.”

Dokken's expression filled with skepticism. *Y ou're breaking aman free from OrbLab 2?7 Impossible!
Redlly, my friend, how do you expect to accomplish such athing?’

“Kareem Sondheim has aready agreed to help me. | think he'sagood man at heart.”

Dokken's face was awash with disbelief. He spluttered, then took asip of histea.

Tharion leaned forward with an intense sare. “It'll work, Franz.”

Dokken chewed in silence for afew moments, looked sidelong at the plate of beets (while Tharion
ate his own with great relish). Reluctantly, he speared one of thered circleswith hisfork and nibbled it,
making asour face.

At last, Dokken nodded dowly, after more contemplation. “I'm proud of you, Tharion. Areyou giving
up therest of the Veritasinvestigation, then?’

Tharion poured them each a second cup of tea. Off in the distance they watched the space eevator
begintoriseonitslong dow climb to orbit.

“Don't worry about it, Franz. | think | can handle this”

“Very myserious,” Dokken said around amouthful of rice. “1 think al my years of advice and training
arebeginningtosnkin.”

Tharion raised his eyebrows. “ Could be.”

Il

In her quarters Kalianawent through the motions like an automaton. She shed her white robe and
picked through the clothing options Guild Master Tharion had provided her. Though each piece was the
right size, everything seemed incredibly drab and uncomfortable. The colorswere gray or brown
accented with anarrow band of red embroidery. The weaving was coarse, the wool prickly, rather than
combed soft. Even the lightweight tunic felt scratchy, asif made from rougher linen instead of fine cotton.

She dyed her pale hair arich auburn, then used face paints to color her eyebrows. She added
makeup with inexpert strokes, daubing aflush on her cheeks. A stranger looked back at her froma
mirror: not the petite angel in Truthsayer robes, but asmall waif with red-brown hair and anarrow face,



eyeslarge with surprise, her clothes common.

Each step in the process of disguise was like closing another door on her life. She kept thinking of her
young friend Y san and the despair on his face when he had been cast out from the Guild, how he had
clung to adesperate hope of atolerable future asaMagistrate in the outlying lands.

Kdlianadidn't have such an anchor. She had no ideawhat her future might hold. Her only god wasa
short-term one—to see that an innocent man was freed from unjust imprisonment. She aso hoped she
could uncover the people responsible for stealing Veritasfrom itsrightful users. Perhaps then the Guild
Master would reconsider her future.

Kallianahad done her best to remain hidden in her room for the past three days. Her missing green
sash would have been ablatant indication to the other Truthsayers that something terrible had happened
to her; neither she nor Tharion had offered any explanation.

In the hour after noon, dite guards inside the Headquarters hel ped everyone go to alarge assembly
Tharion had called—for the express purpose of emptying the corridors so that the disguised Kalliana
might depart unseen. She stopped at the entry to her quarters, looking back at them onelast time,
amazed at how little shewas actualy leaving behind. Then she seded the door behind her forever.

That day the Truthsayer Kaliana vanished from the world, and aquiet chemica anayst—coached for
jargon by the Guild'slab specidist Khirkos—emerged to take her place on the new investigation team
sent up to the Platform.

CHAPTER 28

«»
I

Kalliana sat cold and aone among the other ingpectors. Shewas an idand of silence, not listening to
their conversations or joining in. The seven team members met and introduced themselves. They had
been ingtructed to keep their holdings confidential, though in many cases their accents and clothing gave
them away. Everyone was excited to be going up to the Platform.

Tharion's confidence in her, and her own desperation to return to the ways she loved so well,
combined with her own guilt a sentencing an innocent man, gave her the inner strength to keep
going—though at times she felt swept dong by circumstances out of her control. Kdlianatried to find
some measure of sability by grasping her single hope: Shewas going to rectify an injustice—could a
Truthsayer have any higher god?

All eight people sat together with aminimal sol-pol escort ingde the space e evator. Because of the
unusudly large number of passengers, this entire run would carry no mgjor cargo (athough the anchor
point supervisor, Cren, had managed to cram the small overhead compartment with canisters of air and
water).

At the midpoint of the ten-hour journey, afew of them shared packages of dried rations, otherswere
too queasy to eat. The ingpectors occasonally glanced a Kaliana, either curious or dismissive, but she
avoided conversation, afraid she might let dip the wrong information, that she might contradict hersdf if
shedidn't remain tight-lipped. The other four women and three men discussed andytica possibilitiesor
inventory methods, forming strategiesfor their investigation.

Kallianahad never been off Atlasbefore. Very few Truthsayers had. For amoment she thought of
old Archimand, the hero who had saved Atlas and founded the Guild. He had done something similar ...
but Kalliana could not consider hersdf alegendary figure.

She sat in her itchy clothes, ill shivering. The cold would never go away. She closed her eyes and
leaned back. So many new things. One mistake had opened up awedth—or a hell—of novel
experiencesfor her.

Asthe éevator hummed upward on itsimpellers, Kdlianafet asif she were cutting loose from her
life, her entire past.



In the high tower room of hisvilla, Franz Dokken sat at a computer station, ng the satdllite
uplink. Maximillian had departed two days earlier to continue his subversve work in the Pilgrim
settlements, and, without Schandra, his home seemed quiet and empty. It left him free to concentrate on
al the delicate detail s to which he needed to attend.

Such aswarning hisfriend Sondheim.

Thedirect link chimed, and an image from Sondheim's persona quarters blinked. The old man
accepted the cdll, pressing his smian face closeto the viewplate until he recognized Dokken. Then he
withdrew dightly, blinking hisrheumy eyes.

Dokken began without preamble. “ Tell me about this deal you made with Guild Master Tharion. |
think he's got more up his deeve than you suspect.”

Sondheim drifted backward, alowing Dokken to see his cluttered private room, ashrineto the
surface of Atlas. Dokken himself had provided the crippled landholder with high-resolution images of
desert vistasfor amura acrossthe wal of his Platform quarters, masking the serile meta plates.

Sondheim's furnishings were made of polished wood from the surface, glazed terra-cottatiles and
pots, sained glass, dl expensiveitems from Dokken Holding. The “landholder without land” repeatedly
denied it, but Dokken knew he longed to come to the surface, if only once. Kareem Sondheim had spent
nearly two and ahaf centuries trapped in the station, never once having touched solid ground.

“What did the Guild Master tell you?’” Sondheim asked in his phlegmy voice.

“I know about this crazy escape plan. | think it's going to be very difficult,” Dokken said. “ Difficult to
cover up. How areyou going to explain it?’

Sondheim shrugged and looked away. “1'm leaving the detailsto Dieter. He's good at that sort of
thing. Once the two escapees manage to get to the Platform, I'll smuggle them down on the elevator
during acargo run.”

“Dieter?” Dokken snorted. “Kareem, you have too much confidence in that flighty man. He's caused
most of these problems with his eagerness to dump more and more V eritas onto the public. When [ first
pressuredyou to let loose afew stray capsulesfor my own purposes, | thought it would end there.
Nobody would notice. But these last ten years since you put him in charge of OrbLab, Dieter has been
going overboard. A shipment insde awater buffalo ? My god, what were you thinking, Kareem?’

Sondheim lashed out, indignant. “Dieter has a so greatly increased the production efficiency on
OrbLab 2. We're making more of the drug than ever before. He'sfixed alot of the problems. Tharion
should appreciate that rather than snooping around dl thetime.” The old man seemed ready to poui.

“Y ou're not the only one who can take on a protégé, Franz Dokken!”

Dokken stared upward at the ceiling, asif seeking divine help. “Yes, but | picked someone tal ented
and maleable. Tharion isn't damaged merchandise, like Dieter Pan. Y our protégé may be sharp, but he's
missing afew character points.”

“Wise words from aman who knows exactly what it's like to have warped sensihilities,” Sondheim
sad acidly.

Dokken laughed. “Oh, don't talk to me like that, Kareem. | remember when you were just atoddler.”
Despite Sondheim's obvious advanced age, Dokken knew the crippled old man looked up to him almost
asafather figure.

For amoment, Sondheim drifted out of view, and when he returned, the shriveled old man was
obvioudy doing hisbest to control histemper. “You and | have had alonger friendship than anyone else
on the entire planet, Franz. Y ou've stated your piece, but there's nothing | can do about the escape
attempt. It's been agreed to. Now leave me alone.”

“No!” Dokken ingsted. “I haven't stated my piece. Thereis more afoot here than asmple plan to
free one prisoner. What, exactly, did Tharion promise you?’

Sondheim sighed, seemingly contrite. “ That he wouldn't revea any results of the investigation teamif |
arranged the escape of Troy Boren. They probably won't even look very hard. It seemed areasonable

Dokken leaned back in his chair, pondering. The wood and leather cresked. “He's keeping the
identities of histeam members asecret. To me, that means somebody isn't who he or she appearsto be.



My best guessisthat Tharion hasinfiltrated one of his own Truthsayersinto the group of investigators,
probably the one who fasely convicted Boren in thefirst place. Imagine what would happenif a
Truthsayer began snooping around up there, Kareem. 1t won't matter how much cleaning up you've done
if she comesin contact with any of your people whoknow .” Dokken scowled, dlowing Tharion a
moment of grudging respect for the plan.

Sondheim listened, and the web of deep wrinkles around his eyes spread wider and wider until they
were grayish chasmsin his papery skin. “A Truthsayer up here? Do you redly believe held do something
likethat? | thought you had better control over him!” Sondheim's nogtrils flared. His hunched shoulders
dumped asif gravity had just increased on the Platform. “Maybeyour protégéisn't as wrapped around
your finger asyou expect.”

“Don't worry about Tharion. I'll keep himinline. Now I'm going to tell you what to do about this
mess.” Helet out along dow breath, wishing again for agood cup of coffee or adecent glass of wine.
“Troy Boren and the Truthsayer are both dangerous|oose ends. | wouldn't be surprised if an unfortunate
accident happened to them during thiswild escape attempt.”

Sondheim scowled. “1'm not going to kill anybody. Not for you, and not for me.”

“Thendoit for Dieter.” Dokken's expression hardened. “ Don't make me use athrest neither of us
wantsto hear. If these two escape and manage to deliver their information, | don't need to explain to you
how many of our planswill come tumbling down. All of Dieter's dedlingswill be exposed, and your
preciouslittle adopted son will be ruined, not to mention the damageit'll cause you and me.”

The withered old man drifted across the image area of the viewplate, like a spider on aweb, hisentire
body trembling with sudden fear. Dokken continued, “Y ou thought you had it dl taken care of, but you
stepped right into Tharion's net. There's only one way to get out. It's dangerous up in orbit, after al.
Accidents happen.”

Seeing Sondheim's continued reluctance, Dokken grew impatient. “ The team ison itsway, Kareem!
They are ascending in the elevator at this moment. We don't have the luxury of long contemplation.”

“All right!” the old man shouted. “I'll doit for Dieter. But | despise you for this, Franz.” Sondheim
picked up one of the decorative glazed pots asif he wanted to hurl it at the viewplate.

“Me?" Dokken said with hurt innocence. “All | did waswarn you.”

Sondheim annoyed Dokken by terminating the connection without aresponse. The twisted old man
wasdill achildin many ways.

[l

When they docked at the orbiting Platform, the anxiety among the team membersincreased tangibly.
Kaliana had to force herself not to read the turmoil of their thoughts. She had taken a double dose of
Veitasimmediately before departing, though her powers didn't fed particularly enhanced. She would
return to the surface long before she was due for another booster.

One of the sol-pol guards led the way, and Kaliana floated up into ahemispherica chamber that
depicted an idedlized sky. When she read the words “ Atlas—a new dawn,” painted near the imaginary
risng sun, Kalianafelt her heart turnto lead.

Asworkers husgtled off with the supply cylinders, Kallianawaited with the others, asmdl chick ina
flock of birds, hanging weightless and disoriented inthe air. A shrunken old man who looked like an
animated mummy drifted down, accompanied by two guards who floated in the air beside him.

Kdlianarecognized the man by his gross deformities, his underdevel oped legs and sticklike bones,
Kareem Sondheim had been in charge of the Platform since the beginning of Atlas history. He had figured
prominently in her Guild history lessons, but now she looked toward him with hope. He had promised to
assg her in setting Troy Boren free, though his postion on the Platform aso madeit likely he was
involvedintheillegd Veritasactivities.

“So, welcometo the Platform,” Sondheim said to the team. “1 am saddened that the Truthsayers
Guild considers your presence necessary, but | promise my full cooperation in your investigation.” His
wrinkled face stretched as he grinned. “I'm sure you'l find everythingexactly asit should be—I hope you
don't prove mewrong.”



A painted thundercloud split down the middle as an access hatch opened hafway up thewadl, and
Kalianaamost expected a cloudburst to pour down. Sondhelm and the guards directed them upward
into the open corridors, nudging them when they needed assstance in the zero gravity. Kaliana
constantly had to readjust her perception of the directions Down and Up and Forward.

“Today well giveyou atour of the Platform facilities, and tomorrow you'l al be shuttled over to
OrbLab 2, where our actua Veritaswork takes place,” Sondheim said. “If there's anything else you wish
to see, well look into it. The space elevator is scheduled to depart midway through tomorrow, so you'll
haveto wait for the next run anyway. | hope that will give you sufficient time to complete your
invedigations”

Over the next few hours Kdlianaand other inspectors endured tours of machinery and facilities: chip
imprinters where lasers drew incredibly small patterns through focal lenses onto ultrapure subsirates,
pharmaceutica culturing labs where tiny petrie dishes were surrounded by cold air and ultraviolet light.
Materias synthesis labs used extreme cold, extreme heat, and extreme vacuum to create exotic new
dloys, sponge metals, and ceramic films. Tanksin the cloning lab and the genetic library bubbled and
hissed, growing new species that would have their chance on the new planet. The details of everything
overwhemed her, and Kalliana ceased to absorb anything new after the first hour.

The Platform'sfixtures, thewalls, the windows, were adazzling array of plastics, enameled metd, and
chrome—everything perfect, everything exact—manufactured on long-lost Earth to tolerances that were
inconceivable on modern Atlas.

Thewalls and fase windows were decorated with Earth images brought by the origind colonistslong
ago, reminders of their former home. Kalliana had never seen anything like the enhanced photographs of
spectacular natural formations and amazing cities. The faded propaganda posters depicting Eden-like
dreams of Atlas seemed just as Strange.

Their ingpection team moved dong, streaming into the flow of traffic in the main corridors. Inthe
weightlessness people worked or swam around, jetting with compressed-air packs, some expertly, some
flying out of control. Others clanked along in magnetic boots.

Kaliananoticed that nearly everyone had well-devel oped arm muscles from pulling themselves
around the Platform. She used the clumsiness fostered by zero gravity as an excuse to bump into people,
making superficid menta scans of some of the sol-pols, afew of the lab technicians—but nobody knew
anything about what she sought. Kdliana could barely even find the wordVeritas in their thoughts, so
concerned were they about their own tasks.

As he scuttled ahead, Kareem Sondheim glanced directly at her severd times, fixing her with his
hooded gaze. She expected him to make some sort of contact, but he ignored her. She had hoped for an
opportunity to touch him, to snatch afew of his thoughts so she could study them. Guild Master Tharion
would have considered that very important. But Sondheim did not alow her to get close enough ashe
bobbled dong pointing out Platform activities.

Fuzzy with confusion, Kallianafollowed aong with the group to the next stop on their ingpection.

\Y,

At the end of the day Kaliana paced the floor of her sterile, unfamiliar guest quarters, seeking some
answersto her own questions.

Once crammed with impatient colonists, the station high above Atlas was now nearly empty, an
enormous structure left donein orbit, connected by afrall tether to the ground. Most people wanted to
live on the surface, despite the hardshipsinvolved in making ahomethere.

Kalliana's mind and stomach were twisted into knots. So far she had gleaned no indghtsat al about
the Veritas smuggling. Troy Boren was still a prisoner aboard OrbLab 2. She was supposed to free him,
but she had no ideahow. No plan. Guild Master Tharion had said he wouldarrange everything—but
how much would be | eft up to her? She didn't know.

The buzzing door signal startled Kalliana. She unsealed the hatch to find the hunched landhol der
Sondheim floating just out of reach.

“Hdlothere” he said and handed her asdf-playing disk. “Thisisfor you.” Shetook it inginctively,



and he backed away, waving. “It'sal you need to know.”

“Wait!” she cdled, but he was dready moving down the corridor. Sondheim avoided her, asif
superdtitioudy afraid to let her touch him. But he wasn't supposed to know that she was aformer
Truthsayer, only that she meant to free Troy Boren.... What had gone wrong? Where had he gotten his
doubts?

“Play thedisk,” Sondheim called. He jetted away with his compressed-air pack, somersaulting
through the air.

Kallianalooked at the square disk in her hand and sedled the door. This was all she needed to know

Sitting on the bunk she played the disk, focusing carefully on the words, because it was marked asa
one-time-only filefilled with seif-erasing text.
Intent on her goa, she drank in the step-by-step instructions for a prison bresk.

CHAPTER 29
L,
I

Theinvestigation team suited up and climbed aboard the ballistically launched dedsthat propelled
them across space to the orbiting |aboratory.

Kallianas scomach filled with acid, and her muscles ached from tension. She played and replayed the
steps of Sondheim's plan in her head, hoping she didn't make amistake. She had to be brave. She had to
follow through. This one act would stop the chain reaction of wrongs she had inadvertently started in
mation.

Reaching OrbL ab 2, the team members moved through the airlock booths and the decontamination
shower, one by one, then entered the prison labor complex, shivering in their damp new clothes.

Insde, Kallianalet her gazeflick from side to sSide, absorbing the loceations of the entrance booths and
outer guard quarters, the schematics of the sation—all items she would need later. Sondheim's escape
scheme seemed preposterous, and would have been unthinkable without al the information he had
provided. Kalianahad no choice but to follow each step, precisdly asthe old man had laid it down. She
just had to hope it would work....

The gtation exec Dieter Pan drifted forward down the long corridor that housed crew quarters, aring
of cabins separated from the locked-down central complex that held the prisoners’ cells and the isolated
processing labs. Dieter bounced along, focusing on Kdliana. He raised his mercurid eyebrows and
grinned as he approached. “Welcome, welcometo OrbLab 2.” Reaching thefirst team member, Dieter
reached forward to shake the woman's hand vigoroudly. “Weve been expecting you, boys and girls.”

As sol-pols thudded forward, moving dowly in their mag-boots, Dieter went down the line, grasping
every team member's hand in an enthusiastic welcome. Kalliana braced herself, and when Dieter Pan
reached out to take her grip, she squeezed back hard, seizing the chance. Marshaling the Veritas strength
in her mind, she dovein—

—to aswirl of images, details Kareem Sondheim had not wanted her to find, al the machinations that
the previous investigation teams had not discovered ... or to which they had turned ablind eye:

Sondheim, who had taken Dieter under hiswing, raisng him like afoster son, grooming him for this
position on OrbLab 2, where he reigned as king—Sondheim on the Platform, Dieter Pan on OrbLab 2,
the masters of space....

Withered, sentimental Sondheim, who could never refuse the young man anything....

Dieter staging accidents, rescuing supposedly lost and written-off shipments of Veritas that he could
| to those greedy people “downgtairs.”

The thoughts came to Kallianain an unsorted jumble, made more difficult because she didn't know
exactly what she wanted to find, no Ssmple yes or no answer, guilty or innocent. But now she knew
incontrovertibly that OrbL ab 2 was behind the smuggling.



Disconnected details continued to flood into her with the speed of thought:

How Dieter Pan loathed Eli Strone—and even the background thoughts about the serid killer had the
power to make Kaliana shudder. Strone's stoic perseverance and refusal to be intimidated made Dieter
want to lash out a the man.

The escape plan, overturning Troy Boren'sfalse conviction ... Dieter planned on helping them. She
caught glimpses of his plans, saw how heintended to stage a spectacular emergency to cover the
escape—hbut she couldn't read any details ... only that he looked forward to it with great glee.

Theflicker of Dieter's emotion did not ingpire her with confidence, though, because in arush she saw
more—many more—indications of darker thoughts....

Then Kalianawas set adrift as Dieter snatched hisbrief grip away, suspecting nothing as he moved
on to the next person in the team with another bobbing handshake.

Kallianalet out along, soft sigh. It had been easy after dl, so easy that it had taken her by surprise.
Everything had changed with ahalf second's worth of memory dump from the station exec.

Now she held some of the information Guild Master Tharion wanted. His suspicions were confirmed,
and he would now have to take drastic action. Her revelations would cause a great upheaval as soon as
shereturned safely to First Landing. But that turmoil would be necessary to shore up the crumbling
foundation of the Guild before it was undermined any further.

Perhaps it would even be enough to get her reinstated as a Truthsayer.

“Wdl then, boysand girls,” Dieter Pan said, rubbing his hands briskly together as heflitted forward,
“well plit into separate groups so you can nose into everything. Shall we get on with it?’

Il

Troy Boren toiled away in the sealed high-risk |aboratory. He had no chronometer, no way of telling
how many hours he put in each day. He smply worked when they told him to and quit when they told
him to. It didn't matter. Each day had already become adrab gray limbo.

It would bethisway for therest of hislife.

Hedready fet asif he had been trapped on the orbita laboratory for years, though he knew it
couldn't have been much more than amonth. He wondered if his Sster Leisahad had her baby yet—of
course not, her pregnancy probably wasn't even showing. He wondered how many men had fled from his
dhrewish sster Rissbeth.

Time dragged so dowly. Once, he even wished Eli Strone would go berserk—just to give him
something to remember and think about, something out of the ordinary.

Troy had long since stopped smdling the mélange of chemical odors wafting through the recycled air.
He had ceased feding the station's bone-penetrating chill. He did hisdaily duties.

Beside him, Strone remained as engrossed as ever in hisjob, never wavering, never complaining.

Theairlock booth hissed. Troy and Strone both looked up to see Dieter Pan cycling through from the
outer corridor. The airlock popped open, and the wiry man drifted in, wearing his ubiquitous forest-green
bodysuit. He gave a push with hisright hand to drive his body up into the air, then hung about ameter off
the ground.

Dieter carried a bubble-wrapped package, which he set on the table beside Troy's termind. “ Change
of routinefor thismorning, boys,” he said. “We've had overflow from the capsule-processing labs, and
we aren't going to make this shipment down, since the space eevator departs the Platform in another
hour or so. WEll have to hold thisuntil the next run.”

“But why bring it in here?’ Troy asked werily.

“Thisisthe most sterile of thelabs,” the Station exec answered, “and | don't want it cluttering up the
capsulefacility. Log thisin, Boren, then accompany me. Y ou and | have moreto do thismorning.”

“What do you mean?’ Troy asked. “Me?’

Dieter's eyes widened beneath his curled eyebrows, the pupils contracted to pinpricks of black.
“What isthis, an interrogation? Just pay attention, boy. There'sa VIP ingpection team here snooping
around to make sure we aren't hiding Veritasin our armpits or something like that. One of the inspectors
istoo dim to use our computers and needs someone to hel p her through all the basics. Y ou're stuck with



the task. Remember, the new boy always gets last pick of jobs.”

Troy blinked in confusion, but Dieter clgpped his hands, making hisfloating body move. “Come on,
boy! Theinspectorsare waiting.”

“Uh, sure,” Troy said, then picked up the bubble-wrapped package. “1tl take me awhileto divide
up al thelotsin here and double-check—"

“We don't havetimefor that,” Dieter said. “Just log in the package as awhole. Y ou can do your
cross-checking later, after the team leaves.”

Reuctantly, Troy left the package beside histermina and pecked in the numbers with hisfingertips,
then followed Dieter Pan to the airlock booth.

“Strone, don't talk so much,” Dieter said with aglare. “Y ou'd better keep up production even without
your partner here.”

“| dwayshave,” Strone said.

Asthe booth door sedled behind them, Troy looked out through the transparent wall back into the
confined lab. Eli Strone glanced at the package with amixture of uneasiness and annoyance. Troy
redlized that the killer, too, had a bad feding about this turn of events.

[

Assigned to asmall ingpection cubicle, Kaliana drifted over to an unoccupied computer termind. The
muffled room wastiny as acoffin and empty; bright phosphors from the screen listed numbers she could
not comprehend. “What am | supposed to do with this?” Kalliana asked the guard, who stood like a
medieva knight anchored to the floor by mag-boots.

He shouldered hisrifle. “Wait. We're bringing someone to walk you through the inventory
procedure.”

She suddenly realized this was the connection, and so she wasn't surprised to see the scarecrowish
young man, Troy Boren, brought into the chamber with her. Shetook a deep, chilled breeth. Hisface
had become more gaunt, his eyes hollow, hislips thinner—and he had been here no more than amonth!

“Thisis Chemica Technician Kdliana,” the guard said to Boren. “Help her out. Tell her what she
wantsto know.” Paralyzed with dread, Kallianalooked at Troy—but he didn't recognize her. With her
disguise of face paints and different clothes, Troy would have no reason to suspect her identity asthe
pale Truthsayer who had convicted him.

His handsfluttered like wings, and he swallowed before bending over the computer termind. “I'm
hereto help you,” he mumbled.

Kallianaspokein alow voice, though the sol-pol at the door didn't seem to care. “And I'm hereto
hepyou , Troy Boren,” she said.

v

The package of capsules sat by itself on the table besde Troy'sterminal, unsettling Eli Strone. 1t was
an item out of order, aloose end. He hated piecesthat didn't fit into place.

Why had the station exec brought the package here? Why had he removed Troy? Why had he
ingsted that the capsules not be inventoried? None of thiswas part of the routine.

Since coming to OrbLab 2, after the Truthsayer mysterioudy rejected Strone's careful effortsto mete
out justice to Atlas, he had found that his own truth-reading abilities had begun to wane.... He squeezed
his eyes shut and forcibly drove the thought from his mind. He till had much work to do.

Hecould read minds. Hecould smell out ain and guilt, and he would dedl with it as necessary. He had
been unable to read the mind of Dieter Pan, yet till he had sensed something wrong, something out of the
ordinary. The station exec had moved with adiscreet furtiveness, had spoken with the silky ease of a
practiced liar. What had Dieter redly meant? Why? He didn't trust the maddening station exec.

Strone finished arun with the pulsed-laser bacterial sorter, then moved over to his partner's computer
station. He would double-check and log in the shipment of Veritas, since Dieter Pan had not allowed
Troy thetime. Once Strone took care of this outstanding task, perhaps the pieces would fit together
again, and he could get back to his own job. Then he'd be able to concentrate better.



He unrolled the bubble pack, spilling out small packetsthat contained separately numbered lots of the
precious drug—but he saw immediately that amistake had been made. The capsules were empty: grayish
trand ucent shells made of hardened gelatin in the right size and shape, but containing only air or some
inert substance, not the sky blue of Veritas.

Ashisanger built at the thought of being tricked, Strone squeezed one of the capsules between his
blunt fingerslikeavise. A clear liquid—water?—spurted out of the empty shell.

He then remembered what Troy had uncovered by digging through the station records the previous
time an entire shipment had been lost to space. Something strange had happened there aswell: aloose
end, adisaster. Would Strone be blamed for the mix-up thistime?

Hefelt the anger building and snatched up one of the packages, deciding to confront Dieter Pan with
this gross mistake. If everyone would only do their jobs as they were supposed to, nothing bad would
ever happen.

Hispam filled with the false capsules, Strone went immediately to the airlock booth, stepped in, and
sedled the door behind him—

—just asthe screeching contamination alarms sounded. The red emergency portd blew outward in an
unexpected explosive decompression, dumping the lab room ... though the bacteria sorter had been
sedled and empty, offering no hazard whatsoever.

Strone spun about in the confined airlock booth, placing his pamsflat againg the transparent wall,
and watched the death chamber. The air screamed away into space, adl loose itemsflying out asthe hard
vacuum ripped everything free. The empty package of fake Veritas capsules spiraled out into the
star-strewn blackness.

A moment sooner, and the emergency systemswould have flung Strone out aswell, tearing the air
from hislungs faster than he could scream.

Theairlock booth locked itsdlf, imprisoning him. Eli Strone had no choice but to stand there, hiseyes
round at his narrow escape.

The magentaadarm lights cycled, and he could fedl the pounding srens vibrating through thewalls.
Louder than everything e se he heard his heart thumping as he redlized that the pieces did indeed fit
together, that he had answersto his many questions—but not the answers he had hoped to find.

CHAPTER 30

L,
I

Even though she had expected the darm systems to begin shrieking through OrbLab 2 at any time,
Kalianadill had to bite back astartled scream. The guard standing outside the small ingpection chamber
looked about wildly, hisfeet anchored to the floor as he held hisweapon out, ready to fire at some
oncoming enemy.

Speakersin the enclosed corridors rang out with a harsh synthesized voice. “Mgor decompression
event in bacterid sorter lab. Warning! Mgor decompression event—"

Troy Boren looked around in panic. “ That's my lab. What happened?’

“All guards report to bacteria sorter laboratory. Repesat, major decompression event—"

The sol-pol whirled, jabbing the end of hisrifle toward Troy. “ Stay here,” he said, then trudged off
likeaarmored knight.

Kallianawaited amoment, then snapped to Troy. “Thisisour chance!” she said. “1'm getting you out
of here”

Troy's eyes seemed to bug from hisface in a“mgor decompression event” of their own. “What did
you say?’ he asked.

“I'm from the Truthsayers Guild,” she answered quickly. “We know you were sentenced falsely, and
we haveto get you out of here.”

“But,” Troy said, unableto find words. “1 can't. They won't let—"



“Yes, they will! It'sal been arranged, but we have tomove now . We won't get a second chance.”

Troy suddenly narrowed his eyes, suspiciousin away he would never have been before histimein
the orbita prison. “How do | know you're not trying to get me killed in a prison escape attempt to cover
the Guild's mistake?’

Kdlianasighed in exasperation. *Y ou don't. But I'm your only hope for getting back to Atlas.” She
fixed him with an intense, impatient gaze. “Unlessyou'd rether stay herefor therest of your life? Do you
want to go, or don't you?”’

Troy'slipstrembled, but he shook his head vigoroudy. “No, | want to go home.”

Kallianadidn't have the heart or the time to explain that he could never go home. At least held get
back to the surface, though. She grabbed hiswrist and pulled him with her, bounding out into the corridor
in thefeatherlight gravity.

Lightsflashed. Doors sealed shut automatically, trapping people insde. Kalianawas aghast to see
that the door to their ingpection cubicle hissed to an airtight sea only moments after they had dipped out.
If she hadn't moved immediately...

Sol-pals rushed down the corridor, their loud bootsteps thundering. “ Get to shelter,” one shouted at
Kalliana, then hurried on hisway. Severa workers without mag-boots scuttled along, like fish svimming
away from predators to a safe refuge.

Kdlianatried to recal the OrbLab 2 blueprint, but the noise, the lights, and her own panic, only
served to transform the diagram lines into atangled nest in her mind. “Help mefind the outer porta,” she
sad. “To get to the suitsand the dedd!”

“Oh!” hesaid, asif it had suddenly becomered to him that they were actually going to leave the
prison. “But wereseded in,” he said. “We can't just leave—they'll know.”

“Well worry about that when we get there,” Kalianasaid in an effort to purge her own self-doubts.

They reached the main entry station where two sol-pols supposedly sat armed and waiting to prevent
any such escape attempt—~but even these two had left their postsin the emergency. Kaliana doubted
that was standard procedure; Sondheim had assured her they would be given explicit orders.

The big metd door sat shut, asif welded againgt the outer docking chamber where the dingshot deds
waited. She raced to the keypad and punched in the code phrase Sondheim had told her to
memorize—but her trembling fingers stuttered, and she hit the wrong buttons. A warning flashed up,
telling her she had one more chance before the entire station would be locked down. Bregthing fast and
hard, concentrating to keep the numbers and letters from swimming in front of her eyes, she picked out
the input one key at atime, her lips pressed together.

“Areyou surethisisgoing to work?’ Troy said.

“I am,” she answered and finaly completed the last keystroke. The airlock door swung open. “Inside,
hurry,” she said. “Weéll have to cycle through.”

It took forever for the pressure equalization to alow them access to the docking chamber. “We're
going to dip off of OrbLab 2 during the confusion,” Kalliana continued. “1 was planted on the ingpection
team. Nobody knew who | was. The team memberswill be evacuated separately, in small groups. No
onewill know I'm not with some other party. And you,” she pointed at Troy, “the records will show that
you got gected from the airlock in the decontamination dump, though the lab was reglly empty. Clean,
efficient, and smple—and you'll be afree man.”

“I...” Troy's Adam's gpple bobbed again. “Whatever you say. But that 1ab wasn't empty—"

“Just get moving,” Kdlianasad.

The second door finally unsealed. They bounded into the docking chamber where the two deds il
walited for their return journey—but the large craft were not yet cranked into the heavy-gauge
spring-launchersin preparation for launch. Kalianawent to the big equipment closet mounted to the wall
and opened it, sorting through the suits dangling there like empty slver skins.

“But how are we going to get back down to Atlas?” Troy said.

“One gep at atime. First we haveto get to the Platform.”

Exasperated, Troy said, “But how do we get to the Platform? Y ou can't fly one of those deds can
you? They'retoo big for just the two of usto launch.”



“True,” Kalianasaid, knowing how preposterousit would sound. But Sondheim's message had
ingsted thiswas the only way. She pulled out one of the spare suitsand thrust it at Troy.
“Were going to jump.”

Il

With his head sealed insde the spacesuit helmet Troy's breath roared around him as he panted with
fear and dishelief. He could hear his heart pummeling his chest and the blood rushing through his ears.

They toggled through the communication systems on their suit, finally connecting each other with a
low-power line-of-sight radio link.

“Now what do we do?’ he asked.

Kdliana seemed just as frightened as he was. She went over to the hull door controls and punched in
asequence that began the decompression cycle.

The waiting was tense and interminable as the docking bay drained of air, ssemingly one lungful a a
time. Troy felt hissuit balooning asit strained to protect the pressure of his body from the empty maw of
space. At any moment he expected the OrbL ab 2 guards to stop them.

He fought againgt aviolent shiver and adistant roaring in his ears that made him suspect he was going
into shock. He had no ideawhat he was doing here. He had hated his hazardous yet monotonouslifein
prison. He knew he wasn't guilty of his crime—»buit this escape attempt was insane. What if the sol-pols
caught him? They would shoot to kill. And this emergency, the sudden depressurization in the bacteria
sorting lab—had Eli Strone been avictim of the planned escape?

Troy felt like atiny piece of flotsam in the midst of a hurricane as he looked out the opening door that
led to the bottomless pit of space. “And you want usto just ... swim?”’

“Swim,” Kallianas voice crackled over the speaker, bouncing around in hisears. “ Therésaway we
can bleed air from our tanks, useit to propd oursalves across the gulf and get to the Platform.”

“But if wejet with our ar, wewon't have enough to breathe,” Troy said. This“solution” seemed to
get worse every moment. Standing by the equipment cabinet, he snatched two of the small
compressed-gas packs, and tossed oneto her. It tumbled dowly, end over end in the soup of
nothingness, and she caught it, nearly overbaancing hersdlf. “ Here. Maybe thesglll help us. | saw Kareem
Sondheim using gas canigtersto move himsdlf about.”

“Itisnt redly al that far. Sondheim assured me we could do it,” sheinssted, working her way to the
edge. Troy gulped as he looked across the black canyon of space. The gold and blue planet hung
immeasurably far below, and a sense of unredity overtook him.

Before Troy could remember histerror again, the two of them pushed off, drifting through the open
doors and out into the abyss.

OrbL ab 2's decompression cycle timed out and began to reverseitsalf. Behind them, the thick doors
ground shut in silence, sedling Troy and his rescuer from the hodgepodge of canisters and sterile
|aboratories.

The yawning distance below and around him seemed incomprehensibly vast. Troy found himself dizzy
and nauseated again, as he had on the space elevator ride, but he clamped histeeth together. The thought
of vomiting ingde the space helmet made him doubly quessy.

Across space Troy could see the Platform, and the space elevator with its razor-thin thread of
diamond fiber just disengaging to begin its descent.

They experimented with their compressed-air canisters, sending themsalvesinto spinsand lurching
with increased inertia. Troy felt agreat uneasiness at being so disconnected, so disoriented, out in space.

“We're supposed to go to aparticular external airlock on the Platform,” Kalianasaid over the
line-of-sght link. “Thereé's aholding chamber insde. Sondheim will seethat we get hidden in the space
elevator on the next cargo-only run.”

Troy recalled the cramped e evator, thought of what his surly boss Cren would say if the anchor point
crew opened the hatch to find two fugitives hiding insde. It might be worth it, just to see the bug-eyed
expression of surprise on Cren'sface.

The winking hemispherica Platform hung in orbit, precarioudy connected to the planet below. They



drifted closer, faster—and Troy redized with darm how much they had jetted with their canisters. They
had better start decelerating now.

He sprayed the nozzlein front of him, and white vapor puffed out. It dowed him down like afist
dammed into his chest, but gradualy counteracted hisforward motion. Kdlianadid the same.

“There!l” she said pointing toward the convol uted topography of the outer dome. Troy squinted
through the polarized glare of starlight and saw acircular outer hatch markedX15 . Using tiny jetsfrom
her canigter, Kallianamaneuvered hersdlf closer and closer to the designated opening.

“If Sondheim was correct,” she said, “I should be able to open thisfrom out here. Then wéll be
ingde and homefree”

Troy heard the words with aduggish sense of joy.Home. Free . Two concepts he had never thought
he could apply to himsdf again.

Kalliana struck the hatch like an insect, landing with spread hands and booted feet. Troy gave afina
blast from his gas canigter, which dowed him down just enough so that he wasn't thrown off-baance by
the impact.

Kallianafumbled with the access controls. Troy wondered when this entryway had last been opened.
These emergency entrance chambers had been placed by the origina workers when they had
disconnected the Platform from the main bulky framework of the colony ship.

The door swung slently open with a puff of crystal steam, remnants of air that hadn't quite been
drained away in the cycling procedure. Inside, the chamber wasfull of shadows. A good placeto hide.

Kallianadrifted in, groping for Troy's gloved hand to pull him after her. She had turned and looked
behind hersdlf to get agood grip and tugged Troy dong, so that they both saw the threet at the same
time

Sondheim's guards were waiting for them.

Within the cramped chamber three suited figures stood around a massive cannonlike wegpon that
gleamed with solenoids and magnetic rings along its barrel: some sort of bizarre and powerful
plasma-discharge launcher, Troy guessed, far different from the smple projectilerifles carried by
sol-pals. It was obvioudy amed at them.

The suited guards reacted frantically, moving about in vacuum silence—their communicationslink
must have been tuned to a different channel—as they wrestled the plasma-discharge cannon into position.

In asngpshot of terror, Troy noticed acurioudy familiar insigniaemblazoned on the cannon's barrdl.
He had seen the same design on the outer wall of the Truthsayers Guild, partidly worn away by time.
Thiswespon had come from theSkySword , part of the military ship's stockpile of high-tech armaments
that had supposedly been destroyed when the invaders vessel was grounded.

“We're betrayed!” Kaliana shouted over theradio link. She till clutched hiswrist; Troy planted his
foot on the hatch frame and shoved with al hismight.

They tumbled backward just as the three figures managed to trigger the plasmadischarge. A bolt of
crackling, fizzing incandescence sprayed outward through the center of the opening, ascreaming path of
disintegration. The weapon blasted a second time.

Troy and Kalianareded out of control, tumbling endlesdy into space.

CHAPTER 31
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Though Maximillian was generdly dour and serious, Dokken caught him smiling asthe two of them
gdloped their horses out for another rigorous ride deep into the badlands.
Dokken wasin no particular hurry, but he enjoyed the fedling of his stallion extending his muscles,
snorting with effort, hooves pounding on baked clay as they thundered across the desert. Dokken'slong
hair sivept wildly behind him. Though the rainstorm had washed away dl previoustralls, the galion

seemed to know where he was going.



When both horses were exhausted, Dokken dowed his mount to an easy walk. Maximillian squinted,
asif his cheekbones were squeezing upward toward his craggy forehead. They carried plenty of water
and supplies. Though it was dangerous to ride off into the rugged wasteland alone, Franz Dokken and his
manservant had done this so many timesit had become old habit to them.

Back at the villa Dokken had once again grown weary of constantly shepherding hismyriad plans,
each designed toward guiding the greet tapestry, a plan that would leave him, Franz Dokken, fully in
control of Atlasby the time theEarthDawn arrived. Hiswork was not merely a petty power-grabbing
scheme, of which the other inexperienced |andhol ders were so fond—he was scul pting history.

Now, though, he also felt eager for the restful oblivion, to recharge his batteriesin the way that had
alowed him to maintain himsdf for nearly two and ahaf centuries. It dso helped “dodge the bullet” of his
own more extreme actions, such as the sabotaged escape attempt of the Truthsayer and that scapegoat
Boren from OrbL ab 2. Some thingsjust needed time to sort themselves out.

Tharion would be utterly outraged when he heard of it, but the Guild Master smply had to believeit
was an accident, atragic mistake. In time Tharion might even be made to see the ultimate advantages of
removing the scapegoat and the Truthsayer. Dokken smply hoped he had trained Tharion well enough
that he would come to such aredlization on his own. He had the potentia for greatness, though he must
never suspect any deeper scheme. The powerful Guild Master's greatest value lay in the fact that he
thought he knew what was going on ... but in redlity he knew very little, and therefore remained
mdlesble

Riding across the desert, lost in thought, Dokken was taken by surprise when they encountered a
deep, fresh ravine across their path. When he pulled his stalion to ahdt at the edge, Maximillian rode up
beside him, and they looked down the long shadowy ribbon of diced earth.

They rode aong the edge for sometime until they findly found a spot narrow enough for the two
horsesto legp across. Some of the crumbly clay broke away and did in asmall avalanche down to the
thin damp line of mud on the gully bottom.

Dokken looked back to see the white ivory of exposed bonesin the fresh-cut strata, ancient fossils of
large misshapen animals. He did adouble take, surprised to see evidence of extinct life here on this
supposedly dead world. Atlas, too, had secretsthat it kept carefully hidden.

Findly, asthe sun reached noon, Maximillian asked the question he always asked. “Please tdl methe
gpecific items you wish meto oversee whileyou are ... away, Master Dokken. How long will you bethis
time?’

Dokken had dready been assessing the sameissues, but hadn't yet come to aclear answer. “1 have
so many thingsgoing on,” he said, “but I'm torn between resting for our big eventsin the near future and
needing to Stay on top of thingsnow , making surethat dl the plans are nudged when necessary. Two
weseks, | think.”

“Two weeks?’ Maximillian sat up in the saddle, his eyes flashing sudden surprise—but he covered it
well. “Yes gr.”

“Thebig Rilgrim raly won't happen before then, will it?

Maximillian shook hishead. “No. | went from village to village and riled them up. They are going to
mest in three and a half weeks. | don't believe Sardili suspectsathing.”

Dokken snorted. “He never does. Y ou're sure no one will recognize you as the Pilgrim Adamant?’

Maximillian shrugged, asif it wasn't aconcern. “How could they? We met in the dark. | wore one of
their hooded robes, and the Pilgrims themselves are not ... cosmopolitan enough to keep tabs on the
assistants of distant landholders.”

“You'reright, Maximillian,” he said, “again. What would | do without you?’

The tall manservant sidestepped the rhetorica question. “Onething youwill missthough, sr,” he said,
“isthefina dismantling of the Carsus-Bonddar marriage aliance. Next week isthe culmination of our
efforts, after which their aliance will no longer be aproblem.”

Dokken made a sour face. “I'm sorry | won't be present to enjoy the fun.”

They rode on in slence asthe land around them grew more rugged. Black rock like rotted teeth thrust
up from the clays, and tall cliffs of shaetilted above the surface asif some powerful force deep below the



crust had elbowed them up.

Back in theflatlands, adust devil stretched to the sky, gray-brown asit thrashed from side to side,
plowing up clouds of debrisasit moved. It was a short-lived phenomenon, though, and dissipated,
leaving only settling dudt.

“One concern does seem to be growing, Sr,” Maximillian said. “I believe Emilio Toth and Victoria
Koman have indeed joined forces to oppose you. From al indications they have avendettaagainst you.”

Dokken raised his eyebrows. “Well, they have ample cause—I just didn't know they redlized it. Too
bad we don't have Cialben to dip inside and bring back areport.”

“They're keeping their plans secret, but most likely they have set their own plotsin motion to back
you into acorner.”

Dokken made arude noise. “Amateurs! They're out of their l[eague.” He shook his head then snorted
inderison. “If only Koman knew how she's been set up, sheldd crawl down one of her own mine shaftsto
hide”

They rodeinto anarrow canyon in the gray and red cliffs. Sheltered by abroad flat overhang, the
cave lay before them. Dokken grew more and more excited as they approached the hideaway.

It had been so much more difficult to disappear when Schandra kept nagging him about his
wheresbouts, ingstent upon knowing his every movement. Maximillian, on the other hand, knew dl of his
plans, and Dokken didn't need to keep up the tiresome charade. They dismounted, tied the horses
outsde the cave, and went inside, powering up the lights from the antique generator.

Dokken felt bone-weary, and he stretched his arms, looking around with a heavy sigh. Insdethe
cave, hooked up to itswell-maintained diagnostics systems and its recirculating routines, lay one of the
stainless-sted-and-Plexiglas degpd eep chambers he had long ago taken from the origina colony ship.

“I fed asif | could deep for about two weeks,” Dokken said with agrin.

Il

He had been impatient once, despite the fifty-year journey from Earth and the expected dow
progress of the terraforming efforts on Atlas. Franz Dokken wanted tosee the results of his many labors.
Cause and effect, globa changes.

As one of the three captains aboard the colony ship, he had seen the first seeds planted on their new
home. He had been given specia geriatric treatments that extended human life by decades—by virtue of
which theinfant Kareem Sondheim, now awithered old man, had aso kept himself dive sincethe ship's
ariva.

But ever sncetheir first landing, Dokken had also used the deepd eep technology to pad hislife span.
He could spend up to hdf of histime frozen in stas's, letting others continue their work while he stopped
aging, and then reemerge to seethe reaults.

Over the years, as he had implemented his grand plan for placing the world in the pam of his hand, he
had used the deepd egp chamber like time-lapse photography to watch his schemes develop. Skating
acrossthe history of Atlas, shapeit, plan it, make modifications, and observe the resultsin what—to
him—wasred time.

Whenever it suited him, he had atered records, instaled false entries of previous Dokken landholders
from many decades past to make everyone think there had been aregular succession of landholders....

The cave was cool, but not at al unpleasant after the ride across the hot and dusty wastelands.
Dokken stripped out of hisriding leathers and sponged down with water, then an acohol-based
disnfectant. Maximillian gave him the dowdown injection so expertly that Dokken barely fdt the sting of
the needle as he set the timer on the control panels.

The chamber, centuries old now, still shone asif new. He had maintained this apparatus with more
care than he expended on the equipment in hisvilla. Insgde the chamber, the fabric waswarm and dick,
some synthetic polymer that reminded him of Schandra's precious silk. Thiswas far more durable,
however, and heated with recirculation systems to make him comfortable ... until the comacarried him
down.

Dokken climbed into the degpd egp chamber and lay back, diding his naked skin againgt the padding.



Each time, it reminded him of acoffin.

Outsde the cave the horses snorted, finding nothing to eat in the ravine. Maximillian leaned over him,
made sure the diagnostic leads were attached properly, then stood erect. “Will there be anything else,
ar?’

“No,” Dokken mumbled. Already his body felt duggish as his metabolism started cycling down. His
interna temperature began to drop. The deepd eep chamber grew colder, but he couldn't think clearly
about it. Helay ill, ready to be engulfed.

“Very well,” Maximillian said. “1 will seeyou in two weeks.” He sedled the glass top of the chamber,
and Dokken, alowing hiseydidsto fal closed, breathed deeper. The sound of the rushing air was
hypnotic, aflowing river. A rhythm that ran dower and dower ... and dower.

Like aone-way timetraveler into the future, Dokken would dumber through the days, let weeks
pass, alow the whedlsto grind dong ... until Guild Master Tharion cooled down from his anger.

Maximillian rode off with the two horses, leaving the secret cave behind.

Franz Dokken did into timelessness, and the world of Atlas sped up, passng him by....

CHAPTER 32
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The bottomless universe tumbled around Troy. Heflaled his siff arms within the spacesuit,
pinwheding out of control.

The glittering meta Platform and the cracked sphere of Atlas spun about him like atornado; in dl
directionsthe infinite gulf of gpace seemed to suck him down. The white sun blazed incredibly hot and
bright.

Troy couldn't steady himself, but he wrestled through his panic enough to use the compressed-gas
caniger, indinctively spraying in the direction opposite his spin. It took him saverd tries, repestedly
overcompensating, but finally he managed to get himself reasonably stable again.

Another searing plasma blast roared out of the Platform's emergency access hatch, streaming bright
and tenuousfire, but in the wrong direction. Sondheim's murderous sol-pols could not easily am their
bulky weapon. Troy didn't think they saw anything, though. To them it must gppear that both he and
Kallianahad been disntegrated in thefirst exploson.

Kalliana! he thought, and struggled in his suit, craning his head inddetherigid hemet to find his
rescuer, hoping he wouldn't see alump of molten debristhat had once been a petite young woman indgde
an environment suit. Instead, he saw her silhouette, a dark, unreflective blot as she passed between him
and the metallic hemisphere of the Platform. She was till tumbling, armswaving franticaly for some kind
of handhold.

Troy had had time to get accustomed to the negligible gravity on OrbLab 2, but Kalliana seemed
completey unfamiliar with the changed rules of motion. He was about to cdl out on ther line-of-sght
radio transmission, but stopped himsdf just in time. Something had gone desperately wrong here, and he
didn't want any eavesdroppers on the Platform to realize that both he and Kalliana had survived. No
radios. They couldn't risk it.

She faced away from him, heavy air tanks strapped to aframework on her back. Troy jetted toward
her and collided from behind, moving faster than he had anticipated. He grappled with her shoulders.
Kalianastruggled wildly, asif he were attacking her, until he managed to spin her around so she could
see hisface. Her eyes were wide and white with terror.

He pressed hisfaceplate againgt hers, hoping hisvoice would carry. “Areyou dl right?’

Kallianas voice came ragged and high-pitched, humming through the faceplates. “Weve been
betrayed!” she said. “Guild Master Tharion must have betrayed us. He was the only one who knew. He
and Sondheim st this up—they wanted to kill us.”

“I knew thiswasamistake,” Troy said.



Kallianawas pardyzed with confusion. Asthey spun together, sharing momentum, she said, “We
have to get into the Platform, announce this scheme to the Truthsayers Guild. They'll take care of
everything.”

“I don't know which part you missed, Kaliana,” Troy shouted, “but somebody at the Platformis
trying tokill us. They don't want usto get away.”

Kadlianamoaned, but said nothing.

“Y ou helped me escape,” Troy continued. “ After we're dead, they can make up any explanation they
want.”

“Where canwe go?’ Kalianasaid. “Well die out here before long.”

Troy knew only one possibility, and—weird asit ssemed—he thought of Eli Strone's ability to keep
absolutely cool in an emergency. “ Down there,” he said. Asoutrageous asit seemed, it couldn't be any
more dangerous or unlikely than the other phases of this escape plan. “ And we have to move now.”

He pointed with agloved finger toward the space elevator descending on the gossamer thread. Its
impellers moved it dong, accel erating down from the Platform. Every second took it farther and farther
from them.

Troy catwhededintheair, fill holding Kdliana. When they were facing the descending bulk of the
elevator, Troy clicked hishemet againgt hers again. She was till shouting. “—never makeit! It'sgoing
too fast. Too far away. We'd better just—"

“No,” Troy said. “Well use our compressed-gas canisters. We won't be able to decelerate, but |
think that the elevator will be going fast enough that our speed differentia won't make the impact too bad
...  hope.”

Looking forlorn but determined, Kalliana ceased her complaining. “1 guessthere's not much choice, is
there?’ shesaid.

Linked together they both shot their canisters, pointing the nozzles behind them. Troy fet agentle
hand pushing them, harder and harder, straight toward the huge planet below. If they didn't catch the
descending elevator in time, both of them would continue their headiong plunge dl the way to the surface.

Inaway it waslike the sol-pol captain piloting the shuttle-ded over to OrbLab 2, adead reckoning
that adjusted course by fed, making mistakes and then correcting them, wasting their precious propulsion
gas. Troy was glad they had brought the extra canisters d ong, because by now they would have emptied
their oxygen tanks.

They followed the cable down. In sunlight the wrapped-diamond fiber looked like awet spiderweb,
seemingly far too delicate to hold up the elevator. Troy thought of al the times he had stood down at the
anchor point, gazing upward in wonder as the big shape came down from orbit. Never had he imagined
he would beriding it down in such acrazy sunt.

He and Kalliana accelerated toward the complex mass of the incomprehensible machinery on the
elevator roof—impeller housings, sensors, boxy battery packs—but the elevator itself continued to pick
up speed, so that they closed the distance only gradually.

Kallianas gas canister sputtered, then ceased itsflow. Troy had carried both of them with what little
remained in hisown, though their accel eration decreased considerably, and the elevator seemed to lurch
ahead. Still holding Kdliana, Troy fet asnking in his ssomach.

Suddenly agreat fist punched him from behind—and they soared toward the elevator at dizzying
speed. Kdlianahad cracked the emergency valve on one of her air tanks, propelling them forward in the
way she had origindly intended to fly over to the Platform.

The devator dammed up at them fast—too fast! Troy gripped her arm. “Enough!” he shouted into
her helmet.

Kalliana squeezed off the valve, and both of them braced for impact. It was like dropping to the
ground from athree-story rooftop, but their suits were tough and padded. Kalliana reached out for the
superstructure on top and snagged a brace pipe. Troy struck and rebounded, starting to spin off into
Space again, but he managed to grapple one of the top towers, swinging around until he finally damped
hisinertia. Panting, he moved hand over hand, hislegs dangling behind him in space.

Troy hauled himself down to the roof of the eevator car, where he found Kalliana clinging to one of



the support bars, asif afraid she might fly off. Far above, the receding Platform appeared aslittle more
than aflat slvery coin, lit on one sde by the sun. OrbLab 2 was just abright star. He wedged himsdlf in
the sheltered area beside her.

Kallianalooked a Troy, then clutched hisarm. He could fed her fingers pressing even through the
thick suit. She refused to release her grip on the support strut, but she needed to be reassured by his
presence. They crouched face-to-face, pressing helmets together.

“Wdl, we madeit thisfar,” Troy said, trying to be optimigtic. “1 mean, what else could go wrong?|
suppose our impactcould have caused the cable to disengage from the Platform. Then the eevator would
fdl through the amosphere and daminto First Landing, obliterating al the people there and usadong with
it, thereby stranding everyone up on the Platform, where they would dowly diefrom starvation ... not to
mention the fact that it would destroy the economy of Atlas and the fragile society inwhich dl the
landholders depend on each other.”

“Or maybeit'l turn out right after dl.” Kadlianalooked uncertainly at him, and he said. “We can rdax
now. It'saten-hour trip.”

Then Troy gulped asavery red possibility struck him. “1n fact wed better conserve energy,” he said,
“I don't know if we have enough air to last usal the way down. Hold your breeth.”

Il

Kdliana clutched her precarious anchor asthe eevator continued itsrapid descent to the fringes of
the atmosphere. Over the past hour she had worked her way into a state of calm, but was not yet ready
to plan for what would happen when they reached the anchor point below.

Troy spent the time talking with her through the helmets. Some of hiswords were fuzzed, but she
understood most of them. The conversation soothed her, and him aswell.

Kalianawas afraid to tell him much about herself. After al, he ill had no ideawho she was and what
she had doneto him, but she listened as Troy told her stories about living in what sounded to be utterly
miserable crowded conditionsin atiny dwelling in the Koman Mining Didtrict ... how hisfather worked
al day long and came home filthy and exhausted. Troy sounded bright and cheerful as he spoke of his
sster Leisa, of her recent marriage and pregnancy—which would add yet another mouth to feed in the
family's dready-crowded dwelling.

How could people live like that? Kalianawondered. She thought of her own gentle and spacious
upbringing in the Guild, her every need taken care of, her only requirement to study and to become a
Truthsayer.

So she could face the minds of twisted men like Eli Strone.

“And then therés my little Sster, a complete opposite,” Troy continued, “who's focused like the point
of adtiletto on getting what she wants—"

“Troy,” shefindly had to interrupt him, “you will never be able to go back to your family. That wasa
condition of your escape. | know you're innocent, but were trgpped in our circumstances. The Guild was
only willing to free you on the condition that their ... thatmy mistake remain a secret.” She paused, then
continued, waiting for him to redlize what she had admitted. “Y ou will have to be adifferent person, livea
different life, if we survivethisat dl.”

Troy looked at Kalliana, his eyes narrowing in the shadows of his rounded helmet. “What do you
meanyour mistake?’

“Look at me” sheinssted. “Take agood look. Don't you recognize me?’

Troy searched her face, but did not seem to know what he was supposed to find. “Imagine my hair
white,” shesaid. “My skin paer ... wearing white robes.” She could fedl him tenseingde his padded suit.

“You,” hesad. “Yourethe Truthsayer.”

She nodded helplessy behind her faceplate.

“You lied!” he shouted, hisvoice muffled and distorted through their touched faceplates. He broke
contact so that she lost some of hiswords, but then picked them up again as he dammed his helmet
agang hers.

“—sent me up there.Up there. EveryonethinksI'm guilty. | didn't kill anybody. Y ou lied!”



“I madeamistake,” Kalianasaid.

“But Truthsayers cantmake mistakes.”

“I did,” shesaid, “and I'm sorry for it. When | found out I'd made an error, when | discovered that
my abilitieswere no longer rdiable, | wanted to make it right. | went directly to the Guild Master ... but
now it seems Tharion didn't want everything right after dl. He didn't want anyone to know.”

“But,” Troy said, sounding flabbergasted, “but what didl do? Why me?’

“Nothing,” Kalianasaid. “Y ou were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. When | truth-read
you, al you could think of wasthe blood, the horror. Y our mind was o filled with guilt about something,
| jumped to the wrong conclusion.”

“Guilt,” Troy sad, then he laughed. “1 was fedling guilty about the mistake I'd made in the manifest
sheets. | was attempting to fix it when | discovered the body.”

“I know—now,” Kadlianasaid. “ That'swhy | helped you escape.”

Troy looked around himsdlf, and Kalianawondered if he wasthinking of hisfather, hisfamily, how
they had looked when the sol-pols had marched him in bindings off to the eevator.

“Thanksfor dl your help,” he said, his voice steeped in bitterness.

[

Hours after entering the scarce outer atmosphere, Troy finally began to fed wind againgt his suit. The
empty black of space faded into awispy lightness without color. Above, the stars continued to shine, and
he could still seethe bright dot of the distant Platform. But now they were much closer to the surface of
Atlas,

Kaliana had remained withdrawn since ddlivering her shocking news. Troy fet aburning, helpless
anger toward her, but hetried to ignoreit. Venting it at Kaliananow would only waste more air. Though
her mistake had ruined hisfuture, she had also risked her life to undo what she had done. Brooding
resentment wouldn't do him any good. She was as cut off from her former life as he was, and right now
they had to support each other if they were going to get out of this. Somehow. But he found it difficult to
tell her that.

Troy braced himsdlf and leaned over the edge, where he could ook down the elevator cable. Though
he could still seethe curvature of the planet, Atlasfilled the view beneath them with the deep blue of
ocean and the coppery brown of untamed continents. Immediately below, he saw a brooding knot of
clouds, athickening storm system. It was supposedly too late in the season for the heaviest storms, but
Atlas westher was notorioudy unpredictable.

“Anchor yoursdlf well,” hetold Kaliana. “Bumpy ride ahead. Looks like were heading into some
clouds” He dug into the utility pack of his suit and used bits of parapherndiato lash himself to astrut,
clipping alineonto it so that even if he got jostled, he wouldn't be thrown off to plummet to the surface.
Kdlianadutifully did the same.

When the elevator jostled, Troy reached over to grip her. Kalianaresponded without words, hanging
onto himtightly.

Wisps of cloud tore past, asif the elevator had plunged through aboll of raw cotton. Even at the
upper cloud leve the atmosphere was thick enough that Troy could hear the wind Singing, scratching
around the superstructure. The diamond cable emitted a high-pitched whine asthe wind diced past it.

The devator continued downward, and suddenly they were plunged into agray, wet limbo. Tiny
droplets drenched every surface, cracking into apatina of frost on the chilled metal. The wind dapped at
Troy and Kalianalikeinvisble paddles.

He had no idea how thick the cloud layer might be. The grayness seemed to go on forever, the clouds
fogging hisfaceplate, glittering on his suit. Digtant lightning Sizzled through the clouds, illuminating themist
with diffuse explosons.

By the time the clouds dipped above them, |etting them continue their descent through adreary,
fog-laden day, the tension in hisbody had grown worse. Despite the cold, he felt warm and deepy.
Breaths echoed in hisears asif someinvisible rider were panting down his neck. The blood thrummed in
his head, and hefdt tightnesslike avise around his skull. Each lungful became alabor now, and he



looked at his chest pack to see that the gauge on hisair tanks read empty. Kallianafared no better.

Troy could see the ground below. They were still high above the ground, and he had no idea how thin
the atmosphere was—but they had no choice. Taking thefirst risk himsdf, he drew alast lungful of the
heavily reused air in hissuit ... and then unseded the helmet at his neck.

With agush of outrushing air and ablast of icy wind, the helmet was torn from his hand, around,
shiny cannonbal sailing into the infinite Sky. His ears popped. A bright pain stabbed through his skull. He
drew long gasps of the sharp air, breathing, then breathing again. His earsrang. His head pounded—but
aready he seemed to be stedling a bit more oxygen than what had remained in the tanks. Thethin air
smelled damp and saturated with ozone, but even though the cold made hislungs raw, the fresh
amosphere seemed blessed indeed.

Kallianadid not move. She watched him, apparently unable to comprehend what had changed. He
reached over to fumble with her hdmet. Asif in dow moation, she batted him weekly with her gloved fidts,
trying to keep him away, not understanding—buit at last he popped her helmet off, and she gasped, her
chest heaving. Her lips, normaly pae, had turned blue. She fought to breethe, coughing and sucking in
hugelungfuls

“Thank you,” Kalianasaid, her eyesfindly clearing. “I think | passed out.”

Troy nodded. “My old boss would have had ahard time explaining two dead people in spacesuits
hooked to the top of the elevator.”

Kadlianahung her head. “How will they explain twolive people on the eevator?’

“They won't need to—not unlessthey find us,” he said. Troy's mind spun again. Hed been trying to
think of a solution, and he knew only one way that might work. “Y ou told methis eevator car had no
passengers, just suppliesthat were preempted by the investigative team. So there's no one to suspect if
we pop the upper hatch and climb inside.”

Kallianafrowned at him. “But they'll find us as soon as we dock at the anchor point. When they open
up the devator to unload, they'll seeus.”

Troy shook his head. “Not necessarily,” he said, raising his voice above the cold wind. “WEell climb
into the upper crawl space—it isn't usually used on the downward trips. Nobody will bother to look—I
know, because I've helped unload the elevator enough times. They'll have no reason to check up there.”
At least | hope they don't , he thought.

It was ardlief to be speaking with their own voices rather than faceplate to faceplate. Kalianas
expression grew stormy. “Why couldn't we have gone there from the start, then?’ she said. “Instead of
hanging on up herefor the entire ride?’

“The elevator is pressurized,” Troy explained. “1f we opened the hatch, it would have blown
everything out, certainly al of the air—and the people at the anchor point would know as soon asthey
unloaded the elevator. Thisway, we're degp enough in the atmosphere that we shouldn't lose so much air
when we climb in. We can wait there, and we can breathe.”

Troy unclipped hisregtraints and carefully worked hisway around the superstructure until he found
the upper hatch. He was relieved to see that it required no specia security code. When the disk swvung
upward onits hinge, astrong gust of musty air puffed out.

He dropped down into the small crawl space, then decided it would be best to remove his bulky
spacesuit and throw it overboard. The crawl space was cramped enough, and if they did manageto
sneak out onto the ground, their escape would be hindered by the Platform environment suits.

Still with his shoulders above the roof leve, he shucked the dippery metallic fabric. The bulbous
empty oxygen tanks dowed him down, but Troy findly dropped the whole suit over the Side, |etting the
wind rip it away. They were il kilometers above the surface, and breezeswould carry the suit far from
any chance of discovery.

Kallianadid the same, tossing her outfit overboard. It flew like a severed silhouette, vanishing into the
distance under the gray-lit clouds. Troy sealed the hatch again, and together, they huddled in the crawl
space. They lay across from each other, shivering in the sudden cold and looking warily into each other's
eyes ... dreading the next step.
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Troy fdt the abrupt, vibrating thump as the elevator settled onto the annular docking ring at its anchor
point in First Landing. He feared the Platform might have sent down awarning, that sol-pol guards were
even now surrounding the elevator and making ready to charge in to capture the ssowaways. The cargo
door below did open with aloudthwoop of equdizing pressure.

Abovethe celling Troy and Kalianalay absolutdly till. He caught the Truthsayer's frightened gaze,
noting that her dusty blue eyes were bloodshot. She said nothing, not even awhisper.

He heard the boisterous conversation as workers moved in to take out the heavy packages. Troy
remembered the clumsy oafs who had tipped over the water buffalo cage, and accidentaly released the
frantic chicks. Hetried to recognize voices, longing to hear even the harsh reprimands of hisformer boss.
Someone down there must have taken his own place, Troy realized—someone else hired by Crento do
the inventory checkligts, to enter the data on the manifests. Someone else . That part of hislife was gone
forever, regardiess of hisguilt or innocence.

Troy chanted asilent litany over and over in hismind.Please don't come up here. Please don't
come up here . Kdlianaslips moved, asif she were saying quiet prayers of her own.

After many minutes of bustle and clatter and congenid conversation, the elevator became quiet again,
and Troy waited, hoping the workers had finished unloading. He counted to a hundred again and again,
gdling for time, waiting, hoping someone hadn't set atrap for them.

When he guessed a half hour had passed, he whispered, “ They won't reload the eevator until
tomorrow,” he said. “ They aways take atwelve-hour turnaround.” His voice, though hushed, seemed
explosvely loud in the dead silent chamber.

Kalianasighed with relief. “Isit safe to go out yet?’

He shook his head. “It's ill daylight. Well wait for full darkness, and even then ther€ll be lights and
guards. We just have to hope they're not watching too closely—and that we can disappear into the
Streets.”

“Wherewill we go?’ she asked.

Troy shrugged in the cramped crawl space. “ Away from here,” he said, “But it'sgoing to beawhile
yet. We're both tired and hungry. There should be a pack of emergency rations here, and then let'stry to
get some deep. | think we could both useit.”

For the next severa hours, they lay restless, deding with their own anxieties. Troy dared to open the
top just once, raising it the barest crack to see dirty gray daylight till spilling in, then resealed the heavy
hatch. And they waited some more.

Finally, in the deep blackness of night, Troy peered out again. Theveil of clouds obliterated even the
greenish glow of the aurora. Thiswas as dark as night ever became on Atlas. Despite the security lights
burning &l around the fenced-in anchor point, Troy knew thiswould be their best shot.

With stiff shoulders, helifted the levator's hatch carefully, with Kalliana close beside him. Both were
ready for anything. They might have to run and dodge wesponsfire ... or they might dip out undetected.
Stranger things had happened. The concrete apron surrounding the elevator looked like adesert plainin
daylight under the bombarding streetlights.

“| sure hate to crossthat space,” Troy said. “But therés no avoiding it.” Kaliananodded wordlessly,
her pale lips pressed together.

Two sol-pols stood outside aguard kiosk, patrolling the area. They seemed inattentive, and Troy
hoped he and Kalliana could dip across the wide-open space. The chain-link gates were locked with a
keypad code—but Troy ill knew the access number unless Cren had changed it. He doubted that: with
Troy sentenced to OrbLab 2, why should the boss worry about a convicted murderer knowing the
codes?

“Shdl wegooneat atime?’ Kdlianaasked.

Troy shook hishead again. “That wouldn't gain us anything. Asit is, well have adim enough chance
that they won't notice us dashing across the concrete. Let'snot risk it twice.” Troy looked sheepishly at
her. “Might aswdll get it over with.”

Some of the massive shipments stockpiled for the next trip up had aready been brought to the



concrete gpron. Stacked cylinders of compressed air and containers of filtered water lay on pallets,
providing idands of cover for Troy and Kdliana.

Troy hauled himself out onto the elevator's roof, but this time the superstructures looked more sinigter,
nested with shadows and sharp edges. He ducked low, hoping no one would see them moving. He made
sure Kadliana closed the hatch and sedled it.

“What difference doesthat make?’ she asked.

“The longer we can keegp them from suspecting anything,” he said, “the longer well have to get away.
We don't want them thinking something unusual happened here”

They crawled to the section of the €levator most deeply in shadow and opposite from the patrolling
sol-pols. Gripping her hands, Troy helped lower Kalliana down, but she still had to drop the last meter to
the concrete. She seemed so dight, asif apowerful gust of wind could carry her back up into the air.

He dropped beside her, then caught his breath. They looked at each other for along moment, finally
clasped hands. “Ready to go?’ Troy asked.

She nodded. They bent low, peeked around the side of the elevator, and agreed on the first stopping
point: behind severa tall crates of packaged food. They waited until the sol-pols had marched out of sight
and then sprinted until they reached the shadows of the containers and crouched down. The sol-pols
regppeared and continued their patrol around the corner once more.

From that point Troy and Kallianaran to the next scant shelter, and the next, until they had worked
their way over to a gate on the perimeter fence, aside gate that led to the clustered district of warehouses
that served as holding pointsfor materia that had arrived on the mag-lev trains. Even at thislate hour,
high-speed cargo containers zipped off with ahumming whine asthey accelerated aong the frictionless
railsand shot away into the night.

Troy gazed longingly at the departing trains, remembering when his family had cometo Koman
Station to see him off from the Mining District, dressed in their finest outfits. Even Rissbeth had looked
downcast to see him go, but hopeful that he would get hisbig break in the city. They had all waved
farewdll as Troy boarded the packed passenger pod to First Landing, looking back over his shoulder....

Now, seeing no sol-pols, Troy made afinal dash to the fence. He reached through the chain-link,
twisting hiswrist to reach the keypads outside of the gate. Clumsily, he punched in the four-digit code
and activated the lock, yanking his hand back just asthe rattling fence trundled aside. The racket was
thunderous, and he dashed through the opening as soon as it was wide enough, gesturing frantically for
Kdlianato hurry, as she scurried across the lagt distance and legped through the still-opening gate. Troy
headed toward the shadowed warehouse didtrict.

Barely amoment after they disappeared into the shadows, sol-pol guards came running onto the
scene and sounded the darm.

“Run!” Troy whispered into Kalianas ear, and they sprinted down narrow aleys, between buildings,
behind waste disposal units and piles of discarded partsto be refurbished or rerouted. Troy glanced
back toward the blazingly lit anchor point, spotting half a dozen guards dready crowded insde the
fenced area, weapons drawn as they searched for intruders.

Troy could not restrain his jubilant smile. “They think someone brokein !” he said. “Keep going.”

Though Kalliana gasped and panted, she did not complain. Troy decided their best bet would beto
get to one of the cargo transports, find away insde, and rideit far from First Landing....

At the mag-lev station in the industria section, severd containers were just now being loaded by
automated cargo systems that transferred shipments from one landholding onto a spur bound for other
villages

Kalliana doggedly followed Troy as he dipped from oneloading container to another, dancing across
the slvery railsinto other murky aress. Finally he found a battered auxiliary car hooked up to along chain
of cargo containersjust preparing for departure.

Thetwo fugitiveslet themsavesfall into a darkened, empty enclosure that smelled of pinewood and
fresh sawdust, and dumped to thefloor, safe at last. In the distance they heard weaponsfire, the tinny
muffled shouting of sol-pols. Troy's heart thudded with renewed fear that the guards had guessed where
he and Kdlianawere hiding, that they would stop and search every outbound vessd.



But with athump, their cargo pod lurched as the entire transport train powered up and lifted on its
magnetic cushion. Its accelerators heaved the trangport into motion.

Troy and Kdlianahuddled aonein silence, both of them too numb to wonder yet about their new
degtination as the mag-lev train carried them off to nowhere.

CHAPTER 33
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Ashisimage sharpened in the viewplate, Dieter Pan's face wore afoolish grin. “Hi, Kareem! What a
pleasure.”

Sondheim could never tell when Dieter was serious or when hiswords were meant to mock him. He
had watched the boy, born and raised on the Platform, reach to the peak of hisambitionsand till grow
more enthusiastic about hiswork as the years went by.

“Don't be so cheerful, Dieter,” Sondheim scolded. “ Two people are dead.”

“I know—and Stroneisn't.” Dieter shrugged, then gave alittle hop into the air. “ But mistakes happen,
and people die. What wedo with our livesisdl that'simportant.”

“Andissmuggling Veritasdl that important?

Dieter grinned. “Makes our mark on theworld.”

Around himin his private quarters, Sondheim looked at the bresthtaking scenery of the yawning
desert landscapes, the immense vistas that seemed too large for the tiny planet below: the sunlight on
rock, the shadows spilling into canyons, life finding its desperate footholds. Atlas must be incredibly
beautiful, hethought. If only hisfrail body could withstand the crush of gravity.

Over the centuries, he had grown to hate the Platform, and hisforced exile from any other
experiences.

“I'm not sure that's the kind of mark | want to make on theworld,” Sondheim said.

Inraising Dieter Pan, teaching him al he knew, Kareem Sondheim had done the next best thing,
sending his protégé down to the surface for astint to see how alessinsular society worked. Dieter had
stayed with Franz Dokken for nearly ayear, learning from the other landholder, until that ... incident with
the horses. Y oung Dieter had been sent back to orbit, a which point Sondheim had finaly considered
him capable of managing OrbLab 2.

But Dieter had perhaps learned too well from Franz Dokken, often taking the idea of power playsto
extremes, with no end in Sght. Sondheim had to rein him in, somehow. At least Dieter ways listened to
him.

He toyed with an enameled tile Dokken had sent up to him as a gift, then let it float loose in the air,
turning back and searching for words that might have a great enough impact on the young station exec.
“My hands are now bloody because of you, Dieter! It should have been asimple escape attempt. Those
two people didn't deserveto die, but | had to protect you. Now I've made far worse errorsin trying to
fix things”

“Oh, blood washes off, Kareem. Y ou worry too much.” Dieter flapped his handsin an exaggerated
dismissve gesture.

“Y ou don't worry enough—and it'stime you started,” Sondheim scolded, taking on alecturing tone.
“Y ou have only lasted thislong in your position becausel have been protecting you. And | don't like
being painted into a corner.”

Dieter looked at hiswrist chronometer, though Sondheim couldn't imagine what might be more
important than this conversation. “The only loose end isEli Strone,” Dieter said.

Sondheim shook his head. “What do you mean? | thought it was amiracle that he didn't diein the
arlock explosion. Y ou said you were going to evacuate him before the darm.”

A storm crossed Dieter's face. “ Just an oversight, Kareem. But if he had popped out of that airlock,
he would have been out of my hair once and for al—»but that man has devilish luck. | can't stand him, but



therésno place elseto send him.” He grinned furtively. “Guesswhat? | dipped a harsh laxative into
Strone'sfood yesterday—it was rather amusing. But don't worry, Kareem. I'll take care of him.”

Sondheim wrung his clawed hands in dismay mixed with anger. “What, another accident? That's
murder, plain and Smple, Diete—and murder iswrong!”

Dieter smiled. “All those other desths redlly were accidents, Kareem. Honest. | had no way of
knowing people were going to be in those rooms. Trust me. | hate the bloodshed.”

Sondheim backed off, wondering just how much his paternd fedingsfor the young man had blinded
him to Dieter Pan'strue persondity. What had Dokken called him—"damaged merchandisg'?

“I'm going to take atrip down to the surface, so I'd like you to arrange for me to get aspot in the
elevator, maybe with some of the last team members,” Dieter said. “I want to stretch my legs, watch the
sunset, take care of some business. Y ou know what | mean. | need to get away from OrbLab for afew
days, especidly after dl thismess”

Sondheim didn't know if Dieter was intentiondly rubbing his mentor'sfacein his handicap, but the
barb stung neverthdess. “I'll get you aspot, but | will no longer cover up for you, Dieter,” Sondheim said
with aweary sigh. “ Please control yoursdf. The matter isnow at an end. | will forgive you if you redly
decideto change.”

“I'll change.” Too quickly, it seemed, Dieter raised his hand, pam forward in asolemn gesture. “I
promise”

Il

Eli Stronelay on hispallet, donein hisnow empty room. All traces of his cdlmate Troy Boren had
been removed, scrubbed away, disposed of. He was done again. He trusted being alone.

Dieter Pan had tried to kill him in the separation laboratory. The “emergency” had been no
accident—Strone knew that without a doubt. The station exec had always been afoul, twisted one, a
corruption of the balance of justice, where an evil man lorded it over the righteous—such as Strone
himse f—in amockery of punishment.

Rich new apparitions of guilt had appeared in the windows beneath Dieter Pan's mercuriad eyebrows.
Strone could seeitinhim.

He plucked the single string on hismusical instrument, | etting the tone soothe him. A long, low note,
fading into sllence. Sllence, then music again.

He could think best that way.

CHAPTER 34
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His thoughts scrambled with aturmoil of despair and undirected anger, Tharion left Guild
Headquarters and strode out into the streets of First Landing. He moved purposefully, but with no clear
directioninmind.

He had tried to call Franz Dokken, and one of the servantsin the villatold him that the landhol der
was “not here at the moment.” But Tharion needed to burn off his unsettled energy now.

The dlite guard assigned to the Guild Master hurried to follow, but the brooding expression on his
face kept them at a distance. They marched aong, weapons shouldered, scarlet boots and gloves
polished, dark blue uniforms sucking up the sunlight.

Other people on the streets stayed out of their way....

Days before, during theill-fated escape attempt of his Truthsayer and the falsely convicted young
man, Tharion had sealed himself ingde hisready room, instructing the other adminigratorsthat he wasto
be |eft done. He hadn't wanted to be disturbed until he received word from Kareem Sondheim that the
escape had successfully taken place.

He had waited, checking his chronometer as he paced the small room and looked out at the
unchanging landscape. He stared at hisknuckles, at the walls, out the window, hoping everything would



work out as planned. Every second plodded along.

Earlier, Tharion had ingsted that Sondheim tranamit to him an exact copy of the ingtructions given to
Kalliana, and the crippled old landholder grudgingly did so. Tharion had studied the datafile,
choreographing the eventsin hismind.

The escape scenario seemed too risky; everything depended on timing, on the predictable reactions
of the sol-pol guards and OrbL ab 2 station personndl. It seemed so unlikely—and yet it just might work.
He had to pray itwould work. Sondheim thought it was the only way.

Finally, half an hour past the time when Sondheim had promised to report, his private videoplate
buzzed with aburst of static in an encoded transmission. The image of the Platform landholder appeared,
drifting from one sde of the frameto the other. His snow-white hair bristled around his head. The color
valuesin hisimage were shifted and distorted, made garish by the data compression and security coding.

Tharion rushed into the transmission area. “Ah, Sondheim,” he said. “I've been waiting for your
message. Do you have word of Kaliana?’

“|—" Sondheim said with grest agitation, then hesitated. “I'm sorry to say there has been aterrible
accident. So terrible.” The old man shook hishead. “ A gresat tragedy.”

Tharion felt asif he had been dropped into ice water. “What happened? What went wrong?’ He
reached behind himsdlf to find hischair, groping blindly inthe air until histrembling fingers snagged on the
armrest. He collgpsed into the seat, keeping his gaze glued to the videoplate.

“They got close,” Sondheim said. Asif that mattered in the least. “Very close. All the steps happened
exactly asthey were supposed to. The original alarm was triggered—tather a blundered event | must say.
We dmost lost another worker, who miraculoudy made it to an airlock booth before he could be tossed
out into space. Y our operative and the prisoner did get free of OrbLab 2 and traversed the distance to
the Plaform.”

Sondheim looked away, blinking his obsidian eyes. “But I'm afraid they were unfamiliar with routine
operationsin space. They didn't know the full safety procedures and depressurization routines. When
they attempted to gain access to the emergency entrance chamber, they encountered a sudden
decompression explosion. The hatch blew open, and the blast knocked them away from the Platform.
They must have been killed ingtantly. I'm afraid their bodies areirretrievable.”

The image made Tharion squeeze his eyes shut. He pictured the two spacesuited bodies spinning
dlently away into space, or spiraling down until they screamed through the upper atmosphere, trailing fire
like embers tossed againgt the curtain of the aurora.

“I'm truly sorry, Guild Magter,” Sondheim said. “We did the best we could, but it was a complicated
and dangerous undertaking. If thereisany way | can ... anything else | can do, don't hesitate to ask. I'll
be busy mopping up the aftermath here.”

Tharion whispered, hisvoice only ahusk of itsformer commanding tone. “Thank you.”

He switched off the videoplate and sat looking at the dull gray screen, but he found no answers
written there. Hisvision blurred, and his heart hammered in hisears. He grieved for the loss of thetwo
innocents, feding asifhe had betrayed Troy Boren and Kalliana. The young man had not asked for this
rescue, and Kalianahad only obeyed her Guild Magter'singtructions.

It wasTharion's fault. He had put them up to this.

But the mishap itsdlf ill seemed odd. Too convenient. Too unlikely. He frowned at the viewplate,
wondering belatedly if Sondheim had had an agenda of hisown.

He had to think about this.

Il
Now, the day was clear but breezy as Guild Master Tharion left Headquarters and wandered the city
Streets, either to settle histhoughts, or eude them. Thetall palm trees scratched dry fronds together, and
their long trunks swayed. Dust devils scudded across the open spaces, rippling colorful awningsin the
merchants digtrict. Tharion headed there.
Before leaving Headquarters, he had swallowed afresh capsule of Veritas, and now hefelt the
conflicting thoughts of the populace surging around him. Ever since hisinability to truth-read Kdliana,



Tharion had ingsted on taking regular booster doses, overcompensating for his one-time lgpse of
telepathic abilities. He also issued an order that the eleven other Truthsayers take increased doses,
though he refused to explain why. This, in turn, created a greater demand for the capsules, and OrbLab 2
complained about providing the additiona supplies.

As Tharion moved through the city streets, he felt the psychic babble around him like acomforting
white noise. Hefiltered out al the lush and seductive details, screening his mind without difficulty, yet
took comfort in the fact that everyone's thoughts were ready for the taking, a thousand perceptions, a
million experiences.

Migt from an ornamenta titanium fountain sprayed toward him asagust of air funneled through a
narrow aley. Tharion brushed some of the damp spray from the front of hisrobe, then continued into the
bazaar.

Themerchants didtrict in Firgt Landing was much larger than smilar placesin thelandholdings. This
was where craftsmen and hobbyists could distribute unusua wares from distant lands. Many of the meta
framework stands exhibited fabric and clothing of cotton, silk, or wool from the outer holdings. Some
were outrageoudy decorated with flecks of crystal or sequins or ornamental embroidery. Other garments
looked plain, but comfortable.

Tharion stopped to run his fingers through the soft richness of some speckled brown trim. “It's rabbit
fur, Guild Magter,” said the merchant, his eyes widening as he recognized the identity of his customer.
“Vay fine”

“Rabbit fur, en?” Tharion said. “Who'sraising rabbits these days?’

“CarsusHolding, gr,” the merchant said. “ Those creatures breed faster than we can feed them.”
Tharion nodded, but he was in no mood to buy.

Other merchants displayed enameled tiles and prized terra-cotta pottery from Dokken Holding, or
wind chimes made from crystal shards and polygona scraps of beaten brass. Tharion flitted from stdl to
gal, distracted by the baubles and unique items, but ill hefelt at aloss. He kept picturing Troy Boren
and Kadliana as human meteors streaking across the sky.

He swore he would find out the real answer behind the sabotaged V eritas capsules and the black
market ring. Obvioudy, Sondheim wanted Tharion to ignore the problem. Even Franz Dokken had
hoped that the smuggling would stop now that the guilty party—Cia ben—had been “taken care of.” But
Tharion's sense of justice was not satisfied. A buried crime remained acrime; it did not become
forgivable once everyone forgot about it.

And the smuggling had continued.

A spicy, sweet scent tickled Tharion's nogtrils as he passed a vendor sdlling incense and potpourri,
burning flower petals and herbsin a strong but pleasant smoke. Another merchant offered Tharion afree
sample of a new-season mead.

“Mead?’ Tharion asked. “What isthat?’

“Blackcurrant wine made with fresh Toth honey,” the woman said proudly. Tharion quickly declined,
wanting nothing more to do with wine after his bad experience with Dokken's Chianti.

Other people moved about the bazaar, designated buyers for villages or landholders. The most jaded
werethe citizens of First Landing, to whom such variety was available every day.

The accompanying lite guard drew closer to Tharion as asmall methane-powered scooter hummed
directly toward them. Other pedestrians moved out of the way. When Tharion turned to look at the
approaching driver, he recognized the station exec of OrbLab 2, Dieter Pan—whose blind or
incompetent team had found nothing out of the ordinary in the Veritas processing, and who had
supposedly helped set up the disastrous escape attempt for Kalianaand Troy Boren.

“Dieter Pan,” he said, preempting the conversation. “1'm surprised to see you here on the surface
again. | thought you would be anxiousto stay away.”

He was surprised to see the comically false sadness on the station exec's face. “Hey, it was tough to
get space on the eevator to come down, my man,” he said. * Everything's such amess since that crazy
scheme you set in motion. | don't think you have any idea how much damage you caused up there, the
lost work time, the endangered crew members. Tsk, tsk.



“Not to mention, my man, that because of your new team coming back home, and the cargo we
bumped to make room for them, the devator is il playing catch-up.”

He heaved himself out of the scooter's seat to stand and confront him more squardly. He seemed
continualy surprised at how much he weighed. “1 needed to come down here on some errands of my
own—none of your business, tut tut. There wouldn't have been passenger space availableto me,” he
sad, “if I hadn't pulled afew strings with old Kareem just to get aplaceto sit.” He chuckled thinly.
“Sometimesit paysto have powerful connections, doesn't it?”

Tharion looked at him with narrowed eyes. “What isit you want, Dieter?”

The mercurid eyebrows shot up. “What isit Iwant ? Would you like alist, my man?No, | don't think
s0. But a least | trust you're through sticking your nosein our businessup in orbit?’

Tharion stiffened as he wondered again about the botched escape attempt, whether Sondheim had
indeed betrayed him. “| can't speak to what the team has found until | study their resultsin detail,” he
sad. “But if you'd done your task more thoroughly in thefirst place, Dieter, you would have had nothing
to worry about.”

Asif he had pushed a button to unleash the wiry man's anger, Dieter bunched hisfists at his sides, and
held his shoulders high even though it seemed to require agrest effort in the Atlas gravity. “Me, worry?’
he squawked. “I delivered that first report in good faith. We work to the best of our ability—and all for
you, my boy, | might add! Do you think| get anything out of dl that \Veritas we make for the Guild?’

The elite guard stood dert, weapons ready. Tharion began to answer him, but Dieter interrupted.
“Kind of interesting, wouldn't you say, how you Truthsayers manage to self-righteoudy demand a
complete monopoly on our production of Veritas? Wework harder at it than anyone on Atlas, don't we?
And it'sdangerous! But I'm sure the Guild considers the risks to be acceptable. Lives are lost regularly
every year to create thisexclusive blue goop you hold so precious—but others could use it aswell. Yes,
indeed! Use your imagination—for teaching, for sharing experiences, for communicating, for, uh,
recregtion ... and yet you Truthsayers keep it locked up in your vaults and deny it to everyone else. Now
| ask you, doesthisreally sound fair?’

Tharion kept hisvoice low and threatening as he thrust his answer into agap in Dieter's speech. “The
Guild's Truthsayers deserve Veritas because only we have the moral strength to useit. We are
incorruptible—you are not.”

Ferocioudy indignant, Dieter Pan pushed himsdlf up straight, using therail of his methane
scooter—but Tharion had momentum. His anger forced the words out in arolling stream. “1f you didn't
want to raise further questions, if you didn't want a second investigation team sent,” he jabbed at the
dtation exec with afingertip, “then you should not have lied to mein your initia report. | want to find out
what'sredly going on.”

Hisretort brought flooding back the confusion that recent events at OrbLab 2 had begun in him. He
thought of Kaliana, of Troy Boren, of the Veritas mystery, of the unlikely “accident” at the Platform.

Everyonelies.

He could trust no one until he had read them himsdlf. Only a Truthsayer could know the irrevocable
truth. Truth Holds No Secrets. What people said and what they did were often carefully constructed
masks to hide their true thoughts ... and the only way to get to those thoughts was through Veritas.

Tharion felt himsaf perched on the edge of adippery, uncertain dope. But hadn't he aready taken the
first step over the brink? He had sent Kalianain disguise on a covert misson to find some answers, had
asked her to probe the minds of other suspects, without their prior approva ... wasthere any real
difference between that, and doing it himsdf?

While Dieter Pan was speechless, one eyebrow cocked, still trying to formulate a response, but
Tharion reached forward to grip the man's shoulders and physically turned Dieter around to face the
methane scooter again. In the heavy gravity the station exec's muscles were weak, and Dieter could not
resist, despite his outrage.

Tharion used the brief touch during this contact to throw a swift, sharp probe into Dieter Pan's mind.
After dl, Tharion reasoned, Dieterhad to know more than he wastdling. The station exec of OrbLab 2
must understand the truth behind the drug smuggling.



Tharion probed with al the power from hisfresh dose of Veritas—and, in the flash of hisreading,
was overwhel med by the shocking information he uncovered. It had al been a setup, more so than even
he had dared consider. OrbLab 2, the Platform, and Kareem Sondheim were dl involved, though their
connections were well covered, as Tharion had expected.

Tharion read about the smuggling, the joy Dieter took in bypassng the system, reveing in the power
he felt because he could do something that was forbidden....

Dieter actualy enjoyed the chalenge of staging accidents, killing workersjust to hideamissng
shipment of Veritas.... implanting packages of capsulesin large animals due to be shipped down on the
elevator ... wheedling old Kareem Sondheim into arranging for the opportunities....

Tharion squeezed, dug deeper—

He saw Dieter's years of training when Sondheim sent him to live on Atlaswith Franz Dokken to
observe how real society worked gpart from the artificia menagerie up in orbit. How Dokken had
actualy trained him much more than Sondheim suspected ... how Dieter Pan had to leave quickly under
difficult circumstances, when Dokken had caught the young man malicioudy whipping his precious
horses....

The Guild Magter had been blind. In spite of himsdlf, he marveled at the magnitude of these
deceptions—and then Tharion felt the wind knocked out of him, as he saw that Sondheim was not the
ringleader after all.

Although Sondheim had long thought that Dieter Pan and Franz Dokken gtill resented each other, the
two had entered into their own dliance, manipulating events, working amaster plan to see the Guild
destroyed and the landholderslaid low....

Dokken himselfwas at the center. Dieter Pan was the focus on OrbLab 2—but Dokken ran the
black market. Dokken pulled dl the strings, made dl the plans. Cialben had been ared herring, a
diverson, aripple on the surface of aseaof planswithin plans.

Tharion squeezed, trying to read more deeply—»but Dieter jerked away, indignant at the Guild
Master's accusation, though he had no idea that he had been truth-read. Dieter climbed onto his scooter
and, without looking back, pressed the accelerator and careened down the street, forcing pedestriansto
scatter out of hisway.

“Areyou dl right, Sr?’ one of the elite guard said, steadying him.

For amoment, disoriented, Tharion nearly sent athought probe into the guard aswell, suspecting
congpiracies a every corner, traitors everywhere.

But he caught himsdlf. Tharion, dtill dizzy with the truth he had been avoiding, hurt and sad and angry,
realized that the clues had always been there—as if Dokken had beenexpecting Tharion to solvethe
problem. The arrows of dl his suspicions pointed to the same target. He could not deny it.

Franz Dokken.

His own mentor.

CHAPTER 35
L,
I

As Tharion watched through his ready room window, the sun came up dowly, like acid fire across the
forge of desolation beyond First Landing. He hadn't stirred for hours, weatching, thinking.

He had been such afoal, dl hislife. Dokken had been manipulating him.

Since returning from hiswalk the day before, Tharion had avoided hiswife as much aspossible,
keeping himsalf occupied with important-looking Guild business, trying not to let her see how deeply
disturbed hewas. Qristatill picked up on hisemotional state, but mercifully she didn't presshim, since
she was busy with Landholders Council duties of her own.

Qrista had been deeping fitfully when heleft their quartersin the middle of the night, made hisway up
to the bridge deck, and sedled himsdlf in his ready room. There, in darkness, he had gazed at the city



lights spread out like ajumble of fireflies around the anchor point. Asif in atrance, he sat unmoving,
mulling over possihilities and hoping that some brilliant solution to hismord dilemmawould rise up of its
own accord.

But nothing did. And as he watched the sun rise, his body stiff from so many hours spent in an
uncomfortable position, he still had no answers.

The door to hisready room did open without aknock or an entry signd. Tharion didn't turn; he didn't
need to.

“So thereyou are,” Qristasaid with feigned good humor. “I take it your hard desk was more
comfortable than snuggling againgt my soft body?’

Tharion dlowed himsdlf abrief smile and glanced at her. He could tell from her concerned expression
how haggard he must look. He felt asif he had rubbed glass chipsinto hiseyes and face.

“Tharion,” she said after a pause, “why have you been avoiding me?’

He shook his head dightly. “I can't tell you. Not now.”

“Since when have we started keeping secrets from each other?’ she asked, putting her hands on her
narrow hips. Her pale hair hung down her back, untended this early in the morning; he could see the
kinks|eft by her braids.

“I can't talk about it, and | can't ask you for advice,” he said. “ At least not until | understand it better
mysaf.” When he stood, his knees cracked and his back twinged. He took her hand, hoping and trusting
that she wouldn't abuse the contact to read his thoughts.

“Areyou going to tel mewhenitsover?’ Qrisasaid.

“I'll ... I'll try,” was the best he could say.

Qristaraised apale eyebrow and shook her head. “Wrong answer, Tharion.”

Hedlowed himsdf abrief laugh. “ All right. I'll tel you—but only whenit'sover.”

But he wondered if it would ever be over.

Il

The answerswould be at Dokken Holding, Tharion knew, so he had little choice but to go there.
Unannounced.

Leaving Guild Headquarters, Tharion alowed the dlite guard to escort him through the Streetswith as
little pectacle as they could manage. He dismissed them abruptly when they reached therail station,
though, and commandeered one of the Guild's private mag-lev cars.

A smal magnetic/hydraulic crane picked up the vessel and set it on an outbound rail that would take
him to Dokken Station. Asthe computer verified that the line would be clear for the duration of histrip,
he climbed aboard without luggage, taking with him only his concerns.

Tharion seded the door, reveling in his privacy. The dite guards looked darmed at theideaof the
Guild Master leaving unaccompanied. He carried no weapons, though for protection he had brought a
amal cartridge of the parayzing drugstenn from the Guild's storehouse. It might prove useful if someone
ressted his questioning.

He lay back in the padded seat and ignored the acceleration, closing his eyes againgt the dizzying blur
of the landscape—an uncomfortable metaphorica reminder of how quickly circumstances were whipping
past him.

Tharion would never dare to sneak atruth-reading on Dokken. The landholder had been
“unavallable’ for afew days, and in away Tharion hoped that Dokkenwouldn't be a hisvillaright now,
that he had disappeared on one of his frequent private “ sojourns.” That would give him time to subtly
interrogate the others. Schandra seemed disaffected with her lover; she might be willing to divulge the
secrets Tharion needed. Or perhaps even Maximillian, though the bald manservant seemed to have his
guard up as securely as did Franz Dokken himself.

When the mag-lev car docked at the glass-and-sted hub of Dokken Station, Tharion stepped out and
looked around, trying to decide his next step. Five of Dokken's sol-pols were already there waiting for
him. He frowned with some annoyance. The elite guard must have transmitted awarning from First
Landing, which spoiled Tharion's element of surprise.



These sol-pols were part of the contingent that had been assigned to Dokken Holding for generations.
Though they ostensibly reported to the Truthsayers Guild, there were times when Tharion suspected their
loyaty might insteed lie with the landhol ding they considered home.

“Greetings, Guild Magter,” said Captain Vanicus, Dokken's chief officer. “How may we assst you?’

Tharion spoke sharply. “Y ou may obtain afast methane vehicle for me. I'm going up to the villa”

“Yes, gr,” the s0l-pol said unruffled. “Well arrange an escort.”

“I didn't ask for an escort,” Tharion said. “I asked for avehicle. Aone-man vehicle. That will bedl.”

The guards|ooked at each other, then Vanicus nodded toward a vehicle pool at therear of the station
building, where rovers and construction machinery sat available for work. “Very well. That'seasily

Before long, Tharion found himsalf seated in one of the ground-hugging wire-whedled cars that
bounced as its engine drove the lightweight frame along the packed gravel road that led from the station.

Hedrovejerkily, lurching and overcompensating until he became accustomed to the controls. He had
driven such vehiclesbefore, but chauffeurs usualy took him where he needed to go. Now, though, he
had to proceed alone, whatever might happen.

Thetown in the foothillswas smdl and bustling, but he didn't care about the villagers or the other
colonigts or anything else on Atlas at the moment. He needed only to find answers about Franz Dokken.

Hefollowed the winding, switchback road up into the bluffs. Theisolated villalooked formidable:
pale stucco roofed with red tile, turretsthrust high, its satellite dish a high-tech incongruity on the
medieval-style structure. Soot stained the upper lips of the chimneys, but no smoke curled up today.

As he gpproached the well-tended courtyard filled with mulberry bushes and bright red geraniums,
Tharion could see shadowy figures moving behind the tranducent panes of the silkworm greenhouse. He
drove up to the flagstone patio in front of the main entrance, with its reinforced doors made of sted plate
under aveneer of varnished pine. Behind the villa he saw no onein the stables or on the riding paths that
led out to the desert highlands.

Tharion climbed out of hisvehicle and stood before the imposing doors. He yanked the pull rope
connected to abronze bell that hung beside the door, and waited afew moments. When no one
answered, herang the bell repeatedly until finally a broad-shouldered man with cinnamon hair and deep
brown eyes pulled the heavy door open a crack. He seemed surprised to see the Guild Magter standing
therein hiswhite Truthsayer robes and roya blue sash.

Tharion squared his shoulders and looked at the man—Dokken's chef, Garien. “1 must speak with
your master,” he said.

The smplerequest flustered the chef. “ But he's not here, Master Guild Magter, Sr.”

“Where did he go?’ Tharion asked, keeping his voice cadm. He pushed the door open and stepped
across the threshold into the cleanly swept foyer.

Garien backed away, clearly not knowing what to do. “Master Dokken rode off two days ago with
Maximillian,” he said. “I'm sure he intends to be gone for some time. We're never told where he goeson
his sojourns or when helll be back, but we do expect Maximillian to return shortly. By tomorrow at the
very latest.”

“Ah,” Tharion said, nodding sagdly. “Very well,” he said. “May | speak with Schandra? She might be
abletohdpme”

The chef shrugged and spread his hands. “ Sorry, sir, but no one has seen Lady Schandrafor weeks.
She'sgone.”

“What do you mean, she'sgone?’ Tharion asked.

Garien looked embarrassed. “It's not my placeto inquire of such things, Sir.” Tharion wondered if
Dokken had dismissed Schandra, finaly losing patience with her demands and dissatisfactions.

He moved closer to the chef. No one was around. The villa seemed otherwise empty and abandoned.
“I redly must spesk with Franz,” Tharion sad, intentionaly using the familiar name. “Do you have any
ideahow | could contact him?’ He reached out to touch the chef on his sweaty neck. The man nearly lost
his balance, but Tharion held him up. “ Can you think of anyplace | might look?’

Before he could ponder the implications, Tharion dipped into Garien's mind, rummaging around. He



had aready compromised hisideals once by reading Dieter Pan, and thiswas far moretrivia. Tharion
discarded theirrdevant and uninteresting thoughts the man had about meal's he wanted to prepare,
ingredients he lacked, ideasfor different waysto serve desserts—until finaly he found an image of
Dokken and Maximillian riding off on two horses, the path they had taken, the direction they had gone.

“I ... 1 don't know, gir,” the chef said, not realizing what hints he held in hisown mind.

“Thank you,” Tharion said, releasing histouch and stepping back through the doorway. “Y ou've been
agreat help.”

The chef blinked, unable to understand what Tharion meant. The Guild Master turned around and
hurried back to hisvehicle.

[l

Just as he departed, another contingent of Dokken'sloyal sol-pols hurried up to the villa, no doubt to
“assg” him. Tharion had no wish to talk to them, though. Dust and grit showered up in aplume behind
the wire-wheded vehicle as he moved the accderator to its highest leve. Tearing up the smooth
landscape, he sped away into the wastelands.

The singletrail of sde-by-sde hoofprintsin the clay desert was easy to follow, even after the road
petered out and the two riders had set off overland. Tharion rolled aong at areckless speed. Though the
two men had aday's head start, he ill hoped to catch up. His vehicle could travel much faste—and he
knew that Franz Dokken wasrarely in any sort of hurry.

Hiswhite robe was spattered and stained with the ochre dust thrown up by his passage through the
desert. Grit got into hismouth and eyes, but ill Tharion stared fixedly ahead, intent on hisgodl. It both
exhilarated and intimidated him to think about confronting Dokken out here done, far from watching
eyes, free of masks and secrets—where they could be honest with each other and come to some sort of
agreement. Here, the two of them would be without rules—and a so without protection. He fingered the
stenn ampoulein the pocket of hisrobes. Everything was up for grabs.

Then he saw the figure on horseback, trotting beside a second, riderless horse.

Tharion's vehicle must have been visible across the flatland for kilometers, and so the rider had
certainly seen him by now. Thefigure halted, looking directly at the approaching methane car. Tharion
drove toward him without hesitation.

It was Maximillian with ariderless horse and without Franz Dokken.

Tharion had become impatient, afraid and confused and wanting answers. He knew that Maximillian
would resist any inquiry about his magter, dodging questions Tharionneeded to have answered.

The tall manservant was the Guild Master's physical superior, and as he pulled the methane vehicleto
ahdt at the edge of aravine, Tharion realized just how alone and defensel ess he was here, so far out in
the desert.

Maximillian dismounted and crossed the gully, taking long strides toward him. He looked down at the
Guild Master with an expressionless mask as Tharion sat brushing clouds of dust from hiswhite robes.
Maximillian's forehead wrinkled. “ Guild Master Tharion, thisismost unusud. What may | do for you?’

As Tharion struggled to climb out of the vehicle, he made up hismind. He could always apologize
later if Maximillian knew nothing, but he knew from his reading of Dieter Pan that both Dokken and his
manservant were deeply involved. Too involved. Too many secrets.

“Firgt off, you can hep meout of thiscar,” he said, extending his hand.

Maximillian inginctively reached out to pull him up—and Tharion jabbed with the smdl stenn needle
cupped in his pdm. The manservant blinked in surprise. Hisface froze in aridiculous expression asthe
sudden paralysis hit him. Thisminor dose would last only afew minutes, but as the craggy man collgpsed
beside the horses, Tharion went to work with avengeance.

“I need to know what you know,” he said. Maximillian could not move his eyes or focus, but Tharion
thought he saw a shudder of darm go through the man, dismay at having been tricked so easlly.

Tharion knelt in the dust and wrapped his hands around the sides of Maximillian's bald head, pressing
with hisfingertips. “1 need to know your secrets,” he whispered, deeply regretting the ethical gulf he had
aready crossed. But he pushed aside those thoughts for now.



Maximillian resisted, trying to muddle his thoughts, but Tharion had taken an additiona dose of
Veritas, ahigher concentration than he had ever used before. He brought his full menta strength to bear,
battering down the barriers of thought asif they were no more than gauze vells.

Maximillian twitched one of hisarms, and Tharion dug deeper into the manservant's mind, hoping the
stenn wouldn't wear off too soon.

Insdethe labyrinth of protected memories, he saw that Maximillian had killed Ciaben, dumping the
body so that someone else was bound to find it in the holding warehouse. He saw that Ciaben, though
involved in the drug smuggling, had been only anincidenta player. A diverson. Troy Boren's unfortunate
finding of the body had been nothing more than coincidence.

Everything had been done under the orders of Franz Dokken.

He saw glimpses of Maximillian'swork to incite the Pilgrims, to sabotage the Bondaar/Carsusrail
link. But Tharion had burning questions about Dokken himsdf: Why was he doing this? What else did the
landholder havein store? So Tharion plowed inward with no finesse, no care, seeking information,
ransacking the manservant's mind.

Maximillian's feet began to jitter againgt the dry ground, his booted hedstapping up and downina
rapid rhythm as he struggled to regain control of hisbody. Tharion didn't let him.

Inside the manservant's memories, Tharion found more dark and compelling images. how Dokken
had murdered Schandra as they camped by a drying lakebed, how Maximillian had hel ped dispose of her
body, telling no one. Getting away with murder.

Maximillian's mind was a maze filled with trgpdoors and land mines, appalling secrets at every corner.
There was more ... So much more. Tharion breathed quickly, fascinated and unable to withdraw. Not
ye.
His predecessor, former Guild Master Klaryus, had indeed been poisoned, a ddliberate act
conceived by Dokken and implemented by Dieter Pan on OrbLab 2. A very specid capsule of Veritas
had been manufactured, designated for Klaryus. It had al been done to make Tharion the next Guild
Master, herding him reentlessy toward the leadership position. Dokken had meant thisfor Tharion dl his
life. He had been an unwitting part of the plan.

But why?A srangled, gurgling cry came from deep within the manservant's throat. Tharion plunged
inward, guided to the most important information by hisvictim'sincreasing attemptsto resist. He found
one sedled-away nugget of information—and Maximillian seemed willing to die before hewould giveit
up....
Ruthless, Tharion battered down the locked door in the manservant's mind—and regled backward
with thefina revelation, jerking his hands away from the bald scalp. His mouth was dry, hanging open,
his eyeswide. Tharion's heart pounded in outrage and disbelief—but the fact had been incontrovertible in
Maximillian'smind.

Franz Dokken, Tharion's lifelong mentor—the supposedly childlesslandholder who had worked for
S0 many years on his various schemes, setting people in motion like windup soldiers—was Tharion's
father.

Dokken had somehow inginuated his own secret son into the Guild nursery tanks. Dokken had been
preparing Tharion al hislife, hoping that the young man would rise to the very position of power he now
held, Master of the Truthsayers Guild. Dokken had taken great care to ensure that he could manipulate
his offspring.

And it had worked perfectly. Tharion had trusted him. He had played right into the landholder's
hands.

Until now.

Biting back an outcry of rage, Tharion grabbed Maximillian's head again and squeezed, glaring down
with clenched teeth. “ Tell me more, dammit!” he said and dug into the manservant's mind like asharp
plow blade.

There wasindeed more, but Maximillian resisted one last time, destroying al that remained. Savagely,
Tharion tore the strands free and felt something snap in Maximillian's mind, abruta collgpse wherethe
shield of his personalogt itsintegrity and crumbled. All the remaining secrets scattered gpart like random



perceptions, unconnected memories, incoherent thoughts. Nothing.

By the time Tharion redlized he would recover no more information from this treacherous man's mind,
Maximillian lay convulsing on the ground.

Tharion stood, holding his handslike clawsin front of him as helooked down. Maximillian writhed
helplesdy. Drool spilled from hislips. His eyes were open, but empty, comprehending nothing.

Like abroken machine, Maximillian hauled himsdf to hisknees, then to hisfeet, asif some atavigtic
ingtinct to flee ill sent relentless Sgnasto hisruined brain. The gaunt man fell flat on hisfacein the dust,
but got up one moretime, lurched to hisfeet, and stood swaying. He staggered away and tumbled over
the edge of the ravine, bringing a shower of mud and clods of dirt around him.

Tharion went to the edge, wondering what he should do now: if he should help the man, or put him
out of hismisery. The gaunt manservant crawled to his knees on the rocky bottom of the ravine, splashing
inafew brownish puddles. He groped hisway dong the floor of the gully, bumping into walls, feding
with hisfingersasif he couldn't see the rock around him.

“Guilty,” Tharion whispered, but the manservant did not hear hisjudgmen.

Tharion watched Maximillian for along time, coldly vengeful, thinking of dl theinformation the
manservant had harbored, the vital secrets he had kept from Tharion. Findly, Tharion clapped his hands
and shouted to send the two horses gdlloping into the distance. The animaswould find their way back to
the stables, or wander into one of the outlying agriculturd fidds. He didn't care.

Tharion paused beside his methane car, till regling from the information that seemed to be exploding
within him. He clenched hisfists and seethed into the fading afternoon.

Hisentire life had been planned by Dokken, from the moment his embryo was placed in the Guild
infirmary. Now Tharion had to question everything he had ever done. He was just a pawn.

Tharion didn't know how long he stood there; he felt aready dead and empty as he climbed back into
the seat of his methane vehicle and rode back toward the village and the mag-lev station. Hefelt asif he
were following in the footsteps of hisfather, with schemes of hisown.

He began to make plans asto how he could arrange for anew manservant to be delivered to his
“mentor.”

EXILES
CHAPTER 36

L,
I

The dark, wood-smdlling cargo pod hurtled through the night. Troy and Kallianatried to make
themsdlves comfortable asthey sat shivering in the sawdust, smelling the warm scent of pine. They
couldn't see each other in the shadows but sat within touching distance, occasionally reaching out a hand
just to make sure the other was il there.

“Do you have any ideawhere we're going yet?’ Kdlianaasked, her smadl voice sounding loud in the
darkness.

Troy shook his head, redlized she couldn't see him, then said, “Wherever were going ... at least weve
meadeit thisfar.”

He could barely believe it himsalf. Not long ago, he had been trapped on OrbL ab 2, doomed to
spend the rest of hislife processing V eritas bacteria and working beside Eli Strone. Now Strone was
probably dead, and he was back on the surface, hiding inside amag-lev cargo pod—owing his freedom
to the same Truthsayer who had fasdly convicted him of murder. “ Funny,” he said, shaking his head.

“What?' Kalianaasked.

Troy, realizing he had spoken aloud, decided not to say any more abouit it. “| guessit wasn't so funny
after dl. Never mind.”

The gentle motion of the high-vel ocity train was soothing, much more restful than the tense countdown
of hourswhile hiding inside the elevator crawl space. The danger seemed to be over for the moment.



But what came next? Would Kalliana abandon him to seek her own shelter, her own friends—or was
she counting on him to find solutions for both of them, now that she was as much afugitive ashewas? Or
they could work together andboth find solutions. They didn't have many options.

“Nothing isturning out the way it was planned,” Kdlianasaid. “We can't ask for help, because there's
no telling who our enemies are.... I'm not used to this.”

Troy smiled wryly. “I'm no expert either, but I'd rather take an active role in deciding what happensto
us, than let circumstances make al our choices”

“I agree,” Kdlianasad. “1 think.”

Some hours later the train decelerated rapidly, then jerked off to the side on arail bypass, whereit
dowed further and findly cameto astop.

“What'sgoing on?’ Kalliana asked.

“I was hoping you could tell me,” Troy said. “1 never rode the mag-lev much.”

“Let'stakealook,” she suggested.

When the mag-lev train cameto afull stop, they crept to the sedled door, moving by fed. A splinter
jabbed Troy inthe hed of hishand, as he did the door aside partway to show astarry evening, with
curtains of the aurora swirling overhead in pale green and whitish gray—but he saw no village lights, no
receiving station. Only empty agriculturd fields.

He did notice a second mag-lev line not far awvay, pardld to their own track, and heard aquiet whine
building louder and louder—another train gpproaching. The sound sent a shiver grating down his spine.
Were they being pursued? Could this new train have been sent by the sol-polsto capture them? Then
Troy realized it was coming from the opposite direction, heading back toward First Landing from the
outer lands.

Beside him, Kallianaleaned forward to look around. “Ah,” she said, her facelighting up with
redlization. “We're on ashunt spur. Thiscargo train haslow priority on theroster. Well haveto St asde
here for afew seconds until the other train passes. Must be a passenger line.”

Troy stared into the night at the shadowy cropland. They werein adeveloped portion of whichever
landholding they had entered—but they were not yet in the village. “Maybe we should get out now,” he
suggested, “ make our own way, so that we can enter atown on our own terms. Find the right spot and
dipin. Otherwise, well be caught when the train reachesits destination.”

He had to speak louder asthe drone of the approaching mag-lev train increased until it became a
scream. The high-velocity train rocketed by, and then Dopplered to alower pitch asit proceeded
through the night toward First Landing.

The cargo container jolted astheir train began to move dowly, picking up Speed again as magnetic
repulsion created africtionless surface on the rails and the engines at the rear car began to push. Troy
looked out at the endlessfields, saw no sign of civilization anywhere, and shivered. The ground began to
crawl by asthetrain accelerated.

“All right,” Kalianasaid quickly. “We have to make up our minds now, and | don't want anybody to
findus”

Troy grabbed her arm, and together they leaped from the cargo pod as the train continued to pick up
gpeed. They landed on crumbly dirt, rolled to their feet, and then ran toward the shelter of dark
croplands. Looking over his shoulder, Troy saw the mag-lev train streaking off into the distance,
abandoning them.

Inthe middle of theisolated agricultura lands, the night was silent. They ducked into thefieldsto hide.

Il

They plunged into the cultivated acreage and suddenly entered another world. Thetall plantswere
like skeletal soldiersthree meters high, standing in rank upon rank.

Troy led Kalliana between two rows, and they jogged farther out of sight of the mag-lev rails. Once
they had begun to run, they kept fleeing asif the hounds of hell were nipping at their ankles. It burned off
tension and helped them clear their heads as they ran deegper and degper—and for Troy the sheer
exhilaration of being free and dive, of beingable to run, triggered arush of adrendine. Findly he sumbled



on atangled root and fell to his knees.

Kdliana, who couldn't react fast enough, crashed into him, and they piled together on the ground. She
gasped and shuddered, ready to cry out, but Troy began chuckling with the release of pressure. “We
madeit,” he said gasping. “We madeit.”

Kallianalooked at him asif hewereafool. “Yes, but where did we make it to?’ Sherattled one of
the sems of the wide-leaved plants. “ And what are these things?”

Troy squinted, till panting from the headlong flight. The spatulate leaves were covered with afine
hair, and the trunks seemed furred aswell. The scent in the air was thick and resinous. “Kenaf, | think,”
he said. “ They raise some of it in Koman Holding, back where| used to live, in the flatlands below the
Mining Digtrict. Provides fiber for canvas, particle board, and paper pulp. It's hardy, too, and grows
pretty fast evenin bad soil.”

“Canweesat it?’ Kalianaasked.

Troy sighed. “No. It figureswe would run off into afield full of acrop that we can't even snack on.”

Kallianas shadowed face was severely highlighted in the eerie aurord glow. She groaned. “None of
thiswas supposed to happen. | need more than those emergency rations we ate in the eevator....” She
hung her head and looked very small seated on the ground in her smudged and ragged woolen clothes,
much less glamorous than her Truthsayer'srobe. “Y ou know,” she said with apparent surprise, “1've
never actualy been hungry before.” Sheno longer looked like ashining angel of justice, just an exhausted
waif in need of agood medl. “1 don't know anything about wilderness survival,” she said.

“Wadll, | hope you weren't counting onme ,” Troy said. “My only training is as an accountant.” He
sguared his shoulders and found inner strength. “But | suppose OrbLab 2 toughened me up alat,
because I'm not ready to give up yet.”

Around them the tal kenaf plants whispered and rattled as a breeze stirred the leaves. Troy fdt a
primal fear caused by the spooky scratching soundsin the night.... The knotted kenaf plantsroselike the
bars of acage around them.

Kallianashivered. “I'm cold,” she said.

He congdered reminding her that she wore thick woolens, while he had only the flimsy work uniform
from OrbL ab 2—though he had grown used to being perpetudly cold on the orbital station. He scooted
closertoher.“Soam|.”

He moved to put hisarm around her shoulders and swallowed alump in histhroat. Kalliana backed
away, asif shocked he could consider such close contact after her mistake had sent him to the prison.
“Aren't you afraid | might read ... | mean, you don't know what I'll find.”

Helooked at her skeptically. “I think | already know what'sin my mind,” hesaid, “and if it's
something | don't want to hear, don't tell me.” She il pulled away from him, and hefet atwinge of
exagperation. “Look, Kalliana, I'm not asking you to marry me. | just want to get alittle warmer. Okay?’

Reductantly, shedidinto hisarms, though he felt uneasy holding her until the warmth gradualy spread
between them. He wondered what the Truthsayer was reading in him now, then decided not to worry
about it.

He and Kalliana sat together on the newly fertile soil of Atlas and waited for the dawn to come.

CHAPTER 37

«2>»
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Miserable. Hungry. Stiff. Cold. Exhausted. Miserable...

Thelitany plodded through Kdliana's mind as she and Troy trudged through the rustling, hairy leaves
and gtaks of kenaf. Morning light shone between the rows, making the cultivated ground alattice of
wavering shadows and bright splashes.

Kdlianaadmired Troy's energy, but even the young man's determined enthusiasm seemed to be

ebbing. She could tdll that he didn't have any ideawhere they were or where they were going. Out here



in the middle of nowhere they couldn't exactly stop to ask for directions.

“I'vegot torest,” shesaid, diding to her kneesin thedirt, “again.” They had dready gone
kilometers—hundreds, it seemed—and hadn't yet found the edge of the kenaf field. “1'm not accustomed
to this sort of exertion.”

Troy knelt beside her. “1'd offer you adrink of water, but | seem to be fresh out.”

She stared out through the confining walls of plants. “I didn't know people used so much kenaf inthe
wholeworld.”

“And thisisjust one crop,” Troy added. After afew moments, he helped her to her feet again.
“Comeon, I'm sure the next field will be beans or tomatoes or peas—"

“Or broccoli, or corn, or—" Kalianajoined in. The weary game distracted her, though it didn't
deceive her ssomach. They waked on, parting the leavesin front of them asthey went. Kdlianas pae
skin was dready laced with fine scratches and itching welts. Her eyes stung.

The kenaf field ended abruptly. Troy pushed through arow of hard, fibrous stems, and suddenly they
dared in amazement a along, low swath of ground-hugging plants, dark green trifoliate leaves with tiny
serrated edges, and bright berries.

Strawberries.

They ate until they were sick. Pink juice stained Troy'slips and chin, and she knew she must look just
as absurd.

The strawberry field was much easier to walk through than the rows of kenaf. Kalianawas relieved
to be able to see where she was going. They passed white rectangular boxes that buzzed with beesflitting
inand out of their hives asthey dutifully pollinated the flowers. The thrum of flying insects seemed loud
enough to be heard for kilometers.

Kdlianagradudly fell into the rhythm of Troy's stride over the uneven ground. Her life had been spent
walking the metal decks of Guild Headquarters or the cobblestoned streetsin First Landing's central
plaza. Now the two of them hobbled across the uneven dirt, trying not to trip on stones and careful to
avoid crushing the strawberry plants.

“There must be avillage out here somewhere,” Troy said for the fifth time. “ Somebody's got to tend
al these crops.”

“I don't even know which holding werein,” Kalianasad, “not that it makes any particular
difference”

Beyond the grasdand Troy hoped to find grazing cattle or sheep—and their requisite caretakers.
Instead, the range ended in undevel oped lands, flat and rocky, splashed with color from Atlaslichens and
encroaching Earth algae and mosses, tiny Terran scouts making inroads on anew landscape.

Troy looked back at the fields they had aready crossed. Kdlianafollowed hisline of sight, noting that
the land seemed greener in that direction. Troy put hishands on his hips, and hisfacefell. “This doesn't
look good,” he said. “1 guess we went the wrong way.”

Kalliana caught aglint of movement far out in the rocky landscape ahead of them. “What's that?’

Troy's gaze followed her pointing finger. She shaded her eyes with ahand and squinted until shewas
certain: It was agigantic machine lumbering in their direction.

Il

Asthe machine approached, the hum and roar of its grinding treads grew louder. Troy gripped
Kdlianas arm hard enough that she winced. “ Sorry,” he said.

They stared uncertainly at the oncoming vehicle. Kalianalooked a Troy for guidance, but he had no
suggestions either. “If they're hunting us, we can't outrun them,” he said.

Kalianasghed. “1 don't have the energy to flee aglacier right now.”

Troy gathered his courage. “ Then we may aswell make the best of it.” He began waving hisarmsand
shouting. “Hey, help! Over herel”

Kalliana noticed the long-range scopes and sensors mounted on the juggernaut's Sde. She also saw
figuresriding on top, smal human formswho jumped up and down, waving back & Troy.

Its engine rumbling, treads clanking, the contraption grew taler and taler asit gpproached, nearly



three times the height of ahuman. Its outer hull was reddish brown with streeks of metdlic slver, oxidized
and pitted from numerous years on the surface.

“I think it'sone of the old rover vehicles” Troy said as he and Kallianawaited at the edge of the
cultivated lands.

The vehicle dowed until findly itstreads stopped turning. Lumps of dried dirt flaked off, and the
machine settled down with a sound like aweary moan. Blue-gray exhaust curled up in aplumefrom a
smokestack in the rear.

Four children in tattered clothes rode on the top deck, ranging in age from about eight to fourteen
years, Kdlianaguessed. They were al dark-skinned and long-haired, jabbering excitedly. The youngest
disappeared down an unseen hatch in the roof.

Troy craned his neck up at the enormous vehicle while the remaining children looked at him agog.
“Hdlo?

Findly ahatch opened in the front, and an enormous woman stepped out, her hips so wide she could
barely pass through the doorway. Her shoulders were broad, her skin the color of the burnt umber Troy
had used in his paintings. Her short hair was a creamy, smoky gray. Her face wasflat and expansive asif
someone had sanded away dl the rough edges, when she smiled, the grin split the bottom of her facelike
aray of sun. Shelaughed at the two refugeesin disbelief.

“Thunder in heaven!” she boomed. “ Ain't no telling what we find on our patrols. We log thousands of
minera veins and land formations and unusual resource concentrations—but how are we supposed to
catalog you two?’ Seeing the confused looks on their faces, the big woman shook her head. “ Just
kidding. What wereyadoin’ way the diddly out here?’

Kallianalooked at Troy, hoping he had an answer. “Seemed like a... nice day for along walk?” he
offered.

The woman threw back her head and laughed. “ Sure,” she said.

Two fiftyish men emerged from the vehicle, while children scrambled out of various openings and
hatches, dropping beside thetal treads. Four younger women joined them, and two more men.

The large woman came forward and extended a hand as broad as apaddle. “I'm Marriatha
Bowditch, and these are the cast and crew and kidsand ... well, just call them our ‘ associates.”

Kallianawarmed to the woman immediately. As she took Marriatha Bowditch's hand in abrief grip,
she had to restrain hersdf from digging deep into the woman's mind, checking her mativations and her
orders. But in aperipheral glimpse she caught no antagonism or hostility, no deception—just curiosity.
“ThisisTroy Boren,” shesaid, “and I'm Kdliana”

Troy flashed a surprised glance at her. She could see he was imagining teams of rover vehicles
combing the landscape with orders from the Guild to track down any fugitives.

Marriatharaised her eyebrows knowingly. “Ah, so we have two runaways, eh? | can see you werent
supposed to tell me your names. Never mind,” she said, dismissing their concerns. Y our agreements
with your landholder make no diddly to me—and | know the grass always |ooks greener at another
holding. Don't worry, theré's plenty of work to do if youre willing. I'm sure we can find something at the
next villagewegoto.”

“Excuseme,” Kdlianasaid, “but where are we exactly?’

This brought agust of laughter from Marriathas associates, even the younger children who couldn't
have understood the humor. “Y ou're lost then, ain't you? Right now you're in the lowlands of Koman
Holding near the Toth border. If you have no particular preference, well be heading up into the
mountains in the next few days. Y ou're welcome to tag dong. It won't be hard to find work in the
quarries or the Mining Didtrict.”

Troy frowned at the mention of the Mining Didtrict, and Kalianarecaled that hisfamily ill lived
there. She couldn't tell if he was eager to see them, or so ashamed he wanted to be far away.

“Wdl don't just stand there,” Marriatha Bowditch said. “Make up your minds. If you want to Sit out
here and get asuntan all day long, that's fine with me. But we have afew more gridsto cover before we
break for the night, so we want to keep moving.”

Troy accepted with asmile. “Well comeaong, if only to get off our aching feet.”



The other members of the large family climbed back insde the resource rover. Marriatha Bowditch
stepped asideto let Kdlianaand Troy enter the stuffy, gloomy interior.

Thear smeled of oil and metal and solvents and lubricants. But when Kaliana sat down on aworn
bench and felt her muscles begin to met with relief, she thought the dingy old vehicle was about as
marvelous as her fine chambers back in Guild Headquarters.
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With Marriatha Bowditch strapped into her broad piloting seet, the rover vehicle ground acrossthe
terrain. Itshuge treads and resilient struts were sufficient to engulf the rugged path, rolling over
outcroppings and straddling ravines. Aboard, the entire group seemed relaxed but competent, busy with
their varied duties. They worked well together as ateam, the young men and women, the elders, even the
children,

Troy and Kallianatook turns washing themsdves in the cramped lavatory, sponging off the built-up
grime and dust from thefidds. Kdlianafdt refreshed and presentable again. Though her dripping hair
remained spiky and auburn, much of her makeup had come off. Her pale skin prickled with the angry
pink of agtinging sunburn.

Kallianawatched as the two older men unrolled sheets of high-resolution satellite photos overprinted
with a precise grid and kept track of the zigzagging course their rover had taken. Kalliana saw other
charts pinned to the walls completely marked off with red grease pencils, alarge X across every grid; she
wondered how many yearsthisrover had been cruising the landscape.

One of the coffee-colored young women sauntered up with areadout in her hand. “ The outcroppings
to our |eft have ahigh potash content, a solid enough concentration that someone might be interested in
miningit.”

“All right,” Marriatha said, looking through the fingerprint-smeared front viewports. A rounded line of
knobby white depositslooked asiif they had been freshly exposed through harsh weethering. “Make a
note of it. Anything to pump up our account when we get into the village.”

The satdllite photos had been taken centuries ago, upon the arriva of thefirst colony ship. Whilethe
images broadly quantified the genera resources of the continent, the resol ution was insufficient to pinpoint
specific veins of ore or to determinethe loca exploitability of metals and rocks. In addition, the surface
changed as geologica processes worked the landscape, exposing new raw materias.

Resource rovers had crisscrossed the landscape for centuries, studying, mapping, and marking the
locations of naturd treasure troves. They reported their findings, exchanging information for the supplies
they needed, but for the most part, these large gypsy-style families va ued their freedom above dl, with
no other desire than to roam and look at the sights.

“So you don't work for any particular landholder?’ Troy asked.

“Wework on thefringes of thelands, Mr. Troy,” she said. “Not much of anything worth having out
here, and it's not like the landhol ders put up fences, you know. We go where we want, and we do what
wewant. Right?’

It seemed to betheir family motto. Everyone within earshot shouted “Right!” in unison.

Kallianalooked a how Marriatha Bowditch commanded al of her ‘associates.” “ So areyou their ...
their matriarch?’

Marriatha boomed with laughter, adeep belly laugh that was infectious. Kalianafound herself
chuckling, though she didn't know why. The giggling kids scrambled up meta rung laddersto ride on the
roof again.

“No,” Marriathasaid. “I'm just the driver.”

v
The resource rover sopped at twilight after Marriathafound an appropriately level campsite. With the
engine shut down and al the hatches opened, the associates boiled out, scrambling to finish their nightly
round of dutiesin aslittle time as possble.
Within twenty minutes the rover vehicle had been transformed into a sprawling encampment. The men



worked to erect a colorfully striped awning that rested on scratched auminum poles with spike ends. The
young women went outside to build afire out of stunted mesquite and sage they had taken from the
wastelands around the cultivated areas, where hardy desert scrub had been scatter-planted as afirst step
toward taming the land. Kallianafound the campfire atreat, Snce el ectrica heatersand
environment-control syslemswere so easily had in First Landing. The children set to work preparing
rationsinthe galey.

“Isthere anything we can do to help?’ Kdlianasuggested.

Marriatha Bowditch shook her head. “ Just stay here and keep me company. Sometimesit's enough
of an effort just to watch the others goof around, and I've been driving dl day.”

The fourteen-year-old boy ran to fetch water from anearby stream; they would pump it through
filtration systems and then use it for tealater in the evening. One of the women set up agrill and placed
heavily seasoned meat on the rack. The meat sizzled and smoked and smelled absolutely delicious.

“We caught abunch of jackrabbits yesterday,” Marriathasaid. “It'sadedicacy.”

“A jackrabhit?’ Kallianasaid. “Where do we have rabbits running free?’

“We were over in the northern portion of Dokken Holding, the part that used to belong to Van
Petersden.” Marriathanodded in the generd direction.

“A long time ago Van Petersden had a bright ideawithout thinking it through. Turned loose abunch of
jackrabhbitsin his scrubland, then he had to bring down some hawk embryos and coyote embryos from
the Platform. Then he made some pigeons, but Van Petersden didn't understand the predator/prey
pyramid—just how many rabbits and pigeonsit takes to provide sufficient food for the community of
predators he had unleashed. So the hawks and the coyotes died out shortly after they ate al the pigeons.
But afew jackrabhits survived—and now they've redlized that the real crops taste better than the scrub
grass ... and so we hunt the rabbits.”

The group ate amarvelous medl of the savory meet, though Kaliana's somach was cramped from the
gluttonous amount of strawberriesthey had eaten earlier.

“Tastesalittlegamy,” Marriathasaid, licking her fingers, “but you get used to it. You just haveto
learn to expect different tastes.”

Troy helped himself to another piece while Kaliana drank morefiltered weter. “It'sddicious,” she
sad. “Thank you for sharing it with us”

Troy raised hiseyesto look at the large woman. “ And thank you for not reporting us.”

“| don't care diddly about your secrets,” Marriathatold them. “ There's nothing | want so badly I'm
willing to do crazy thingsto get it. | have no ideawhat you did or what your motivations are or where you
think you're going. That'sup to you.”

Kdlianalooked a her somewhat warily. “But | thought resource rover crews were supposed to
report al the information they find.”

They spoke in low voices as the children began to play agame of tossing small pebblesinto acircular
target they had drawn in the dirt. The others moved about to clean up after the meal, adding more wood
to thefire, making the teaand preparing to settlein for the night. Marriatha sat back in her canvas chair
like aqueen at court.

“Let metdl you something,” she said. “I used to believein the free exchange of information, share and
share dlike. | figured the resources here were for everybody. Were adl colonists. Wereadl in this
together. We've got to make ago at this planet—right? But | was pretty naive.”

“No,” Kdlianasaid. “I don't think so at dl. Thetruth isthe truth. If everyone knowsit, how could it
be to anyone's advantage?’

“I'll tell you how,” Marriatha said. “ Abraham Van Petersden was a good, honest landholder and
satisfied with what he had. His holding wasfairly smal but it had a decent share of resources. He didn't
play power games like the other landholders did. He just wanted to keep his own house and his own
lands and trade what he had for what he didn't have.”

Sheleaned forward. The canvas chair groaned under her weight. Kaliana could see that the seat had
been handmade, specidly constructed to accommodate her wide hips. “ Thiswas, oh, fifteen or twenty
years ago, | can't remember. On one of our runsin the rover, we discovered a pure vein of silica sand,



fine and white and clean and just perfect for glassmaking. It was close to the surface on stable rock,
would have been abreeze to mineit. Right nearby we aso found some rocks rich with deposits of
essentia additives. A whole rainbow of metal oxides.”

“Additivesfor what?" Kaliana asked.

The woman driver raised her helpless gaze up to the darkening sky. “Thunder in heaven, for making
stained glass!” she said. “That's how you get all those pretty colors. Iron oxide for red, cobat oxide for
blue, antimony oxide for abright buttery yellow, manganese oxide for purple.”

Kalliananodded wisdly, thinking of the shardsinlaid in the windows of Guild Headquarters. “But Van
Petersden never had much of aglassindustry,” she said. “ Dokken Holding produces most of the glass
weuse—"

“Exactly!” Marriatha Bowditch said, holding up aham-sized hand asif to scold her two listeners. “My
rover discovered the resources for Van Petersden, and we were very excited when we made our report.
Van Petersden was alittle dow to exploit it. No hurry, he thought.

“But Franz Dokken was not quite as patient, and so he staged a bloody takeover. Abraham didn't
know what hit him. So now Dokken Holding has aflourishing glassbusiness.... and Van Petersden
Holding no longer exigts.”

Marriathas humor-filled face now seemed weary and saddened. “ Glass!” she said. “Can you believe
al thoseliveslog, dl that blood spilled—because we found somesand 7’

One of the young women brought them each a cup of spicy tea brewed from afresh pot. Marriatha
spped but said nothing for along moment. “Now you seewhy | let you keep certain information to
yoursalves? It'sjust not worth the price.”

Thelarge family gathered in the darkness and began to sing around the fire. Kalliana knew none of the
words, and she wondered if Marriatha and her associates had made up the music, or if thesewere old
songs from Earth. Troy tried to sumble along with the words, mimicking the chorus whenever he could
decipher it.

They findly left the campfire burning low and returned to the resource rover. One of the young boys
showed Kdlianaand Troy to empty bunks. All the family members dept out in the open, snoring and
gtirring and paying no heed to the lack of privacy. Kalianadidn't notice either, and fell into a deep,
oblivious deep, oddly comfortable—asif she had found anew home.

CHAPTER 38

«»
I

The cdll on OrbLab 2 seemed cold and empty and hollow ... just theway Eli Strone preferred it. His
former cellmate Troy Boren had seemed fuzzy and insubstantial somehow. And now the young man was
gone, making Stronewonder if it had dl been somekind of illusion.

Much of Strone's existence seemed like adream, especialy since the Truthsayer had tricked the
world into thinking of him as acrimina who had dispensed justice to those who had not deservediit ...
but Strone knew the truth. Truthsayerslied. They betrayed their own. They had poisoned their Guild
Master Klaryus, then covered it up.

Eli Strone knew how to punish those who were dishonest ... those who had wronged him. What the
Truthsayer had done didn't make sense, especidly after knowing his reasons—but he was certain that
one day the Guild would find its honor again and rectify everything. One day.

The universe was becoming amore and more incomprehensible place. His carefully ordered existence
seemed to be eroding, dissolved away by ill-thinking human beings who put their own needs and wishes
ahead of the purity of justice. Guilty. Innocent. Right. Wrong. Therewas adifference.

Strone had carefully cleaned Troy's side of the cdll, not hesitating for amoment to use solvent and a
damp rag to obliterate the lush painted landscape, the imaginary future Troy had drawn on the white wall.
He had made his cellmate's bunk more neatly than Troy had |eft it when he had ... vanished. Escaped?



The opposite side of the room now sparkled, fresh and untouched, and Strone could disregard it.
That wasn't his portion of the cdll. It didn't belong to him. He had |€ft it clean and new; the prospect of
another cellmate didn't trouble him. Strone would smply disregard any newcomer and hope the other
person would vanish, as Troy Boren had.

Strone had been able to see Troy's guilty conscience, the aftershadow of his sins—but the surprise of
his escape attempt amazed Strone. He couldn't believe he had migudged his cellmate so badly. The
possibility of voluntarily leaving OrbLab 2 had never occurred to Strone until Troy's action had proved it
to be possible. AlImost possible.

The concept gppalled Strone's sense of justice. Troy Boren had been found guilty by a Truthsayer
and sentenced to his punishment. Escaping from ajustly pronounced punishment was ... wrong. Others
might have found the thought ludicrousthet, after daughtering twenty-three victims, Eli Strone might
refuse to do something because it was “wrong.” But Strone had had plenty of reasonsfor hiskillings, and
he had no | egitimate reason for escaping from hislegal—if unjust—ypunishment ... until recently.

Dieter Pan had meant to kill him by blowing out the airlock in the bacteria separation lab. Strone
knew without adoubt that they had faked the loss of an entire shipment of Veritas, and he had been an
expendable bystander in their scheme.

Who watches the watchmen?

Dieter had cometo hiscell, raging, hovering inthe air like an angry wasp. “1 know you've been
receiving secret messages from someone, Strone! Messages, my boy! How can aconvicted crimina on
an isolated laboratory be receiving messages without me knowing about it? Y ou're asmart one, you
bastard, but | know something'sup. Youtdl mewho itig”

Strone merely sat and blinked at him, not answering, letting the Sation exec fed likeanidiot astime
passed.

“Don't think I'm not watching you!” Dieter had said, findly giving up, and flitted out of Strone's cell.

Strone saw that he could never really trust those in control. The people on OrbLab 2 who had been
given thetask of overseeing punishments were themselves crimina s—and that skewed the entire system.
Trial and error , he thought. OrbLab 2 was wrong. The Truthsayers were wrong. Everyone was
wrong—and it was time to do some housecleaning.

Y es, he had received help from his mysterious guardian angd. He didn't know the identity of the
person who had recently sent him secret notes explaining what to do, how Strone could make things
right, how he could be free again to distribute his persona justice.

Stronefdt warm inside. It was a mission he would be proud to accomplish.

Helay back on his cot and stared at the smashed intercom on the wall, the ruined speaker that would
have summoned him to hisdaily round of work. Strone's hands were bruised and would have been sore
if he had dlowed himsdlf to fedl them. He squeezed his hands, flexing the ftiff knuckles.

He should have reported for morning duty several minutes ago, so the next step depended on Dieter
Pan'simpatience. Sincethe loss of Troy Boren, Strone judged that the station exec would be al the more
anxiousto get Veritas production back on track. Dieter Pan would immediately come to check any
ddays, full of bluster and insults. Small men had big mouths.

Strone let hiseyesfal closed. He breathed deeply, humming along monotonous note that was aclose
gpproximeation to the tone from his single-stringed insrument. He hummed again....

He didn't have long to wait. The door whisked open, and Dieter Pan floated outside with two guards,
drifting gradually to the deck, then hopping back up to maintain hisilluson of flying. “ Strone, where have
you been, naughty boy?’

“Here,” Strone said, Sitting up dowly on hisbunk. He curled the toes on his bare feet and, moving
with methodical precison, swiveed himsdf off the bed.

“Y ou were supposed to report twenty minutes ago. Didn't you hear the intercom?’

Strone looked meaningfully at the crater hammered into thewall. “No.”

The sol-polslooked at the damage. One whistled. Dieter Pan scowled. “ A little bit of atemper
tantrum there, eh boy?’ he said. “ Couldn't you soothe yourself by playing your little instrument?’

“It's broken too,” Strone said. On the floor beside his bunk lay the smashed instrument, its body and



neck shattered in ajumbled pile.

Dieter Pan looked at the wreckage and made alow growling sound in histhroat. “Well, you're not
getting another one,” he snapped. “ Y ou'll just have to learn to whistle or something.”

“I'll manage,” Strone said calmly.

“Damned right.” Dieter clapped his hands. “ Enough of this. Come on, there'swork to do. It'stimeto

go.
Eli Strone agreed fully. It wasindeed timeto go.

Il

Asthey led him up to the second level and toward the sterile chambers of the [aboratory ring, Strone
followed, biding histime, choosing the right moment, mentaly replaying the ingructions he had been
given. He knew exactly the stepsto follow, though there seemed to be room to ... improvise and enhance
the moment.

Dieter Pan flitted within arm's reach, hopping aong and drifting down the corridor. The two sol-pols
stomped with each step, their heavy mag-boots anchoring them to the floor for greater ability. That
would be their downfall.

Asthe station exec bounced aong like a confident idiot and the sol-pol guards walked behind him,
Strone decided not to wait any longer.

While Dieter Pan had his back turned, Strone dipped ahand carefully into the front pocket of his
jumpsuit. His bare feet tingled on the cold meta floor. He tensed. The sol-pol guards noticed nothing, nor
could they see hishand in his pocket.

He dipped out the long wire he had taken from hiswrecked string instrument, wrapping the ends
around his handsto form anearly invisible loop.

AsDieter Pan propelled himsdlf into the air again with another hop, Strone pushed hisfoot hard
againg thefloor, jumping forward and bringing hisarms around. In asingle fluid motion he snagged the
loop of wire around the station exec's throat and crossed the ends behind his neck.

Before the sol-pols could react, Strone yanked outward with al the strength in hisarms and
shoulders, drawing the thin garrote straight through Dieter Pan'sthroat, dicing hisskin, crushing his
windpipe, and embedding itself deep within the larynx. Blood sprayed in ascarlet fan into the air, whereiit
congedled into dropletsthat hung like dow-moving rain.

Dieter struggled and choked and gurgled. He thrashed about, but Strone kept his hands taut, the wire
cutting deeper and deeper. The station exec was dready dead, but his body refused to accept the fact,
writhing in thelow gravity and spurting blood in al directions.

Strone rode the momentum like the other haf of a spinning baton.

The sol-polsfindly reacted. Shouting to each other, both drew their weapons, ready to fire, but
Strone weighed the baance perfectly, swinging the body of Dieter Pan directly into their line of fire. As
their rifles cracked, the ceramic bullets embedded themsalvesin the chest, abdomen, and thigh of the
station exec. Two other projectiles shattered into powder against the metal walls.

Strone got both of hisfeet flat against the wall and pushed off with the full strengthin hislegs, holding
Dieter Pan's still-twitching corpse like a battering ram. He plowed into the sol-pol's, knocking them down
asthey struggled to turn. Their magnetic boots held them in place, making them ready targets as Strone's
velocity bowled them over.

One of theriflesfdl to the floor and rebounded into the air. Strone continued hisflight, snatching the
riflewith one long arm and swinging it around. Chambering one of the shdlls, he shot thefirst sol-pol full
inthe face. Heraised therifle, pointing it at the other madly scrambling guard, and pulled the trigger again
... but heard only theclick of an empty chamber.

The second guard struggled to bring up his gun and knock aside the corpse of Dieter Pan that had
falen bleeding on him, but Strone swung the empty rifle like abasebal bat. He spun around as his body
flew in the opposite direction. The rifle smashed into the nose of the guard, who flailed his hands,
screaming in pain.

Strone made no sound—simply yanked the other rifle from the second guard's hands. He heard the



hollow snap of the man's finger bones as he twisted the trigger guard free, then he turned the weapon and
shot the sol-pal twice in the chest. The ceramic bulletsimpacted nicely.

Strone steadied himsalf from the recoil and fired therifleinto severd of the large plates of glassinan
enclosure down the hall. On the fourth shot, the glass cracked, setting off containment alarms on the
gtation. Moving down the corridor, he yanked down the fire emergency switch, which set another whole
series of darms going. The remaining sol-polswould be adequately confused.

Eli Strone dropped down one of the secondary hatches to the main level, heading for the primary
externa airlock and the docking bay. Up above, the sol-pols would be responding to the emergency.
The bodies of Dieter Pan and the two guards would throw them into afrenzy.

On the way he ducked into the empty sol-pol barracks, rummaged through the lockers, and pulled
free one of the dark uniforms, holding it againgt his big frame to make sure it would fit. He looked
forward to wearing afull uniform again.

When Strone reached the main access porta to OrbLab 2, the security station looked forbidding with
itsown series of alarms. But there was no going back now. He punched in the access code he had
memorized, and the doors et him pass—as promised.

Asthear hummed in the lock, Strone paused to catch his breath, though his pulse rate hadn't
increased much. Soon his respiration dowed to its steady, relentless pace.

He cycled through, knowing thiswas only thefirst step toward freedom. But he had no doubt the rest
of his escape would proceed as smoothly.

CHAPTER 39

«»
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The resource rover toiled across the bleak land for days, far from the remotest hint of civilization.
Marriatha Bowditch didn't seem abit concerned about getting lost. She had her satellite images.

Troy did what he could to make himsdlf useful, but it was gpparent that Marriatha and her associates
had the routine down precisaly, tasks divided up equaly. Though he felt safe from pursuit and relieved at
the chance to rest and gather hiswits about him, Troy knew their time with the resource rover crew could
only betemporary. He and Kalliana had to plan their next step.

Theterrain grew more rugged asthey gained in eevation. Though the markings on the satellite
photographs of the area showed only adark pebbly texture, sheer outcroppings of gray igneous rock
pushed up from the layered strata, blocking any straight path.

Therover pushed forward, moving dowly as the children rode on the roof, keeping alookout for
anything interesting. Inside the vehicle the others used scanners to document mineral and metal
concentrations. Grid maps, held down with paperweights, lay unrolled across a chart table.

Marriathalet the rover continue on autopilot as she bent over the grid charts. Her large frame loomed
over the landscape. Troy stood next to her, fascinated by the mapping that enabled him to see huge
portions of Atlas at once.

“Where are we going next?’ he asked. He traced their present location from the red marks and the
point of Marriatha's stubby fingertip.

She met him with her warm dark eyes and raised her eyebrows. “Well, Mr. Troy, that's up to you.
Youtdl me”

“What do you mean?’ he asked.

“Maybe we should bring Kalliana, too, so the pair of you can make your decisions.”

Kdliana came from where she had been perusing the years of records the resource rover had
compiled. Marriatha pointed to dotted-line boundaries across the uninhabited desert. “ Timefor meto
decide which direction to go. We pretty much make up our own minds, you know.”

“Y es, you go where you want, and you do what you want,” Troy said. “Why should you want our
advice?”



“We need to find avillage in the next day or two to replenish our supplies and empty our data banks.
So look here” She pointed down at the charts. “We can ether hook west and go through these
hills—there—and end up in Koman Holding. Or"—she pointed to a different portion of the satdllite
chart—"we could head deeper into the mountains toward the granite quarriesin Toth Holding.

“WEell drop you two off at our next stopping point. | told you | wouldn't ask any questions about
where you came from or why you're running ... but | thought I'd give you the pick. Got any preference,
Toth or Koman? WEell find you ajob ether place. What sounds like more fun to you, working in the
mines, or chopping dabs of granite?’

At the mere mention of the backbreaking labor, Kdliana blanched and looked over at Troy. He knew
her life had been pampered in the Guild, and she had never experienced hard work—but neither had
Troy, actually, though he had spent some time working actud jobs.

The thought of returning to the Mining Didrict brought asurge of hopeto Troy. Heimagined Leisas
face. By now her belly must be rounded with the new baby. Perhaps even Rissbeth had latched on to
some poor unsuspecting man and gotten herself married. Perhaps they had forgotten about him by now,
the shame of their family ... the son convicted of murder.

Kalianawaswith him. The Truthsayer could vouch for him, prove that he had been falsely sentenced,
that he wasn't guilty after al. Troy sighed. She couldn't do that, could she? If Guild Master Tharion or the
sol-pols suspected the two fugitiveswere il dive, Troy's family would certainly be watched. He and
Kallianarisked captureif they tried anything so foolish, yet so emotiondly satisfying, asto returnto his
family.

Besdes, he had hated the short time he had worked in the mines, even in an administrative capacity.

Kallianalooked at him with narrowed eyes, and he knew she could guesswhat he was thinking. She
bit her lip, but offered no advice. Hewas glad of that. Hisfingersfluttered over the satellite images on the
table. “Granite chopping soundslikealot of fun,” hesaid. “1 think well try Toth Holding ... if it'sall right
with you?’

Kdliana nodded weakly, and Marriatha removed the paperwel ghts so she could roll up the charts.
“Sounds good to me. | look forward to some fresh mountain air,” she said. “Get yourself rested, though.
It'satough job and you're gonna want agood night's deep before you start hauling afew tons of rock.”

Il

When the resource rover pulled into avillage nestled deep within the gray mountains, people came
out to greet the arrival with enthusiasm akin to a celebration.

The young ones legped from the vehicle onto the gravel streets and ran to play, scouting for children
their own age. The older men saw to refurbishing and repairing their rover, while villagerstook advantage
of the opportunity to look over the awesome vehicle, an artifact of Earth technology. Marriathas
remaining associates went into the merchants' aley to see what they could barter.

Marriatha Bowditch took Troy and Kaliana under her materna wing as she sought out the village
leader to renew her acquaintance. She promised to pull in afew favorsto securejobsfor her two
outlaws, no questions asked.

The village leader, alantern-jawed man with big eyes, heavy eyebrows, and agentle smile, welcomed
the prospect of two more laborers. He didn't seem the least bit concerned about who they were or how
they had come to be with the rover crew.

Troy and Kdlianaremained slent, but the village leader—Marriatha never introduced him by
name—included themin his pleasantries, filling atiny liqueur glassfor each of them.

Troy sniffed theliquid and frowned at its oily perfume smdll. The village leader seemed excessively
proud of it. “Gin,” he said. “We've cultivated afew juniper bushes, and each year we succeed in distilling
two or three bottles of the finest alcohol.”

Troy nodded his thanks and took asip. His eyeswatered. The pungent taste filled the back of his
mouth and his snus cavities, but he managed to swalow the entire glassin two gulps, relieved that the
socid orded was over. Next to him, Kalliana coughed, apparently having the same reaction.

The village leader gave Marriathaarundown of recent events while Troy listened and tried to show



no reaction. The village leader mentioned the “ attempted prisoner escape” from OrbLab 2, but brushed it
asde, more concerned with the overdl politics of the struggles between landholders.

“The biggest news just happened two days ago,” he said. “A huge explosion out at the new mag-lev
gtation between Bondalar and Carsus. They'd just about finished that rail linking their two holdings—you
know how much trouble they've had with it?” Marriatha nodded knowingly.

“Wall, it seems Hektor Carsus himsalf was responsible for the sabotage, blew up the entire station,
killed close to ahundred of Bondalar's engineers. He denies everything, of course, but they found plenty
of evidence a the Ste. He doesn't have any explanation for it, and Janine Bondaar is convinced Carsus
wasbehind it dl dong.”

“Thunder in heaven!” Marriathasaid, clgpping ahand to her forehead. “1 thought those two were
lovebirds. Maybe I'll just stay out in the wilderness and not be bothered by al thisdiddly crud. So the
marriageisoff?’

“Y ou betcha,” the village leader said. “ Sure seemsto be alot of turmoail in the world these days.” He
shook his head, then looked at Troy and Kaliana. “Y ou two ought to be glad you're here,” he said. “It's
anice placeto be. If you ever get to meet Emilio Toth, you'll be impressed. He's the way alandhol der
should be. Kind of likeaking.”

Troy nodded, feding the acrid gin dehydrating his mouth. “I hope we get achanceto,” he managed to
sy.
After they had chatted for haf an hour, the village leader took out his rosters and found assignments
for histwo newest workers. “If nothing else, it'll put muscleson you,” he said, nodding toward the thin
armson both Troy and Kdliana

They stepped outside into the afternoon. The village leader pointed up the dopesto where low,
booming sounds rumbled through the canyons. Work teams were dark specks crawling over the diced
tiers of the mountain being excavated. Black lines of ropes and cables made a spiderweb across the
pinkish white rock face. At the base of the cliff, where heavy-duty eevators lowered the dabs of rock, a
mag-lev spur ddivered cargo platforms that hauled the rock to another section of the village, where the
granite was cut, shaped, and polished into usable pieces.

“Youll learn fast,” the village leader said, noting the concern on Troy'sface. “It's backbreaking work,
but not too complicated. Y ou two will do just fine.”

Troy didn't fed terribly reassured.

“I'll send a crew bossto show you around today. Y ou and ... Kdliana, was it?>—will be assigned to
different jobs, but well find you living quarters and | et you get settled in. Tomorrow morning you can
both get right to work.”

“See?” Marriatha said with abroad grin on her flattened face. “Told you you should have gotten a
good night'sdeep.” Then she nodded cordidly at the village leader. “1 leave you two in good hands.
Thanksfor your company, and | wish you the best of luck.”

She gathered Troy and Kallianainto a single massive hug, then strode off, weaving down the gravel
street back to the resource rover.

Onceagain Troy felt entirely aone, cast adrift.

[

Therest of the day crew bosses showed them around the excavations. The other workers greeted
them openly and curioudly. “I hope you'll fed welcome here,” one of the foremen said. “We're not too
glamorous, but we can dways use the extrahelp.”

Troy redlized that he did fed welcome here, sensing no antagonism or hogtility from people whom he
had expected to be rugged roughnecks. Many of the minerswho had labored with Troy's father had
been broad-shouldered brutes who spent their free time grumbling to each other, but not meaning much
of it.

Ashe and Kaliana explored the packed mountain paths, Troy breathed dust, smelled the sulfur of
blasted rock powder. They got dirt on their hands and scuffs on their clothes, and they each paid
attention with anumb objectivity. Troy knew this could betherest of hislife—but at least it wasn't



working in adeadly bacterialaboratory beside aserid killer.

When they returned from the mountainside a dusk, they were led to asingle prefabricated hut that
consigted of little more than a heater, asmdl lavatory, and deeping palets. Troy found it disconcerting to
learn that the quarters set aside for them had recently been occupied by two men killed in an avalanche,
but the room wastheir own and the walls provided privacy. Troy couldn't ask for more than that. He was
uncomfortable sharing quarters with Kaliana, though. He could tell she felt the same uneasiness—but
they were partners, holding common secrets at least as deep as those held by lovers. And they each ill
needed someone they could talk to, afriend who understood.

After awarm med of soup and bread in the communa mess hdl, they retired to their hut. Both
remained quiet and withdrawn asthey sat on their individuad deeping pdlets, until Kadlianafindly broke
theslence.

“Thisisdl so... surprisng,” shesad. “It's very different from anything | have experienced before.”

Troy raised hiseyebrowsin feigned surprise. “Y ou mean you've broken people out of prison before
and it didn't turn out like this?’

“No,” she said, impatient with him. “1 mean the people, the ... attitude. They seem so much more
open, especidly Marriathaand her clan. Even the people out on the granite quarries.”

Troy didn't know what she meant. “How isit different?’ he said.

“AsaTruthsayer the only ‘normal peopl€e’ | ever met were those who had been brought to me for
judgment. Even the innocent ones had usudly done something to trap themselvesin their Stuation.”

“Likeme, you mean,” Troy said.

“Wadl...” Kdlianagmiled briefly, consdering it. “ Y oudid do something you weren't supposed to, and
you did get caught. But ... most of the people | met weretruly bad. | got theimpression that dl citizens
other than Truthsayers were warped or evil in some way—but these people seem different.”

“Kaliana” Troy said serioudy now, “the people working in these granite quarries, aswell as most of
those in the Koman Mining Didtricts, are descendants of settlers from theBotany Bay . Their forefathers
wered| convicted criminals, exiled to Atlas and put to work here.”

“I know,” shesaid. “That'swhy | don't understand it.”

Troy sat up, looking a her intently now. “ lam a descendant of those criminas. They're proudly
independent and desperate to make their mark on Atlas.”

Kalianasghed, her face backlit by agrowing reluctant wonder. “ Then maybe thiswill be ahedling
experiencefor me,” she said. “ After dl the evil I've experienced in the minds of others, it'll do me good to
see the stirong hearts of these children of criminals.”

“Y ou might be surprised,” Troy said. They fell adeep, trying to prepare themsalvesfor the day to
come.

CHAPTER 40
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At dawn, bronze bellsrang in the center of the town, clear notes rousing everyoneto the first work
shift. The chill air was white with smears of mist, clouds snagged in the mountains.

Troy and Kdlianastood outside bleary-eyed, breathing the clean air with arefreshing wakefulness.
The other villagers moved to the central buildings where breskfast was served: a porridge flavored with
cinnamon oils and amellow hot beverage brewed from roasted chicory.

After breakfast Troy and Kaliana split up, waving good luck to each other asthey went to their
separate work crews. Troy followed the group of men and women trudging up to the open excavation on
the granite diffs.

Already fearing sore muscles and an aching back, Troy looked at the biceps and broad shoulders of
his coworkers, with one glimpse he saw their years of hard |abor, working heavy equipment and
shattering off dices of stone. Each day, they wrestled granite dabsinto place, then sent them down for



trimming, polishing, and shipping. Fine rose granite was one of the mgor products of Toth Holding, aong
with gold extracted from quartz veins laced through the outcroppings.

Winched devators hauled the people up in groups of three to the top ledges of raw stone, where the
equipment was stored in portable shacks. The foreman opened the shed and distributed different tools
and apparatus to the main workersin each team. Everyone dipped on grimy gloves made of kenaf
canvas and reinforced with steel mesh.

Because of Troy's dight build, he was added to the team of tracers who laid down a path of sonic
shock wavesto split the rock aong desired planes. He and his companions used surveying tripodsto
ascertain adraight line across the edge of the dliff, then laid down athumper wire that pounded with
ultra-low frequency into the granite.

Other team members attached catch nets and grappling cablesto the piece of stone beforeit could
snap free of the cliffsde, while the strongest workers used methane-powered jackhammers and laser
cutters the size of cannon to split the rock.

Working together, the crew took half an hour to chop thefirst dab. It came negtly off the Sde of the
mountain like adice of stone bread, striking sparks from iron grains and sending up curls of dusty smoke.
Asthe dab fdl, theworkers gave a heartfelt cheer. Troy yelled loudest, with afeding of genuine
accomplishment. He coughed after inhaling too large amouthful of dust. Hisface and arms were smeared
with powdered white rock, but he didn't mind. He had never fdt half this satisfied after inputting manifest
records at the elevator anchor point.

Il

Water sprayed from high-pressurejetsdl around the polishing area, drenching therock aswell as
Kalianaand her coworkers. The late-morning sun burned down on the canyon walls, warm enough to
keep her from being uncomfortable, aslong as she didn't concentrate too much on the fact that she was
wet and working so hard that her hands were aready raw.

Farther down the line, shapers used vibrating chisals and stone saws with diamond-tipped bladesto
chop the dabs into standard pieces. Some of the granite was cut to specific shapes and thicknesses for
ongoing congtruction projects, otherswere smply stock materia to be sold in largelots.

Oncetherough dabs were evened out, cut to straight edges and flat surfaces, they moved down a
roller path where teams scoured and polished them with coarse corundum abrasives on rotating heads.
The people around Kalianaworked without complaint, talking openly with each other, joking, even
snging songs.

Her very status as a Truthsayer had kept much of the real world hidden from her. Sherecaled the
people she had met a Sardili Shores, the brick makers and kiln firers who had come to see the unusual
gpectacle of avidting Truthsayer. Though they had welcomed her warmly, and Joachim Sardili himsdlf
had shown her the greatest hospitality, thisfamiliad warmth among companionswas still anew experience
for her. Kadlianaremained quiet, not entirely sure how to go about making friends or opening hersdf to
companionship.

Asthey worked with their [ubricants and abrasives, scouring the surface of the stone, the rock dab
transformed into aslken pand of glossy pink granite that fairly glowed when the sunlight dappled across
it. The rosy stone was speckled with dark highlights, inclusions of black micaand hornblende aswell as
gparkling glitters of quartz crysals.

Sheran her fingers over the dick wet surface of the finished dab. Her team had polished it to awarm
pinkish tan, like skin flushed with cold. Kalianaadmired the granite for amoment, then hurried to join the
othersfarther up the line to begin work on the next piece coming down.

"

Astime passed, day after day, their bodies adjusted to the heavy work. Their muscles adapted to the
extradrain, settling into aweary strength. Some of the other villagers engaged in community activities, but
Troy and Kallianawere both so tired they returned to their hut and rested, their bodies exhausted, though
their mindsremained active.



They taked. Herein thetiny prefab hut he and Kaliana had more space than Troy had ever had
whileliving with hisfamily. He began by telling anecdotes about how every day had been astruggle for
hisfamily in the Mining Digtrict. Shortly after her engagement, hissster Leisahad started to make awool
swester for her husband-to-be, but she had run out of yarn and could not afford more before the
wedding; the sweeter had not been finished until some months afterward.

After Troy had begun the conversation, Kalliana gradualy unfurled and spoke of her own life, twisting
it open like asted can and hauling out al the things she had kept trapped inside. She talked about how
her friend Y san had been able to recognize her appetite for sweets and occasiondly arranged for the
Guild'sfood-prep workersto create the very dessert Kaliana had been unconscioudy craving dl day.
He had secretly read the craving from her mind.

Troy listened with wonder as she spoke about Guild Headquarters, how she helped train the children
for their telepathic duties, how she sometimes napped next to the fountainsin the arboretum decks, how
quiet and clean the ship wallswere. But she dso pointed out that the Truthsayerswere sorigid in their
dutiesthat they rarely took time to make more than a passing acquaintance with their colleagues.

Troy st listening to her, drinking in the details by thelight of asingle glow square. Outsdein the
darkness he could hear risng and falling waves of music and laughter in the communa building. The
villagers were having their weekly dance, but Troy's muscles felt so drained from the quarry work he
could barely find the strength to Sit up on his palet and look at Kadliana.

She gazed off into shadows. | was raised to be a Truthsayer,” she said. “I was created for that
profession, an embryo brought down from the Platform and nurtured in Guild Headquarters. | hear you
talk about your parents, your family, and that means nothing to me. | can never have children. Everyone
on Atlas seemsto want children, lots and lots of them. Huge families are part of our culture.”

“Wdl,” Troy said shyly, “not everyone wants children. My mother used to think | was afresk
because that wasn't my highest priority. Sometimesit's enough just to have your own life.”

“Wadll, | used to have my own life.” Kalianablinked her dusty blue eyes. “1 grew up being exposed to
Veritas, surrounded by enhanced mentd abilities. Other peopl€e's thoughts were just another set of
environmentd detailsto me, like light or sound or smell. Now, though, it'sall changed.” Her small hands
fumbled at the waistband of her clean coveral. “ Guild Master Tharion made me remove my Truthsayers
sash and sent me off on this mission to free you—and to uncover secrets about the black market
smuggling of Veritas.”

“| thought something like that was going on,” Troy said.

“Dieter Pan wasbehind it al. | read it in himwhen | shook hishand.” Kallianasuddenly st rigid, asif
jolted with an dectric shock. “Y ou didnt—you haven't got any Veritas with you? Y ou didn't smuggle any
yoursdf?’ Her face was flushed and eager.

“No,” hesaid, surprised at the suggestion.

Her shoulders dumped again. He wanted to comfort her. Kalianasighed. “I'm sorry, it'sjust been ...
so long. | haven't taken any Veritassince | rode up on the eevator to begin my investigation. My powers
arefading. It'sasif I'm"—she hesitated, searching for words—"asif I'm going blind.”

Troy got up and moved closer to her. Kdlianalooked away. “Y ou wouldn't understand,” she said.
“It's not anything you've ever experienced before.”

“I've only been on the receiving end once,” he said. “And | must say I'm not thrilled with dl the
wonders Veritas has done for my life”

She flashed him ahurt glance. “I1t wasamistake, Troy,” shesad, “and I'm sorry. I'll never make that
mistake again.” Her voice dropped to awhisper. “I can't. | don't have the ability. How will | ever know
the truth, right or wrong? How can | believe anything now?’

Troy tried to cheer her up. “ The rest of us manage to get by somehow. Look at those villagers out
there. Think of Marriatha Bowditch and her associates. We find waysto cope.”

She looked up at him. “Could I...” and she hesitated, afraid to ask, “could I try to read you again,
before my powers fade completely?’

Troy froze, then brushed away the fear. What did it matter anymore? And if it made her fed better...
“Sure,” hesaid. “Giveit your best shot.” He reached out to take her small hands. They were damp with



perspiration. He pressed them againgt the Sdes of his head. “Likethis?’

She nodded, hiting her lip, then closed her eyes. Troy shivered, tried to fed theinvisble presence
probing around in histhoughts. Kalliana pressed harder. He could hear her breathing grow ragged. Her
eyes squeezed shut.

Findly she shuddered and flung herself away from him. “It'sgone,” shesaid. “Nothing. | couldn't get a
snaich of animage. Not asingle thought.”

“Areyou saying I've got an empty heed?’ Troy said, trying to lighten the mood, but she ignored the
question.

“I had to surrender my sash earlier,” Kdlianasaid, “but now | can seeI'mreally no longer a
Truthsayer. My whole former life has been canceled. What good did | do, and how will | survive now?’

“Youdont needit,” Troy said. “Youredoing just fine.”

“I do need it!” Kadlianas eyesflashed with anger. “It's part of me, it'swhat | am—it'stheway | know
people and read people. And now here | am, thrust among all these strangers, and I've been stripped of
my defenses, my means of interaction, my wegpons. How can | know anything about them?”’

Gently, Troy reached out to put a hand on her shoulders, and she began to sob. He remained quiet
for amoment, then touched her chin with one finger and raised her face so that he stared down into her
reddened eyes. Tearstrailed down her cheeks.

“Kdliana” he said, “there are ways to know and understand people even without Veritas” He
cupped her chinin histwo hands. “Let'stake you, for example. | don't have any mind powers or
truthsaying abilities, but | can gill seethat you're afrightened young woman suddenly tossed into
circumstances she never expected. Y ou were asked to do great things, important things that you had
aways thought were beyond your ability. They didn't quite turn out the way you expected, but still you've
managed to get through. Y ou'vedone what you had to do.

“Y ou keep mourning for your Guild, but it'sasif you wereliving your wholelifeinsde abox. Oh, it
was a pretty box and acomfortable one, but abox nevertheless. Now suddenly you've been tossed out
into the big, wide world. Y ou're stuck with me—no greet pillar of strength—aman you once thought
capable of murder.

“Y ou're seeing Atlas through different eyes. Y ou're feding overwhemed. Society around you isfilled
with wonders you never knew existed. Y ou're finadly meeting people—redl, honest people, not just the
ones accused of crimes—and you're having to rebuild the foundations the Truthsayers Guild established
for you.”

Hetook a deep breath, surprised at his own vehemence. “ Atlasisn't neat and compartmentalized,
with everything in clear-cut categories as your Guild taught you. | think you're doing aremarkable job
adapting to something so incredibly new. You arereslient. Y ou're strong, Kaliana” He used the sdes of
his hands to brush away the tears on her cheeks.

She looked at him dubioudly. “How do you know dl that? How can you tell?’

Troy shrugged. “Just by observing you in our time together. Y ou know, they say when a person goes
blind the other sensesincrease to compensate: sharper hearing, a more delicate sense of smell. Maybe by
losing your Veritas abilities you'll become an even more astute judge of human nature just by looking at
people.”

She gave awan smile. “Yes, now | remember. Onetime at Sardili Holding ... | had to rely on just
thoseintuitions, and | could seethings. But I'll keep watching you, Troy. Y ou'll be my benchmark
example”

Inthedim light Troy flushed with deep embarrassment. Not knowing what to say, he hugged her
ingtead.

\Y,

The next week, as Kaliana began to grow accustomed to her daily schedule, she got abreak in the
new routine. She and Troy got a chance to see their landholder, Emilio Toth, sooner than they had
expected.

The bronze bdl rang in midmorning, caling people from their shiftsfor an unscheduled bresk.



Everyone ran back to the village square, curious and excited. When Kalliana reached the broad central
street paved with crushed granite debris, she saw a methane-powered tractor driving aong the mountain
road.

Emilio Toth drove the tractor himself, abig man with reddish brown hair, laugh lines around his eyes,
aweathered face, and a voluminous, cinnamon-colored beard. He waved at the crowd as he drove up.
Sol-pol guards rode beside him, but they seemed more for show than because of any great tension Toth
felt about the populace.

Work crews continued to come from farther up the mountainside, rushing to find their families.
Kdlianawastoo short and dight to see well as the crowd thickened. She was startled when someone put
ahand on her shoulder, and she turned to see Troy, smeared with rock dust, his hands still wearing the
grimy canvasgloves.

“What's going on?’ he asked. “Everyone'sjabbering like it'sa party.”

“I don't know,” Kallianasaid, standing on her tiptoes. “1 can't see.”

Thebig metal tractor puttered up on wire mesh wheels, and stopped. Emilio Toth stood up and
waved hisbroad hands. “It's harvest timel” he said. “My best year ever at the orchards, and we have
plenty to share. I'm keeping alarge portion of the harvest to press some good cider, but therest of you
are welcometo fresh gpples.”

He made the announcement asiif it were a surprise. The people cheered. From the back bins of the
tractor, doors opened up and several workerslifted metal baskets of small round apples, yelow stained
with red. The crowd moved, blocking Kallianas vision as tossed applesfdl into waving hands. Troy
caught one, handed it to Kaliana, then reached up to grab another.

Kallianahit into the fruit and tart sweetness exploded in her mouth. It had been along time since shed
had afresh apple. “Ddlicious,” she said.

Troy nodded, munching on his own gpple. One of the other workers stood beside them, licking her
lips as she gnawed her fruit to the core. “ Toth doesthis every year,” she said. “Hedivides up at least half
of the produce from the orchards behind his Great House.”

Themood of theworkerslightened further around her, and Kdlianareveled init. The people here
seemed refreshingly satisfied with their lives, pleased with the paternd attentions of their [andhol der.

Emilio Toth cupped his hands around his mouth as he shouted, “ And since you're dl gathered here,
I'd like you to meet someone who has recently joined our holding. | hope you won't have too much
occasion to use his services, but he's a sharp young man, and fair. | want you al to give him agreat ded
of respect.”

The crowd shifted. Kalliana stood on tiptoe, straining to see as another man stepped up beside Toth
a thefront of thetractor. “Hell be undergoing sometraining,” Toth continued, “to familiarize himsdf with
the workings of our villages and the business of the holding—but thisis our new Magidtrate.”

Kdlianafinaly got agood glimpse of the pale-haired youth who grinned at the people welcoming him.
Her surge of delight and surprise was unstoppable, and she couldn't halt her outburst. “Y san!” she cried,
engulfed by the feding of comfort and home she had lost when she lft her lifein the Guild.

At the sound of hisname, Y san turned to look down at her. Toth hadn't yet introduced him, and no
one should have known who he was. “Do you know somebody here?” Toth asked Y san, but the young
man shook his head.

Troy gripped Kalianas shoulder. “Oh, thisisjust great,” he said. “I've been so careful not to ask
about my family, and hereyou go jumping up and announcing yoursdf thefirst timeyou seea
blond-haired kid.”

Villagers backed away from Troy and Kaliana, looking confused and uncertain. The sol-polssingled
them out and brought them forward as Toth dismounted from histractor.

Y san followed Toth. The young blond looked at Kalliana, studying her dust-covered face, until finally
asunrise of recognition beamed from hisface.

“Kallianal” he said. She drew back, but she could no longer hide.



CHAPTER 41

L,
I

Thelid of the deepdeep chamber did asde. Franz Dokken awoke cold and drained, fegling used up
like an old piece of paper. The tracery of frost fingernails on the inner glass surface evaporated into the
warmed air of the cave.

Hetook a deep breath and swallowed severa times. His mouth tasted foul, and he saw with some
annoyance that Maximillian had not set out afresh squeeze bottle of water beside the chamber, ashe
usualy did. Dokken took another breath. Thetip of his nose was till cold and numb.

Sensations would come back soon. Already he could smell the flavorsin the air, the dust, the metal,
the old damp rock. Histhoughts moved duggishly, asif they needed to chisd new pathsthrough his
brain, but his mind would sharpen soon enough as blood began pumping &t full strength again, revitaizing
histissues. He would sparkle with life and energy, asif he had dept backward, knocking ten years off his
age.

He rubbed his eyes. His skin tingled, burning in reaction to the penetrating cold that had preserved
him during hislong rest. Silence roared around him, and his ears rang. He knew from long experience that
the tinnitus would fade after an hour or so.

“Maximillian,” he called. Hisvoice came out in acroak. The manservant should have been there. He
looked around, but saw that the cave was empty, the lights still dimmed to maintenance leve.

“Maximillian,” he said again, clearing histhroat. “Where are you?’ No one answered.

Taking several deep breaths, ill feding disconnected from his muscles, Dokken concentrated on
planting his hands on the side of the deepdeep chamber. He hauled himsdlf upright and svung anumb leg
over the sde. Below the knee his caf and foot dangled like a usdless piece of wood, but as circulation
increased, the nerves came afire again.

He pulled hisbody to a standing position and steadied himself on the side of the chamber, panting.
Had the timing system awakened him too soon? Maximillian was dways there waiting for him.

“Maximillian!” he shouted again, wondering if the gaunt man had gone out into the canyon to tend the
horses.

Dokken finaly staggered over to the supply station and poured himsdlf some lukewarm water. He
gulped thefirst glass as his dehydrated tissues sucked up the moisture, then sipped a second cup, while
he unwrapped a package of dry protein wafers and wolfed them down. Vitality crept back into his body,
accelerated by his uneasy emotiona state. When hefelt ready to move on, he dressed by himsdlf, pulling
on his cotton underrobes, then wrestled hisarms and legsinto gtiff riding leathers.

Finally, strong enough, he stepped outside the cave, expecting to find the horses or Maximillian. But
the steep-wa led gorge was empty.

Two weeks earlier, when he and Maximillian had come here, they had ridden hard down the canyon
and tied up the horses, making no effort to hide their tracks. Now he saw no fresh markings whatsoever.
Just the old hoofprints....

Dokken waited for hours, imagining al sorts of reasons why the manservant might have been delayed,
which only made him grow more impatient. The most likely scenario was that some emergency had
occurred back at the villa, and because the deepd eep cave was known to no one else, Maximillian could
not send asurrogate to retrieve his master.

He cracked his knuckles, pacing the small confines of the cave and hiking a short distance up and
down the canyon to where he could look out across the landscape.

“Petience,” he whispered to himsdlf, reciting the advice he had so often quoted to Tharion and
others—buit it did not help him now. Finally he went back to one of the rear chambers of the cave and
uncovered the one-man emergency vehicle, afast dl-terrain cart that would return himto hisvilla

Drawing upon two and a haf centuries of experience, Dokken never constructed a plan without
providing for numerous contingencies and escape hatches. In the years before he had decided to trust



Maximillian, he had dways handled his degpdeep activities by himsdlf, letting no one else learn the secret.
He would have words with Maximillian when he got back.

Puffing, he wheeled the vehicle outside the cave and powered it up. Helet the smal engineidleashe
went back to shut down his computer controls and switch the degpd eep systems over to standby mode.
For the next time.

Finally, he drove off at top speed, the whedlskicking up canyon dust behind the low-riding vehicle.
He muttered angrily to himself, hating nothing more than when a plan—even asmal one—didn't work
out just right.

Il

Hefound the villain aate of absolute turmoil.

Dokken had never before witnessed such joy and relief on the faces of the sol-pols and his servants
aswhen they saw he had returned. Captain Vanicus marched smartly up to him, eyes glittering and face
flushed. “Master Dokken, sir, you're back!” he said. “We were greatly concerned.”

“Wheres Maximillian?’ Dokken demanded, looking around the courtyard asif thetall bald man
would appear under an archway at any moment.

“No one knows, sr. We thought you would know his whereabouts.”

Dokken raised his eyebrows as the implication sank in. “What do you mean? Report.”

“Sir,” Vanicus sad, blinking hiseyesrapidly and taking a step back. Then he seemed to remember his
duty and stood straight. His dark uniform had been kept nest, as Dokken required of al sol-pols
assgned to hishalding. “Thelast we saw of him, sir, was when you both rode off together two weeks
ago. We assumed you had given him some sort of assignment, that he was perhaps visiting Lady
Schandra.”

Dokken scowled. “He sent no message?’

“None, sir. Weve been operating without guidance.”

Dokken clenched hisfists at hissde and turned in adow circle. Garien the chef poked his shaggy
head through a doorway, then dashed back to the kitchens to set about preparing aquick meal for his
maeser.

Dokken sighed and turned back to the captain of the guard. “ So what has happened since I've been
gone?”

Vanicus|ooked from sdeto side, asif trying to assess variousitems. “We maintained our day-to-day
routine as best we could,” he said. “ The villagers have continued their production. The terra-cotta pottery
and tiles have been shipped to First Landing. The power plant at Trident Falsisfunctioning at normal
levelsagan.

“Supply requisitions needed to be sent, but we had no indication of your wishes. No forms had been
filled out. The chef was rather distressed to see the food supplies diminishing in the pantries. With no
specific ordersfromyou, gir, | Smply sent acopy of our last requisition to First Landing. Those supplies
are on their way. | hope that was appropriate.”

Dokken nodded. “Y ou did well, Captain.” He was pleased to see that the systems he had set in place
functioned as he'd hoped. Everyone knew what was expected of them and had continued their work
evenin hisabsence. “Any mgor events?’

“Not in our holding sir, but there has been quite a shake-up over at Bonddar and Carsus. It looks
likeacivil war.”

Dokken raised hiseyebrows. “| takeit Janine and Hektor are no longer engaged to be married,
then?’

“No, gr,” Vanicus shook hishead vigoroudy. “ Their new mag-lev station was blown up—apparently
sabotaged by Hektor Carsus himsdlf!”

Dokkentsk ed in feigned surprise. “But why should he do such athing? What would he haveto gain?’

“No oneknows, gir,” the captain answered. “ But hundreds of people were killed, most of them
Bonddar natives”

“These other landholders are just amateurs with their struggles,” Dokken muttered. “What about our



own holding? Everything secure?’

Vanicus stood giff and proud. “Yes, Sir. No problems. Tension levelsare high, but we're keeping a
close eye on the citizens. Nothing is getting out of hand. Y ou had warned us, Sir, that there might be great
turmoil aheed.”

The main reason for the chaos had probably been their fear and confusion, Dokken redlized, afraid to
be without avisible leader, though for most daily events the holding ran quite comfortably by itsdlf.

“Thank you, Captain, that will be al.” The sol-pol departed, flashing alast glance over his shoulder as
if to make certain Dokken was il there.

Dokken strode past the serving board and grabbed some bread and sated fish that Garien was busily
arranging on glazed plates. He spoke no word to the chef, but chewed hisfood distractedly as he went
out to the balcony. He stood beside the potted geraniums and looked down into the courtyard.

Severd workerswere harvesting mulberry leaves for the silkworms. He focused on them for a
moment, but then his mind wandered back to its main concern.

What had happened to Maximillian? A frown creased his brow, and he finally confronted the two
possibilities, the only two likely events he could imagine.

Maximillian could have betrayed him and gone to sdll hisknowledge elsawhere. Any other landholder
would be pleased to have aturncoat such as Dokken's manservant. A rival might even be ableto
overthrow him with the dangerous knowledge Maximillian held in hisbad head.

But why now?Why should Maximillian turn treacherous at this point? It made no sense. What did he
have to gain? Maximillian had never shown any hint of didoyaty, any suggestion that he desired persona
advancement. Maximillian was not at dl like Cialben, not greedy and wanting alarger piece of the action.
The manservant seemed absolutely content with his place in Dokken's tapestry. If Maximillian had
wanted anything, Dokken would gladly have given it to him. No, he smply could not believe that the
manservant had left of hisown free volition.

The other possibility chilled and enraged him. Dokken had his enemies, of course, many of them
ruthless and threatening, though clumsy. Everyone knew that Maximillian was avitd link in Dokken's
machinations—and the best way to strike at Dokken would be to eliminate the manservant ... or worse
yet, cgpture him and interrogate him. Maximillian would never divulge hisinformation willingly, but
Dokken could imagine many types of torture that even the manservant might not be able to withstand.

The more Dokken thought abouit it, the more certain he became. One of theriva landholders had
taken his manservant for whatever nefarious purposes—but who? Could it be Bonddar or Carsus? No,
Maximillian had disappeared before the great sabotage to their aliance. Emilio Toth, perhaps?

Who would dare to strike against Franz Dokken—andwhy now ? He clamped his jaws together until
histeeth hurt.

Gripping therail of hisbacony so hard he might have crushed the rock, Dokken swore his revenge
againgt whoever had donethisto him.

CHAPTER 42
L,
|

Y san was 0 excited to see Kdlianathat it took him afull two minutes of chattering before hefinaly
got around to asking what she was doing there in the village, with dark hair. The sol-pols escorted her
and Troy over to the large tractor where workers were handing out the bruised apples from the bottom
of thebins.

Standing near the landholder, Kadlianasaw just how tal Emilio Toth was, practicaly twice her Sze,
towering over Troy and Y san aswell. Hisbillowing red beard made his face seem immense,

“I take it you know thiswoman, Ysan?’ he said, raising his eyebrows. Hisface compressed into a
knowing amile. “1 thought you said you didn't get out much.”

“Shelsa Truthsayer, Emilio.” Kalianaflinched at having her secret exposed, but Y san'svoice carried



no direwarning. “And avery dear friend. This other man | don't recognize, but—" Then he stopped and
stared wide-eyed at Troy's birdlike figure, his narrow face. “Hey, now | recognize you. Aren't you the
man that—7?’

“It wasamistake,” Kallianasaid. “And wed rather not talk about it, not here and not now.” Troy
gripped her arm, and she felt the strength in hisfingers. His muscles had toughened remarkably in the last
week. She couldnt tdll if he held her protectively, or if he sought support himsdlf.

Y san blinked in surprise, but Emilio Toth drew himsdf up taler. He lowered hisvoice. “ A Truthsayer,
you say? And in disguise, at that.” He clapped a meaty hand on Y san's bony shoulder. * Perhaps we
should discussthisin private. | think we can manage for these two to get the day off from work. They!ll
be our guests back at the Great House.”

Kallianafelt abdl of ice formin her somach. Once again she had been buffeted by an unexpected
turn of events just when life had begun to stabilize around her.

Shelooked helplesdy at Troy, and he shrugged. “Why not?’ he said. “We could both use aday's
res.”

Il

The Great House of Toth Holding wastal and imposing, squared-off like amedieva fortress. Built
from midnight-green granite flecked with black and gold, it had been polished to such ahigh luster that
the afternoon sun turned the soneinto aplain of reflected fire.

Emilio Toth parked the methane tractor in one of the outbuildings; the other workers jumped off and
ran to their chores. Around them, the mountainsdes were carpeted with pines, tall and waving in the
breeze.

Two towering oaks stood like sentinels outside the front door, rising higher than the roof of the Great
House. They had been planted there more than a century ago, and now stood like a defiant shout, proof
of progress againg the rough environment.

Emilio Toth held open the high wooden doors that were reinforced with cast-iron hinges. Ingde the
Great House, children swarmed around them, greeting their father like aherd of stampeding animals.
Toth laughed and picked up the smallest two, supporting one on each hip as helistened to the
overlapping chatter of boysand girlstelling him about their day. Toth nodded and listened intently to each
one.

A besefy, sunny-faced woman about Toth's age came up to greet him with amassive hug of her own,
then looked curioudy at the two strangers. “ Guests for dinner?” she asked.

Toth swept hisarm sdeways. “My friends, let me introduce you to my wife, the Lady Kiarre
Toth—my best friend and the manager of my estate. While | amuse mysdlf with public relaions activities
inmy villages, she maintains the business, making sure everything gets done.”

Lady Kiarre kissed him, and he swatted her as she bustled off. “We're starving! Tdll the children to
help you set up the big tablein the main hal.”

“How many children do you have?’ Kaliana asked, a polite question—though the frenzied activity of
the large family frightened her. The Guild had been comparatively quiet, and even the children were not
alowed to run about shouting and playing and giggling asthisbrood did. But then she, like dl
Truthsayers, was sterile from her lifelong exposure to Veritas, and so she had not bothered to think much
about the mechanics of families

“Children?” Toth boomed. “With so many you'd think I'd | lose track, but | believe we have six,
ranging in age from four yearsto twenty.” Out in the pine-floored dining hall the children were spreading
out an embroidered cotton cloth on amassive trestle table made of long planks. “My father lives here
too. He's eighty, but he suffered a stroke ten years ago. Now he spends his days tending the orchards.
He's happy as can be—meanwhilel get stuck being landholder and have all the headaches that come with
it

Toth took them to awithdrawing room. Y san followed, barely able to contain his own curiosity and
eagernessto tak to Kaliana

“Now then,” the landholder said, closing the door. He tossed reddish hair out of his eyesand settled



into a big wooden chair with padded armrests. “ L et's hear more about you two.”

“Asl said,” Y san answered, picking up his cue to introduce them, “thisis Kdliana, one of the
Truthsayers who helped raise me and teach me. The man she'swithiis... is, um, aconvicted murderer. |
can't remember hisname.”

“Troy Boren,” Troy answvered.

Kallianafet week, knowing now that they would haveto tell everything. “Hesinnocent,” she said.

Emilio Toth chuckled at this. “Usudly it'stheaccused who ingsts on hisinnocence, and the Truthsayer
saysotherwise”

Kallianalooked at Troy, but he spread his hands. “It'syour cdl, Kdliana,” he said. “I'm making this
up asl go dong, too.”

Kalliana sighed, but she narrowed her eyes and looked sternly at Toth, then at young Y san. “I hope
you'l forgive my reluctanceto explain,” she said. “I have reason to be suspicious—weve dready been
betrayed severd times. We have been on the run, people have tried to kill us, and threats keep coming
from dl directions. How do | know | can trust this landholder, Y san?

“Of courseyou can trust him,” Y san said. “ Truth-read him if you doubt it. Emilio meanswhat he
seys”

Stung, Kdlianasaid, “I can't read him. My ability has been fading since before | stood at Troy'strial.
And s0 has yours. We found out why you failed your test—because of weakened doses of Veritas,
diluted by operationsup a OrbLab 2.” She glanced at the young man for hisreaction, then continued her
explanation like a relentless excavating machine. “1've been away from the Guild for weeks now, and
haven't taken Veritasin dl that time.” Shelooked to Troy, remembering the sengitive “truthsaying” he had
donefor her without benefit of telepathic enhancement.

“Truthsayer Kdliana,” Toth said, “1 am very interested to hear about thistreachery. | have no
doubt—althoughyou most assuredly have doubts—that we al share acommon enemy. Thereisablight
at the root of our society, and I'm not the only landholder who wants it stopped.”

“Words,” Kdlianasad cynicdly, still holding her ground. “I used to believe them, used to trust what
others said, confident that their loyalties were clear and their motivations transparent—Dbuit I've learned
that isn't the case.”

Y san reached into the pocket of hisjacket and withdrew a paper-wrapped packet. “Here,” he said,
carefully unfolding the sheetswith hisfinger and exposing two sky-blue capsules.

Emilio Toth's bushy cinnamon eyebrows raised up like caterpillars, and immediately Y san became
defensive. “Y ou told me to use these only in the most important circumstances,” hesaid. “And it'svery
important for Kalianatobelieve you so we can hear their story. What she hasto say may affect our
plans”

Toth nodded indulgently. “1 agree,” he said, “but don't expect me to keep getting more Veritas on the
black market. We're trying to stop this, not encourageit.”

“Of course,” Y san said and extended one of the capsulestoward Kaliana

Her eyesfixed on the smdl pill, riveted with fascination. It was awelcomelink to her past life, to the
gtability of the Guild. She snatched it, then hesitated, rolled the capsule between her fingertips, and
looked at Y san. “But I'm no longer a Truthsayer,” she said. “ Guild Master Tharion stripped me of my
rank.”

Y san shrugged with agrin. “I never wasa Truthsayer. | failled my test, remember? That doesn't mean
| can't use Veritas. Wevetakenit dl our lives, haven't we?’

“But our oathsto the Guild?’ she whispered, till staring at the pill. Troy stood beside her, watching
the tableau, but saying nothing to influence her decision.

“I took my oath in good faith,” Y san said, “and so did you—but the Guild hasn't been treating usin
good faith. | had aready figured out that the V eritas was weakened, because the capsules Emilio's been
able to get are much more potent than what I've used in the Guild for along time. When | take this, my
powers are sharp and clear. With the old capsules though, | was muddled, unfocused. | couldn't read the
detals—and | failed my test. If the Guild had given methis kind of Veritas before my test, | would have
had no trouble reading minds.”



Kalianaswalowed in adry throat. “And | would never have judged Troy fasdy,” she said quietly,
looking a him. Troy's face was flushed and solemn.

She popped the Veritasinto her mouth and bit down, swallowing quickly, feding the acrid rush down
the back of her throat. She closed her eyes and drew a deep breath, luxuriating in the power that surged
through her neurons.

Emilio Toth bowed his head asif signaling obeisance, and she snapped out of her reverie, recaled to
duty. Y san fidgeted anxioudy, gesturing her to proceed. Kalliana touched her handsto the thick mane of
hair around Toth's head and dropped down into his thoughts, as naturaly as breathing. Shefelt the
strength of her Veritas boost, but without the spectacle, without the armed sol-pols, without the cheering
crowd. There was no accused prisoner, just awilling subject.

It took her dmost no time to read the strength and wholesomeness, the essential goodnessinside
Emilio Toth, hiswell-meaning bluster and his abiding love for hiswife Kiarre, hissix children, and his
entirelandholding.

Afraid to squander her powers, unwilling to become intoxicated with the sensations of reading deeply
into the man's open mind, Kalianawithdrew, al of her suspicious dlayed.

And s0 shetold him everything.

[

“Guild Master Tharion did not betray you,” Emilio Toth said. Kdlianalooked at him in open disbelief.
“He only did what he wastold. He had no choice in the matter.”

“No choice?’ Kdlianasaid. “Heisthe Guild Master, the most powerful man on Atlas. No onetells
him what to do.”

Toth shook his massive heed at her naiveté. “No, Tharion has been so carefully manipulated that he
doesn't even redize what he's doing. Franz Dokken has him wrapped around hislittle finger. Always
has”

“Dokken?’ Troy said. “He'sjust alandholder. How does he—"

“Any way he can,” Toth answered.

“But Guild Master Tharion was the one who set up our escape plan,” she pointed out.

Toth raised onefinger. “ And he probably blabbed it to Dokken. One of the real culpritsin this seems
to have been Dieter Pan on OrbL &b 2, but he was recently killed. However, | happen to know that
Kareem Sondheim ison our Sde. Let'sjust ask him to clear up afew details, shall we?’

Kallianafroze and gripped Troy'sarm. “1 don't want to go back up to the Platform,” she said.

“No need for that,” Toth answered. “Follow meinto the study.”

They waked from the withdrawing room into awood-paneled chamber, a cozy office with adesk
and a computer station, aswell as paper notes tacked to awall and reminders scrawled inink on a
reusable surface. Toth flipped up aflat viewplate and worked a set of controlsthat Kallianadidn't
recognize.

“Satellite dish,” he said. “We've hidden it on one of the peaks behind the Great House among our
westher recording apparatus, just in case anyone should look. Gotta keep up the image that we're
backwater primitives out here.” He amiled. “ And we needed our own direct line of communication.
Weve dso been monitoring signals from the inbound colony ship, theEarthDawn . Dokken transmits
regular signas of hisown, and he thinks no one e se can intercept them.” Toth smiled. “He's dready
laying plansfor when the ship arrives, but welll take care of him long before then.”

Before Kalliana had a chance to ask a question, the landholder established the uplink. A
communications officer on the Platform recognized Toth and acknowledged with a serious nod. * Get
Sondheim,” Toth said, “if you please. Thisisimportant, but it'l only take amoment.”

“Yes, gr. I'll seeif | can track him down. HE'snot ... he's not feding very well.”

“I wouldn't be either, if | werehim,” Toth said. “ Get him anyway.”

Sondheim drifted in afew moments|ater, hisface shriveled like crumpled paper, the patchy white frizz
of hishair standing out around hishead. His eyeswere red, hislimbstrembling. It looked asif he had
been dedlt amorta wound.



“Yes, Emilio?” Sondheim said. “I've agreed to spesk to the Landholders Council and I—" Hefroze
as he saw Kdlianaand Troy standing beside the large landholder. “Oh dear!” he said, drifting back so
that hisimage receded. “ Oh dear, oh desr—you're dive.”

“Yes, weredive” Kalianasad.

Then Kareem Sondheim did an extremely odd thing: he began to weep openly, placing his spiderlike
fingers across hisface. His entire body racked with sobs. “And Dieter's dead, daughtered, dong with a
pair of sol-pol guardson OrbLab 2. Oh, why didn't | put ahdt to thisearlier?| saw it all coming. | could
have prevented it, if only | had acted sooner. But | couldn't think straight! Dieter...”

He drew adeep, shuddery breath, then spoke directly to Troy and Kalliana. “1 am so sorry. | am. |
won't ask how you escaped. | must only shower you with thousands of apologies and beg your
forgiveness”

“Enough sniveling, Kareem,” Toth said, raising hisvoice. “Maybe you should offer thesetwo afew
explanaionsinstead.”

Sondheim squared his shoulders, took severa deep bregths. Kalliana could see even without
truth-reading that this man was not pretending his sorrow. She began to realize what Troy had meant
about studying human actions with heightened senses.

Sondheim explained how Dokken had blackmailed him, how Dieter Pan's acts had backed him into a
corner so that Sondheim had been forced to sabotage the escape plan to protect his protégé.

“Dokken set this up—I seethat now. He was pressuring Dieter to increase the shipments, to take
chances. And al dong he wanted meto believe it was only poor Dieter....” Hisred-rimmed eyes Sared
out of the viewplate. “Do you know how long | have been Franz Dokken's friend? Sometimes | wonder
how | can do thisto him even now, but it hasto stop. Heis out of control, and helll destroy every one of
us. | think that must be what heintended dl dong.”

He shook hisfrizzy white head. “Let Emilio explain our plansto you, then, when al isdone, perhaps
you will consder whether to forgive me. And deer Dieter.”

Troy looked meaningfully at Kadlianaand said, “ Sometimes we make mistakes—but we haveto live
through them.”

Toth cut the connection. Y san hovered by them, eager but troubled, asif he suddenly found himsdlf
far out of his depth. Before they could continue their discussion, the Lady Kiarre called them dl to dinner,
using acommanding tone that alowed for no excuses.

v

They ate an enormous meal of roast lamb seasoned with sdt and pink peppercorns from awildly
spreading tree on the east side of the Great House. Lady Kiarre added baked potatoes and glasses of
sweet gpple cider.

Kalianafdt exhausted from the quantities of food and the typhoon of conversation from the children
and servants and Kiarre, al asking questions, dl curious, dl sharing their opinions. Two teenage boys
went to the large common room and built up a crackling fire againgt the evening's chill, and Toth took his
guests to the upper verandawhere they could watch the dusk gather over the mountain peaks.

“Y ou're very important, and you must stay here as our guests ... unless of course you'd rather go
back to the granite quarries.”

“No, thank you!” Troy said. Kadliana chuckled at hisrapid answer.

Emilio Toth nodded. “1 know, | try to make it as pleasant as possible for the workers, but it is difficult
labor. However, | sensethat you two have agreater role in the events now unfolding. Y ou have astake
inthisyoursalves. Franz Dokken is going to fal—and you can help us”

Kdlianalooked at the cleared land behind the Great House, at the rows of low gppletrees. An old
man moved through the orchard with paingtaking downess, ingpecting the trees asif memorizing each
branch, plucking appleswithin hisreach one a atime and carefully stowing them in a basket. He applied
an intense amount of concentration to hisbodily movement, asif filing a separate flight plan for each step
he took.

Emilio Toth looked up into the purpling sky. His breath streamed faint and white from his generous



lips, curling around his ruddy beard. “'Y ou know, when | was younger | saw the shell of the origina
colony ship come crashing down,” he said. “It was atragedy, aterrible waste of resources, of history.
Once the Platform was detached and put in place and all the supplies moved over, the engines and the
remainder of the ship, not much more than askeleton, rodein low orbit. Y ou could seeit, ahuge star
moving across the night sky—so bright it cut through the aurora.

“But nobody paid attention to it, and the abandoned ship gradually dropped lower and lower until
findly atmospheric friction took it away from us. By the time they redized what was going to happen, no
one on the Platform could send aretrieval mission. | was standing right here with my dad besde me.” He
unconscioudy turned and shot aglance at the old man in the orchards.

“We saw that shooting star come down, astreak of flames. It was the biggest meteor I've ever
seen—and it made agreat impresson on me. It seemed like we were burning al our bridges behind us.
None of us could go back to Earth anyway—but the obvious destruction of the ship that had brought us
to Atlasto set up anew world ... it was a profound sight.”

His voice had dropped lower and trembled with feding. “We've been given thisworld to make the
best of it that we possibly can. We have no right to destroy it for future generations. As| look at my own
children, I am doubly aware that | cannot stand by and ignore the damage being caused by someone
dse”

Emilio Toth swept his gaze past Kalianaand Troy and Y san, looking at the black bulwark of
impenetrable granite cliffs. “ See my pine forests over there? Even with the light fading completely, you
can make out that half of them are brown and dying. Weve aready had to cut them for lumber. Franz
Dokken is poisoning them.

“He introduced a potent toxin into an aquifer that fed the streams watering those trees. My lovely
pines began to die, and | had to butcher them and block off theirrigation systemsto save the rest. When
| learned what he had done, | sent someone over to poison his fishponds—but that was a childish thing to
do. It merely escalatesthe leve of destruction. Instead, we must remove the problem at its source.”

Emilio Toth shook hislarge head. “What kind of animd soilsits own domain?Weadl livehereon
Atlas, yet Dokken seeksto destroy it. Heis overconfident, though. His greet failing ishis pridein the
complexity of hisschemes. Dokken has been playing us against each other like chessmen ... and he's
been doing it for so long that he doesn't redize others can play chessaswell.”

CHAPTER 43

«»
I

Breathing dowly to keep hisanger and dread in check, Franz Dokken rode his stallion dongside the
sol-pol's methane-powered patrol vehicle that clattered across the uneven rocky ground.

“Just up here,” Vanicus shouted above the putter of the engine and the trotting horse's hoofbests. “It's
amazing hewasfound at dl thisfar out in the barrens, with that gray jumpsuit of his. But afew of the
villagers go rock hunting, looking for semiprecious stones and fossIsthey can sdll in First Landing. It was
aready muchtoo late....”

Dokken was listening, but he didn't care. The words of the guard captain roared past hisears as he
dared fixedly ahead, barely feding the chestnut stallion, noticing neither the heat nor the bitter alkai smell.

Another vehicle with two other sol-pols sat parked in the flat aluvia fan of abroad wash that looked
paer than the surrounding ground. Dokken could see them from along distance away. The guards stood
sraighter as the landholder and Captain V anicus approached.

Dokken couldn't see the other figure sprawled on the ground. Not yet. At least Atlasdid not have
circling buzzards that feasted on the desiccated bodies|eft out in the desert.

Vanicus accelerated, pulling ahead of the horse. The other sol-pols stood aside as the captain ground
hiswire-wheeled vehicle to ahat. Dokken dowed the horse as he approached, not wanting to see, il
searching for some way to deny what he knew awaited him there on the ground. But that would do no



good.
Dokken did off his saddle, unconscioudy handing the stdlion's reinsto one of the guards who came
to meet him. With |leaden legs, he walked forward. Captain Vanicus hovered close behind him, spesking
at hisshoulder.

“We've looked, Sir, but there doesn't seem to be amark on him. No sign of murder, or foul
play—nbut, well, we dl knew Maximillian, Sr. We can't come up with any other explanation.”

Dokken nodded absently as he knelt beside the manservant. “It was murder, dl right,” he said.
“Thereisno other explanation. Maximillian didn't make mistakes”

The gaunt man's skin was blackened in blotches, bloating and draining into the parched dirt. Hisgray
jumpsuit had torn, and somewhere he had lost his shoes. The soles of hisfeet had been shredded to the
bone by sharp rocks, but still Maximillian had wandered, asif not feding the pain. A small canteen a his
sdewas haf full of water, but he had not bothered to drink it.

“Hisfeet were bleeding heavily,” Vanicus said, “and the ground is undisturbed, so we could track him
aways. Hewasnt dl that far from a settlement, but he didn't seem to know where he was going. Y ou
can see the kenaf fields from here'—the captain gestured to adark green areain the middle
distance—"but he wasn't heading in that direction.”

Dokken raised up Maximillian's head, and the man's neck moved with a combination of sinewy
dtiffness and gdatinous flexibility—awholly unnatura feding that made Dokken's skin crawl. He closed
his eyes, taking shalow bresthsto drive back the smell, and the overwheming disbelief. Maximillian was
dead! He cradled the manservant's decay-darkened bald head againgt his lap, wanting to rage at
whoever had donethis.

Dokken had seen death plenty of times before, and had caused more than his share of it. He had lived
for centuries, watched the lives pass of people he had known. But Maximillian had seemed a part of him,
asatellite operating under Dokken's orders. Everything had worked so smoothly with Maximillian's
assstance. Dokken could aways count on him.

He cursed himsdlf for being sentimentd, crushing his grief with a battering ram of anger, searching for
atarget. A storm swept across his sea-green eyes.

Vanicusfrowned, then straightened hislipsinto afirm line crowned by histhin mustache. “ Do you
think it was one of the other landholders, Sir? Arethey striking out at us? Isthere aconflict brewing that
we should know about?’

Dokken met the man's gaze. “ There's dways a conflict brewing.”

Vanicus nodded, but didn't flinch away. “I just wanted you to know, gir, that if it comesto fighting,
you can count on us. The entire garrison of sol-pols.”

Dokken studied the captain, narrowing hiseyes. “Y ou swore loydlty to the Truthsayers Guild. If some
war erupts, they could recdl you at any time.”

Vanicuslooked uneasy. “Dokken Holding is our home, sir. We have been stationed here dl our lives.
Some of the sol-pols have never even seen Guild Headquarters.”

“Do you know what you're saying, Captain?’

“I ...think so, Sir.”

Dokken sighed and stood up, hisvision blurred with tears he refused to shed. Looking down at
Maximillian's body again, he felt his sorrow freeze. Two more deep breaths, and the manservant's death
became an abstract concept. Dokken began to ponder the next step, deciding whether he could continue
weaving hisoveral tapestry of plans. It would be very difficult without help, without someonelike
Maximillian.

“Take the body back with you,” Dokken said. “World-shaking conflicts can wait while we bury him
properly.”

Il
Atop the bluffs behind the main villa, Dokken watched the sol-pols pile acairn of rocks over
Maximillian's body. It seemed s0 ... primitivein away, but fitting. A stark grave on the frontier. He
wouldn't deign to place aslly, sentimental marker, some overblown epitaph. The pile of Soneswas



aufficient. Dokken himsdf knew where hisloya manservant was buried, and nobody el se mattered.

After hearing the news, Guild Master Tharion had promised to come out as soon as possible, but it
was sunset aready and Dokken had not wanted to wait. The air temperature began to drop, and the
desert breezes picked up. Dokken stood aone, gazing into the molten dusk as it silhouetted the cairn,
then finally turned and began to make hisway back to the villa

He encountered Tharion hurrying up the path. When Tharion saw the landholder coming, he stopped
and waited, but Dokken did not pick up his pace.

“| gpologizefor being late,” Tharion said as soon as Dokken came close enough to hear him. He
hesitated, asif uneasy. “And I'm sorry for your grief.”

“Isit showing?’ Dokken asked, somewhat surprised.

“It radiates from your thoughtslike aglow.”

“Don't try to read me!” he snapped.

Tharion shook hishead. “1 wouldn't dream of it, Franz. But the emotion eddies around you. Nothing
distinct or specific, but | can il fed it. Y ou're not immune to sadness—somewhat to my surprise.”
Tharion turned, and the two walked easily down the path toward the tall house. Inside, they could seethe
lamps being lit for the evening.

After an awkward silence, Tharion said, “Have you learned any more about what happened to him?’

“No,” Dokken sad. “I know it's one of the landholders, but | haven't yet figured out who.”

“Ah.” Tharion looked out beyond the range of focus as he talked. “1 took the liberty of finding anew
manservant for you. | know how much you depended on Maximillian, and I've found afine candidate, |
think. That'swhy | waslate. | had to run sometests.”

“Y ouregivingme amanservant? How do | know | can trust him?’

“Canyoutrustme? ” Tharion asked innocently.

“I don't trust anybody,” Dokken answered, but his words were weak. He considered. Could Tharion
betrying to infiltrate a secret Truthsayer into his holding, much the way he had sent the disguised
Truthsayer to the Platform? He dismissed that possibility. He knew damned well that Tharion was smply
not capable of betraying him.

“I'm not suggesting you let him shave you with agraight razor, Franz,” Tharion said. “Just let him
serveyou, take over afew of Maximillian'sformer duties. It'll ease your burdens.” They approached the
villa, and when Dokken didn't respond for afew moments, Tharion's voice took on astrained tone.
“Please, Franz—Ilet me do thisfor you.”

“Where did you find him?” Dokken said.

“I've known about him for some time and selected him especidly for you. | have truth-read him
carefully, and | vouch for histrustworthiness. | know that's important to you. He's perfectly willing to be
your servant. It'smy gift to you, after dl you've donefor me.” Tharion smiled.

“All right, Tharion.” Dokken hesitated, fedling touched and surprised at himsdf for the emotion. He
was getting too damned sentimental. He couldn't afford that. “1t's been along time since you've visited me
out here. Will you stay for dinner?’

“| till remember my headache from your wine,” Tharion said with forced humor.

“Then well just haveteathistime,” Dokken said.

Tharion sighed and agreed. “Franz, you're too kind.”

Dokken saw something odd at the edge of hissmile, but disregarded it. After Maximillian's
disappearance, he had been seeing conspiracies everywhere. * Y es, sometimes I'm too kind,” he agreed.

[l
The following day, sol-pol guards at Dokken Holding opened the tall doorsto admit alone man,
unarmed and unassuming, who asked to see landholder Franz Dokken, claiming that he was expected.
Dokken came to the foyer, harried and snappish from lack of deep, annoyed at the gall of this
unknown person who demanded to see him. He tossed his unkempt hair behind him. Already he wanted
to go back to the degpd eegp chamber and escape from histroubles for awhile. But he couldn't—not with
Maximillian gone, not with dl the plans building around him to a crescendo.



“Yes? What isit?’ Dokken said. Thetall, bland-looking stranger had not been alowed to pass
beyond the threshold of the main doors,; Captain V anicus and two other sol-pols stood at attention,
watching him.

The stranger assumed an air of neither arrogance nor submission. “Master Dokken, you may cal me
Lor,” hesad. “| was sent by Guild Master Tharion. He hoped that you might consider measa
replacement for your personal manservant.”

“No one can replace Maximillian,” Dokken said, but he stopped himself from directing the old anger
at thisnewcomer. He gestured for Lor to come closer. “Y es, Tharion told me you would be coming.
What can you do?’

“Whatever you wish meto do,” Lor said smply.

Dokken spoke lower. “ And how much are youwilling to do?’

“Whatever you wish meto do,” Lor repeated.

Dokken alowed himsdf atired chuckle. “Y ou must be from Tharion, then,” he said. “He's coached
you.”

“Part of aservant's duty isto learn everything possible about how to take care of one's master,” Lor
sad.

“ Another good answer,” Dokken replied. “All right. If the Guild Master gives you aclean bill of
mental hedlth, what more could alandhol der want?’

Furrowing his brow, Dokken tried to superimpose Maximillian's craggy face on this unprepossessing
man who stood so calmly before him, but could not manageit. “ Just don't ask too many questions, and
welll get dong fine,” Dokken said.

\Y,

Tharion brooded in his ready room long past norma working hours, losing track of time. No one
disturbed him. Everyone could sense how deeply troubled the Guild Master had grown in recent weeks.

He stared through the walls, not seeing beyond the window mosaic, gazing into histhoughts, into his
future. The die was cadt, asthe cliché said. He had judged the case and made hisruling, and it burned
him to his very core—but he was a Truthsayer. Truth Holds No Secrets . He had sworn to live and die
by those words, and now he was trapped by his own promise.

But he would abide by it, even though Franz Dokken was hisfather. Hisfather! He had spent much
of histime brooding in front of amirror, noting the resemblance he had never seen before.

Tharion had been manipulated from birth, planted in the Guild by Dokken himsdlf, like abomb waiting
to explode whenever Franz Dokken decided to use him. Tharion's life had never been his own. He had
been deceived every day of his existence, and Dokken had always been there, looking over his shoulder,
pretending to be hisfriend, setting him up....

Qrista gppeared at the door, unsedling it with the Guild Master's own access code. “ Tharion,” she
said, concerned. “ Come back to our suite—please. Spend some time with me. Make love to me.”

“| can't,” hesad.

She crossed her arms over her chest and raised a pale eyebrow. “Why not? Y ou've been avoiding
me for days.”

“I know.” Tharion said, hanging his head, but offering no explanation. He hadn't touched her, hadn't
opened himsdlf to her, since he had learned the terrible truth about Franz Dokken. He hadn't even
alowed her to brush againgt his skin since he himsdf had wreaked such unspeakable damage on
Maximillian.

“Tharion, let me help you,” she pleaded, approaching him with extended hands. “| want to know
what's troubling you. Let me share it with you. Together we can work through it.” She leaned close,
nearly touching him, but he exploded backward, avoiding her with dl the revulsion he felt toward himsaif.

“No!” He stumbled behind hismetal console desk, keeping it as a barrier between them.

Qristagazed a himin horror. Her long hair hung in nestly knotted braids with herbs twined into the
strands. She wore a clean outfit. Her face was freshly washed, her body lightly perfumed. She had taken
great care to make hersdf beautiful for him—and shewas beautiful, so beautiful he ached to look at her.



But he could not let Qristatouch his secrets. “No,” Tharion repeated, hislips pressed tightly together.
“I don't know if | can ever let you wak insde my mind again.” He drew in along, cold breeth. “Monsters
livethere now.”

Looking asif he had just dapped her, Qristaleft the ready room, biting back tears.

Tharion stared blankly once again at the walls that seemed to pressin around him, closer and
closer....

CHAPTER 44
«>»
I

When Joachim Sardili brought his boat to the river delta, keeping close to the shore because of the
gray morning fog, he was astonished to see such turmoail in hisvillage.

Rilgrims had arrived in svarms—hundreds, even thousands of them—swelling the village population
to ten timesitsnormd level. Tents had sprung up on the hillsides, and the Streets were crowded with
hooded forms moving about. Even from this distance he could hear the susurrus of overlapping
conversations.

“Wheat in theworld is happening here?” Sardili asked, still gripping the brass deck rail and turning
toward his two sons, who also stood perplexed at the boat's helm. Franklin and Russdll looked at each
other, then at their father, and shrugged.

“Weve heard nothing of this” Russdll said.

Sardili stroked his peppery goatee with hisright hand. “Well, wed better see what they're up to.
Taketheboat in.”

The air was cold and damp as a chilled rag against Sardili'sface. Russdll worked the whed and
brought the boat into the muddy waters of the outflowing river. Asthe Pilgrims saw the approaching
vessd, an agitated murmur transformed the crowd into astirred-up hornets nest.

Franklin stood beside Russdll, his dark eyes narrowed with concern. “We don't have that many
Rilgrimsin our entire holding,” the young man said. “They must have come from other landholdings as
wdl.”

The day before, they had pulled into one of their brick-making villagesto find it empty, the buildings
deserted, the people vanished. Now Sardili understood that the Pilgrims must have spread the word of
this gathering. Because he had heard of no great movement along the mag-lev lines, the Filgrims must
have traveled overland in bands for days or even weeksjust to reach thisvillage. But why?

“I wish | knew what wasgoing on,” Sardili said, purang hislips. “ They never made any forma
request for such abig get-together. | thought they trusted me more than this.”

Russdll shut down the boat engines, and Franklin jumped overboard to splash in the knee-deep silty
water. Sardili stood at the bow and watched as Pilgrims pushed toward the shore. He frowned, sensing
an ominous mood in the air. The Rilgrims were angry, riled up about something. “What could possibly be
on their minds?’ he wondered aoud.

Hewaved hishand in greeting, but they did not respond. They muttered among themselves, but no
one seemed willing to take a position as the leader for the group. Unable to identify any spokesman,
Sardili swung over the brassrailing and landed in the mud, then splashed to the concrete walkway at the
bank of theriver. The Pilgrims backed away, asif intimidated. Russall and Franklin stayed closeto the
boat.

“Hello, dl of you! Thisisquiteasurprise,” Sardili said, raising hisvoice but ill feding a aloss. “Ah
... what bringsyou dl here?’

Severa people shouted answersthat blurred together, but as their words surged louder, Sardili
picked out acommon theme—homeland. They wanted a private territory for their religious order. He
sighed. Not that again. He had explained the inherent difficulties over and over. The Pilgrims had dready
brought their case to the Landholders Council and would have to wait until appropriate land could be



mede available.

“I've heard your words before.” Sardili held his hands out to get them to seereason. “Weadl have. It
would befolly for you people to march off into the desert to make your own homeland. It takes years
and yearsto develop the soil so that it will support Earth crops. What would you eat in the meantime?
Youll dl dieif you declare an independent state. Y ou need timeto prepare.”

“We want a homeland now,” someone shouted. “We've earned it.”

Theriver breeze was cold againgt Sardili's skin, making him numb and clammy, but his cheeks flushed
with embarrassment and rising anger. “ That'swhy we are trying to help you, one step at atime,” he said.
“Certainly you must know that.”

Heactudly felt agreat dedl of sympathy for their concerns. The Rilgrims were the hardest workers he
had ever seen, and hisholding's productivity had increased greatly sncethe arrival of the battered
refugee ship from Earth. Hisfather had happily taken more than his share of the immigrants forty-seven
years ago, and Sardili had continued the policy of openness.

“Weve worked for you long enough, landholder!” another Filgrim shouted.

Stll trying to show hisgood intentions, Sardili pushed hisway deeper into the crowd. The Filgrims
clearly did not know what to do. “I'm disgppointed that you didn't et me know about this gathering,” he
sad. “We could have helped you organize, aregular conference so you could discuss strategies, figure
out ways that would satisfy you with that you're redly making progress toward your god.”

“Areyou saying we're not alowed to hold ameeting? someone €l se shouted, aface that ducked
beneath its hood and hid back in the crowd. “ That we can't speak our mindsin Sardili Holding? That we
have no freedom of speech?”’

Sardili raised hishands. “ Of course not! I've aways et you say what you wished. I've never tried to
obliterate your culture or repress any of the things you wanted to do.”

“Then why don't you let us have ahomeand?’ someone se said.

Sardili had to stop himself from ralling his eyes. These people weren't listening. Anger was going up
by degrees. Hetried to lower hisvoice, to be camer, more soothing. “Look, can't wejust talk about
this? The best way to solve aproblemisto air the issues and then reach some sort of conclusion or a
compromise we can dl livewith. Thefirgt thing we should dois—’

“Wher€e's Brother Adamant?’ someone yelled, and this seemed to trigger the anger in the crowd.

“Who?" Sardili said.

“Brother Adamant—what have you done with him?’

Another voice shouted. “ Y ou've arrested him!”

“I've arrested no one,” Sardili said. “I don't even know who you're talking about.”

“Now he'strying to cover it up.” The voices grew louder. “He's executed Brother Adamant in secret
to sop himfromradlying us”

Theidea spread like wildfire through the crowd. Sardili looked behind him, and through the sea of
hooded forms he noted Franklin and Russall waiting uneasily by the boat. Joachim Sardili didn't know
what to do either.

“Please, let'sjust cdm down,” he said asif gpeaking to children ... which enraged the Pilgrims even
more. His heart pounded, and he looked from side to side. Sardili struggled to be heard over the uproar.
Hiswords sounded watery and weak, and he was disappointed in himsalf for not being a stronger leader,
afirmer paternd figure to help his people work through thiscrigs.

“Excuseme!” he cleared histhroat, then yelled louder. “Maybe we should just back off for alittle bit.
Y ou can have your raly and your mesting, but please try to come up with some concrete suggestions.
Sdlect aleader who will confer with me and tell me your requests. Y ou have al your people here; discuss
some dtrategies. For now, | think | should leave you to your discussions—but please be constructive.”

Sardili turned and tried to push back toward the muddy river.

“Stop him!” somebody yelled. “He's going to get the sol-pols.”

“No, no, dont let him get away.”

Sardili flailed his hands and fought hisway back toward shore. The uproar was too loud, drowning
his shouts for Franklin and Russell to get to the safety of the boat. He pushed through the brown-robed



people, desperately trying to reach the concrete bank.

Sardili bumped into an old woman, and as she turned on him, amuch larger man shoved him. Next
somebody e se pushed Sardili, catapulting him forward until other hands grabbed at his deeves, yanked
hishair, held hiswaist. He waslifted off the ground by a hundred angry hands, and he thrashed and
struggled, finally seeing that he had reached the edge of the crowd. Sardili dapped at the hands, at the
heads of those holding him prisoner, trying to free himsdlf before they got to the river—but it was too
late. They threw him facedown into the muddy water, then surged after him.,

He splashed, fighting to get to hisfeet, hisknees, asthe dirty water flowed around him. He managed
to push his head above the surface, sucking in along choking breeth of silt and mud, but more
brown-robed Pilgrims jumped into the river nearby, splashing and converging.

He thought he heard faint shouts, histwo sonsydling for their father—then the Filgrims closed around
Sardili and shoved him below the surface again.
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When the violence reached its pesk, it was asif abubble had burst for the normally calm Filgrims. In
the sudden aftermath they looked at each other like deepers waking from anightmare, stunned and
horrified at what they had done. Joachim Sardili's bruised and muddied body drifted facedown in the
brown waters, caught up against the concrete embankment.

Some Rilgrims sat cross-legged on the ground, heads buried in their hands, moaning softly. Others
gplashed into the water, helpless. All seemed afraid to touch the corpse, filled with revulsion.

Russdll and Franklin fought past the subdued Pilgrims, wading into the river to reach their father's
body. One old woman who had remained in the water reached Sardili first. Weeping gently, she
wrapped her arms around Sardili's chest and rolled him over. Histhin armsflopped and drifted in the
gentle current. Water streamed from his mouth and nose and open staring eyes.

“What have we done?’ sobbed Serenity, the old woman who had been absolved of her crime by the
Truthsayer Kdliana. “What have we done? Now who will listen to our request for ahomeland? Now
who will treat us with respect? What have we done!”

Russdll and Franklin doshed over. Tears streamed down their faces, echoing those that trickled down
the old woman'swrinkled cheeks.

Joachim Sardili's sonstook hisbody from her. Hugging their father's lifeless form, both bowed their
heads as they stood speechlessin the cold waters, feding their feet Sink into the loose mud.

“Please,” Serenity said. “Please” But it was unclear exactly what the old woman was asking....

Hours later, Franklin and Russall both decided that they had no desire to keep their father's
marvelous boat, the possession that he had vaued higher than any other belonging. Franklin remembered
having read something about an ancient Earth custom, alegendary ceremony cadled aViking funerd, and
described it to his brother.

“Father would have found it appropriate,” Russdll said.

“I agree,” Franklin answered.

They placed Joachim Sardili's body in the captain's chair and maneuvered the boat so that it faced out
to sea. Then, sarting the methane engines, they lit the fabrics and set the decks on fire. Both sonslegped
overboard and swam back toward the river delta before turning to watch the boat their father had loved.

The flamesincreased, dappling the leaden ocean with warm orange light. They treaded water asthe
boat headed west in the direction of the fading morning migts. The fire burned brighter and brighter,
engulfing the boat asit continued toward the horizon.

Russdll and Franklin swam to shore and climbed onto the concrete walkway, where they stood
dripping and shivering. The Pilgrimswaited around them in guilty slence. Far out to sea, they heard the
sound of an explosion that was diminished to afaintpop by the distance. A finger of bright white flame
rose from the rear of the boat.

The Pilgrims began to muiter and then point with amazement. Franklin and Russdll dso saw the
waters gtirring with turmoail, as three enormous, primeva-looking serpents rose out of the water, hissing
and thrashing, dick and slvery, like wide-mouthed eds—possibly attracted by the flash of thefire or the



boom of the explosion. The mongters circled the wreck of the boat and followed it like pilot fish.
Russdll and Franklin agreed later that it ssemed fitting somehow, asif primordid guardian spirits had
appeared to escort their father on hisfind journey....

TRUTH
CHAPTER 45
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The doorsto the great Council chambers of the Truthsayers Guild had been sealed. Sol-pal dite
guards stood Stationed outside, weapons shouldered, allowing no one to disturb the unscheduled
mediation session. None of the other Guild members knew what was taking place, but they could sense
the tension thrumming through the metal walls of the ship. The Landholders Council was discussng some
meatter of planetary import.

Each holding representative had received a private announcement and a sol-pol escort to bring them
directly to Guild Headquarters with no chance to send any messages home. The representatives would
have to make their decisons adone, asthey had been delegated to do.

The flustered men and women entered the chamber, voicing sentiments of confusion and annoyance.
Inside, Qrista stood waiting, arms crossed over her small breasts, her Mediator's crimson sash snug and
meaningful around her waist as she watched them.

The space elevator had landed less than an hour ago, bearing its most unusua cargo.

Brown-sashed workers carried in therma urns of teafor dl of them. The Council members sat at the
tablein the stuffy room, with ventilation syslems turned up to their maximum levels. The representetives
from Carsus and Bondalar sat at opposite ends, glaring venom at each other in their newly declared war,
but Qristaknew that would soon change. Her heart pounded with exhilaration, now that shefindly had
the true culprit surrounded by traps. It was time to spring them.

Not even Tharion knew what she was doing. She would have told him, but he had seeled himsdf ina
private, mental prison behind walls she could not breach. Qristawould act aone, and she had no doubts.

“Now that you're dl here, we have important mattersto discuss,” she said from the podium. “ Perhaps
the most important mattersthis Council has ever taken up.”

“Wait aminute,” the Sardili representative said, raising awillowy arm as shelooked &t the others,
spotting two empty seats. “What about the representatives from Dokken Holding and the Platform?”

“Dokken Holding has not been invited to this sesson,” Qristaanswered bluntly. She nodded to one
of the dite sol-pals. “ And the representative from the Platform will address usimmediately. | have left the
rest of the day for our deliberations, though | suspect we won't need it.”

Other questions were muttered down the line of representatives, but dl fell into ahush asthe big meta
cargo doors at the rear of the sedled Council chambers groaned open. A lift platform hummed, raising a
heavy load to the leve of the chambers, then clanked to a stop.

Muscular guards grunted as they hauled forward amassive and cumbersome shielded tank on wheels.
Thewalls of the tank werethick plates of anodized metd riveted into a sturdy configuration, framing wide
glass panes reinforced with wire mesh. Insde the tank swirled amixture of oilsand air bubbles, murky
and dark.

A sunted, gnarled body could be seen floating in the viscous fluid, supported by aflexible harness
that kept Kareem Sondheim's white-frizzed head raised above the fluid level, his head and neck sticking
out through an opening in the tank's cover. A respirator helped him bregthe in the heavy air as he floated
in the neutra-buoyancy tank.

Heturned hishead asif it took great effort, looking around the ornate chambers with dark, fascinated
eyes. He looked older than the universe itsdlf.

Severd Council members gasped in surprise to see him, but Kareem Sondheim did not seem
disturbed. He drew a deep breath without the respirator, asif exhilarated by the smells. Insde the tank,



hisarms and legs moved duggishly, supported by the heavy oilsthat buoyed hisfrail body againgt the
crush of gravity.
“Thisishighly irregular,” the representative from Bondalar said, scowling. “Wheat is he doing here?”
“Every landholder hasthe right to address this Council directly,” Qristasaid. “Kareem Sondheim has
never before descended to the surface of Atlas, but he has matters of grave import to discuss with you.”
“It'snot easy for meto be here,” Sondheim said, his phlegmy voice sounding even rougher in the thick
ar. “Inonly thelast few days, my engineers designed and constructed thistank, so that | could come
down the space devator and withstand the crush of gravity.” The circulating oilsin histank gurgled.
“Staying hereisdifficult for me.” Hishead, amass of wrinkles and patchy hair, swiveled around like a
disembodied mask, glancing aong the line of representatives. “But it'sfar more difficult to tell you what |
haveto say.”
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The Council members had long since stopped |ooking at the sedled metd doors, engrossed in the
accusations and incriminating evidence now made clear to them. Weeping as he confessed Dieter Pan's
involvement—and his own—Sondheim talked well past the point at which his voice became hoarse. He
asked for no mercy, only that the brewing disaster be averted.

Findly, when afternoon descended toward evening, Sondheim requested to be taken from the
chamber. FHoating in his support tank, the ancient landholder looked up a the metd ceiling of the
SkySword . “ This place reminds me too much of the Platform. | want to go outside and |ook at the sky
for awhile longer before | return to orbit. The sky looks much different than | had expected. I'll want to
repaint the calling in my receiving dock....” Tearswdled in hiseyes.

The sol-pols hauled his oil-filled tank back out through the rear doors of the chamber and down the
cago lift.

The Council membersreviewed the detailed information in front of them, uneasy, appaled at the
magnitude of what they had heard directly from the shriveled lips of Kareem Sondheim.

The damage done by Franz Dokken's schemes was so far-reaching that no holding had remained
unaffected. A few representatives |ooked hungry, like birds of prey circling over aherd animal that had
been marked for degath.

“I have no question in my mind,” Qristasaid, raising her voice, “nor do any of you, | believe” Intruth,
she had no such assurance, had not troubled to read them, but her smple statement might sway enough
of them to believe the assessment ... thereby making it effectively true.

“We must take unprecedented action. Here and now.” Qrista placed her empty hands on the table,
curling her fingersinto fists. Her skin was so pae it seemed trand ucent, even fragile, but her own
charisma gave her the powers of persuasion she needed. “| beieve that Council's choice in the matter is
Clear.”

The representatives from Carsus and Bondalar Holdings—who had been at war only that
morning—xkept dipping glances toward each other. Though till tense, they were rdieved now that they
knewDokken had set them at each other'sthroats, playing upon their suspicions, planting evidence of
betraya and sabotaging their plansfor an dliance. He had intentionally corroded the raw metals sent from
the Koman Mining Didtrict, causing delays and damage to the new mag-lev line. The Koman
representative looked indignant but vindicated.

Some of Franz Dokken's crimes were already known, or at least deeply suspected—such asthe
poisoning of Toth's pine forests. But the extent of the destruction wrought by asingle landholder was
shocking news, asurprising revelation to those who had considered Dokken just one among the many
squabbling aristocrats.

Asthe hours ground aong, the representatives carefully studied their notes of Sondheim's disclosure,
how he had so fully reveaed the strands of Dokken's plots. They added together the details,
recongtructing the steps of how he had managed to foment a Pilgrim rebellion at Sardili Shores, how he
had triggered the black market V eritas smuggling, and on and on.

Qrigtadrained thelast of her tea, but it was bitter and lukewarm. When the discussions came fulll



circlefor the second time, shelost her last trace of patience and requested an immediate vote, aswas a
Mediator's right.

“Franz Dokken clearly does not have the best interests of Atlasat heart,” she said. “Wedl heard
Sondheim. There can be no question that Dokken is responsible for agreat deal of damage to our
society. Can we smply stand by and dlow it to continue? L et us decide now what isto be done.”

She saw al the members of the Council nodding. When they findly deliberated on the action to be
taken, Qristawas amazed at the results of the vote.

For thefirst timein her entire tenure as aMediator, the Landholders Council agreed unanimoudly.
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To the Guild workers till going about their daily routines at Headquarters, it was businessasusud.
But Qrista's body language was closed and defiant, her expression stormy as she crossed the bridge
deck into her husband's office, spoiling for afight. Sheintentionally |eft the door open to Tharion's ready
room as she marched in to announce the council's decision.

Shedidn't careif the other administrators heard their conversation. She wanted word to spread
rapidly, because the decision was unstoppable now. Not even the Guild Master could veto it.

Tharion swiveled in hischair, startled out of his preoccupied musing. Self-conscioudy, hedid aflat
object into the drawer of hisdesk. A mirror. He had been Saring into it.

She stood in front of him, her skin flushed. “Franz Dokken isto be stripped of hislands,” she said.
“The Council has decided. If heresists, hewill be cut off completely. No more trade, no mag-lev
trangportation, no food—nothing. He will be isolated under these sanctions until he persondly surrenders
hisvillaand a suitable gppointee takes over hisholding.” She clamped her lipstogether, waiting for his
response.

Tharion sat silent for amoment. Shewanted him to rail at her, to shout, to tell her she had been
presumptuous, to rekindle his passion somehow—but he merely nodded. His expression was sad,
weary, and gpathetic. He was astranger to her. It sent achill rippling down her back.

Qristadecided to push for hisreaction. “We have incontrovertible proof of hiscrimesand
manipulations, Tharion. Y our friend Dokken has aworld of blood on his hands.”

Tharion looked at her with heavy-lidded eyes. “I know,” he said.

She stood across the desk from him, amazed. She had expected denial, some sort of argument.

When he stood up and came around the console, Tharion took her handsin his own. His pamswere
cold and clammy. For amoment Qristawas too shocked to read him, then he turned away, withdrawing
from her grasp. He seemed oddly relieved at the Council's verdict, which puzzled Qrista.

Tharion shook his head in resignation and turned to stare out the stained glasswindow. “I'll go. Let
me deliver themessageto him.”

Then hefixed hisgaze on her, ahard, crud smileon hislips. In that moment she noticed for the first
time how much her husband resembled his mentor Franz Dokken.

“I want to see thelook on hisfacewhen | tell him,” Tharion said.

CHAPTER 46
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Troy Boren dept in aplush bed in Emilio Toth's Great House. He smothered himsdlf in woolen
blankets and reveled in the luxury of asmdl firein hisown fireplace. Crackling split-pinelogsfresh from
the mountain forestsfilled the air with a hot resinous scent. Hefindly felt the warmth seeping al the way
through to hisbones, driving away the last remnants of the physical and emotiona chill that had numbed
him since he had first set foot on OrbLab 2.

But though his body was exhausted, Troy lay on his mattress, troubled and londly. He and Kalliana
were not lovers, but he had grown accustomed to her company, having her beside him on the descending
space devator, or just listening to her breathe on her pallet on the other side of the small prefab hut or on



Marriatha Bowditch's resource rover.

The next morning he came down to breskfast well rested and famished. The younger children were
aready out playing, while the teenagers helped Lady Kiarre set the morning dishes on the plank table, not
bothering with the embroidered cloth thistime. Apparently in the Toth household people caught breskfast
whenever they could.

Kalliana appeared bright-eyed, dressed in fresh clothes. Troy felt warm inside when he saw the
delight on her face as she came over to greet him. He gave her a brief, awkward hug. “Did you deep
wdl?’ hesad.

“Wdl enough,” she answered. “It's very comfortable here.”

Troy came dangeroudy closeto tdling Kdlianahe had missed her, but caught himsdf, shuffling his
feet in embarrassment. His mind swam with confusion, wondering when his atitude toward this former
Truthsayer had changed. They had been thrown into such turmoil and had survived terrible adversity
together. Now that they had amoment of breathing spacein their lives, Troy could findly alow himself to
think of possihilities beyond smply surviving until the following day.

Emilio Toth thundered in from the back doorway of the house, full of bluster and shining with
perspiration. “About time you got up,” he said. “I'm glad you had the forethought to rest well for our
great battle ahead. We have many plansto make this morning. The co-conspirators are arriving. Our
lookout on the roof has spotted their car on itsway aready.”

Troy looked to Kaliana, mouthing, “ Co-conspirators?’ Kalliana shrugged.

Troy could see the pale roots of her dyed-auburn hair. Somehow he couldn't remember what she
looked like asthe white-robed angd of justice. He saw only her narrow face, her petite body, addlicate
young woman who had been born to wield agreat deal of power, yet had been given no experience to
understand the people she was forced to judge.

Troy served himsdlf a plate of steaming hash made from Ieftover potatoes and roast lamb from the
night before. Kalliana sel ected two honeyed pastries with glazed fruits. Before they had finished egting,
Toth's sol-pols arrived at the door, throwing it open to admit two guests. The Lady Kiarre hurried in with
another tray of rolls, and the children set about brewing more of the expensive chicory coffee and stoking
thefirein the great room.

The woman who entered stood tall and whip thin, her features sharp and hardened like aweapon
designed for hand-to-hand combat. Her face was weathered from alifetime of concerns, worn down by
mental hardships.

“Ah, Lady Victoria” Emilio Toth strode over to her with giant steps, caught her snewy hand in his
voluminous grip, and brushed it with lips ha oed by a cinnamon-colored beard. “ Y ou arelovely as
dways”

“And you are an unabashed exaggerator, asaways,” the woman said with athin but well-meaning
amile

Kiarre Toth pretended to frown and waved with her pudgy hands. “He never talksto me that way,
Lady Victoria. | think | should be concerned.”

A young man entered behind her, well built and handsome, with close-cropped straw-colored hair
and blue-green eyes. Troy judged him to be seventeen or eighteen years old, cam of disposition, yet with
aninteligent dertnessto his movements.

The sol-pols remained outside, while Toth ushered hisvistorsin and introduced them to his other
guests. “Thisismy fellow landholder, Victoria Koman, and her adoptive son Michel Van Petersden.”

Kalliananodded. “ Y es, | recognized them.”

At onetime, Troy would have fdt giddy upon hearing the famous names. To the common people,
landholders were relegated nearly to demigod status—and here he was, having spent the night asthe
guest of one landholder, being introduced to two others. It still made his head spin, but not so much as
the other ordeals he had been through.

Y san came in through the back door, holding it open so that the ponderously moving grandfather
could enter, cradling six perfectly formed gpples. Asif completing an important ceremony, the eder Toth
deposited his precious applesinto an empty fruit bowl on the table, stared at his work, then began the



long and tedious process of turning his body around and hobbling back out to the orchards again. Y san
joined the group, flashing aboyish grin at Kdliana.

Emilio Toth explained the circumstances that had led to Troy and Kalliana becoming fugitives.
“Fdlow victims, then,” Koman said. Her voice rang hard asameta cymbal.

Troy extended his hand and bowed his head shyly. “I'm certain you don't remember me, Lady
Koman. My father Rambra Boren paid you afeefor ajob in First Landing. Y ou secured mework at the
anchor point for the space elevator. It wasafinejob ... before everything went wrong.”

Kallianagripped Troy's free arm, but he wasn't sure whether it was meant as support for him, or a
guilty reflex on her part.

“We gppreciate your assstance,” Michel Van Petersden said. His voice was soft and well modulated.
“So you've thrown your ot in with usto help with our grand design?

“We don't exactly know what the planisyet,” Troy said. “Only that you intend to do something about
Franz Dokken.”

Koman's nostrils flared as she drew in along deep breath. “ Seventeen years ago Dokken grabbed
the holding of Abraham Van Petersden in abloody takeover that daughtered the entire family. Only
young Miche—who was an infant at the time—survived. | have trained him to the best of my ability,
taught him everything | know and fed. The Guild Master himsdf recently truth-read him and proclaimed
Michel to be agood young man with the strength and mord fiber necessary to make him aleader. He
seems to have agenuine knack for it.

“We plan to overthrow Dokken Holding and let Michel take back the lands that were stolen from his
father.” Victoria Koman looked coolly at them asif daring elther of the gueststo question the plans.

“We've given Dokken plenty of rope,” Toth said, “and he has hung himsdf well and truly. He's at the
end of everything, and I'm not sure he even redlizes it yet. HE's o smug and sure about his own schemes
that he can't imagine others might be aware of what hesdoing.”

Toth went over to the fruit bowl to select one of the new apples brought in by hisfather. He scrubbed
it againg hisshirt, then took abite, chewing loudly. “ Thanksto Kareem Sondheim, the Truthsayers Guild
and the Landholders Council have now been fully informed of Dokken's plans, the various and sundry
way's he has caused damage, the sabotage, the feuds, the anger. It can al be traced back to him.”

VictoriaKoman gave asnort of disdain. “And you trust theCouncil to do the necessary radica
surgery?'Y ou expect they'll do anything more than dap Dokken's hand and admonish him never to be
naughty again? That's all they did when he took over Van Petersden Holding in the first place. We need
to employ sterner measures.”

Miche studied the pastry Kalliana held half-eaten, then walked over to the breskfast table and
selected anidentica onefor himsdlf.

“That'swhy we're taking direct action ourselves,” Toth said. “But il | fedl better knowing the
Council has all theinformation. We're on record, and the proof isthere.” Wiping abroad forearm across
his mouth to clean the apple juice away, he tossed the coreinto the glowing fireplace. “ They won't
squawk so loudly after we do what we have planned.”

Troy lowered hisvoice and asked nervoudy, “ Excuse me, Lady Koman—maybe thisisn't the best
timeto ask, but could you possibly grant me afavor?’ He moistened hislips and looked at Kaliana,
though she had no ideawhat he had in mind.

“If it'swithin my power,” Koman said, narrowing her eyeswith ingtant suspicion. Troy redized that in
her position as alandholder she must be constantly inundated with requests for favors.

“Please, madam,” he said, “my family livesin the Mining Didtrict of your holding. | can giveyou
ingtructions on how to find them. | would appreciate it very much if you could ... get amessage to them,
let them know I'm all right.”

Kalliana spoke up. “And that he'sinnocent—that the Truthsayer who accused him has declared him
innocent. Let them know their sonisnot amurderer.” Troy fdt histhroat thicken and found it impossible
to speak. With eyes stinging from unshed tears, he could only nod.

VictoriaKoman, the old matriarch, softened and looked at him with agenuine smile. “1 think | can
managethat, Troy Boren,” shesaid. “Infact, I'll take care of it personally.”
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After VictoriaKoman and Michel Van Petersden departed, Troy and Kalliana spent the afternoon
helping Toth and hisworkersto clear astand of dead pine trees from the steep mountainside. The
needles had falen off many of thetrees, leaving only skeletd branches, while others retained theirs, a
coppery rusty brown instead of the deep green as on the trees on the far Side of the granite bluffs.
Dozens of workers, acting as teams, wielded heavy-duty laser cuttersthat were old, but still functioned
well enough to dash through the thick trunks, and the trees came toppling down.

Troy and Kaliana set to work with the lighter [abor of trimming off branches, cleaning up the wood,
and making it ussble.

“Cutting out the deadwood,” Emilio Toth said, hands on his hips. He bent backward to stare up at
oneof histallest trees, now brown and ready to fall. “Sicing out the blight ... just like getting rid of
Dokken.”

Most of the men were strong and well muscled, with arms as thick as the branches on the trees they
cut. Many were granite quarry workers. Toth's elderly father stood by himself, mumbling occasiondly.
The old man wept as each treefdll.

Emilio Toth came over to dap Troy on the back. He drew in ahuge breath. “1sn't it invigorating?|
wish everyone could just enjoy regping the satisfaction of their own labors, rather than preying on
someone e se's”

Troy recovered from the back dap, then asked the question that had been troubling him. He brushed
sawdust and splinters from his shirt. “ Excuse me, Magter Toth,” he said, “but in dl our discussonsweve
never exactly talked abouthow you intend to overthrow Dokken Holding. What wesapons do we have?’

Toth grinned. “We have regiments of loya sol-pols—my contingents aswell as Koman's—pluswe
have plenty of our own fighters.” He gestured to the lumber cutters and the granite quarry workers.
“Look at the size of their muscles. Would you want to fight against them?”

“No, but—" Troy said.

“But—" Toth interrupted. “We hope abig show of force will be enough. Dokken's assigned sol-pol
forcesaren't any larger than ours. If we strike and hold sirategic places across hislands, we can cripple
his operations before he knows he's under attack.”

Kalianafinished trimming the other side of the fallen trunk and stood listening to Toth's conversation.
Absently, Troy reached over to brush afew dry pine needlesfrom her hair.

Emilio Toth took no notice as he stared down the canyon, daydreaming. “ Dokken used the same
tactics when he went against Abraham Van Petersden, and now he doesn't believe anyone else can carry
out plans as boldly as he did. He shouldn't make such foolish assumptions.”

All three looked up to a chorus of shouts as another towering tree creaked and tilted, then came
crashing down.

“You see? Toth sad. “That'sdl thereistoit. Well launch our attack tomorrow.”

CHAPTER 47

L,
I

Guild Master Tharion stormed up the walkway to the villaand flung open the heavy veneered doors
himsdlf, pushing past the sol-pols who stood at attention. With one glance at the thunderous expression
on hisface, they backed away infear.

He stcomped his dusty feet on thetile floor of the foyer, straightened hiswhite robe, and knotted his
roya blue sash sotightly that it might never be untied. Already making animposing figure, he drew
himsalf up, then strode deeper into the house, shouting for Franz Dokken.

The landholder had just come in from the stables, breathless and glistening with sweat from ahard
morning ride. Helooked up a Tharion with surprise. “Ah, look;, it'smy friend the Guild Master! | haven't
seenyou infar too long.”



In the drawing room the new manservant Lor helped Dokken remove his black leather jerkin and
toweled off his magter's chest, handing him ashiny sea-green silk shirt that matched the color of
Dokken's eyes. Dokken tugged the billowing shirt over hishead and held hisarms up, looking vibrant
and awake. “Asyou can see, your candidate L or is proving to be an admirable hel per, Tharion. He
doesn't talk much—and | like that. So, what brings you here?’

Tharion glanced a the new manservant; the two flashed a knowing glance, then proceeded to ignore
each other. “It'sover, Franz,” he said, clasping hishandsin front of him.

Dokken raised his eyebrows, but Tharion continued. The wordsfelt leaden in hismouth. “ The
Landholders Council and the Truthsayers Guild know everything about your plans. They'veissued an
edict. You areto be stripped of your holding, blocked off with sanctions, if need be. Y ou are no longer a
power on Atlas.”

Dokken paled. Then high color came back to his face with redoubled intensity, fueled by an anger
that he barely kept under control. He gave adismissive laugh. “And so have you come to forewarn me,
Tharion—or did they send you astheir pigeon bearing amessage?’

He snorted, but Tharion didn't answer. Dokken paced across the room to the balcony, but it was just
adigracting gesture. He returned in amoment. “They know everything, you say? How can they know
everything? They couldn't possibly guess even the half of what 1've been doing. They'retoo dim.”

He sniffed and turned away, but Tharion saw the musclesin his back bunch up. Dokken froze, asif a
thought had just occurred to him. Heturned dowly, hiseyes narrowing in comprehension. “Maximillian!
The Guild took Maximillian and interrogated him.”

Lor, the new manservant, continued hanging the riding legthers, trying to remain unobtrusive.

“No, not Maximillian,” Tharion said. “The Guild and the Landholders Council have obtained full
disclosure regarding al your schemes and how they have affected our society—but not from your
manservant.”

Dokken appeared relieved—and Tharion chose that moment to drive in the knife of knowledge. “ But
I, persondly, learned more than enough from Maximillian ...Father .

Dokken's head snapped up to meet Tharion'seyes. “Leave us, Lor,” he said out of the corner of his
mouth, “but stay nearby. | may have need of you thismorning.”

Tharion was pleased to see aglimmer of fear behind the landholder's stony expression. “The Guild
Master and | have some things to discuss here.”
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When the manservant had departed, Dokken carefully went to the double door and drew it closed,
fastening the locking bolt. “Well need privacy,” he said and turned, rubbing his hands together. Hissilk
shirt was creamy and verdant, contrasting with the ruddy tone of histanned and agitation-flushed skin.

“Well, then, Tharion,” Dokken said, affecting good humor, “thisis unexpected—but what good isa
planif it isn't flexible? How did you find out? I've kept it such aclose secret for al theseyears ... my
son.” He said the last words with an ironic lilt.

“Maximillian provided mewith that information,” Tharion said calmly.

Dokken's eyebrows shot up. “He would never have revealed—" Genuine concern washed across his
face.

“I'm afraid there wasn't much left of hismind after | had ripped loose dl the secrets he kept. He
ressted agreat ded.”

Dokken's eyes widened in unfeigned astonishment; Tharion found it extremely gretifying. “But ...
Maximillian—"

Tharion made a dismissve gesture, taking one of the padded leather seats and stting down with an
aoof manner that he cal culated would further upset Dokken. Hetried to imitate his father's voice and
patronizing tone. “Come now, don't get so worked up about it, Father. He was just one servant. | got
you another one. What difference does it make?’

Dokken rounded on him in anger, turning about with clenched figts, but Tharion continued. “Y ou
taught me much over the years, Father. Y our own schemes have squashed hundreds of people who



happened to be in the way. Think of the Sardili Pilgrim revolt, the explosion of the Carsus-Bondalar
mag-lev station, the disposa of your own comrade Cidben—I'm still missing quite afew, right?’

Dokken hesitated in his answer, but Tharion refused to give him the satisfaction of reacting. “ Forget
about Maximillian. Tell mewhy you've been doing dl this. What isyour god?| can't figureit out. You
owe methat much, Father.” Herolled the word around in hismouth. * Father . It sounds so strange. Asa
Truthsayer | never thought that word would pass my lips. But you've known about me dl adong, watching
me, helping me, setting me up. Tel mewhy.”

Dokken finally seemed to reach adecison. “All right, Tharion,” he said, hiseyesascold asastorm
brewing at sea. “Listen and learn. Y ou've dways been agood student,my son . Now hear the rest of the
lesson. Y ou seem to have some glimpse of the plans I've set in motion—so consder Atlas and what my
goasmight be. Think of the future.”

He took the seat next to Tharion's and leaned forward, his elbows on hiskneesand hischinin his
hands. “Power islike ... market share. All of the playersfight for a piece, and whoever hasthe biggest
pieceisthe strongest. If the rest of Atlas degenerates into self-absorbed chaos, | may not be
quantitatively stronger—but if everyone dseisweaker , then I'm relaively more powerful. Do you see?’

Tharion frowned. He understood, though he still didn't comprehend what Dokken had to gain by it.

“TheEarthDawn ison itsway, Tharion. In afew more yearsit will arrive, aslarge asour origind ship
231 years ago, filled with colonists and resources and al the technology Earth has devel oped over the
last severd centuries. It's going to throw Atlasinto greater turmoil than we have ever known.

“TheEarthDawn isnot just carrying abatch of exiled crimindsor fleeing religiousfanaticsor a
military invason. This ship contains auser'skit for opening up anew world, advanced technology we
never had. Inten years Atlaswill be an entirely different place.

“Before that time, before theEarthDawn arrives, | expect to have laid the old system to rest, ground
the other landholdersto dust ... and gtill have enough time to consolidate my power. When Captain
Psalme steps out onto thisworld, | will bethe power on Atlas. All of their delingswill haveto go through
me, and | can be assured of being in a position to regp the benefits of this new turmoail, rather than be
geamrolled by it.”

“A niceidea, | suppose,Father ,” Tharion said, taking every opportunity to use the word, “but the
Council has gtripped you of your holding. Y ou won't have anything left to consolidate.”

Dokken made arude noise. “Bah! The Landholders Council—they're nothing more than a puppet
democracy. They can't do athing.”

Tharion sat up, curious. “How can you stop them?’

“Trust me,” Dokken said with asmile.

“Trust? Who needs trust when we have truth? Tell me everything.”

Dokken stood up from the chair, went to the tiled hearth, and picked up aleather-bound book on the
mantel. “All right, my son,” he said. “If you are ever to take on the responsibilities as my true heir, you
must indeed know everything.” He opened the back cover of the book, and with hisfingernail split the
endpapers, ripping open the beautiful spine. “Everything. Takeit al.”

Tharion sat up. Thelandholder dug in the gap in the book's binding until he pulled out asingle
sky-blue capsule. “Y ou know how much I've clamped down on the use of Veritasin my own
holding—but that doesn't mean | won't make exceptions. Thisis one of the old, full-strength capsules.
Undiluted truth such asyou haven't fet in years.”

Dokken held it up so that the daylight shining from the narrow windowsilluminated it in hishand. “I'm
proud of you for coming thisfar, my son. But you have only part of the story. Y ou need al the pieces.”

He pulled Tharion's hand toward him, placing the capsule in his pam. “Here, take your Veritas—and
read what you must know directly from my mind. Seeit ... seeit dl.”

Tharion locked eyes with hisfather. Dokken could talk, and he could lie—but with Veritas he would
be able to keep no secrets. Tharion would know the full truth. Without looking away, he placed the
capsulein hismouth, bit down, and swallowed the bitter drug without tasting it.

Dokken grabbed both of Tharion's hands and placed them at the sides of his shaggy blond head.
“Partial knowledgeisdangerous” he said. “ Here—takeit al. Know everything that | know.”



Tharion felt the mental rush of strength. Thoughtstingling across his scalp, he dipped into Franz
Dokken'smind. Inside, he studied the well-organized thoughts, layer upon layer.

He saw it dl: the landholder mani pulations, even more plots than the Council had known about. The
old civil war between Hong and Ramirez Holdings, Dokken's own overthrow of Van Petersden's lands
so that he could take over the mgor glassindustry on the planet. The Pilgrim uprising that was intended
to cripple Sardili Holding, the destruction of Toth's pine forests, and the mgjor ballet of the interholding
railway between Bondadar and Carsus, built with tainted raw materialsintended to destroy the credibility
of the Koman suppliers ... while Dokken engineered his masterstroke of acivil war between the two
landholders.

Tharion saw the full details of how theillicit Veritas was smuggled down from OrbLab 2 viathe
Platform, how much Dieter Pan had enjoyed mucking up the business; Dieter Pan and Dokken had made
their own dliance, bypassing muddied old Kareem Sondheim, who gave his own cooperation reluctantly,
and only because he was blinded by love for his protégé.

But Franz Dokken was not so blinded.

More and more Veritas spilled out into the other holdings, disgracing the Guild, diluting the
Truthsayers doses and weakening their powers. It caused unrest among the popul ace—everywhere but
in Dokken Holding.

The entire interlocked society of Atlaswas atinderbox, ready to beignited.

Thislabyrinth formed only the surface, and Tharion penetrateddeeper into thoughts that continued to
unfold and unfold, finaly alowing him accessto the information Dokken redly wanted him to have: How
he had planted the infant Tharion in the Guild Headquarters. How he had carefully observed the boy's
progress over the years, keeping alight touch but acting as Tharion's champion and advisor when no one
else had singled him out. How Dokken had become his mentor, driven him through hislife, molding
Tharion in hisown image. How he had planned for Tharion to become the Guild Magter dl along....

Deeper, deeper ...

Then Tharion saw how Dokken had extended his own life span for centuries with endless dternating
cyclesof hibernation in the hidden degpd eep chamber ... and how it had made him Sterile. Sterile. Franz
Dokken could not have children, had never been able to produce ason....

And how Tharion was no son at all to Dokken—but aclone'!

An embryo created in the Platform laboratories from Dokken's own genetic blueprint and intentional ly
placed there by Franz Dokken himself. Reconstructive surgeries had atered Dokken's appearance to
keep his secret of longevity well hidden, but Tharion wasidentical to Franz Dokken down to hisvery
cdls. Not ason. A clone!

In shock, Tharion stiffened and tried to draw away, but Dokken's clawlike hands clamped hisfingers
in place againgt histemples. “No, read more!l” he said in ahusky whisper. “Therésmorel” He didn't
blink his burning eyes, and Tharion went evendeeper , beyond the secret of his own heritage.

Until helearned that Dokken hadmany clones , not just Tharion, but more than a dozen copies of
himsdlf, of varying ages, that he had infiltrated into society. Some were businessmen, otherswere ranking
officersin the sol-pol guards. Some had failed, or died young—but his crowning achievement wasthe
seventeen-year-old boy known as Michel Van Petersden.

During the takeover of the weaker landholding those many years ago, Dokken had indeed
daughtered the entire Van Petersden family and replaced the true infant Michd with another of hisclones.
He had adlowed Victoria Koman to raise the baby as her ward, though the iron-hard woman never
suspected she was actudly nurturing another potential Franz Dokken!

Inside his mind, Dokken's laughter echoed and rang, asif in an empty stone chamber, but Tharion
couldn't pull away. Too many secrets il remained. Diggingdeeper , he cameto the awful realization that
because of those other clonesand al of their possibilities, Dokken now considered Guild Master Tharion
to be absolutely expendable. Too much of athrest.

The last thing he read, a nugget of obsidian in the landhol der's thoughts that Dokken had kept
shielded away, saving it for the fina surpriss—wasthat the cgpsule of Veritas he had given Tharion was
aso impregnated with amodified toxin taken from the Mindfire mutation. Just like Klaryus.



The parayzing poison was even now sweeping through his system. The plague organism would die off
quickly, unable to spread—hbut it would incinerate Tharion's neurons, leaving him helpless, unableto
bresthe or think. Even asthat thought crossed his mind, Tharion began to lose his bodily control.

“There, now you know everything,” Dokken said in acomforting voice. “No more secrets.” Then he
pulled Tharion's fingers away from histemples and released his grip on the Guild Master's hands.

Tharion's muscles had turned to weter, and he could not catch himself as he tumbled to the floor,
twitching.

“Truth holds no secrets,” Dokken murmured, standing over him. “My son.”

CHAPTER 48
«>»
I

Emilio Toth and Victoria Koman gathered their forces together and traveled overland in aconvoy of
eleven mammoth-sized methane tractors.

Troy and Kalliana accompanied the loya sol-pol contingents aswell as seventy other strong village
workers who had agreed to come fight, either for abonusto their earnings or out of devotion to their
landholder. Neither Troy nor Kalliana carried weapons, but they added their support.

Emilio Toth had promised that violence would be their last resort anyway. Victoria Koman had
agreed, though she didn't seem convinced that they had any chance of succeeding through peaceful
means.

Thetractors ground aong through the night, passing out of the mountainous region to rugged foothills.
By morning they reached the mag-lev rail where the spur crossed Toth lands on itsway into Dokken
Holding. After parking thetractorsin the crumbling, virgin dirt, dl the fighters dismounted, milling around
and talking with nervous excitement as they passed around jugs of water or ate small snacks. Each tried
to outbluff the otherswith their potentia bravery, drilling with unfamiliar weapons, cheering the
landholders every timethey passed.

During the long bumpy ride, Troy and Kalliana had huddled next to each other, attempting to snatch
an hour or two of deep. Asthey finadly crawled out of the tractors, bleary-eyed in the dawn, Troy
commented, “Not quite asniceanap as| had the night before,” he said, then smiled shyly, “but it was
pleasant to be next to you again.”

She smiled up a himin surprise. “1 was comfortable enough with you here.”

Kdliana stretched her legs and walked beside him asthey went to find Emilio Toth. The big, bearded
man directed severa of hisengineers asthey knelt in the powdery clay and worked on the shining
mag-lev rall, tapping into the solenoids and transformers, activating the spur's emergency braking
gysems.

“All set,” one of the engineers said. “Ready for the next train.”

The landholder nodded, planted hisfeet squarely apart, and looked down theline. The Silver rail
dretched into the distance dl the way to the horizon—Dokken's horizon—shimmering in the danted
unlight.

Emilio Toth clapped his hands and bellowed for everyone's attention. VictoriaKoman and Michel
Van Petersden stood next to himin ashow of solidarity as Toth issued commands to the encampment.

“Listen up! Everybody's got to cooperate,” he said. “ An empty cargo train will be shooting through
hereinjust afew minutes. We've triggered the brakes. It'll dow down here and stop. We dl haveto
climb aboard and be moving again within four minutes and thirty seconds, or the darmswill sound back
a First Landing and up at Dokken Station.

“Now, we don't want that to happen—so we need everybody to jump on in an orderly fashion.
Divide into three groups now so we can crawl in and seal down. Two of the engineers will stay here and
reset the brakes once we're al aboard. No margin for error, people! When time's up, the train moves. If
you aren't aboard by then, you're going to be eating dust. And it'salong wak back home.”



Even as he finished, the whine of an gpproaching train came from the far horizon. Troy could seea
blurred speck hurtling toward them at severa hundred kilometers per hour—but the emergency collison
sensors responded to the activated braking systems, and the train decelerated rapidly. Screeching and
thundering, three corroded cargo haulers ground to a hat and then hissed, coming to rest on the magnetic
rall.

The people surged forward, not in aparticularly orderly fashion, but they made up for the chaoswith
enthusiasm. The three landholders each took one of the cars. Troy and Kalliana—accompanied by an
excitement-flushed Y san—ran for Emilio Toth's cargo hauler. The big landholder threw open broad
doors designed for loading pinelogs or granite dabs, and the fighters scrambled in. Toth stood on the
roof bellowing, “Hurry up! Hurry!”

Thetwo engineers waited beneath therails, checking their chronometers and watching nervoudly.
“Four minutes” one of them yelled.

“Don't hold for any stragglersl” Toth called back.

Victoria Koman added her own sharp voice. “ Come on—we haven't got al day.”

The s0l-pols moved with more efficiency, but had greater difficulty because of the weapons dung
over their shoulders. The lumberjacks and quarry workers piled pell mell into the open hold. Troy
snugged hisarm around Kallianas waist, and the two of them tumbled into the car and scrambled out of
theway to avoid being trampled by the others.

Kalliana heaved aheavy sigh. “How many times are you going to drag meinto an empty cargo train,
Troy?

“What—you were expecting aluxury car?’ he asked.

Kalianashrugged. “1'veridden in them before.”

“I haven't,” Troy said.

“No moretime,” one of the engineers shouted in avoice muffled by the rustling of peopletrying to
pack themsalvesinto the cargo hauler.

“Gol” Toth hollered. “Move usout!” He siwung down from the roof into the car asthe mag-lev train
lurched into motion again, picking up speed. Four last people sprang into the car at arun; Emilio Toth
grabbed the arm of one more woman and hauled her insde. Troy saw severa stragglersrushing to get in,
but they could not move fast enough.

“It'sdl right,” the big landholder told everyone. “ They'll wait by the tractors. They're probably a
wholelot safer than we are.”

“Did wemakeit intime?’ Troy asked.

“Sure,” the bearded man answered, asif there had never been any doubt. “| padded the estimate by
thirty seconds.” The peoplein the car groaned.

The s0l-pols adjusted their wegpons and made certain their ammunition was conveniently at hand.
Severad engineering peciaists dung packs off their shoulders and set them in their laps, sorting through
the contents.

“The next train should be thirty-three minutes behind us,” Toth said, “and that one will be loaded with
granite congtruction materials.” The landholder found a place to sit down on the dirty floor. “Let's hope
we can have thiswhole mission wrapped up by the time that cargo arrives. Or else well bein aworld of
trouble”

They rode on for severa hours, Troy and Kalianasitting next to each other while Y san tried to make
conversation, bubbling with youthful excitement. “I never thought 1'd see the day! What do you think will
change after this?’ he asked. “ A reshuffling of the landholdings? A shake-up in the Guild itsdf, do you
think?’

“Dependson if wewin,” Troy said.

“Well createfar-reaching ripples,” Kalianasaid, “no matter what happens.”

Y san kept grinning. “It's till alot more exciting than living at Guild Headquarters and being a
Truthsayer.”

The mag-lev train hummed onward at high speed, but the ride was smooth, lulling them into drowsy
anxiety asthey approached Dokken Station. Findly, at about noon, the sound of passage suddenly



changed as the braking systems engaged on the rails below, and the train shot through decel eration coils
that drowned the car's momentum.

“Get ready!” Toth shouted.

Four other engineers with packs buckled acrosstheir chests scrambled to their feet and pushed
toward the door. The sol-pols got out of their way while the other passengers jostled each other, not
knowing what the men were up to. Thetrain continued to dow, easing down from its vel ocity of
hundreds of kilometers per hour.

Emilio Toth flung open the diding stel doors. Troy blinked in the sudden bright light. Though the train
dowed, sandy desolation till rushed past like a soft tan blanket. The engineers stood at the edge of the
car, cradling their packs and looking uneasily at each other.

“Just land and roll,” Toth said, asif it would be easy. “Go on.” Hetook a handset control from one of
the engineers and pocketed it. “ Plant your charges, then make sure you stay well away fromtherall. |
hope | don't have to blow this thing—but be ready if it comesto that.”

The engineerstumbled out of the decelerating train like paratroopers. As soon asthey were gone,
Emilio Toth stuck his head out, looking back to see that they had landed safely. Then he hauled the car
door shut and said, “Everyone dse, grit your teeth. We have less than a kilometer until the station. That's
when the fun garts”
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The braking fields caught and held the heavy carsin amagnetic embrace, dowing it to astop. The
three battered haulers came into Dokken Station on the regular run from First Landing.

Asthetrain cameto arest, Troy glanced around him to see the fighters, some looking anxious, others
gpoiling for afight. Emilio Toth stood by the door. “All right, let'sgo.” He shoved open the cargo door,
and the troops surged out, yelling like barbarian warriors.

Toth and Koman's sol-pols had gathered at the front of the car in their dark uniforms, forming the
maost obvious armed front. They sprang free, riflesin hand. Troy followed, trying not to be crushed by his
own comrades as they pushed forward, full of enthusasm. Helooked at Kdlianaand Y san. Everyone
seemed to be wondering what they had gotten into. Kalliana squeezed his hand, then they jumped.

Thefighters boiled out of the mag-lev cars, shouting a the tops of their lungs. The landholders' plan
was to overwhelm and intimidate any res stance before much bloodshed could occur—but shots rang out
immediately. Troy ducked aslow as he could while running forward with the troops.

“No shooting!” Emilio Toth bellowed. “Not yet.”

But the shots continued as about thirty of Dokken's personal sol-pols ran to barricades at the mag-lev
gtation and began firing indiscriminately. Thefighters from Toth and Koman dove for cover.

“Dokken must have been forewarned,” Miche Van Petersden said. “ He must have reinforced his
troops. He'd never keep this many sol-pols here”

“Defend yoursdves,” Victoria Koman said, her harsh voice dicing through the chaos.

Troy and Kdlianafollowed Y san as they dipped into a passenger waiting areawith concrete benches
and kiosks that sold food. The vendors had fled in the first moments of fighting, but spicy aromas till
wafted upward from steaming grills.

When Toth's soldiers began firing back, the sounds of gunfire and shouts redoubled insde the
sted-and-glass station. Asthe cargo train settled into place, creaking asit cooled, the loud metallic
gpangs of bullets ricocheted from the outer walls.

Troy saw severa people down and bleeding. He froze, recalling Cialben's body sprawled in apool of
congealing blood on the concrete floor of the holding warehouse. He pushed Kalliana closer to thefloor,
out of harm'sway. Y san ducked beside him, his eyesfilled now with fear instead of enthusiasm.

Emilio Toth, whose voice rose above al other sounds, roared, “ Surrender and throw down your
arms, Dokken guards! Y ou're outgunned and outnumbered.”

Rifle shots sounded in staccato cracks. Two of the big plate glass windows in the upper walls
shattered, and shards fell like sharp crystal snow. The people below scattered before they were diced to
ribbons.



“We've been given orders not to surrender,” one of Dokken's captains called back. “We don't
negotiate with invading amies”

Thefirefight continued for saveral more minutes, but neither side made much progress. Bulletswhined
through the air. Toth's men and women edged toward the barricades Dokken's sol-pols had thrown up in
front of the main exits.

“I think it's ultimatum time,” Toth said, checking his chronometer. “Now or never.”

VictoriaKoman looked to Miche Van Petersden, and the blond youth nodded. The old hard-edged
landholder glanced up a Toth. “Doit if you haveto,” she said. “ Everything depends on timing. We can
rebuild the station.”

Toth stood, bellowing at thetop of hislungs. “Listen up! Our engineers have planted explosiveson
the braking systems afew kilometers up the mag-lev line. Weve dready disconnected the auxiliary
brakes. Therés another cargo train coming in five minutes, fully loaded and traveling at about five
hundred kilometers per hour.”

He held up the control in hishand. “1f | detonate those explosives, that train is not going to be ableto
sop—and this station isthe end of theline. It belike agtarship crashing into thisbuilding. If you dll
don't surrendernow , | trigger the detonator. Throw down your arms!”

The gunfire quieted for amoment, then another shot rang out with aflat crack—and Toth wasflung
backward from the impact. He involuntarily clenched hisfist on the buttons of the Sgnding apparatus.

He grabbed hiseft shoulder and looked down &t the dark blood dribbling between hisfingers. “Ah,
dammit!”

More than akilometer away, Troy heard the faint rumble of distant explosonsin the mag-lev braking
ddtions.

Y san rushed over to Emilio Toth and pressed againgt the bleeding wound on the landhol der's shoul der
to stop the flow. “Damn, damn!” Toth said, then looked in dismay at the transmitting set in his hand,
holding up bloody fingers. “I probably shouldn't have done that.”

“Too late now,” Koman said as she got to her knees. She yelled to her people: “ Evacuate the station
immediately. That train's coming in, and no power in the universeis going to stop it now. Y ou won't want
to be here in another few minutes. Dokken's sol-pols can make up their own minds whether or not we
were bluffing.”

Some of Koman's men swung their rifles around and shot out the nearest windows that looked out
onto the vehicle staging area where tractors and rovers stood parked and ready for use. The lumberjacks
and quarry workers led the retreat from the mag-lev rail station, running toward the open space. Troy
and Kalliana hel ped awounded lumberjack limp out of the Sation, while Y san hovered closeto Emilio
Toth. The uniformed soldiers covered their retreat, ducking down and firing back at their opponents, who
couldn't seem to believe the invaders were running away.

The sudden mass exodus finally brought home the redlity of the threet to Dokken's guards. The
defenders waited afew more minutes behind their barricade, then left their own positions, taking their
wespons and their wounded and exiting through the station's main front doors.

Upon reaching the vehicle parking area, Troy rested for amoment beside Kaliana asthey listened to
the high-pitched whine of the gpproaching cargo train. The blazing hum of the vessdl's passage grew
louder and louder, not decelerating asit plummeted toward the terminus of itstrack. It could no longer
stop.

“That train'scoming in likeamissle” Emilio Toth gasped. His skin was clammy, the result of shock
from his gunshot wound. Y san pressed a healing pad against the landholder's shoulder to soak up the
blood.

Theinvaders siood around Dokken's vehicles, far enough from the station to watch with growing
dread asthe train came on, unstoppable.

It was over in less than two seconds. The cargo train struck the bull's-eye of Dokken Station, the
terminus of the mag-lev line extending from First Landing. It was moving closeto five hundred kilometers
per hour, carrying 117 tons of freshly quarried granite, striking the empty train firgt, then the building, al in
anindant.



The impact was deafening. Debris shot up in apillar of fire and smoke, as glass shards and sted!
girders suddenly dispersed the train's kinetic energy and threw molten debris and broken glassin dl
directions.

From afar, afew undirected gunshots rang out, expressions of shock and rage—but the devastation
caused by the runaway train struck both armies speechless.

“That was good granite,” Toth said with apained sigh.

VictoriaKoman nodded. “ And a perfectly serviceable mag-lev gation,” she said. “The price of
baitle”

Michd Van Petersden stood beside them. “We can rebuild it,” he said. “Well have alot of rebuilding
to do after thisisal over.”

Troy and Kdliana held hands as they watched the smoke and flames roar into the sky.

[l

Leaving the wreckage of the mag-lev station behind, the forces split into two groups. Michd Van
Petersden took ten of Koman's sol-pols, two engineers, and Troy Boren with him on amission to the
hydroelectric power plant, where they intended to cut off al eectricity to Dokken Holding.

It seemed the least dangerous of the activities, compared to occupying the main village or scorming the
landholder'svillaitsdf. Troy asked if he could take Kalianawith him, but Victoria Koman shook her
head and placed snewy hands on the shoulders of Y san and Kalliana.

“No, the Truthsayers should stay with usin case we need them. For interrogation. Go with
Michel—theré's not amoment to waste.”

Reuctantly, Troy followed the orders. He and Kalliana spoke a sillent farewell with their eyes before
Troy climbed aboard one of the overland vehicles the sol-pols had commandeered. The methane engines
hummed. Michel Van Petersden jumped into the metal seat beside Troy. The others assigned to theraid
started two more rovers, then the team roared across the landscape at full speed toward Trident Falls.

Asthe vehicles jounced overland, casting up plumes of dust behind them, Troy raised hisvoiceto the
landholder's her. “Why did you pick meto come dong?’ he sad. “1'm not acommando.”

Miche blinked his sea-green eyes. “Were making history here, and | wanted to let you have a part of
it. After | heard your story, | thought you'd earned it. Y ou looked lost, and now we can do something
together.”

“Thanks,” Troy said dubioudy. All hislife he had wanted to do hiswork and remain unobtrusive, but
lately he seemed to be cdlling agreet ded of attention upon himsdf—usudly to hisgrief.

The packed road led up into higher eevations where the cliffs grew tall and sheer. Rivers pouring
down from the north hurled themsdlves over the geologica uplift.

Troy had seen images of Trident Falls, but he was awed by the actua sight of the thundering plumes
of water, the multiple rainbows that arched through the mists, and the lush green water hyacinthsin the
holding ponds below. Enameled meta steps ran down the cliffside near one of the three ribbons of water.
Heavy power-transmission cables extended off in dl directions, supported by sted pylons. The cables
traced an artificid line across the badlands, distributing dectricity to other substations.

The three overland vehicles pulled to a hdt at the top of the cliffs, and two engineers got out, studying
the power cable and jabbering with each other. They both pointed to one set of pylonsthat led back in
the generd direction from which their party had come.

“That line leads to Dokken Holding,” one of the engineers shouted. She indicated the nearest support
tower. “1f we find some way to take out that pylon—blow it up maybel—well cut off al power to
Dokken'svillages”

“It'll be spectacular!” the other engineer said. “That ought to even the odds alittle.”

Michel Van Petersden shook his head. “We've dready caused enough damage today,” he said. “Try
to find amore efficient way.” He climbed out of the vehicle, taking the lead as he headed toward the
metal stepsthat led to the generating rooms behind the waterfalls. “Insde.”

Troy crowded in with both engineers as the sol-pols formed a protective phaanx around them,
weapons ready. Miche Van Petersden trotted down the steep stairs, and the others pounded after him.



Troy gripped the railing as the team descended the sheer rock. Cold spray clung to hisface and hands,
and made the steps treacherous.

Van Petersden halted at a heavy metal door, brown with corrosion and dick with the gray-green
sheen of adgae and moss. Two of the sol-pols stood at attention while athird swung wide the hatch. The
others held their rifles ready, pointing into the open darkness—but they encountered none of the
resistance they had feared. Van Petersden, though, took no chances, not after the reinforcements
Dokken had put in place a the mag-lev station.

“Go!” he shouted. The sol-pols ran ahead into the tunnd, following the harsh lights. Troy trotted after,
trying to remain in the middle of the group.

Thear smdled metdlic with moisture that seeped from the rocks and dripped into shalow gutters
carved in thefloor. The boots of the guards pounded an odd rhythm as they hustled to the main generator
ddions.

The team took the power plant operators completely by surprise. The men and women operating the
meachinery and the power grid controlslooked up at the sudden intrusion. The sol-pols marched in and
took their positions, wegpons ready. Without thinking, one of the soldiers fired awarning shot that
ricocheted twice off the uneven rock; Troy and the others ducked in unison, then the bullet vanished into
the foamy wall of water pouring down the front of the cave.

“Please surrender and save us the trouble of further threats,” Michel Van Petersden said. Hisvoice
was cultured, commanding, asif he had been born to be aleader.

Dokken's hydroelectric workers glanced at each other, confused and uncertain. One young man
raised his handsin asubmissve gesture, and the others followed suiit.

“Watch them,” Van Petersden said as the sol-pols rounded up the captive workers. “We have to shut
down the power from here,” he shouted to the engineers. The hammering water and the roar of turning
turbines made Troy's head pound. He looked at the huge whirling waterwhed. The transformers and
subgtations extended back into the rock, where cables ascended through a crack up to the overland
wires. To get away from the sound and spray, he backed over to alarge grid on the wall, which
displayed asystem map and some smple controls.

Van Petersden's engineers scuttled around, ng the enormous machinery, conferring with each
other asto how they could best sabotage the operation. Concurring, the engineers turned to the young
landholder and pointed to heavy stedl rods on the wall, replacement axlesfor the gear shafts.

“We suggest taking those, sir,” the woman engineer said. “We can toss them into the turbines, and
they'll jam the gears and wreck the whole operation. In just afew seconds we can shut the power down
to Dokken Holding and dl of Atlas”

Van Petersden frowned. “1 don't want to knock out the whole world. How long will it take to get the
plant functiona again?’

“A few days,” they said, eyes shining with pride at their plan. “Wed need to replace the damaged
gears, take the whole system off-line. Can't think of afaster way.”

Helpless under guard, the hydroelectric workers stared in absolute horror at the suggestion the
engineers had made. They shook their heads vigoroudy, but the sol-pols threatened them with rifles. Troy
could tell from the expressions of the workersthat they didn't believe such adisaster could ever be fixed
inso short atime,

Van Petersden sighed and looked from side to side, uncomfortable. “1 would rather not cause such
far-reeching—"

Troy stared down at the power grid controls. “ Excuse me, sir!” he shouted. “Why don't we just
switch off the grid to Dokken Holding?’ He pointed to the controls where amap of Atlas displayed paths
of electrical cablesthat extended to the various holdings and substations. The power output was
diagrammed onto ardatively smple dlocated system. “We can just shut it down here and not affect
anybody dse”

The engineers scowled at Troy asif he had taken away al their fun, but Van Petersden glared at the
engineers. “Yes, that'll work,” Van Petersden said. “1 much prefer your solution, Mr. Boren.”
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AsVan Petersden’'s squad rode off toward the power plant, the remainder of Toth and Koman's
troops a the ruins of Dokken Station commandeered numerous tractors and rovers from the vehicle
yard. They piled into the vehicles and into the foothills to occupy the main village.

Kallianaand Y san rode next to each other in the same vehicle with theinjured Emilio Toth, who
ingsted on joining the main thrust of the attack. His bandage was bright with blood, and Y san replaced it
with afresh dressing. The gunshot wound seemed painful, but not terribly serious, and the bleeding had
aready begunto dow.

Y san sat numb, amazed a what he had gotten himself into. Kaliana could understand the young
Magigtrate's fedings, she would have been as sunned hersdf ... if she had not aready fought her way
through adozen equally impossible circumstances just in the past few weeks.

The expeditionary force continued upward. Armed sol-pols accompanied every vehicle; the largest
cluster of guards rode near the front to bear the brunt of any resistance. By now Dokken's men would be
flitting about like angry wasps after seeing the obliteration of the main mag-lev station. They would
probably shoot on sight.

AsToth and Koman's troops rolled toward the adobe village, Kalliana could hear the clanging of an
aarm bell, people shouting. The streets were a chaos of villagers who ran for safety without bothering to
put out firesin their kilns or lock down their businesses. Electric streetlights up and down the cobblestone
lanes burned bright, autometicaly triggered by theaarm.

“Y our landholder Franz Dokken has been declared a criminal and afugitive by the Landholders
Council,” Victoria Koman shouted to the villagers, remaining seeted in relative shelter behind her sol-pol
guards. She had learned her lesson after seeing Emilio Toth get shot.

“We have now occupied thisvillage,” Koman continued. “ This entire holding will be restored to
Michd Van Petersden, the rightful heir to these lands that were wrongfully usurped by Franz Dokken.”

The villagersran for cover, not interested in listening to speeches.

The sol-pol garrison in the village square remained closed, its big entry doors shut and silent. The
vehiclesfrom the occupying force pulled into the center of the village and halted. The sol-pols and other
fightersgot out of their vehicles, wondering what to do next.

Before Koman could issue further orders, the main front doors of the garrison ratcheted open. Meta
datsfolded away asagroup of gunners pushed two impressive wegpons forward. They looked like
highly intricate cannons with fire tubes, solenoids, and coolant piping wrapped around along transparent
shaft. The hum of agenerator powering up filled the air as the weapons built their charge.

In anightmarish ingtant Kalliana recognized the wegpons by theSkySword military indgniamarked on
thesde. “ Get out of theway!” she shouted. “ Those are plasma cannons!” She grabbed Y san and hauled
him away from the vehicle. Victoria Koman reacted just as quickly.

“Do asshe saysl” Koman shouted and dove for cover. Two sol-pols yanked the injured Emilio Toth
to hisfeet and hauled him behind the fountain in the center of the square.

A crackling blue beam lanced out. High-energy plasma vaporized three of the expeditionary vehicles
aswdl astwo soldiers who had not managed to dive out of the way intime. Therovers methane tanks
exploded. Their metal frames disintegrated into glowing metal steam. Blue fire spewed acrossthe square,
and flames erupted from where the plasma outburst touched even the dry clay bricks.

The secondSkySword cannon fired, sending out a screaming bolt that swallowed up three more
vehicles Haf the square was in flames now.

Toth's men began shooting wherever they could, but their rifles were no match for the plasma
cannons. Kdliana huddled beside Y san, wondering how they could escape. It seemed impossible to
defeat the technologica weapons that had once been meant to take over al of Atlas.

“Fall back!” Koman shouted. “ Get to cover!”

But then, unexpectedly, the stretlightswinked out. All power in the villagefailed, and the generating
hum behind the plasma cannons died into silence, leaving only the crackle of spreading flames and the
moans of burned and injured fighters.

“Attack!” Toth croaked. “ The power's out, and they can't fire. Attack!”



Toth and Koman'sfighters reacted ingtantly, bringing their rifles up to shower bulletsinto the garrison
where Dokken's gunnersfrantically tried to make their powerless weapons work. The plasma cannon
sagged with shattered controls and broken oscillating tubes. In amatter of moments the murderous
gunnerslay daughtered.

“Thisisour village now,” Koman said to her surviving fighters. “Let'snot let it burn to the ground.
Everyone—help these villagers put out the fire before it spreads!”

Kallianalooked up at thetal bluffs behind the village, where Dokken's villa stood sheltered in the
crags, ominous and alone—the last bastion of their enemy's power.

CHAPTER 49
«>»
I

Captain Vanicuswaited in agonized impatience in the front room of Dokken's villa. He paced back
and forth, tracking dust acrossthetiles. His boots were normally spit-polished black, but now he didn't
care about his appearance. The holding had just come under attack.

Franz Dokken had inssted that he and Guild Master Tharion not be disturbed, but Vanicusfindly
broke training and pounded twice on the locked drawing room door. “Master Dokken,” he said, “thisis
an emergency! | must report.”

The door flung open, and Dokken burst out of the room, his eyes stormy, like atempest out on the
ocean. He seemed shaken, asif chilled from ingde, though his silk shirt clung to him with swest. “What is
it?" he demanded as he closed the door behind him.

“You put uson full dert satus, Sr. My soldiers were waiting down in the mag-lev station as
ingtructed, and we were attacked, a combined force from Toth and Koman holdings. The invadersintend
to make Michel Van Petersden landholder of thisentire territory.”

Dokken raised his eyebrows. “Y oung Miche to take my place? How ironic. They could have made a
worse choice.”

“We fought them, S, but they outnumbered usfiveto one. Y ou drilled us never to surrender. But
then they ... they destroyed the entire station.”

“What?" Dokken cried. “How?’

“They removed the braking coilsfrom the mag-lev railsakilometer up theline. A big cargo train came
in and struck the terminus at full speed. I'm afraid there's ... nothing left of the station building. Y ou can
see the smoke from here.”

“Very clever,” Dokken said, clasping his hands behind his back and strutting around the foyer.

“They arewdl armed, Sir. They have alarge force of dedicated sol-pols and fighters from the
citizenry, Sr.”

“Toth and Koman,” Dokken said, shaking hishead. “1 knew that they were dlying themsaves against
me. Not at al full of bluster and propaganda, like Bondaar and Carsus, you understand. Y ou never have
to worry about the ones who make abig show of everything—I should have redized. Toth and
Koman...” hesaid again in disbdief. “I'm frankly ... amazed that the landholders would try such athing. |
was certain they'd let the Council muck around for afew monthsfirst.” But then he looked back to the
closed doors of the drawing room. He hadn't expected Tharion to show a strong spine either.

“They're gpproaching the main village even now, Sir,” Vanicus continued in alow, meaningful voice.
“I've dready given ordersthat our sol-pols areto resst with al wegpons available. All wegpons.”

Dokken nodded. “I concur.” He shook his shaggy head, muttering to himself. “How could the
Council have moved so quickly? Tharion only now reported that they had made a resol ution against
me—and armed forces arrive the same time their courier does? Very unlike the Council.” He lowered his
voice, talking moreto himself than to Vanicus. “How could they know so much?’ Tharion had sworn the
Landholders Council had gotten their information from someoneother than Maximillian....

Heturned his sharp gaze at Captain Vanicus. “ Double the guard around my villa, just in case any of



these upstarts make it dl the way to the bluffs. Otherwise, have your men use dl available force to stop
theminthevillage. Y ou have theSkySword weaponsto obliterate all attackers.”

“Yes, gr,” Captain Vanicus said, turning just as Lor came gliding into the room as quietly asif he
weighed nothing.

“Master Dokken, atransmission for you from the Platform,” the new manservant said. “Kareem
Sondheim saysit'surgent.”

Il

“Yes| told them everything, Franz,” Sondheim said, drifting in and out of the viewplate's best focal
point. “I came down to the surface myself—nbuilt a specid tank just for the occasion and spoke to the
Landholders Council face-to-face, while breathing Atlasair. And | convinced them, Franz. | gavethem
the proof they needed.”

Dokken stood in the highest tower just beneath his satdllite dish, watching the withered landhol der
with his patchy snowball of hair. Sondheim grinned, obnoxiousy smug about what he had done.

“Y ou told them everything? Dokken said, crossing hisarms over his chest. “Why shouldn't | retdiate
by telling them al about—"

“I've dready told them, Franz. I've confessed to everything. They know about the V eritas smuggling.
They know | tried to kill the two escapees from the Platform—your two scapegoats are aive, you know.
They managed to escape after dl.”

“What?” Dokken said. How could he have judged so many people so poorly—Tharion, Sondheim,
even Maximillian?*Y oure bluffing.”

Sondheim fixed him with his dark-eyed stare. “ Dieter's dead—what €l se matters? | may fal because
of it, but | don't care. I've been around long enough, and I'm sick of it al.You'll certainly fal, and you
deserveit.”

Sondheim looked maddeningly complacent, pleased and lighter hearted, asif he had finally cast off a
heavy weight that wastoo great for his centuries-old bonesto endure. “I've even told them how you had
your man Ciaben use the Truthsayers drug to infiltrate Van Petersden’'s Holding seventeen years ago.
How you planned your takeover to get your hands on the glass industry, and how you effected it through
the use of stolen Veritas”

Sondheim took time for along and meaningful pause, then he said in alower voice, “ Onelast thing,
Franz. A littlething, but it has been gnawing at mefor eighteen years. Did you know Abraham Van
Petersden was my friend? He came up to the Platform to visit me numerous times during histenure as
landholder. He played a good game of chess. He was quite skilled. | was appalled when you daughtered
him and hisfamily just so you could have some new merchandiseto sdll.”

Dokken used sarcasm to deflect hisrage. “Businessis business.”

“I despise you!” Sondheim shouted, hiswords exploding with such force that he redled in the
weightlessness. “| told Emilio Toth and Victoria Koman what you were up to, and they made their own
plans. Then | gave afull accounting to the Landholders Council—I understand they voted to strip you of
your holding? It doesn't matter whether Toth's military action will work. Y ou're doomed one way or the
other. Y ou've stepped far out of bounds, Franz. This messwith Janine Bondalar and Hektor Carsus was
completely uncalled for. They redlly do love each other, you know.”

“Who the fuck cares about that!” Dokken spat, losing control. “ They're dl amateurs, juveniles playing
inthe big leagues. | was consolidating my influence centuries before they even learned to wak. They
haven't got the dightest notion about how to play power games.”

Sondheim shook his head wearily, though he was decades younger than Franz Dokken. The ancient
“landholder without land” clucked in apaternd fashion. “ Franz, you are adestabilizing influence on this
world, and | can no longer smply sit back and watch.”

Before Sondheim could say anything e se, suddenly, unexpectedly, al the power went out in the villa.

“What the hell?” Dokken shouted into the dimness. He worked the consolein front of the viewplate,
trying to connect to the battery backup and reestablish an uplink through the satellite antenna. He heard
gunshots below in the village, but his main concern wasto finish what he had begun with Kareem



Sondheim.

The ancient man'simage gppeared again, swimming through ahao of static and finally coming into
focus. “Having troubles down there, Franz?’ Sondheim mocked.

“Nothing | can't handle,” Dokken said.

“Enough chitchat. | just caled to give you fair warning. Listen closaly, because | am not bluffing.
Though Abraham Van Petersden was my friend, I've known you far longer than that. | remember when |
was just adeformed child on the colony ship, knowing | could never go down to the planet while you and
the other captains and the colonists talked incessantly about it. But you were kind to me then, Captain
Dokken—and 0 out of deference to our long history together, | giveyou afair chanceto evacuatein
time”

“Evacuate?’ Dokken said. “What do you mean?’

“Y ou aren't the only one who retained SkySword weaponry,” Sondheim said. “Y ou kept two of their
best plasma cannons, as did |—but before | sent that ship down, | dso removed some of the space
missle defenses”

“Missiles?” Dokken said. “All thistime you've hadmissiles 7’

“Yes” Sondheim said, bobbing hishead vigoroudy, “and I've just launched two of them at your villa”
He paused for Dokken'sindrawn breath. “| thought you'd like to know.”

Dokken found himsalf speechless and looked up at the celling asif he could already see the pinpoint
javelins of desth plunging through the atmosphere.

“According to my best estimates,” Sondheim said, “it should take them about half an hour to cruise
down and begin their final-stage burn before they target your villa They'relow-yidd tactical warheads,
but you can bet they'll take out your entire home and the outbuildings and leave abig smoking crater in
the bluffs. It should cause no damage to your village or therest of your holding. Thisis meant to strike at
you and you done, Franz.

“Y ou've created your own problems. I'm saving your life by calling you now, so tell everyoneto
leave. Take afew possessions, if you must, but get out of there asfast asyou can.”

Dokken stared, feeling cold and betrayed. His face blanched. “ Butwhy , Kareem? Why are you
doing thisnow?’

The ancient man shook his head sadly. “Living for solong up in orbit has given me atrueview from a
height, Franz. | look down on the whole world. And even though | can never stay down there, | il fed
very paterna watching from up here. | can't let you destroy it dl.” Sondheim switched off the
transmission before Dokken could say another word.

He stared in sunned anger at the flat gray viewplate. Around him the villawas dark and silent with its
power cut off. Outsde in the distance he could hear gunfire echoing between the bluff walls. He
supposed the loss of power meant the invaders had somehow taken over Trident Falls.

Everything wasfaling gpart. All his plans tumbled down around him ... he knew what he had to do.
Franz Dokken would get the last word, make them remember him, no matter what e se happened. He
hed always intended to bring it al down, though thiswas more drastic than anything he had ever planned.

Hewould till be around, though he might haveto lie low for awhile. He could take the timeto pick
up the pieces, no matter how much damage he caused. He wasFranz Dokken . He could beflexible. He
had changed the records a dozen timesin the past, and now he would create awhole new life for himsdlf,
afresh and chdlenging new identity ... once he managed to wipe the date clean.

Looking grimly down at the keyboard in front of the transmission uplink, Dokken switched on the
battery backup again and entered a command string, adding his password and deploying hislast surprise
for Kareem Sondheim. He had hoped never to have to use this, though he had seen the necessity to put it
in asafail-safe over acentury earlier. Now he had no choice but to activateit.

He hesitated for along moment, again surprised at himsdlf for being sentimenta. Then he punched the
“Commit” button.

Turning hisback on decisions dready made and striding off into what would be anew lifefor him,
Dokken left thetall tower and called for his new manservant Lor. He could use the man one last time.

They had many preparations to make.
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The space devator rode dong its glistening diamond-fiber cable, risng up to the Platform onitsdaily
journey.

The devator was only fifteen minutes from docking when Dokken activated the systems he had long
ago hidden in the intricate maze of supersiructures on the elevator's roof. During routine maintenance, his
own men had made the modifications.

Franz Dokken, more than anyone else, had time on his hands, time to make contingency plans, to
ingnuate secret surprises, and to become paranoid about unlikely possihilities. If onelived long enough,
unlikely possihilities grew more and more probable with each passing century. It was Smply amatter of
datitics.

The space eevator finally docked into its collar below the Platform. Contacts were made ... triggers
activated—and half ametric ton of explosives detonated.

The blast was stupendous. The acoustic shock wave rang through the entire station asif agod had
smashed it with acosmic dedgehammer.

The overpressure ripped bulkhead walls apart and ruptured every deck. The explosive shock front
crushed skullsand rib cageslike eggshdlls. Hames tore through the ventilation systems.

The outer armored walls were shredded, and the remaining air rushed outward with ahigh-pitched
frosty sgh. Gapsin the outer hull showed views of starslike great patches of night shining through the
idedlistic clouds painted on the ceiling of the docking bay.

The flamesfrom the blast, dready starved for oxygen as atmosphere rushed out into vacuum, burned
the painted dream of “Atlas, anew dawn.”

CHAPTER 50

«»
I

Franz Dokken strode through hisvilla, yelling for everyoneto flee asfast asthey could. “We are
under attack from the sky,” he shouted. “ Get to safety, or the roof will come down on your head.”

Servants ran around grabbing belongings. Others smply gaped in shock. Captain Vanicus stood a
atention, but didn't seem to know what to do. “Master Dokken, dir,” he said, “are we surrendering?’

“There's no way we can fight this attack now. Go!” Dokken said.

“But—but what about you, sir? We must rush you to safety!” The captain's face was flushed with
dam.

Dokken fixed him with his most sincere stare. He had to do this part of the act precisely, becauseiit
would make the next few years much easier for him. Even under fire, Dokken could not stop planning
ahead.

“Everything | haveishere, Captain,” he said. “1 will not leave my beloved villato the barbarians. |
would rather seeit destroyed, and mysdlf with it. But | have no wish for anyone elseto die here with me.
| chooseto facethisaone.”

Vanicus stared a him in horror. “Master Dokken! Y ou can't—"

“That isan order!” he snapped. “Now do as| ask! Get these people to safety—and remember me.”
He fixed the captain of the guard with abrave gaze, and he knew that Vanicus would remember that
moment for the rest of hisdays.

As soon asthe captain rushed off, Dokken called for Lor. He found the manservant by thefireplace
ingde the unlocked drawing room, where Tharion's body till lay twitching on the floor. The white
Truthsayers robe pooled around the Guild Master as his glassy gaze looked off into nowhere.

Lor's eyeswere round, with an odd unfocused expression. He gazed at the body with deep,
unreadable interest.

“Something wrong?’ Dokken asked mildly. He had to play this carefully aswell. He needed the
manservant's assistance, at least for ashort while.



Lor shook his head, seemingly uninterested in Tharion. “No,” he answered. “I've seen dead bodies
before”

“Good,” Dokken said, standing up straighter and using his take-charge-we're-in-a-hurry voice. “The
Guild Master promised that | could count on you, even before this unfortunate accident. Now | have no
choice but to trust you in thistime of our greatest need. Y ou and | have some difficult dutiesto attend to.
Go out to the stables and saddle up my chestnut stallion and the gray mare for yourself. Then turn the
other horsesloose. Well need to ride out and disappear for awhile. Let some of this dust settle.”

“Yes, Master Dokken,” the manservant answered, and marched briskly out the double doors.

Il

Asthe manservant |looked down helplesdy, pardyzed at the sight of the Guild Magter's body on the
floor, he thought of how Tharion had been one of the few trulygood members of the Truthsayers Guild.
He had dways admired Tharion, had known the Guild Master would not desert him in the end.

And now Eli Strone had failed him.

During the darkest hours up on OrbLab 2, Guild Master Tharion had contacted him in secret, offering
Strone anew life, anew chance tomake things right . After dl thistime, Tharion had finaly understood
what had driven Strone away from the Guild, the sacrilege of Klaryuss murder.

“I know who poisoned the Veritas” Tharion had told him. “And this man has done morethan a
smple murder, much more—he struck out against the Guild system itself, tried to bring us down, disgrace
us”

Hearing that, Strone had gotten very angry.

“I will givehimto you,” Tharion had promised. “Y ou must help me, andin theend jugtice will be
served.”

Tharion had provided Strone with the preci se access codes that had aready been used in Troy
Boren's escape. After Strone had killed the guards and taken specid joy in the death of the loathsome
man Dieter Pan, he had escaped into the main docking bay, shucking his blood-soaked prison clothes
and dipping into the crigp sol-pol uniform he had stolen from the barracks. Fully uniformed again, Strone
had climbed into one of the spare spacesuits, leaving his prison outfit lying loose on the floor plates.

He secured himsdlf to thewall and blew the airlock, dumping everything into space, including his
discarded clothes. Then, in vacuum, he hauled his body hand over hand to asmall equipment closet and
locked himsdlf inside.

For along time he stood motionless, conserving hisair, waiting, waiting.... Patience wasn't hard for
him.

Further chaos entered OrbL ab 2 when mobs of sol-pols arrived from the Platform, summoned by the
emergency darms. With Dieter Pan dead, however, nobody quite knew what to do. When at last they
returned to the Platform in disorganized teams, Strone casudly dipped in among them, wearing his crisp,
clean uniform inside the bulky spacesuit. He enjoyed being among his old sol-pol comrades again.

Oncethey had findly met in secret, Tharion explained Franz Dokken's schemes. Strone listened with
bitter revulsion, and the rage that boiled up insde of him constricted his chest.

“But | can't trust those sol-polsto arrest Dokken. | can't trust them to listen to me, or to the Council,”
Tharion said. “1 have seen evidence that their loyalty may lie e sewhere. They may fight for the holding
they cal home, rather than for the Guild. And of course Dokken himself will resst any attempt to strip
him of his power.

“Thus, | have reached a conclusion that chillsmeto my core.” He had leaned closer to Strone,
gpeaking in ahoarse whisper. “1n order to deal with this properly, and guarantee that justice is done, |
must workoutside the law .” The Guild Magter turned away. Strone waited, silently and patiently, for
him to continue.

“I have found the root of the evil that o inflamesyou, Eli Strone,” Tharion finaly said. “But | require
your vow that once thisisfinished you will no longer take justice into your own hands. With Dokken
removed, the Truthsayers Guild can hedl. Justice is once againour responghbility, not yours.” Tharion's
eyeswere cold, and strong. Impressive. Strone shuddered, feding again the awe that Truthsayers were



supposed to evoke.

“Y ou have my vow, Guild Master.”

Tharion nodded. “We must firgt follow the law, but in thisinstance | believe the law will fal us. The
Landholders Council intendsto deal with Dokken. They may not be effective. That iswhy you are s0
important, my friend. | will send you in disguised as a new manservant, complete with afase name. |
need to have somebody insdethat | cantrust,” hesaid, “in case al dsefails”

“I will bethere,” Strone had promised.

In case all elsefails.

But now Guild Master Tharion was dead by the hand of the monster Franz Dokken. Strone hadn't
acted soon enough, and he barely restrained himsdlf from going off on arampage.

“Something wrong?’ Dokken had asked.

No. He would be patient. He would strike at the right time. He had missed hisfirst chance and would
only make thingsworseif he acted rashly now. Clenching hisbig fistsin an attempt to diffuse the scarlet
anger blazing behind his eyes, Strone made hisway out of the villato the stables.

He would take gresat care to arrange afine, private—and oh so satisfying—death for Franz Dokken.
Justice would be served.
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Dokken looked around him quickly, at the fireplace, at the bacony, the bright geraniums and the
mulberry bushesin the courtyard. The slkwormsinside their glassed-in greenhouse continued to munch
contentedly, though the workers scrambled to grab their own meager belongings and run down the
winding grave road away from the bluffs.

Timewas running out.

Dokken had built this place over the centuries, through severa identities—but it had dways beenhis,
growing stronger, more powerful ... and now it was galing to have to abandon it al. But the missleswere
on their way, streaking down through the atmosphere. There was no way to stop them, and he had no
reason to doubt the word of Kareem Sondheim.

TheSkySword 's high-tech weapons were devastating. Dokken had used some of them himself, and
he knew his villawas doomed. He stared at the homey possessions, the little touches that Schandra had
added during her ten years of living with him. He redlized that anything he could sdvagein just afew
momentswould be a poor effort a best.

Helooked down a Tharion lying on the floor, cold and unaware of hisfading surroundings. “Thisis
al your doing, my son,” Dokken said. “If you'd only followed along and let me keep training you, none of
thiswould have happened. Y ou could have been my equa.”

He sighed and looked back to the mantelpiece, seeing the leather bound book in which he had hidden
the poisoned Veritas capsule. Itstorn binding would have to be repaired, but this was the oneitem he
would take with him. “Machiavelli.” Some things just could not be replaced.
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Dokken and Lor rode away from the outbuildings after turning al the other horses loose and chasing
them down the bluff road. Not only would it save them from the explosion, but it would also cover the
fact that two of the mounts were missng.

He and the manservant trotted their horses into the highlands and looked back toward the villa, which
shone acreamy beigein the midday sun. They sat in their saddles, watching for the misslesto come.

In only afew minutes Dokken heard the sonic booms as daggers of fire screamed down, glowing a
blinding white as they traced a blazing dash across the sky directly toward Dokken'sfortress.

Only three seconds passed from the moment they first saw the bright specks high in the sky to the
ingant the misslestargeted in, oneimmediately after the other, triking the villaand throwing out a
sun-hot ball that erased the beautiful homein an ingtant, turning the surrounding rock to dag. A second
later the roar of the explosion reached them, its sound squel ched by distance.

“Sondheim, you're abastard,” Dokken muttered.



Most people would assume that Franz Dokken had died in the detonation, and Captain Vanicus
would unwittingly help in that charade—which would make it eeser for Dokkento lielow. Angry tears
stung his eyes, but he blinked them away, drawing a deep breath of the sharp Atlasair.

Therewastime. He had patience. Everything could be manipulated into place again like the pieces of
apuzzle that had just been tossed to the winds.

The holocaust continued to blaze as Dokken wheeled his chestnut stallion about and urged the horse
to atrot, heading into the badlands.

The plan had aready crystalized in hismind, and it seemed the best he could do. The more he
thought about it, the more he looked forward to the challenge of fighting hisway back to the top again. It
might take another century or so—but it was only amatter of time after dl, and he had long ago made his
peace with time. It would make life interesting.

The new manservant knew none of Dokken's secrets, but the two of them would go out to the hidden
cave in the canyons, and Lor would help him set up the degpd eep chamber for along dumber. Dokken
had enough supplies stashed in the cave that by dternating cycles of hibernation and wakefulness, he
could stay away for at least ayear or so, and the generator was rated for centuries. He could deep, et,
plan, deep again ... and remain out of sight for agood, long while.

That should be enough timefor him to figure out what to do, to make new plans.

The manservant turned to gaze back over his shoulder at the smoldering conflagration in the bluffs.
Thetal man with big hands seemed to hold abarely contained violence within him. In another time and
place Dokken might have been able to make effective use of him—mbut now, once they had reached the
cave and the deegpd egp chamber, Dokken would have to kill him, make a clean break with the past.

“Comeon,” Dokken said. “1f you're willing to go with me, we have along ride ahead of us.”

The manservant nodded, asif happy to do hisbidding. “I will enjoy taking care of you, Master
Dokken,” said Eli Stronewith asmile.

Thetwo men rode off into the wilderness.

CHAPTER 51
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In the aftermath they met at the Great House of Toth Holding: Troy and Kdlianaand Y san, aong
with Victoria Koman. Emilio Toth was recovering from the bullet wound in his shoulder. Lady Kiarre
Toth took the opportunity to care for her husband, nursing him with draconian protectiveness, making
him fed miserable and loved & the sametime.

Lady Kiarre shooed Y san away as she wrapped a bandage tighter, and Toth smothered a grunt of
pain. She patted her husband's chest. “We've received a message from young Michel Van Petersden,
Emilio,” shesaid, “and he sends hisregrets that he can't join usfor the celebration. Don't fret about it.”

Toth nodded. “Can you blame him for wanting to pend time on hisreclaimed lands? Hes got alot of
work to settleinto his new holding. He's even opened negotiations with some of the Pilgrim
representatives to see about setting up part of the holding for them to begin their own homeland.”

VictoriaKoman smiled. “And hélll earntheir loydty for al time. Michel seems anatura-born leader,
brilliant and enthusiastic. He reminds me of Dokken himsdlf in some ways, but my boy has agood heart,
not atwisted one. That'll make dl the difference as alandholder.”

After another enormous med fixed by Toth'swife and served by the rambunctious children, they
moved out to the balcony to watch the skies. According to predictions made by Koman's overzeaous
engineers, the orbital Platform would crash thisevening.

Kallianakept closeto Troy asthe two of them stood on the edge of the balcony. Emilio Toth lowered
his bulk into one of the chairs, in deferenceto Lady Kiarre'sing stence that he not overexert himself.

Toth'sancient father moved dowly but with great determination, asif he had focused his
stroke-damaged mind on asingle quest and would not relax until he had followed through. The old man



shuffled over to his son, patting Toth on the unhurt shoulder, squeezing it in silent support. Then the old
man turned and, with immense care, drifted back out again, heading toward his orchards.

“Thereitis” Ysan cried, pointing upward as a bright dot moved swiftly across the nightscape, a
brilliant flash cutting through the aurora curtains.

The wrecked Platform burned overhead, a meteor stresking down in flames. Behind it, accompanying
the crackling sound of its passage, screamed aline of ionized air asthe severed diamond-fiber cable
whipped across the sky.

After the devator explosion the transmitted shock front had traveled down the long cable with the
speed of sound, resonating asit struck the ground with enough force to uproot the anchor point buildings.
Thefiber had trailed a swath of damage across Firgt Landing, dragging its massive anchor blocks aong
withit until it finally rebounded into the Sky again with the recoil of its reckless passage. Troy wondered
what his old boss Cren had been doing at the time. How would he keep track of inventory now?

The explosion had tossed the Platform out of its stable geosynchronous orhit. It dipped deeper into
the atmosphere with each perigee, to burn up six dayslater. No one remained dive on the Sation
ayway.

The handful of survivors on OrbLab 2 had made radio contact immediately, broadcasting to the Guild
receiversin First Landing aswell as Toth's own satdllite uplink. The sol-pols and prisoners on the
free-floating |aboratory pleaded for help and rescue, knowing that their food and water and air would run
out soon. But the colonistswere just as stranded on the surface of Atlas asthe survivorswerein orbit.
Troy's heart went out to those isolated and condemned prisoners up on the station, but no one on Atlas
could do anything to save them. They would have no way to reach orbit again until theEarthDawn
arived.

Asthe companions watched from Toth's bal cony, the Platform ripped across the sky—a bdl of dag
and wreckage blazing with friction from the atmosphere. It would crash far out in the ocean an hour from
NOw.

Tentatively, Troy touched Kallianas shoulder. She moved closer to him.

Emilio Toth sat back in his chair and stared at the shooting star with tearsin his eyes. “Reminds me of
the crash of the origind colony ship,” he said. He sighed and rubbed his hands through his bushy
cinnamon beard. “But thisis much more than asymbolic loss”

Beforelong, the bright trail of the Platform vanished over the horizon.
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The Truthsayers Guild Headquarters opened its great ship doors and announced that the combined
session of the Guild and the Landholders Council would welcome the public to join the discussions. The
Council and the Guild had many changes to propose and effect.

Qrista presided, looking much aged and devastated by the loss of her husband Tharion, in addition to
everything e se that had changed. Grim and determined, she wore the roya blue sash a her waist with
evident discomfort. But she had been chosen as the best candidate to manage the healing between the
Guild and the public, the Truthsayers and the Mediators, the landhol ders and the workers.

When Qrista spoke, her amplified voice was loud and taut with inner strength, and people listened to
her. “The only benefit that comes of such disasters,” she began, “iswhat we learn from them.”

The Council members had gathered at the long table. Beside her in honored guest chairs sat Troy
Boren, Y san, and Kdliana, each of whom had earned a place in these discussons by being involved at
the core of the turmoil that had necessitated the reshaping of Atlas society. Both Kalianaand Y'san
would have prominent positionsin the reorganized Guild, each receiving anew green sash. It wastimeto
admit mistakes, Qrista had said, and to live with them.

Troy remained amazed a finding himsdf in the middle of planet-shaking palitics, playing arole of
some importance. He himsalf would work with the new Guild and the Council, since he had been
wronged by the system. Qrista had asked him to spearhead ateam that would develop a series of
protective measures and appedls.

In her preamble Qrista described what had gone wrong, admitting the misplaced assumptions and the



mistakes made by Truthsayers aswell aslandholders.

“Thewhole concept of justice on Atlas has been based on an infallible pronouncement of guilt or
innocence—but mistakes were indeed made, and we cannot excuse oursalves by claiming good
intentions.” She placed her handsin front of her on the table and looked out at the audience galery.

“No system of justice is ever perfect. Herein the Guild our arrogance was in assuming that our way
was perfect, so we alowed for no checks and balances.” She drew a deep bregath. “1t was asif wedl
wore blindfolds, till believing we could see.”

In an open discusson the other Guild members raised questions of how everything would change,
now that they knew there would be no new shipments of Veritas, and the stockpile in the armory vault
wouldn't last forever. Some suggested that new manufacturing centers be set up in isolated domesout in
the dry seabeds where the Veritas progenitor thrived. This, though, held its own inherent dangers,
particularly with the possible spread of the Mindfire mutation. Many people—even some
Truthsayers—were unwilling to teke that risk.

With or without restored V eritas production, Qrista pointed out, it would still be some time before
they would be back on solid footing again.

When it cametheir turn to speak, Kalianaand Y san both advocated that Truthsayers not be so
isolated from other citizens. “ Truthsayers must remain in touch with the people they are called upon to
judge,” Kdlianasaid. “Or welose dl right to hand down pronouncementsto our peers.” She glanced at
Troy.

The auburn coloring had been bleached out of her hair again, and she wore awhite robe that
symbolized her position in the Guild, dong with the bright green sash, though it was questionable whether
shewould ever want to perform atruthsaying again. To Troy, shelooked like adistant angel once more,
shining and pure—but hisfondest thoughts of her were the times they had spent in the granite-quarrying
village & Toth Holding.

Troy looked over to the audience gallery insde the meeting chamber and saw hisfamily there, ill
exuberant from having moved to new quartersin First Landing. His mother noted his attention and
waved, embarrassing him. She sat content and beaming beside hisfather, finaly resigned to the fact that it
wasn't likely her son intended to give her grandchildren ... though the possibility of romance seemed not
out of the question.
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The biggest surprise came weeks later, with anew transmission from theEarthDawn colony ship:
Captain Omar Psalme announced that they had increased speed after reassessing their power reserves.
The additiona acceleration would alow them to arrive in two yearsingtead of five. Their ship was much
more efficient than the origind colony vessals sent out centuries before, and the new colonists had been
ableto shave sometime off thelong interstellar passage.

This placed enormous pressure on the peoplein First Landing. Troy and Kalianaand Y san worked
with the other landholders to prepare the way. Regular updates were transmitted and disseminated to the
public a large.

TheEarthDawn wasfindly close enough that the transmission lag dlowed an actud didogue. The
citizensin First Landing got to know Captain Psalme and his prominent crew membersby sight. The
landhol ders and Guild members discussed plans for the important new arriva....

Troy stood in the centra plaza and looked acrossthe city of First Landing. He saw the people
bustling with afrantic edge to their movements, but he was content. Kalliana stepped out of Guild
Headquarters and walked over to meet him, smiling.

Busy times were ahead, and Troy's heart skipped a beat as he thought of how Atlas would prepare
for such enormous changes as another colony ship approached their world.



