Pr ol ogue

Gehn's bootprints |ay heavy around the tiny pool, the lush, well-tended green churned to nud. At
one end of the garden, beneath a narrow outcrop, he had dug a shallow grave. Now, as the dawn's
light slowy crept over the sands to touch the cleftwall twenty feet above, he covered over the
young girl's body, his pale creamdesert clothes sneared with her blood and with the dark earth of
the cleft.

From the steps above Anna wat ched, exhausted after the |ong night. She had done what she coul d,
but the girl had clearly been ill lor some nonths and the exertions of childbirth had eaten up
what little strength remained to her. She had died with a sigh of relief.

Even now, in the silence of the dawn, she could hear Gehn's how s of anguish, his hurt and angry
ranting; could hear the words of blame which, at the tine, had washed over her. It was her fault.
Everything was her fault.

So it was. So it had al ways been

He turned, finished, and | ooked up at her, no love in that cold, penetrating gaze. N neteen he
was. Just ni neteen

"WIIl you stay?" she asked wearily.

Hi s answer was a terse shake of the head. Al npbst belligerently, he stonped across the surface of
the garden, churning up yet nore of her precious growi ng space, oblivious, it seenmed, to the
significance of what he did. She watched hi mcrouch beside the pool, unable in her heart to be
angry with himfor all he'd done and said. No, for she knew what he nust be feeling. She knew
herself how that felt-to | ose the focus of one's life, the meaning..

She | ooked down at her unwashed hands and sl ow y shook her head. \Why cone when there was not hing
she could do to hel p?

But she knew the answer. He had come only because there was no one else to turn to. He had not
wanted to cone, but desperation had shaped his course. Knowing his wife was ill, he had renenbered
his nothers healing powers. But he had come too |ate.

Too late for her, anyway.

Anna rai sed her head, hearing the baby's cries. Stretching, she stood, then went down the narrow
st eps, ducking beneath the stone lintel into the interior. The baby was in the small inner
chanmber. She crossed the room and ducked inside as its cries grew | ouder

She stood over it a nonment, staring down at its pale blue eyes, then picked it up, cradling it
agai nst her.

"You poor thing," she whispered, kissing its neck, feeling it relax against her. "You poor, poor
thing."

She went out and stood against the rail, watching as Gehn crouched by the pool, washing. She saw
how t he pool was nuddied, its precious liquid sullied. Again there was a carel essness about his
actions that angered her. He was thoughtless. Gehn had al ways been thoughtl ess. But she held her
tongue, knowi ng that it was not the nonent to nmention such things.

"You want ne to dress the child for the journey?"

Gehn did not answer, and for a nonment she thought that maybe he had not heard, but when she went
to speak again, he turned and glared at her.

"Keep it. Bury it with its nother, if you nust. But don't bother ne with it. You saved it, you

| ook after it."

She bristled, then held the child out, over the gap

"This is your son, Gehn. Your son! You gave himlife. You are responsible for him That is the way
of things in this world."

Gehn turned away.

She drew the child back. As she did, it began to cry again. Bel ow her, Gehn stanped across the
churned ground and quickly clinbed the steps, pushing past her roughly to go inside. A nonent

| ater he was back, his glasses perched on his head. Anna stared at him noting that he had

di scarded his cl oak

"Your cloak, Gehn . . . You'll need your cloak out there."
He turned from her, |ooking out toward the lip of the vol cano, just visible fromwhere they stood.
"Keep it," he said, his eyes noving fleetingly across her face. I'lIl not need it anynore!"

H s words frightened her, nade her fear for his sanity after all that had happened. She stared at
the child in her arns, not knowi ng at that nonent what was best. Even so, she was deternined he
woul d hold the child once before he went.

She nade to give the child to Gehn, but he brushed past her and stepped out onto the rope bridge
In a noment he was gone.

"But you didn't name him" she said quietly, holding the baby tight against her. "You didn't even



nane him.."

Wthin the great vol cano's shadow, the desert floor was fractured. There, in a crack sonme eighty

feet by fifteen, the darkness was intense. The casual eye m ght, indeed, have passed on, thinking
it no nore than a natural feature, but for the strange lip-a wall of stone sone five or six feet

hi gh-that surrounded it.

For a nonent all was still, and then a tall, cloak-less figure clinbed up onto the lip of the
cleftwall, stepping out into the dawn |ight.

Al was silence; a silence as only such desert places possess. In the cool of the desert dawn, a
m st rose fromthe warm heart of the volcano, weathing it in a faint, nysterious veil. Anna

wat ched as the tall cloak-less figure clinbed the volcano's slope, the mst swirling about him
conceal i ng then revealing himagain. The heavy | enses he wore gave his head a strange, yet

di stinctive shape. For a nonment he stood there, his head turned, |ooking back at the dark gash of
the cleft a nmile below him his tall, inperious shape backlit by the sun that bled through the
shifting | ayers of haze. Then, with a dream i ke slowness, |like a specter stepping out into

not hi ngness, he turned and vani shed.

1

The sandstorm had scoured the narrow rock | edge clean. Now, all along the scul pted, |acelike

ri dge, shadows made a thousand frozen fornms. The rock face was decorated with eyes and nout hs,
with outstretched arns and tilted heads, as if a nyriad of strange and beautiful creatures had
strayed fromthe dark safety of the calderas gaping maw, only to be crystallized by the suns
penetrating rays.

Above them in the shadow of the volcano's rim lay the boy, staring out across the great ocean of
sand that stretched toward the nountai nous plateaus that were hazed in the distance. The only
thing larger than that vast |andscape was the clear blue sky above it.

The boy was conceal ed fromwatchful eyes, his very existence hidden fromthe traders who, at that
monent, had stopped their caravan a mle out on the sands to greet the old madwoman. The pat ched
and dirty clothes he wore were the color of the desert, making himseem but a fragment of that
arid | andscape.

The boy lay perfectly still, watching, the heavy | enses he wore adjusted for |ong-sight, his
sensitive eyes taking in every tiny detail of the caravan

The storm had del ayed the caravan two days, and while two days was as nothing in this tineless

pl ace, for the boy it had seened a small eternity. For weeks before the caravan was due he woul d
dream of them night and day, conjuring themup in his mnd; inmagining hinmself cloaked and hooded,
up on the back of one of the great beasts, leaving with them Of into the greater world.

O those dreans he told his grandnother nothing. No. For he knew how she fretted, worrying that
one of the nore unscrupulous traders mght conme in the night and take him to sell himinto
slavery in the nmarkets of the south. And so he hid when she said hide, and held his tongue about
the dreanms, lest he add to her worries.

Ri ght now the boy's eyes were focused on the face of one of the eight nen: one he often studied-a
dark man with a narrow head, his features sharp and curved within the hood of his jet black cloak
his beard trinmed close to his cheeks.

Studyi ng the halted caravan, the boy noted the changes since they had | ast passed by. They had

ni neteen canmels nowtwo nore than last tine. This and other, smaller signs-new neckl aces on
several of the canmels, small itens of jewelry on the wists and about the necks of the nen, the
heavi er |l ading of the canel s-reveal ed that trade was good right now Not only that, but the ease
of the nen spoke volunes. As they haggled with his grandnother, the boy noted how t hey | aughed,

revealing small, discolored teeth. Teeth that, perhaps, evidenced an addiction to the sweet things
t hey sol d.

He wat ched, taking it all in, knowi ng that his grandnother would ask himlater

What did you see, Atrus?

| saw ...

He saw the one with the knifelike face turn to his canel and, reaching across the ornate and
bul gi ng saddl ebag, take a small cloth sack fromw thin a strange, hem spherical w cker basket. The
sack seemed to nove and then settle.

Atrus adjusted his glasses, certain that he had i nagi ned that novenent, then |ooked again, in tine
to see his grandnother place the sack upon the pile of other things she'd bartered for. For a
brief while | onger he watched, then, when it showed no sign of noving, |ooked to his grandnother.
Anna stood facing the el dest of the traders, her gaunt yet handsone face several shades lighter
than his, her fine gray hair tied back into a bun at the nape of her neck. The hood of her cloak



was down, as was his, their heads exposed to the fierce, |late afternoon heat, but she did not seem
to mind. Such she did deliberately, to convince the traders of her strength and self-reliance.

Yes, and suffered for it, too, for even an hour out in that burning sun was nore than enough, not
to speak of the long wal k back, |aden down with heavy sacks of salt and flour and rolls of cloth,
and other items she'd purchased.

And he lay here, hidden, inpotent to help.

It was easier, of course, now that he could help her tend the garden and repair the walls, yet at
times like this he felt torn-torn between his longing to see the caravan and the wish that his
grandnot her did not have to work so hard to get the things they needed to survive.

She was al nost done now. He wat ched her hand over the things she'd grown or made to trade-the
precious herbs and rare minerals, the intricately carved stone figures, and the strange, colorfu

i conic paintings that kept the traders coming back for nore-and felt a kind of wonder at the
degree of her inventiveness. Seven years he had |lived with her now, seven years in this dry and
desol ate place, and never once had she let them go hungry.

That in itself, he knew, was a kind of miracle. Knew, not because she had told him so, but because
he had observed with his own | ensed eyes the ways of this world he inhabited, had seen how
unforgiving the desert was. Each night, surviving, they gave thanks.

He snmiled, watching his grandnot her gather up her purchases, noting how, for once, one of the
younger traders made to help her, offering to lift one of the sacks up onto her shoul der. He saw
Anna shake her head and smile. At once the man stepped back, returning her snile, respecting her

i ndependence.

Loaded up, she | ooked about her at the traders, giving the slightest nod to each before she turned
her back and began the long wal k back to the cleft.

Atrus lay there, longing to clanber down and hel p her but knowing he had to stay and watch the
caravan until it vani shed out of sight. Adjusting the |enses, he | ooked down the |line of nen,
knowi ng each by the way they stood, by their individual gestures; seeing how this one would take a
sip fromhis water bottle, while that one would check his canel's harness. Then, at an unstated
signal, the caravan began to nove, the canels reluctant at first, several of them needing the
touch of a whip before, with a grunt and hoarse bellow, they wal ked on

Atrus?

Yes, grandnot her?

VWhat did you see?

| saw great cities in the south, grandnother, and nen-so many nen ..

Then, knowi ng Anna woul d be expecting him he began to nmake his way down.

As Anna rounded the great arm of rock, coming into sight of the cleft, Atrus wal ked toward her
Conceal ed here fromthe eyes of the traders, she would normally stop and let Atrus take a couple
of the sacks from her, but today she wal ked on, nerely smling at his unspoken query.

At the northern lip of the cleft she stopped and, with a strange, al nost exaggerated care, |owered
the |l oad from her shoul der

"Here," she said quietly, aware of how far voices could travel in this exposed terrain. "Take the
salt and flour down to the storeroom"

Silently, Atrus did as he was told. Renoving his sandals, he slipped themonto the narrow | edge
beneath the cleftwall's lip. Chalk marks fromtheir | esson earlier that day covered the surface of
the outer wall, while close by a nunmber of small earthenware pots lay partly buried in the sand
fromone of his experinents.

Atrus swung one of the three bone-white sacks up onto his shoul der, the rough naterial chafing his
neck and chin, the snell of the salt strong through the cloth. Then, clanbering up onto the

sl oping wall, he turned and, crouching, reached down with his left foot, finding the top rung of
the rope | adder.

Wth unthinking care, Atrus clinbed down into the cool shadow of the cleft, the strong scent of
herbs intoxicating after the deserts parched sterility. Down here things grew on every side. Every
| ast square inch of space was cultivated. Between the various stone and adobe structures that
clung to them the steep walls of the cleft were a patchwork of bare red-brown and vivid enerald,
whil e the sloping floor surrounding the tiny pool was a |ush green, no space wasted even for a
pat h.

Instead, a rope bridge stretched across the cleft in a zigzag that |inked the various structures
not joined by the narrow steps that had been carved into the rock mllennia before. Over the
years, Anna had cut a nunber of |ong troughlike shelves into the solid walls of the cleft, filling
themwith earth and patiently irrigating them slowy expanding their garden

The storeroomwas at the far end, near the bottomof the cleft. Traversing the final stretch of
rope bridge, Atrus slowed. Here, water bubbled up froman underground spring, seeping through a



tilted | ayer of porous rock, making the ancient steps wet and slippery. Farther down a channel had
been cut into the rock, directing the nmeager but precious flow across the inperneable stone at the
bottom of the cleft into the natural depression of the pool. Here, too, was the place where his
nmot her was buried. At one end of it lay a snall patch of delicate blue flowers, their petals |ike
tiny stars, their stamen velvet dark

After the searing heat of the desert sand, the cool ness of the danp stone beneath his feet was

delightful. Down here, alnost thirty feet bel ow the surface, the air was fresh and cool, its sweet
scent refreshing after the dryness of the desert outside. There was the faintest trickling of
wat er, the soft whine of a desert wasp, Atrus paused a nmonent, lifting the heavy glasses onto his

brow, letting his pale eyes grow accustonmed to the shadow, then went on down, ducking beneath the
rock overhang before turning to face the storeroom door, which was recessed into the stone of the
cleftwall.

The surface of that squat, heavy door was a marvel in itself, decorated as it was with a hundred
delicate, intricate carvings; with fish and birds and aninmals, all of themIlinked by an interwoven
pattern of |eaves and flowets. This, like nmuch else in the cleft, was his grandnother's doing, for
if there was a clear surface anywhere, she would want to decorate it, as if the whole of creation
was her canvas.

Rai sing his foot, Atrus pushed until it gave, then went inside, into the dark and narrow space.
Anot her year and he would need to crouch beneath the | ow stone ceiling. Now, however, he crossed
the tiny roomin three steps; lowering the sack fromhis shoulder, he slid it onto the broad stone
shel f beside two ot hers.

For a nonent he stood there, staring at the single, bloodred synbol printed on the sack. Fanmiliar
though it was, it was a remarkably el aborate thing of curves and squiggles, and whether it was a
word or sinply a design he wasn't sure, yet it had a beauty, an el egance, that he found
entrancing. Sonetines it rem nded himof the face of some strange, exotic aninmal, and sonetines he
t hought he sensed sone kind of meaning init.

Atrus turned, |ooking up, conscious suddenly of his grandnother waiting by the cleftwall, and
chided hinself for being so thoughtless. Hurrying now, stopping only to replace his glasses, he
padded up the steps and across the swaying bridge, energing in tine to see her unfasten her cloak
and, taking a long, pearl-handled knife fromthe broad | eather toolbelt that encircled her waist,

| ean down and slit open one of the bolts of cloth she'd bought.

"That's pretty," he said, standing beside her, adjusting the |enses, then admiring the vivid

verm lion and cobalt pattern, seeing how the |ight seemed to shimmer in the surface of the cloth,
as in a pool.

"Yes," she said, turning to snmle at him returning the knife to its sheath. "It's silk."

"Silk?"

In answer she lifted it and held it out to him "Feel."

He reached out, surprised by the cool, snmooth feel of it.

She was still looking at him an enigmatic smle on her lips now "I thought |I'd make a hangi ng
for your room Sonething to cheer it up."

He | ooked back at her, surprised, then bent and lifted one of the remaining sacks onto his

shoul der.

As he nade his way down and across to the storeroom he saw the rich pattern of the cloth in his
m nd and smled. There was a faint gold thread within the cloth, he realized, recalling howit had

felt: soft and snooth, |ike the underside of a |eaf.
Depositing the second sack, he went back. Wiile he was gone, Anna had lifted the two bolts of
cloth up onto the lip of the cleftwall, beside the last of the salt and flour sacks. There was

also a small green cloth bag of seeds, tied at the nouth with a Iength of bloodred twine. O the
final sack, the one he'd thought had noved, there was no sign

He frowned, then | ooked to his grandnother, but if she understood his | ook, she didn't showit.
"Put the seeds in the kitchen," she said quietly, lifting the bolt of silk onto her shoul der
"We' Il plant themtonorrow. Then come back and help nme with the rest of the cloth.™

As he canme back fromthe storeroom he saw that Anna was waiting for himon the broad stone | edge
at the far end of the garden. Even from where he stood he could see how tired she was. Crossing
the rope bridge to the main house, he went quickly down the narrow steps that hugged the wall and,
keeping carefully to the smooth, protruding rocks that delineated the pool's western edge,
crouched and, taking the netal ladle fromits peg, |eaned across and dipped it into the still,
mrrorlike surface.

Standi ng again, he went swiftly along the edge, his toes hugging the rock, careful not to spill a
drop of precious water, stopping beside the | edge on which Anna sat.

She | ooked up at himand sniled; a weary, loving snile



"Thank you," she said, taking the ladle and drinking fromit, then offered it back
"No," he said softly, shaking his head. "You finish it."
Wth a snmile, she drained the |adle and handed it back

"Well, Atrus," she said, suddenly relaxed, as if the water had washed the tiredness from her
"What did you see?"
He hesitated, then. "I saw a brown doth sack, and the sack noved."

Her | aughter was unexpected. Atrus frowned, then grinned as she produced the sack fromwthin the
folds of her cloak. It was strange, for it seened not to hold anything. Not only that, but the
cloth of the sack was odd- nuch coarser than those the traders nornmally used. It was as if it had
been woven using only half the threads. If it had held salt, the salt would have spilled through
the holes in the cloth, yet the sack hel d sonething.

"Wl | ?" she said, anused by his reaction. "Are you going to take it?"

He stared at her, genuinely surprised. "For ne?"

"Yes," she said. "For you."

G ngerly, he took it fromher, noticing that the sacks nouth was tied with the sane red tw ne as
the seed bag.

"What is it?"

"Look and see," she said, taking her knife and handing it to himby the handle. "But be careful

It might bite."

He froze, looking to her, perplexed now.

"Ch, go on," she said, laughing softly. "I"monly teasing you, Atrus. OCpen it."
Slowy, reluctantly, he slipped the blade beneath the twi ne and pulled. The mouth of the sack
si ghed open.

Putting the bl ade down on the rock, he Iifted the glasses up onto the top of his head, then
grasped the sack's neck, slowy drawing it open, all the while peering into its dark interior
There was sonething there. Something snmall and hunched and. ..

The sound nmade himdrop the sack and jerk back, the hairs at his neck standing up with shock
"Careful..." Anna said, bending down to pick the sack up

Atrus wat ched, astonished, as she took out sonething small and finely furred. For a nonent he
didn't understand, and then, with a shock, he saw what it was. A kitten! Anna had bought him a
kitten!

He made a sound of delight, then, getting to his feet, took a step toward her, bending close to

| ook at the tiny thing she held.

It was beautiful. Its fur was the color of the desert sand at sunset, while its eyes were great
saucers of green that blinked twice then stared back at himcuriously. In all it was no bigger
than one of Anna's hands. "Wat is it called?" he asked. "She's called Pahket."

"Pahket ?" Atrus | ooked up at his grandnmother, frowning, then reached out and gently stroked the
kittens neck.

"The nane's an ancient one. The eldest of the traders said it was a | ucky nane.”

"Maybe," Atrus said uncertainly, "but it doesn't feel right. Look at her. She's like a tiny
flame." He snmiled as the kitten pressed against his hand and began to purr noisily.

"Then maybe you should call her that."

"Fl ame?"

Anna nodded. She watched her grandson a nonent, then spoke again. "There's a snmall clay bow in
the kitchen..."

Atrus | ooked up. "The blue one?"

"Yes. Flane can use it. In fact, she could probably do with sone water now, having been in that
sack. "

Atrus smled, then, as if he'd done it all his infant life, picked the kitten up with one hand,
cradling it against his side, and carried her across, vaulting up the steps in twos and threes
before ducking inside the kitchen. A nonent |ater he reenmerged, the bow in his other hand.

"Come on, Flame," he said, speaking softly to the kitten as if it were a child, his thunb gently
rubbing the top of its head, "let's get you a drink."

As darkness fell, Atrus sat on the narrow bal cony that ran the I ength of the outer sl eeping
chanmber, the dozing kitten curled beside himon the cool stone |edge as he stared up at the noon.
It had been a wonderful day, but like all days it had to end. Below and to his right, he could see
his grandnother, framed in the brightly Iit w ndow of the kitchen, a small oil lanp casting its
soft yellow gl ow over her face and upper arns as she worked, preparing a tray of cakes. They, like
the kitten, were a treat, to celebrate his seventh birthday in two day's tine.

The thought of it made himsnile, yet into his joy seeped an el enent of restlessness. Happy as he
was here with his grandnother, he had recently begun to feel that there was nore than this. There



had to be.

He | ooked past the nmoon, following a line of stars until he found the belt of the hunter, tracing
the shape of the hunter's bow in the night sky as his grandnother had taught him There were so
many things to know, so nmany things yet to |earn

And when |'ve |l earned themall, grandnother?

He renenbered how she had | aughed at that, then | eaned toward him There's never an end to

| earning, Atrus. There are nore things in this universe, yes, and nore universes, than we could
ever hope to know.

And t hough he did not quite understand what she had nmeant by that, sinply staring at the vastness
of the night sky gave himsone tiny inkling of the problem Yet he was curious to know all he

coul d-as curious as the sleeping kitten beside himwas indol ent.

He | ooked down fromthat vastness. Al about himthe cleft was dotted with tiny lights that gl owed
warmy in the darkness.

"Atrus?"

He turned, |ooking up as Anna came and crouched beside himon the narrow | edge. "Yes,

gr andnot her ?"

"You have a lot to wite in your journal today."

Atrus smled, then stroked the kitten, petting it between the ears, and feeling it push back

agai nst his fingers.

"I wote it earlier, while you were in the storeroom™

"Ah ..." She reached out, gently brushing the kitten's flank with the backs of her fingers. "And
how goes your experinent?"

"Whi ch one?" he asked, suddenly eager

"Your measurenents. | saw you out there earlier.”

For nearly six nonths now Atrus had been studying the novenent of the dunes on the far side of the
vol cano. He had placed a series of |long stakes deep into the sand al ong the dune's edge, then had
wat ched, neticul ously neasuring the daily novenent of the dune, using the stakes as his baseline,
then marki ng those nmeasurenents down on a chart in the back of his journal

"I'"ve al nost finished," he said, his eyes shining brightly in the noonlight, "Another few weeks
and 1'll have ny results.”

Anna smiled at that, anused and yet proud of the care he took. There was no doubting it, Atrus had
a fine mnd-a true explorers nmnd-and a curiosity to match.

"And have you a theory?" she asked, noting how he sat up straighter to answer her

"They nmove," he answered.

"Alittle or a lot?"

He smiled. "It depends."”

" Depends?"

"On what you think is a little, or what you think is a lot."

She | aughed, enjoying his answer. "A little would be, oh, several inches a year, a |lot would be a
mle."

"Then it's neither," he answered, |ooking down at Flanme again. The kitten was dozing now, her head
tucked down, her gentle snores a soft sound in the darkness.

Anna reached out, her fingers brushing his hair back fromhis eyes. In sone ways he was an
ungainly child, yet there was sonething about himthat was noble. The kindness, the sharp
intelligence in his eyes-these things distinguished him giving the lie to his physica

awkwar dness.
"I't changes,
" Changes?"
"The rate at which the dune travels. Sonetines it barely nmoves, but when there's a storm...'
"Yes?" she asked quietly.

"It's the wind," he said. "It pushes the smaller grains up the wi ndward side of the dune. From
there they tunble over the crest, onto the | eeward side. That's why the dune is shaped the way it
is. The larger, coarser grains don't nove so nuch, that's why the wi ndward slope is gradually
curved. It's packed densely. You can walk on it as on a rock. But the |eeward side..."

"Yes?" she said, encouraging him

He frowned, winkling up his nose as he thought it through. "Well, the |leeward side is constantly
changing. The fine grains build up, forning a steep slope, until . . . well, until they all tunble
down. If you try to walk on it you sink down into it. It's not packed |liked the wi ndward side."
Anna smiled, her eyes never leaving his face. "You say it tunbles over. Do you know why?"

Atrus nodded enthusiastically, making Flane stir in his lap. "It has to do with how the grains

bal ance on each other. Up to a certain angle they're fine, but beyond that.. ."

he said, his eyes nmeeting hers again.



"And have you neasured that angl e?" she asked, pleased with him

Agai n he nodded. "Thirty-five degrees. That's the steepest it gets before it begins to slip.”
"Good," she said, resting her hands on her knees. "It seens |ike you've considered everything,
Atrus. You've tried to see the Wole."

Atrus had | ooked down, gazing at the sleeping kitten. Now he | ooked up again. "The Whol e?"

She | aughed softly. "It's something my father used to say to nme. What | nean by it, is that you' ve
| ooked at the problem from nmany angl es and consi dered how the pieces fit together. You' ve asked
all the questions that needed to be asked and cone up with the answers. And now you have an
understanding of it." She sniled and reached out again, letting her hand rest lightly on his
shoulder. "It may seema snall thing, Atrus-after all, a dune is but a dune-but the principle s a
sound one and will stand you in good stead whatever you do, and however conplex the systemis
you' re | ooking at. Always consider the Wole, Atrus. Always | ook at the interrel atedness of
things, and renenber that the 'whole' of one thing is always just a part of sonething else,

sonet hing larger.™

Atrus stared at her, slowy nodding, the seriousness of his gaze belying his seven years. Seeing
it, Anna sighed inwardly. Sonetines he nmade her feel so proud. Such fine, clear eyes he had. Eyes
that had been so encouraged to see-that yearned to observe and question the world around him

" & andnot her ?"

"Yes, Atrus?"

"Can | draw a picture of Flame?"

"No," she said, smling down at him "Not now. It's tine for bed. You want Flanme to sleep with

you?"
He grinned and nodded.
"Then bring her through. She can sleep at the foot of your bed tonight. Tonorrow we'll mnake a

basket for her."

" Grandnot her ?"

"Yes, Atrus?"

"Can | read for a while?"

She sniled then reached out to ruffle his hair. "No. But I'lIl conme and tell you a story, if you

i ke."

H s eyes wi dened. "Please. And Nanna?"

"Yes?" she asked, surprised by his use of the famliar term

"Thank you for Flane. She's beautiful. I'll take good care of her."

"I know you will. Now cone inside. It's late."

Atrus' bed was on a shelf of rock cut into the back wall of the inner sleeping chanber like a tiny
cataconb. A beautifully woven quilt was his mattress, while a |arge, doubled square of cloth, sewn
neatly by Anna along the edges and decorated with a pattern of tiny, enbroidered golden stars,

served for a sheet. In a niche in the rock at the head of the shelf rested a small oil I anp,
secured by narrow netal bars at top and bottom
Anna reached in and, lifting the curiously engraved glass, |it the w ck, then noved back, letting

Atrus clinb into the tiny space. Soon he would be too big for the sleeping shelf, but for nowit
suf fi ced.

Looki ng at her grandson, she felt a twinge of regret; regret for the passing of innocence, know ng
that she should cherish such monents as this, for they could not |last. Nothing |lasted. Neither

i ndi vi dual lives, nor enpires.

"So," she said, tucking himin, then lifting the half-dozing cat onto him so he could cuddle it a
while, "what would you like ne to tell you?"

He | ooked away from her a nonent, his pale eyes seening to read the flickering shadows within the
shel f, then net her eyes again, smling.

"How about the tale of Kerath?"

"But you've heard that several tinmes now, Atrus.”

"I know, but 1'd like to hear it again. Please, grandnother."

She smiled and lay her hand on his brow, then, closing her eyes, began the ancient tale.

It was set in the land of the D ni, daring back, so it was said, to the tinme, thousands of years
ago, when their honel and had suffered the first of the great earthquakes that, ultimtely, had
caused themto flee and cone here.

Kerath had been the |ast of the great kings; |ast not because he was deposed but because, when he
had achi eved all he had set out to achieve, he had stepped down and appointed a council of elders
to run the Dni lands. But the "tale of Kerath" was the story of the young prince's teenage years
and how he had spent themin the great underground desert of Tre' Merktee, the Place of Poi soned
Wat ers.



And when Atrus heard the tale, what did he think? Did he i magi ne hinself a young prince, I|ike
Kerat h, banished into exile by his dead father's brother? O was it sonmething else in the tale
that attracted him for there was no doubting that this was his favorite story.

As she cane to a close, narrating the final part, of how Kerath tamed the great lizard and rode it
back into the D ni capital, she could sense how Atrus clung to her every word, follow ng each
phrase, each twist in the story.

In her mnd she closed the book silently and set it aside, as she had once done for another little
boy in another tine, in a place very different fromthis. Opening her eyes, she found Atrus
staring up at her.

"Are there many tales, grandnother?"

She | aughed. "Onh, thousands . . ."

"And do you know them al | ?"

She shook her head. "No. Wy, it would be inpossible, Atrus. Dni was a great enpire, and its
libraries were small cities in thenmselves. If | were to try to nenorize all the tales of the D ni
it would take nme several lifetimes, and even then | would have | earned but a handful of them"
"And are the tales true?" Atrus asked, yawning and turning to face the wall

"Do you believe then"

He was silent, then, with a sleepy sigh. "I guess so."

Yet she sensed he was not satisfied. Reaching out, she lifted the blanket until it covered his
neck, then, |eaning across, kissed his brow.

"“Shall | |eave Flame where she is?"

"Mmm ..." he answered, already half asleep.

Smiling, Anna reached across and, lifting the glass, snuffed the |lanp, then stood and left the
room

The lanp was still burning in her workroomon the far side of the cleft. The hal f-conpleted

scul pture lay where she'd left it on the desk, the workbox open next to it, the delicate stone-
working instrunents laid out in their trays. For a nonent she stood there, |ooking down at it,
consi deri ng what needed to be done, then noved past it, reaching up to take a tiny, pearl-backed
case fromthe shelf where she kept her books.

Thunbi ng the clasp, she opened it and stared at her reflection, drawing a wi sp of gray hair back
of f her brow.

"What do you see, Anna?"

The face that | ooked back at her was strong and firm the bone structure delicate w thout being
brittle; refined, rather than coarse. In her time she had been a great beauty. But tine was

agai nst her now.

The thought nade her smile. She had never been vain, yet she had al ways-al ways-wondered just how
much of her real self showed in her face. How nuch the interplay of eye and nouth reveal ed. And
yet how much those same subtle features could hide. Take Atrus, for instance. \Wen he sniled, he
smled not sinply with his lips but with the whole of his face, the whole of his being: a great,
radi ant smile that shone out fromhim Likewi se, when he was thinking, it was as if one could see
right through himlike glass- and watch the thoughts fizz and sparkle in his head.

And her own face?

She tilted her head slightly to the side, exam ning herself again, noting this time the tiny blue
beads she had tied into her braids, the colorful, finely woven band about her neck

The face that stared back at her was pale and tautly fleshed, al nbst austere; the deeply green

eyes were intelligent, the nouth sensitive; yet it was in those few small, surroundi ng touches-the
beads, the band- that her true nature was reveal ed: that part, at |east, that |oved enbellishnent.
From chi | dhood on, she had al ways been the same. G ve her a blank page and she would fill it with

a poemor a story or a picture. Gve her a blank wall and she woul d al ways- al ways-decorate it.
Gve ne a child ..

She snapped the tiny case shut and slipped it back onto the shelf.

G ve her a child and she would fill its head with marvels. Wth tales and thoughts and facts
beyond i magi ni ng.

What do you see, Anna?

Yawni ng, she reached across to douse the light, then answered the silent query.

"I see a tired old woman who needs her sleep."” "Mybe," she answered after a nmonent, smling,
remenbering the girl she'd been. Then, stepping out onto the steps that hugged the cleftwall, she
qui ckly crossed the deft once nore, making for her bed.

2
The first sign was a darkening of the sky far to the east, high up, not where you would expect a



sandstorm Atrus was exploring the sun-facing slope of the vol cano, searching for rare rocks and
crystals to add to his collection, when he | ooked up and saw it-a tiny snmudge of darkness agai nst
the solid blue. For a nonent he wasn't quite sure what it was. He nmoved his head, thinking it

m ght be a blenish in one of the |l enses, but it wasn't that.

Looki ng back, he found it was still there. Not only that, but it was growi ng. Even as he watched
it seemed to darken

Atrus felt a vague unease grip him

The ten-year-old turned, meking his way back down the slope, then hurried across the open stretch
of sand between the nearest |edge and the cleft, panting fromthe heat. Stopping only to slip his
sandal s into the gap beneath the cleftwall's lip, he clanbered down the rope |adder, naking the
stone rungs clatter against the wall

That noise alerted Anna. On the far side of the shadowy cleft, the top half of the hinged door to
her wor kroom swung open. She | ooked out, her eyebrows fornmed into a question

"Atrus?"

"Sonet hing's coning."

"Peopl e, you nean?"

He shook his head. "No. Sonething big in the sky, high up. Sonething black."

"A sandst or n?"

"No ... the whole sky is turning black."
Her | augh was unexpected. "Well, well," she said, alnpst as if she'd half expected whatever it
was. "We'll need to take precautions."

Atrus stared at his grandnother, perplexed. "Precautions?"

"Yes," she said, alnost gaily now "If it's what | think it is, we'd best take advantage of it
whil e we can. The chance is rare enough."

He stared at her as if she were speaking in riddles.

"Cone on," she said, "help ne now Go fetch the seeds fromthe store room And bows. Fetch as
many bowl s as you can fromthe kitchen and set themup all around the cleftwall.”

Still he stared at her, opennout hed.

"Now, " she said, grinning at him "If you could see it on the horizon then it'll be upon us before
long. W& need to be prepared for it."

Not understanding, Atrus did as he was told, crossing the rope bridge to fetch the seeds, then
crisscrossing it tine and again, carefully ferrying every bow he could find and setting them all
around the cleftwall's rim That done, he | ooked to her.

Anna was standing on the cleftwall, staring out, one hand shielding her eyes against the glare.
Atrus went across and clinbed up, standing next to her.

Whatever it was, it now filled a third of the horizon, a great black veil that |inked the heavens
and the earth. Fromwhere he stood it seened |like a fragnent of the night ripped fromits

appoi nted tine.

"What is it?" he asked. In all his ten years he had not seen its |ike.

"I't's a storm Atrus," she said, turning to himwith a smle. "That blackness is a huge rain
cloud. And if we're lucky-if we're very, very lucky-then that rain will fall on us."

"Rai n?"

"Water," she said, her snile broadening. "Water falling fromthe sky."

He | ooked fromher to the great patch of darkness, his nouth open in astonishnent. "Fromthe sky?"
"Yes," she answered, raising her arns, as if to enbrace the approachi ng darkness. "I've dreaned of
this, Atrus. So many nights |I've dreaned."

It was the first tine she had said anything of her dreans, and again he stared at her as if she'd
been transfornmed. Water fromthe sky. Dreans. Day turned to night. Putting his right hand agai nst
hi s upper arm he pinched hinsel f hard.

"Ch, you're awake, Atrus," Anna said, anmused by his reaction. "And you must stay awake and watch
for you'll see sights you may never see again."” Again she | aughed. "Just watch, ny boy. Just

wat ch! "

Slowy, very slowy it cane closer, and as it approached the air seemed to grow cool er and cool er
There was the faintest breeze now, |ike an outrider noving ahead of the grow ng darkness.

"A'l right," she said, turning to himafter a long silence. "Let's get to work. W need to scatter
the seeds all around the cleft. Use all the bags but one. W'Ill not get this chance again. Not for
many years."

He did as she told him noving in a daze, conscious all the while of the blackness that now filled
t he whol e of the horizon. Fromtime to tine he would | ook up fearfully, then duck his head agai n.
Fi ni shed, he pocketed the tiny cloth bag then clanbered up onto the cleftwall

FIl ame was sheltering beneath the stone | edge on the floor of the deft. Seeing her there, Anna



called to him "Atrus! You' d better put Flane in your room If she stays where she is she'll be in
danger. "

Atrus frowned, not understandi ng how she could possibly be in danger. Surely the cleft was the
saf est place? But he did not argue, nerely went and, gathering Flanme under his arm took her into
the storeroom and | ocked her in.

Returning to the Iip of the cleftwall he saw that the stormwas al nost upon them dinbing out
onto the open sands, he | ooked to Anna, wondering what they woul d do, where they would hide, but
hi s grandnot her seened unconcerned. She nerely stood there, watching that i mense darkness
approach, undaunted by it, smiling all the while. Turning, she called to him raising her voice
agai nst the noise of the oncom ng storm

"Take your gl asses off, Atrus, you'll see better!"

Again, he did as he was told, stowing the heavy lenses with their thick | eather strap in the deep
pocket of his cloak.

Ahead, the stormfront was |like a nassive, shinmering wall of black and silver, a solid thing
advancing on him filling the whole of the sky ahead of him tearing up the desert sand as it
went. Strange, searingly bright flashes seemed to dance and flicker in that darkness, acconpani ed
by a low, threatening runble that exploded suddenly in a great crash of sound.

Trenbling, he closed his eyes, his teeth clenched tight, his body crouched agai nst the onslaught,
and then the rain burst over him soaking himin an instant, drumr ng against his head and

shoul ders and arnms with such fierceness that for a nonent he thought it would beat himto the
ground. He gasped with shock, then staggered around, surprised to hear, over the rain's fierce

t hundering, Anna's |aughter.

He | ooked down past his feet at the earth, astonished by its transfornation. A nmonent before he
had been standing on the sand. Now his feet were enbedded in a sticky, swirling nmess that tugged
at himas he tried to free hinself.

"Anna.'" he called, turning to appeal to her, putting his arms out.

She cane across, giggling now like a young girl. The rain had plastered her hair to her head,
whil e her clothes seened painted to her |ong, gaunt body |ike a second skin.

"I'sn't it wonderful!" she said, putting her race up to the rain, her eyes closed in ecstasy.

"Cl ose your eyes, Atrus, and feel it on your face."

Once nmore he did as he was told, fighting down his instinct to run, letting the stinging rain beat
down on his exposed cheeks and neck. After a nonent his face felt numb. Then, with a sudden change
he found hard to explain, he began to enjoy the sensation

He ducked his head down and squinted at her. Beside him his grandnother was hoppi ng on one | eg,
and slowy turning, her hands rai sed above her head and spread, as if in greeting to the sky.

Tim dly he copied her. Then, as the nood overtook him he began to twirl about madly, the rain
falling and falling and falling, the noise |like the noise at the heart of a great sandstorm so
loud there was a silence in his head.

And then, with a suddenness that made himgasp, it was gone. He turned, blinking, in time to see
it drift across the cleft and clinb the volcano wall, a solid curtain of railing water that |eft
the desert floor dark and flat behind it.

Atrus | ooked about him seeing how every pot was filled to the brima score of trenbling nirrors
refl ecting back the sudden, startling blue of the sky. He made to speak, to say sonething to Anna,
then turned back, startled by the sudden hissing noise that rose fromthe vol cano's nout h.

As he watched, great billows of steamrose up out of the caldera, as if the dormant giant had
returned to life.

"I't's all right," Anna said, coming over and placing her hand on his shoulder. "It's only where
the rain has seeped down into the deep vents."

Atrus burrowed into his grandmother s side. Yet he was no longer afraid. Now that it had passed-
now t hat he had survived it-he felt elated, exhilarated.

"Wel |l ?" she asked quietly. "What did you think?"

"Where did it conme fron?P" he asked, watching, fascinated, as that nmssive dark wall receded slowy
into the distance.

"From the great ocean," she answered, "It travels hundreds of miles to get here."

He nodded, but his mind was back watching that great silver-black curtain rush toward hi monce
again and swallow himup, feeling it drum against his flesh |like a thousand bl unt needl es.

Atrus glanced up at his grandnother and | aughed. "Wy, you' re steam ng, grandnother!”

She grinned and poked himgently. "And so are you, Atrus. Cone, let's go inside, before the sun
dries us out again."

He nodded and began to clinb the cleftwall, neaning to go and free Flame fromthe storeroom yet
as he popped his head over the rimhe stopped dead, his nouth falling open in a tiny oh of



surpri se.

Bel ow himthe cleft was a giant blue-black mrror, the shadow of the steep walls dividing it in
hal f, |ike a jagged shi el d.

Comi ng al ongside him Anna crouched and, smiling, |ooked into his face.

"Whuld you like to learn to swim little sand worn®"

Anna woke Atrus in the dark before first light, shaking himgently then standi ng back, the |anp
held high, its soft yellow glow filling the shelf where he | ay.

"Cone," she said sinply, sniling at himas he knuckled his eyes. "I've something to show you."
Atrus sat up, suddenly alert. Sonething had happened. Something... He stared at her. "Was it real
G andnother? Did it really happen? O did | dreamit?"

"It happened," she answered softly. Then, taking his hand, she I ed himout, through her own
shadowed chanber and onto the narrow bal cony.

The moon was two days off full, and though it was no longer at its zenith, its light stil
silvered the far edge of the pool

Atrus stood there, breathing shallowy, transfixed by die sight, staring down into the perfect
ebon mirror of the pool. Not the pool he'd known frominfancy, but a bigger, nore astonishing pool -
a pool that filled the cleft fromedge to edge. Staring into it he let a sigh escape him

The stars ..

Anna smled and | eaned past him pointing out the shape of the hunter in the water. "And there,"
she said. "Look, Atrus, there's the marker star."

He stared at the brilliant pure blue star then | ooked up, seeing its twin there in the heavens.
"I's this it?" he asked, after a nonent, turning to look at her. "Is this what you were going to
show nme?"

She shook her head. "No ... Cone. Follow nme."

In the noment before he energed fromthe cleft- in that instant before he saw what his grandnot her
had woken himto see-Atrus paused on the second top rung of the |adder and | ooked down.

Bel ow him far below, it seened-so far that it was alnost as if he had been inverted and now hung
out over space-lay the star-dusted sky. For a nonent the illusion was perfect, so perfect that,
had he let go of the rung, he was certain that he would have fallen forever. Then, conscious that
his grandnother was waiting patiently on the other side of the Iip, he pulled hinself up onto the
top of the cleftwall

And stopped, stone still, his jaw dropped, the sight that nmet his eyes incredible and dreanike.
Between the cleft and the lip of the caldera, the whole side of the volcano was carpeted in
flowers. Even in the moonlight he could distinguish those bright colors. Violets and bl ues, dark
greens and | avender, bright reds and viol ent oranges.

He stared, unconprehending. It was inpossible.

"They're call ed ephenerals,"” Anna said, speaking into that perfect silence. "Their seeds-hundreds
of thousands of tiny seeds-lay in the dry earth for years. And then, when finally the rains cone,
t hey bl ossom For a single day-for one single night-they bloom And then . . ."

She sighed Ir was the saddest sound Atrus had ever heard. He | ooked to her, surprised by that
sound. There had been such joy in her voice, such excitenent.

"What is it, grandnother?”

She snmiled wistfully then reached out, petting his head. "It's nothing, Atrus. | was thinking of
your grandfather, that's all. Thinking how much he woul d have | oved this."

Atrus junped down, his feet welcomed by the lush, cool feel of vegetation. The earth beneath was
danp and cool. He could squidge it between his toes.

Crouching, he ran his hands over the tops of the tiny bloons, feeling how soft, how delicate they
were, then plucked a single, tiny flower, holding it before his face to study it.

It had five tiny pink petals and delicate stamen the color of sandstone. He let it fall.

For a monment he knelt there, his eyes taking it all in. Then, suddenly, a new thought struck him
Jerking around, he | ooked to Anna.

"The seeds!"

Atrus stood and, picking his way carefully about the cleftwall, stooped here and there, exam ning
all those places where, before the stormhad cone, he had scattered their precious seeds.

After a while he | ooked to Anna and | aughed. "It worked! The seeds have germ nated! Look, Nanna,

| ook!™"

She stood there, grinning back at him "Then we'd better harvest them Atrus. Before the sun cones
up. Before the desert takes back what it's given us."

The work was done. Now there was tine sinply to explore. As the dawn's |ight began to cast its



| ong shadows over the sands, Atrus clinbed the side of the vol cano, Flane in tow, the ginger cat
intoxicated, it seened, by the sudden profusion of flowers. She ronped and rolled about as if the
years had peel ed back and she was a kitten again

Wat ching her, Atrus giggled. He wore his glasses now, the sun-filter set low, the nmagnification

hi gh. Now was the tinme to indulge his curiosity, before the sun clinbed too high and the heat grew
too unbearabl e; and before, as Anna assured himthey would, the bloonms dried up and vani shed.

For a tine he wandered idly, alnpst as aimess as the tiny, scrawny cat that was his constant
conpani on. Then, w thout knowing it, he found hinmself |ooking for something. O rather, not so
much | ooking as trying to pinpoint exactly what it was he'd seen but not understood.

He stood still, turning only his head, trying to locate just what it was he'd glinpsed. At first
he saw nothing. Then, with a little start, he saw. There! Yes, there in that shallow incline that
ran down to one of the volcano's small, inactive vents!

Atrus went across and stood over it, nodding to hinself. There was no doubt about it, the
vegetati on here was nore lush, the flowers bigger, their |eaves thicker and broader

And why was that?

He bent down and, reaching in anong the tiny stens, pulled one of the plants up and exanined its
shal l ow roots. Earth clung to it. He lifted it and sniffed. There was sonething strange, somnething
al nost netallic about that snell. Mnerals. Sonehow the presence of ninerals-specific mnerals?-
had hel ped the plants grow | arger here.

He cleared a tiny space with one hand, then scooped up a handful of the earth and carefully
spilled it into one of the pockets of his cloak. Straightening up, he | ooked back down the sl ope
to where Flame was |ying on her back in a patch of bright yellow flowers, pawi ng at the sky.
"Cone on!" he said, excited now, wanting to test his theory.

Al nost three nonths had passed now since the day of desert rains. Since then the ten-year-old had
| abored every evening, stood at his workspace, an oil lanmp hung on a peg on the wall at his side,
Fl ame sl eeping on the floor nearby as he patiently tracked down which of the chem cals he had
found in the sanple was responsible for the enhanced growt h.

H s workroomwas in a small, freshly cut alcove at the back of Anna's room Wb rking carefully,
patiently, over the period of a year, he had chipped the narrow space fromthe rock with his own
hands, using his grandnothers stoneworking tools, careful to renove the stone a little at a tine
as she had taught him checking all the while for weaknesses in the rock, for flaws in its
structure that might split and bring the whole wall tunbling down on them

There was a | edge-a working surface he had snmoot hed and polished until the surface seened |like

gl ass. Strange-looking technical instruments littered that surface now. Above it he had cut three
narrow shel ves where he stored his things: narrow cupli ke pots nade of stone and clay, tiny
handwoven baskets filled with various powders and chem cal s, the bl eached bones of various desert
animal s, and, on the topnost shelf, his collection of rare rocks and crystals: polished agates
like the pouting Iips of strange creatures; a |arge chunk of zeolite, which reninded himof the
whi skers of sone exotic snow beast; nodul es of blue azurite beside a cluster of bright yell ow

sul fur crystal; a long, beveled finger of icelike quartz, and, in a tiny transparent box, a single
tiger's eye. These and many others crowded the shelf, sorted into the seven systenms- cubic,
tetragonal, nonoclinic, orthorhonbic, tridinic, hexagonal, and trigonal-he had read of in his
grandnot her' s books.

On the wall behind his work | edge was the hanging his grandnother had made for himfromthe red
and bl ue silk she had bought fromthe traders that time, its fringed edge decorated with tassels
of gold thread. Hand-drawn pictures and di agrans-sone his, some Anna's-filled the renaining walls.
H s task had not been easy, not with the basic equi pnent he had at his disposal. Atrus had
thought, at first, that the task would prove a sinple one. He had expected to find, at nost,
three, maybe four different chemicals in the sanple, but to his surprise-and dismay-it had not
proved anything as straightforward. After weeks of testing, he had identified nore than thirty
different elements in the sanple. The vents, it seened, were a regular cornucopia of chem ca
life. Nor was it easy to devise ways to test his theory. His grandnother's books, which had whol e
chapters on the shaping and uses of stone and nmetal, had few entries on agriculture. He had been
forced to inprovise.

When Atrus sensed the crop was ripe for harvesting, he picked a nunber of the bigger shoots-
choosi ng a couple fromanong each different type-and, placing themin Anna's best basket, carried
themup to the kitchen

He stood there at the stone sink next to the window, staring out across the cleft as he rinsed the
shoots thoroughly, taking care to renove all of the dirt fromtheir roots. Down bel ow, Flanme had
gone across to the patch and was sniffing the earth where it had been disturbed, and tentatively



rooti ng about with her paw

Atrus watched her a while, smling broadly at her antics, then, giving the shoots a good shake to
renove the | ast few drops of water, he lay themon the cutting board and went across, renoving one
of Anna's knives fromthe rack.

As he began to chop and prepare the shoots, he watched Flane stretch and settle anong the
remai ni ng shoots, cleaning herself, her tiny pink tongue |icking her paws before she began to
groom her short orange fur

"Hey you," he said, laughing gently. It was bad enough that she ate the spearnint grass on the far
side of the pool, w thout her nmaking a bed out of his special patch

Fi ni shed, he took the chopped shoots across and scraped theminto the earthenware bow . They had a
fresh, clean scent, like mint, though not as sweet. Taking a short length he put it to his nose,
sniffing it, then popped it in his nouth.

It tasted good, too. Fresh and ..

Atrus grimaced There was a distinct aftertaste; a bitter, unpleasant tang. He ran the tip of his
tongue around his guns, then shivered.

" Eeuch! "

"Atrus?"

He turned to find Anna standing there, |ooking at himcuriously.
"What is it?"

"Not hing," he said, picking up the bow and taking it across to the sink again. Mybe he hadn't
washed them t horoughly enough. The last thing he wanted was for themto taste bad.

He felt Annas fingers brush his back softly as she nade her way past himto the scullery, then
felt her breath on his neck as she | eaned over him

"They | ook good," she conmented, smiling as he turned to |l ook at her. "Shall | cook sone rice to
go with thenP"
He shook his head. "No. 1'lIl doit. And I'Il make a special sauce."

She nodded, then, pressing his armgently, noved past himand out onto the steps.

Atrus watched her go, then turned back, | ooking out across the cleft once nore. Flane had settled
now, curled up in a tiny orange ball am dst the bright green shoots. He sniled, then, pouring
fresh water fromthe pitcher by his side, set to rinsing the shoots through once again.

Atrus was repairing the stonework at the far end of the cleftwall when the pains started. At first
he thought it was just a cranp and, stretching his left armto ease the nmuscles down that side,
made to carry on. Yet as he reached up to take the trowel, a shooting pain went right through him
maki ng hi m doubl e up.

"Atrus?

Anna was at his side in an instant.

"Atrus? What is it? What's the matter?"

He made to tell her, but the next one took his breath. He knelt, wincing with the pain.

It was |ike being stabbed.

"Atrus?"

He | ooked up at her, his vision glazed nonentarily. Then, unable to help hinself, he began to

t hr ow up.

After a while he lifted his head, feeling drained, exhausted, his brow beaded with sweat Anna was
kneeling next to him her arm about his shoul ders, nurnuring sonmething to him

"What ?"

"The shoots," she said, repeating what she'd been saying. "It nust have been the shoots. Did you
eat sonme?"
Atrus began to shake his head, then renenbered. "I did. Just one. I|..."

There was a trenor in his stomach, a nonentary pain. He swall owed then | ooked back at her.
"I't nust have been sonething in them" Anna said, reaching up to wi pe his brow "Wat did you
use. "

"Use?" His thoughts were in disarray. He felt |ightheaded and disoriented. "I didn't..."

It cane to himsuddenly. The chemicals. It nust have been sonething in the chemi cals. And then he

renenbered. The aftertaste. That bitterness... not strong, but unpleasant enough to alert him

He groaned. "I've let you down!"

"No," Anna said, pained by his words. "You can't get it right every tine. If you did..."

He | ooked at her, angry not with her but with hinself. "I could have killed you. Killed us both!"

Anna wi nced and made to shake her head, to deny him but he was staring at her now, defying her to
say no.

"No, Atrus," she said finally. "You haven't let ne down. You'll learn fromthis."

But Atrus seened unconvinced. "I nearly killed us," he repeated, shaking his head. "I nearly ..



She reached out and held himto her, hugging himuntil he grew still, relaxed. Then, hel ping him
get up, she took himover to the pool and, kneeling himbeside it, scooped up water in her hands
and washed his face and neck.

"There," she said finally, smling at him "That's better."

Slowy, wearily, he got to his feet, "I guess I'd better dig it all up. I..."

He turned, staring. "Flane?"

Anna stepped past him then crouched beside the tiny orange bundle. For a noment she was still,
her ear pressed against its side, then, with a slowness that confirned what Atrus had nost feared,
she strai ghtened up.
"I"'msorry," she said. "I...
Atrus stepped across and knelt beside her. For a nonent he was very still, |ooking down at the
tiny animal Then, carefully, as if it only slept, he picked it up and, cuddling it against him
took it across to where a tiny patch of blue flowers bordered the cleft's side.

Anna turned, watching him seeing how dignified he was at that nonment; how grown up; how he kept
in all he was feeling. And she knew, unnistakably, that in that instant he had shed sonethi ng of
his chil di shness and had taken a further step out into the adult world. Qut, away from her

3

The blistering heat of the late afternoon sun, faint w sps of sulfurous steamrose fromtiny
fumaroles in the volcano's nouth, coiling |like a dancer's veils in that shadowy dark beneath the
edge before they vanished in the intense glare above.

Atrus stood on the lip of the vol cano, staring out across the deep bow of the caldera, his

gl asses-the largest of the two pairs that had hung in his grandnother's workroom pull ed down over
his face, the thick | eather band huggi ng the back of his shaven head tightly beneath the white
cloth hood he wore. Over his nouth and nose was the cloth mask Anna had nade for himand insisted
that he wear, while about his waist was a thick belt studded with tool s-a perfect copy of the one
hi s grandnot her wore about her own.

Fourteen now. Atrus had grown fast this past year; he was al nost a mans hei ght, but he had yet to

fill out. H s face, too, had changed, taking on the harder, nore angul ar shapes of manhood, both
nose and chin having |lost the softness they'd had in chil dhood. He was not a weak boy, not by any
means, yet watching himfromthe top of the cleftwall, Anna noted how thin he was. Wen the desert

wi nds bl ew she was afraid they would carry himaway, there seenmed so little of him

For the past few weeks he had been setting up his experinment. Now he was ready to begin.

Turni ng, Atrus clanbered down, out of the burning light, into the deep, much cool er shadow j ust
below the lip. Here, on a narrow | edge, he had rigged up nost of his equi pnent. Straight ahead the
vol cano wall fell away steeply, while to his right, just beyond a curiously rounded rock that

| ooked as though it had been formed fromnelting nud, was a narrow vent. Above it he had placed a
domed cap nade of beaten netal. It was crudely manufactured, but effective, and he had staked it
to the surrounding rock with four thick pins. On top of the donme was fixed a snall netal cylinder
Atrus reached up, his gloved hands gently turning the tiny knobs on either side of his glasses,
adjusting the opacity of the |l enses so that he could see better. Then, brushing a fine |ayer of
dust fromthe top of the nmetal cap, he | eaned forward and studied the finger-length silver valve,
checking its welding for the dozenth rine before glancing at the two crudely calibrated gauges
that were set into the done's face to either side of the valve. Just above each of the dials was a
t humb- si zed nmetal stud, a small circular hole bored through the top of each

Atrus straightened, letting out a |ong breath. He had one chance at this, so it had to be right.

If it went wong, if it didn't work, then it would be a year or nore before they could get all the
parts they needed fromthe traders.

He turned, |looking up to where two big, coiled wires--wires he had made hi nsel f under Anna's
supervi si on-dangl ed over the edge of the crater. Just above them jutting out over the drop, was a
long armof jet black stone. Two snmall wheels had been pinned into its face at the far end where
it overhung the vol cano. A handwoven rope ran between the wheels, formng a winch. Like the cap

it seemed crude, yet it would serve its purpose perfectly. To test it, Atrus had spent severa
afternoons | owering rocks into that maw, then raising them again-rocks many times the wei ght of
the load it would have to carry now.

On the other side of the craters lip, just next to where the rock armwas wei ghed down by a pile
of heavy stones, sheltered by a makeshift tent, was his pride and joy-the beginning and the end of
all this patient endeavor: his battery. Reaching up, he grasped one of the wires, pulling it
toward him drawi ng out enough of its length so that it stretched to the netal cap. Attaching it
to one of the studs, he then repeated the process.

Adj usting his glasses, he clanbered back up the waft and over the lip, out into the burning



sunl i ght.

For a nonent he stood there, getting his breath. Each tine he energed fromthe shadow, it was |ike
stepping into a furnace. Nor did it nmatter how often he did it; every tine, that change fromthe
cool of the shade to the sudden, stifling heat of the open was |ike a physical blow

Ducki ng under the thick cloth screen of the tent, Atrus smled. This tinme he had tried hard to

|l ook at all the angles, to nake sure he took all aspects of the Wiole into account in his

cal cul ati ons.

The battery rested in the corner of the tent, against a | edge of rock. Looking at the massive
thing, Atrus felt a justifiable pride. He had cut the block of stone hinself and, using Anna's
finest cutting tools, had hollowed it, followi ng the design in the ancient D ni book. Mking the
plates for the battery was conparably easy. Chemicals lay in abundance in the dry soil surrounding
the vol cano, and he had been fortunate to find a | arge deposit of gal ena-the ore containing a

m xture of sulfur and | ead-not far fromthe cleft. As for the sulfuric acid he had needed, the one
substance that was in abundance on the vol cano was sul fur. Indeed, when he finally cane to nake
it, the only thing that had linted the size of the battery was its weight.

Adj usting his | enses once again, Atrus knelt and studied it proudly. He had spent nmany nights

buf fing and polishing the stone, then, on a whim had carved three ancient D ni words into its
side, the conplex characters tiny, elaborate works of art in themselves: Light. Power. Force.

It looked like a tiny stone house, the netallic glint of its termnals giving it a strange, exotic
| ook.

Beside it, altogether different, lay a second, nuch smaller box-the expl osive device. This one was
made of an ungl azed red clay, cast in his grandnmothers kiln. Undecorated, the single, rounded
aperture on its top face was plugged with a hard seal of wax, fromthe center of which jutted a

I ength of thick twine which he had treated with a solution of various highly reactive chemicals.
Onits front face was a thick, clay handle.

Carefully, he picked it up and, wapping it in his cloak, carried it outside. Easing his way over
the Iip once nore, he steadied hinmself, one hand agai nst the rough, crunbling wall, as he edged
down onto the |edge.

Setting the box down, he turned and, standing on tiptoe, reached up and caught hold of the thick
nmetal hook on the end of the rope, gently tugging at it, hearing the brake mechani smclick then
click again on the far side of the rim

That, too, was his own invention

On sone of the earliest trials of the winch, he had found that the rock dragged the rope down much
too quickly, and when he'd tried to slowit, the rope had burned his palns. After much
experinmentation, he had devised a way of stopping the supply wheel after each rotation, so that
the winch could only be operated by a series of gentle tugs.

Bendi ng down, he picked the box up again and slipped the curved tip of the hook through its
handl e, then turned back and, holding the rope out away fromhim slowy lowered it over the drop
As the rope went taut, he noved back

There was only one nmore thing to do now. Reaching into the inner pocket of his cloak, he renoved
the ancient D ni tinderbox.

Leani ng over, one hand supporting himagainst the rock arm he held the flane beneath the end of
the twi ne fuse on the dangling box, then, when it had caught, released the catch and stepped back
For a nonent he thought it had gone out, then, with a fizz, it began to burn fiercely.

Atrus turned and, half-running up the slope, scranbled over the rim making for the w nch.

This was the nost crucial part. If the fuse burned too quickly, or if for sonme reason the w nch
jamed, things woul d go wong.

Kneel i ng besi de the brake wheel, he slowly began to turn it, listening to it click and click and
click, all the while tensed agai nst a sudden detonation, all the while counting in his head.

When he'd counted twenty, he threw hinself down, stretched out flat behind the pile of stones, his
hands over his ears.

...twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six... The explosion rocked the side of the volcano. It had
been four seconds early, even so that didn't matter, the box woul d have been in the correct place,
opposite the fault.

Atrus | aughed, then, dusting hinmself off, stood. As the echoes died, he could hear, through the
ringing in his ears, the sound he'd hoped to hear-the stringing hiss of steamforcing its way
through the cap and an acconpanyi ng hi gh-pitched mechani cal whi ne.

Still laughing, he clinbed up onto the Iip and | ooked down. The w nch-arm had gone, as had a | arge
chunk of the | edge, but the vent-protected by the huge rock-was fine. Steam hissed fromthe cap in
a steady, forceful stream

Turni ng, | ooking down at Anna where she stood on the cleftwall, he raised his arns and waved to



her eagerly, grinning with triunph.

"It works!" he yelled, pulling the mask down from his nose and nouth. "It works!"

From bel ow Anna waved back to him then, cupping her hands before her nouth, she shouted
sonething, but it was difficult to nmake out what she was saying, his ears were ringing so nuch.
Besi des, the furious hissing of the steam that high-pitched whine, seenmed to grow by the nonent.
Go back, she'd said, or something like it. Ginning, he nodded, then, waving to her again, turned
back to watch the hissing cap

"It worked," he said quietly, noting how the cap was trenbling now, rattling against the four
restraining pins. "It really worked."

Cl i mbi ng down, he went across and, taking care not to get too close, edged around until he could
see the gauges.

Yes! Athrill of excitement went through him seeing how both arrows were deep in the red. It was
passi ng a charge

He stood back, grinning, then felt hinmself go cold. Even as he watched, one of the netal pins
began to nove, easing itself slowy fromits berth within the rock, as though some invisible but
m ghty hand were pulling it fromthe stone.

Slowy he began to edge away. As he did, the noise fromthe cap changed, rising a full octave, as
if the same invisible hand had pressed down on the key of an organ

Atrus turned and, scranbling up the slope and over the rim began to run, ignoring the inpact of
the heat, fighting it... but it was |like running through some thick, glutinous substance. He had
gone barely ten paces when he tunbled forward, com ng up facing the way he'd come. And as he did,
t he whol e of the rimbehind himseened to lift into the air

Atrus | ooked up, surprised by the sight that net his eyes. On every side, the great walls of the
vol cano stretched up, formng a jagged circle where they nmet the startling blueness of the sky.
He was in the crater-the rimnmust have given

way.

Slowmy he got to his feet. Steambill owed across the rock-cluttered fl oor of the vol cano,
concealing its far edges. Fromtine to tinme a figure would formfromthe clouds, the crystalline
shapes strangely beautiful.

He saw the battery at once. Going over to it, he crouched, then shook his head, amazed by its
condition. It was virtually untouched. The polished stone exterior had a few buffs and scratches,
but it was still in one piece. Mreover, the dial on the top showed that it was fully charged.
Atrus | aughed, delighted. Reaching out, he snoothed its upper surface alnbst lovingly. At |least he
knew now that the principle was sound. If he could only find the right vent, if he could only get
the pressure right, then it would work and they woul d have an unlinited supply of electricity.
Their lives would be transformed. The cleft would shine Iike a cat's eye in the desert night.
Smiling, Atrus raised his head, |ooking directly ahead of him For a nonent a cloud of steam
obscured his view Then, as it cleared, he found hinself staring into bl ackness.

It was a cave. O a tunnel of some Kkind.

He stood, then took a step toward it. Strange. It seened al nost as though it had been carved from
the surroundi ng rock. The steam swirled back, concealing it.

"Atrus!"

He turned, |ooking up at Anna, high above him silhouetted against the crater's lip

"Conme up! Cone up here now "

Atrus frowned. "But ny battery..."

" Now!

Wal ki ng back, she was unnaturally silent. Then, suddenly, she stopped and turned to face him
"Atrus, what did you see?"

"I saw ..." He hesitated, surprised by her question. "Atrus. Answer ne. Wiat did you see? "M
battery. My battery was charged.” She let out her breath. "And was that all?" "There was steam
Lots of steam"™ He frowned, then. "My battery. |I've got to get ny battery."

He nade to turn back, but she placed a hand gently on his arm "Forget the battery. It's too
dangerous. Now come, let's clean you up."

4
The noon was barely up when, nmaking sure not to wake his grandnother, Atrus crept out. Taking a
rope and the large piece of sack fromthe storeroom he ventured out onto the vol cano's sl ope.

Hal fway up the slope he paused, feeling a renewed sense of shock at the altered shape of the
calderas rim That physical change seenmed sonmehow |inked to another, deeper change w thin hinself.
Atrus stood at the rim |ooking down the |oose path that hugged the vol cano's inner slope. Staring
down into that darkness he experienced a sense of threat he'd not felt before.



He clinbed over the rim noving down into the darkness, disconcerted by the unfam liar runbling
that emanated fromthe depths below. A tiny shiver ran up his spine, stirring the hairs at the
back of his neck.

Qut on the volcano's floor it was strangely warm and humid. Atrus | ooked about him then slowy
made his way across, his heart pounding, his eyes searching the nearest outcrops of rock. Steam
swirled and hi ssed, weathing those shapes, transformng themin the nmoon's fine, silvered light.
The battery was where he left it. For a monent he crouched over it, his left hand resting |oosely
on its famliar casing. But his eyes were drawn to the tunnel's nouth. Conpelled, he wal ked
across. Then, taking the tinderbox fromhis inner pocket, he pressed the catch and stepped inside.
In the glowing light fromthe tinder he could see how the tunnel stretched away into the darkness,
sl oping gradual ly, like a giant wornhol e cutting through the solid rock. It was cool there.
Surprisingly so. As if a breeze was blowing fromw thin the tunnel

He wal ked on, counting his steps. At fifty paces he stopped and turned, |ooking back at the way
he'd cone. From where he stood he could not see the entrance. The curve of the tunnel obscured it
from sight.

He wal ked on, as if in sone kind of spell, conpelled to see where this |led. The snell of sulfur
was far less strong than it had been. Qther, stranger snells filled the air. Misty, unfamliar
smel | s.

Atrus turned and went over to the wall, placing his palmagainst it. It was cool and snooth and
dry. He was about to npbve away when sone irregularity farther down the wall drew his attention. He
wal ked over to it, holding up the tinder, then stopped. Facing hima single word had been cut into
the wall-a huge thing half his own height and tw ce his breadth.

D ni! There was no mstaking it. It was a D ni word!

Atrus stared at it, not recognizing it, but committing it to menory. Until now, he had only half-
bel i eved the things his grandnother had told him There were days, indeed, when he had i magi ned
that she had nmade the books on her shelves herself, in the sanme way she seened to conjure her
paintings fromthe air, or turn a piece of unformed rock into an exquisitely carved figure.

Such t houghts had disturbed him for he had never known his grandnother to lie. Yet the tales were
so strange, so fantastic, that he found it hard to believe that such things had ever really
happened.

Atrus began to back away, to head back for the entrance, but as he did he al nbst slipped on

sonmet hing beneath his feet. It rolled away fromhim beginning to glow, softly at first, then
brightly, its warmred light filling the tunnel

He went across and crouched beside it, putting his hand out tentatively to see if it were hot.
Satisfied it was cool, he picked it up, holding it between his thunb and forefinger to study it.
It was a small, perfectly rounded rock-a marble of sone kind. He had collected rocks and crystals
for alnbst ten years now, but he had never seen its like. He cupped it in his right hand,
surprised by its lack of warnth

Dousing the tinder, he slipped it into his pocket, then strai ghtened up, holding the marble out
and | ooking to see if there were any others, but several mnutes' search reveal ed no nore.

Then, knowing that tinme was pressing, he turned and hurried out, meaning to raise the battery

bef ore Anna woke and wondered where he was.

It took almost an hour for himto drag the battery back up to the rim Anna canme and hel ped hi m
the last thirty feet or so, standing on the |lip above him straining on the rope, while he knelt
and pushed the battery from bel ow.

In silence they carried it down the slope to the cleft. Anna di sappeared over the cleftwall,
returning a noment later with a bow of water. Atrus sat, staring at his hands where they |ay
folded in his lap, waiting for her to chastise himfor disobeying her, but she was silent still.

"It was mmy fault,"” he said finally, glancing at her, wondering why she had said nothing. "I wanted
to put things right."
Expressionl ess, she handed himthe bow. "Drink that, then cone, |I'lIl make you breakfast, | think

it'stine | told you a story."

Atrus had been sitting on the | edge beside the kitchen wi ndow, the enpty bowl beside him as he
listened, fascinated, to his grandnother's tale.

He had heard all kinds of tales fromher across the years, but this was different; different
because, unlike the others, there were no great deeds of heroism no man to match the hour. Yet,
finishing her tale, Anna's voice shook with enotion.

"... and so, when Veovis finally returned, the fate of the D ni was sealed. Wthin a day the great
work of mllennia was undone and the great caverns of the Dni enptied of life. And all because of
Ti'ana's m sjudgnent."”



Atrus was silent a while, then he | ooked up at Anna. "So you bl ane Ti'ana, then?"

She nodded.

"But she couldn't have known, surely? Besides, she did what she thought best."

"To sal ve her own conscience, nmaybe. But was it best for the D ni? There were others who wanted
Veovis put to death after the first revolt. If their voices had been listened to ... if only
Ti ' ana had not spoken so eloquently to the Great Council..."

Anna fell silent again, her head | owered.

Atrus frowned, then shook his head. "I didn't know..."

"No..." Anna stared a nonent |onger at her hands, then | ooked to himand smled. "Nor does it
really matter now. Al that is in the past. The Dni are no nore. Only the tales renmain."

He took the still-glowing marble fromhis pocket and held it out to her. "I found it on the floor

of the vol cano."

At the sight of the nmarble her whol e countenance changed. "Were did you say you found it?"
"I'n the volcano,"” he said, his voice less certain than before. "Near where the battery had
fallen." She stared back at him "In the tunnel ?"

"Yes."

Slow y Anna reached out and took the fire marble fromhis hand, holding it up, she dropped it
suddenly into the bowl of water at her side. Instantly it was extingui shed.

"You must not go there again, Atrus. Its very dangerous down there."

"But grandnot her "

She stared at him her normally gentle face harder than he had ever seen it. "You nust not go
there again, Atrus. You're not ready yet. Pronmi se ne, Atrus, please."

"l promse."

"Good," she said, nore softly, reaching out to rest her hand upon his shoul der

6

Each afternoon, as the sun began to descend and the shadows spread across the foot of the cleft,
Anna and Atrus would sit in the cool shade on the | ow stone | edge beside the pool and talk.
Today, Atrus had brought his journal out and sat there, the ink pot beside himon the |edge,
copying out the word Anna had drawn on a | oose sheet. For a while he was silent, concentrating,
his keen eyes flicking fromAnnas drawing to his own, checking he had the conplex figure right.
Then he | ooked up

" & andnot her ?"

Anna, who was sitting back with her head agai nst the cool stone wall, her eyes closed, answered
himquietly. "Yes, Atrus?"
"I still don't understand. You say there's no English equivalent to this word. But | can't see why

that should be. Surely they had the sane things as us?"

She opened her eyes and sat forward, stretching out her bare, brown toes, then, placing her hands
on her knees, she | ooked at him

"Words aren't just words, Atrus. Wirds are ... well, let me see if |I can explain it sinmply. At the
sinmplest level a word can be a label. Tree. Sand. Rock. \Wen we use such words, we know roughly
what is meant by them W can see themin our mind s eye. Ch, what precise kind of tree, or sand
or rock, for that we need further words-words which, in their turn, are also |l abels. Alarge tree.
O, naybe, a palmtree. Red sand. O, maybe, fine sand. Jagged rocks. O, nmaybe, |inmestone rocks.
The first word alters our sense of that second word in a fairly preci se manner. At another |evel,
words can represent ideas. Love. Intelligence. Loyalty. These, as |'m sure you see at once, aren't
quite so sinple. We can't sinply add an extra word to clarify what we nmean, particularly when the
i deas aren't sinple ones. To get to the real meaning of such concepts we need to define themin
several ways. Love, for instance, mght be mxed with pride and hope, or, perhaps, with jeal ousy
and fear. Intelligence, |ikewise, mght refer to the unthinking, instinctive intelligence of an
ant, or the deeper, nore enotionally rooted intelligence of a nan. And even wi thin nen,
intelligence takes on many separate fornms-it can be slow and deep, or quick and sparkling. And

loyalty... loyalty can be the blind loyalty of a soldier to his conmander, or the stubborn loyalty
of a wwfe to a nan who has wonged her. Or..."

She saw he was snmiling. "What is it?" He handed her the | oose sheet back. "I think | see. At

|l east, | think I know what you were going to say."

Anna found herself grinning, pleased, as ever, by his quickness, his perceptiveness. Atrus rarely
needed to be told a thing twice, and often, as now, he was way ahead of her

"Co on," she said.

Atrus hesitated, tilting his head slightly, as he always did when he was thinking. Then, choosing
his words carefully, he began. "Well, just as those words that describe ideas are a | evel above



the words that are sinple descriptive labels, so there's a farther, nore conplex |evel above that.
One which this D ni word functions on." "Yes, and?"

"I see that, but . . ." He frowned, then shook his head. "What | can't see is what could be nore
complex than ideas. | can't picture in ny head what that higher |evel m ght be."

"And that's precisely why there is no English equivalent for this."

"Yes, but. . . what does it mean?"

"This word-this particular Dni word-is to do with the circulation of the air. Wth wi nd patterns
and humdity."

Atrus stared at her now, his brow knitted. "But. .. but surely such a word would be a | abel ?"
"No. Not this word. This word does nore than sinply describe."
"Then..." But he clearly could not see what she was driving at. He | ooked to her, his pale eyes

pl eadi ng for an expl anati on.

Anna | aughed. "You must just accept that there is such a level, Atrus."

"But you said..."

"I know what | said, and | still mean it. You must question everything and find the truth init.
But this once you nust sinply accept what |'mtelling you. There is sonething beyond | abel s and

i deas. Something which is a synthesis of the two. Sonething the D ni discovered nmany, many years
ago, and learned to put into words. One day you will understand nore clearly, but for now..."

She coul d see Atrus was unhappy with that. He had been taught to question everything. To | ook with
his own eyes, and quantify, and check. He had been taught never to accept things sinply because he
had been told they were true. And now... well, now she was asking himto break the habit of his

t hought .

| should not have had himdraw that word, she thought, wondering at the instinct which had nade
her do it. He is not yet ready for the Garo-hevtee. Yet generally she trusted her instincts.
Generally they were proved right.

As he | ooked away, she could see how he was still struggling with the notion of how an idea could
al so be a | abel, how sonething so general could yet be specific and descriptive, and part of her
wanted to put himout of his msery and tell him But he wasn't ready yet.

Anna stood and stretched, then | ooked about her at the orderliness of the cleft. Sonetines, in her
i magi ni ngs, she thought of the cleft and of her grandson's mind in rmuch the same vein, as if the
one were a netaphor for the other. Yet at that noment she understood the inadequacy of the
conparison, for just as one day he would outgrow this tiny living space and venture out into the
worl d, so his thoughts and specul ations were certain one day to outgrow her careful nurturing of

t hem

Looki ng at him she knew he was destined to be greater than herself. Wser, nore form dabl e of

m nd. Yet the thought did not scare her or nake her envious. |If anything, it nade her sad, for she
got great pleasure fromteaching him and to think of losing that..

Anna si ghed, then, picking her way carefully across the cleft, nounted the steps. It was time to
make supper.

7

A fall month passed and as the noon cane round to full once nore, Atrus made his way idly up the
sl ope, whistling to hinmself-one of the songs Anna had taught himas a child: a D ni song that had
the sinplest of tunes. And as he whistled, he heard Anna's voice in his head, softly singing the
refrain.

As he canme to the end of it he | ooked up, and stopped dead, staring opennouthed at the sight that
met his eyes.

Ahead of him the whole of the upper slope was weathed in a thick cloud of brilliantly white
vapor, as if a thick curtain had suddenly been dropped over the volcano's edge. The nmist slowy
roiled, like the steamon the surface of a cooking pot, neither advancing nor retreating, yet

turning in upon itself constantly.

It was so strange, so unlike anything Atrus had ever seen, that he stepped back, suddenly afraid
And as he did, a nan stepped fromw thin that glistening whiteness, seeming for a nonment al nost to
be a part of it; a tall, unearthly figure with a large forehead and a strong, straight nose, over
the bridge of which were strapped a pair of glasses identical to Atrus's own. A white cl oak

fl apped out behind the stranger, giving himthe appearance of sone great nythical king.

Rooted to the spot, Atrus watched the stranger wal k down the slope toward him his fear
transformed to awe by the strength and energy, the controlled power and cold assurance of the
creature who approached.

At rus staggered back, astonished. Above him the figure stopped and, lifting the thick |enses that
covered his eyes, squinted down at Atrus. "I see you have ny gl asses.™



Atrus stared, unable to answer. The man who stood above himwas as pale as the noon, his hair as
white as bl eached nmarble, and the irises of his eyes were huge, a thin circle of pale green about
them H s cheekbones were finely chiseled and yet strong, his hands both delicate and powerful.
Everyt hi ng about himfromthe cut of his clothes to his aristocratic demeanor-spoke of an innate
strength allied to an effortless el egance. He seenmed old, certainly, but in a tinmeless way that
rem nded Atrus of his grandnot her

He stared back at Atrus, as an eagle stares, then spoke again. "Wll, boy? Have you no greeting
for your father?”

"My..." Recognition hit Atrus |like a physical blow. He shook his head. "I..." "Wat's your nane?"
"Atrus..." "Atrus... of course.. "The man stretched out a hand and placed it on Atruss head, the

contact like an electric shock. "And I am Gehn, son of Atrus."

Atrus swal | omed. He was dreaming. For certain he was dreaning. Nervously he touched his tongue
agai nst his upper lip, feeling the hard, salty shape of a grit of sand.

No. Not a dream

"Gehn," Atrus said softly, echoing the word.

The stranger nodded, then renobved his hand. "Good. Now go and inform your grandnother that she has
a visitor."

Atrus ran down the noonlit slope, calling to Anna loudly as he ran, the dust flying up behind him
As he came to the cleftwall, he alnpst vaulted it, forgetting to renove his sandals.

"G andnmot her! G andnot her!"

Her head poked fromthe kitchen wi ndow, startled. "Wat's happened?"

Atrus stood on the swaying bridge, breathless, gasping his answer. "A stranger's cone! He sent ne
on ahead!"

Anna's mouth fell open. "Gehn..." she said, alnobst whispering the word. Then, collecting herself,
she ducked back inside. There was the sound of a metal bowl falling against the stone floor, and
then the outside door flew open. Barefoot, she hurried down the steps that hugged the wall, her

haste surprising Atrus.

" Grandnot her ?"

But she barely seened to heed himas she circled the narrow rimof the inner wall and began to
clinmb the rung I adder

Atrus turned, watching as she clanmbered up onto the cleftwall, even as the stranger with the ash-
white hair, the man who called hinself his father, strode across and stopped, barely ten feet from
the cleft.

"Mt her?" he asked quietly, tilting his head slightly.

"Cehn," she said once nore, hesitating. Then she stepped closer, hugging himtightly. "Were have
you been, my son? Wiy in the Maker's nane did you not cone back?"

But Atrus, watching, noticed how the warnth of her enbrace was not reciprocated, how lightly the

stranger's hands touched her shoul ders, how distant he was as he stepped back fromher, like a
great lord fromone of the tales.

"I canme to see the child," he said, as if he'd not heard her. "I came to see ny son."

Atrus lay sprawled out on his belly on top of the cleftwall, staring across at the shadowed

rectangl e of the kitchen, and at the bright square of the w ndow in which Anna and t he newcormer
were framed. Though the two had been talking for some while now, little of real inportance had
been said. Even so, there was a strange tension between them Anna, particularly, seened to be
wal ki ng on eggshells, afraid to say too nuch, yet keen to know where Gehn had been and what he had
done. By conparison, Gehn was relatively taciturn, ignoring her questions when it suited hi m not
to answer them

Just now, Gehn was sitting on the polished stone ledge, to the right of the tiny galley kitchen
besi de the door, his booted feet spread wide, his long, delicate hands resting on his knees, as he
| ooked up at Anna. He had renoved his cloak. Beneath it he wore a close-cut suit of midnight blue,
the jacket edged with scarlet and decorated with a pattern of repeated synbols in red and green
and yellow. It was so rich, so marvelous, Atrus could barely keep his eyes fromit. But there were
other fantastic things to be seen, not |east of which was the pipe that |ay beside himon the

| edge.

The bottom of the pipe was a holl owed wooden bowl, from which a shaped gl ass stock, trinmed with
silver, led to a curved copper nouthpiece. Atiny doned cap was set into the bow in front of the
stock, while at the center of the bow, feeding into the glass of the stock, was a thick silver

spi ndl e.

As Atrus watched, Gehn took a tiny glass sphere froma pouch in the thick |eather belt he wore.
Turning it upside down, Gehn shook it gently, revealing a clear liquid that noved slowy,



gluttnously, its surface reflecting the yellow lanmplight like oil.

Resting the sphere on his knees, Gehn unscrewed the |lid to the spindle and set it aside, then
poured a tiny amount of the liquid into the stock and replaced the lid. Then, taking a snal

| eather bag fromhis jacket pocket, he took sonething frominside.

Atrus gasped. It |ooked like the marble he had found earlier. Gehn placed it within the donmed cap
Anna turned fromwhere she stood and | ooked at Gehn. "WII| you be staying | ong?"

Gehn gl anced at her, then replaced the lid of the cap. "No. | have to | eave tonorrow," he
answered, his voice heavily accent ed.

"Ah..." There was regret in Anna's voice, hurt in those dark, famliar eyes. "It's just that..
well, | thought you might stay with Atrus a while. Get to know him perhaps. He's a good boy.
You'd be proud of him And after all..."

Gehn tightened the cap and | ooked up at her, his face expressionless. "I intend to take himw th
me." Anna turned, facing him shock in her face. "Wth you?"

Atrus, watching fromthe darkness, felt his pul se quicken, his nmouth grow dry. H's heart was
thudding in his chest.

Gehn lifted the pipe, staring at it, then cupped it between his hands and pressed his thumb down
on the silver spindle. There was a snappi ng sound and the pipe seened to cone alive, burning
briefly with a fierce blue light. After a noment, that same light filled the whole of the stock
maki ng the strange, oil-like liquid gently bubble.

In that strange, unearthly light, Gehn's face seened very different, the shadows inverted.

"Yes," he answered, neeting Anna's eyes. "Have you a problemw th that?"

"But Atrus bel ongs here..."

"Here?' There was incredulity in Gehn's voice. "And where is here? Nowhere, that is where. A hole
in the ground, that's all this is. Yes, and that's all it will ever be. This is no place for a son
of mine. No place at all."

Anna fell silent, watching Gehn as he lifted the copper nouthpiece to his nouth and inhal ed, the
nmuscl es in her cheek twi tching oddly. Then she spoke again, quieter than before, yet with a
firmess Atrus recogni zed at once. "But he's not ready yet. He's too young. There's so much he has
to learn..."

Taking the pipe fromhis nouth, Gehn interrupted her. "Of course Atrus is ready. Wiy, he is
exactly the age | was when | first left here. And as for his education, that is the very reason |
returned, so that | could teach him"

"You're..." Anna's tone was incredul ous, yet Gehn seened indifferent to her criticism "Wo
better? | am at least, educated to the task. And | amhis father."

Gehn set the pipe down and | eaned toward Anna, frowning. "You did tell himabout nme?"

She | ooked away, a tightness in her face, Gehn stood, angry now. "You mean you told hi mnothing?
Kerath damm you, wonman! How coul d you?"

Anna kept her voice |ow, conscious of Atrus outside, listening. "And what was | to say? That his
father left the very hour he was born? That he didn't even care enough to name hi n?"

"I would have called himAtrus. You know that." She turned back, glaring at him suddenly,

expl osively angry. "Yes, but you didn't! | did. Yes, and | raised him M, GCehn, not you. And now
you want hi m back, as though he were a parcel you'd left with me for safekeeping! But boys aren't
parcels, Gehn! They're living, growi ng things. And Atrus hasn't finished his grow ng."

"I shall decide that," he said gruffly. "Besides, he can help ne with ny studies. Be ny
assistant.”

"Your assistant?"

"I'n ny researches. | have need of a willing hel per, and the boy seens willing enough."
"Researches into what?"

“Into the Dni culture.”

"The D ni ?" Anna |aughed bitterly. "All that has gone. Don't you understand that yet?"

"No," he answered, drawing hinself up, a note of pride entering his voice. "You are wong. That is
where | have been these past fourteen years. In D ni. Researching, studying, seeking out the great
and m ghty secrets of the Dni culture." He gave a single, dignified nod. "I tell you, none of it
was lost. It is still all there.”

Atrus, watching, felt a shiver go down his spine, a tiny ripple of disbelief making himfeel, for
that instant, that he was in a dream

Stitt there? But that was inpossible, surely?

Anna shook her head disnissively. "No, Gehn. You forget. |'ve seen it with these eyes. It's gone
Destroyed. Can't you accept that? Can't you forget the past?"
Gehn stared back at her coldly, inperiously, accepting nothing. "Ch, | can easily believe that you

would [ike to forget it.""



She stared back at himsilently.

"You never valued it, did you?" he continued, not sparing her. "You never cared for it the way |
cared. But | amnot having that for nmy son. | want himto know about his past. | want himto be
proud of it, the way | amproud of it." He bristled with indignation. "I shall not betray himthe
way you betrayed ne!"

"Gehn! How can you say that? | did ny best for you!"

"Your best? And how good was your best? This hole in the ground you call a home? Is this your
best ?"

Anna | ooked away. "Atrus shoul d decide. You can't just take him"

Gehn |l eaned right in to her, his face only inches fromher own. "Of course | can. | amthe boys
father. It is ny right."

"Then let me cone with you. Let ne | ook after the boy while you are teaching him"

Gehn shook his head. "That would not be right. It would not be the Dni way. O do you forget that
al so? Do you forget how you gave ne up to the Guild when I was but four years ol d?”

"But..."

Hi s voice overrode hers harshly. "But nothing. He is coming with ne and that is that. If you w sh
to hel p, you night pack a knapsack for himfor the journey. Not that he'll need much."

"But Gehn . . ." She reached out to touch his arm but he pulled away from her. Turning, Gehn
reached down and picked up his pipe, then, tuggi ng open the door, he stepped out, into the open
air.

For a nonent he stood there, turned away fromwhere Atrus |ay, drawing on his pipe, the light from
the kitchen making a silhouette of him then he turned back, his chest and arnms and face reveal ed
in the faint blue glow of the pipe.

"Atrus?" he said, speaking to the boy where he lay on his belly on the cleftwall. "Go to bed now
and get sonme sleep. W shall be leaving early in the norning."

8
Crouchi ng beside his nother's grave, Atrus |eaned across and, careful not to disturb the earth,
pl ucked one of the delicate blue flowers. Placing it in the journal he had open on his knee, he

closed the book gently, then slipped it into the small |eather knapsack at his side.

For a nonent he sinply stared, taking in the sight. In the half-light he could not discern their
proper color, yet he had only to close his eyes and he could see the flowers in the sunlight, |ike
a quilt of lilac lain on that bed of rich, dark earth.

Goodbye, he said silently.

To be truthful, Atrus did not really know what to feel. Excitenment? Certainly, the prospect of
traveling- of seeing Dni-thrilled him yet the thought of |eaving here, of |eaving Anna,
frightened him Too nmuch had happened far too quickly. He felt torn

"Atrus! Conme now. W nmust go."

He turned, |ooking across at the figure silhouetted against the dawn |ight at the far end of the
cleftwal |, and nodded.

Anna was waiting for himclose by. Enbracing her, he felt a kind of panic, a fear of not seeing
her again, well up in him She nust have sensed it, for, squeezing himtightly, she then noved
back, away fromhim holding his upper arns and smling at him

"Don't worry now," she said softly. "I'Il be all right. The store's full and what with all those
i mprovenents you've nmade for ne, |I'll not know what to do with nyself half the tine."
Her kind face Iit with a snile. "Besides, your father has pronised me he'll bring you back three

months fromnow to visit.
"Three nont hs?" the news cheered himimensely. "Yes, so you nmust not worry." She reached down,
then handed hi mhis pack. He had watched her earlier, selecting various itens fromtheir neager
store and placing theminto the pack for his journey, including all of the tiny cakes she had
cooked only the previous day. Atrus stared at the pack, his fingers brushing lightly against its
brightly enbroidered cloth, noved by the sinple care she took over everything, knowi ng he would
mss that. "Now listen to ne, Atrus."

Atrus | ooked up, surprised by how serious her voice suddenly was. "Yes, grandnother?"

Her dark, intelligent eyes searched his. "You nust renenber what you have | earned here, Atrus.
have tried to teach you the nechanics of the earth and stars; the ways of science and the worKkings
of nature. | have tried to teach you what is good and what is to be valued, truths which cannot be
shaken or changed. This know edge is fromthe Maker. Take it with you and wei gh everything your
father teaches you against it."

Anna paused, then leaned in toward himslightly, |owering her voice. "I no |onger know him but I
know you, Atrus. Measure your own deeds against the truths |I have taught you. If you act for self-



gain then no good can come of it. If you act selflessly, then you act well for all and you nust
not be afraid.”

Anna nmoved back, smling once nore. "The journey down will be long and hard but | want you to be
brave, Atrus. Mire than that, | want you to be truthful. To be a better son to your father than
fate allowed himto be with his."

"I don't understand..." he began, but she shook her head, as if it didn't matter

"Do what your father asks. But nmost of all, Atrus, do not violate what is in your nature. You
under st and nme?"

"I think so, grandnother."”

"Then | have no fears for you."

He enbraced her again, gripping her tightly and ki ssing her neck. Then, turning fromher, he
clinbed the steps and crossed the rope bridge. At the cleftwall he turned, |ooking back at her
his eyes briefly taking in the famliar sights of the cleft, its shape |like a scar in his nenory.
Anna had clinbed the steps and now stood on the narrow bal cony outside her room Lifting an arm
she waved.

"Take care on your journey down. |'Il see you in three nonths."

Atrus waved back, then, heaving a deep sigh, turned and junped down fromthe wall, follow ng his
father up the slope of the vol cano.

They were in the tunnel

" Fat her ?"

Gehn turned and, holding the lantern high, |ooked back down the tunnel at Atrus. "Wuat is it,
boy?"

Atrus lifted his own |anmp and pointed at the D ni synbol carved into the wall; the synbol he had
seen that norning after the experinent, "This sign, father. Wat does it nean?"

Gehn notioned to himinpatiently. "Conme on now, Atrus. Catch up. W've wasted enough tine as it
is. There will be occasion for such things later."

Atrus stared at the intricate synbol a noment |onger, then, hiding his disappointnent, turned
away, hurrying to catch up with his father.

"We need to make up tinme," Gehn said, as Atrus cane al ongside. "The journey is a | ong one and
have several experinents in progress. | nust be back in time to see how they have devel oped."
"Experinents?" Atrus asked, excited by the sound of it. "Wat kind of experinents?"

"I mportant ones," Gehn answered, as if that were sufficient to satisfy his sons curiosity. "Now
hurry. There will be time to talk when we reach the first of the eder tomahn."

Atrus | ooked up at his father. "Eder tonahn?"

Gehn glanced at his son as he strode on. "The eder tomahn are way stations. Rest houses, you m ght
termthem In the days of the late enpire there were plans to have commerce with the world of nen.
Such plans, fortunately, did not cone to pass, yet the paths were forged through the earth and
rest houses prepared for those D ni nmessengers who woul d venture out."

Atrus | ooked back at his father, astonished. "And this tunnel? Is this D ni?"

Gehn shook his head. "No. This is sinply a |lava tube. Thousands of years ago, when the vol cano was
still active, hot lava ran through this channel, carving a passage to the surface."

Again Atrus felt a surge of disappointnent. The walls of the tunnel had been so snooth, its shape
so perfectly round, he had been sure it nust have been the product of D ni construction

"Yes," Gehn continued, "but you will see things before our journeys done that will nmake you forget
this tiny wormhole. Now, cone over to the left, Atrus, and get behind ne. The tunnel sl opes
steeply just ahead."

Atrus did as he was told, keeping close behind his father, careful not to slip, his left hand
keepi ng his bal ance against the curved wall of the |ava tube, his sandaled feet gripping the hard,
dry floor. Al went well until, by chance, he turned and | ooked back up the tunnel. Then, with a
sudden rush of understandi ng, he realized where he was. The darkness behind hi m seemed suddenly
oppressive. Who knew what waited back there beyond the lantern's gl ow?

He turned back, realizing just how dependent on his father he was. If he were to | ose hinself down
here. ..

Ahead of him Gehn had stopped. "Slowy now, " he said, |ooking back at Atrus. "It ends just here.
Now we go down The Well."

Atrus blinked, seeing how the tunnel ended in a perfect circle up ahead. Beyond it was sinple

bl ackness. He went out and stood beside his father on the narrow, crescent-shaped | edge,
overwhel med by the sight that nmet his eyes.

In front of themlay a giant oval of blackness-a chasmso huge it seened you could drop a whole
vol cano into it.



The Well.

Gehn raised his lanmp, letting its light glint wetly off the far wall of the great shaft, revealing
the massive striations of the rock, then pointed to his left.

"Just there. See, Atrus? See the steps?"

Atrus saw them cut like the thread of a screwinto the uneven sides of the great hole, but the

t hought of using them of descending that vast shaft by their nmeans, frightened him

Gehn | ooked to him "Wuld you like to go first, Atrus, or shall I?"

Atrus swal | owed, then spoke, keeping the fear fromhis voice. "You d better. You know the way."
"Yes," Gehn said, giving his son a knowing smle. "I do, don't I|?"

For the first hundred steps or so, the steps passed through a narrow tunnel cut into the edge of
the chasmwith only a thin gap | ow down by the floor to the right, but then, suddenly, the right-
hand wal |l seened to nelt away and Atrus found hinself out in the open, staring down into that
massi ve wel |l of darkness. Startled by the sight, he stunbled and his right sandal canme away,
toppling over the edge and into the darkness.

He stood there a nonent, gasping, his back against the wall, trying to regain his nerve. But
suddenly he found hinmsel f obsessed with the idea of falling into that darkness; and not just
falling, but deliberately throwi ng hinself. The urge was so strange and overpowering it nade the
hairs at the back of his neck stand on end.

Bel ow him al nost directly opposite himacross the great shaft, Gehn continued his descent,
unaware, it seemed, of the inmense danger, stepping lightly, alnost effortlessly, down the spiral
his [ anplight casting flickering shadows on the groined and striated rock, before he vani shed

i nsi de anot her of the narrow tunnels.

I nmust go on, Atrus told hinmself, freeing his left foot fromthe sandal; yet the fear he felt
froze his nuscles. It was like a dream an evil dream Even so, he forced hinself to nove, taking
first one step and then another, each step an effort of sheer wll.

If I fall | die. If I fall..
H s father's voice echoed across that vast open space. "Atrus?"
He stopped, his shoul der pressed against the wall, and closed his eyes. "Y...yes, father?"

"Do you want ne to cone back to you? Whuld you like nme to hold your hand, perhaps?”

He wanted to say yes, but something in Gehns voice, the faintest tone of criticism stopped him
He opened his eyes again and, steeling hinself, answered. "No ... I'Il be all right."

"Good. But not so slow, eh? W cannot spend too nuch tinme here. Not if | amto be back in tine."
Controlling his fear, Atrus began to descend once nore.

I magine you're inside a tree, he told hinself. Imagine it. And suddenly he could see it vividly,
as if it were an illustration in one of his grandnothers books. He could picture it in the
brilliant sunlight, its branches stretching fromhorizon to horizon, a tiny crescent noon snagged
anong its massive | eaves. Wiy, even the bl ades of grass about its trunk were several tines the

hei ght of a nan!

Hal fway down, there was a depression in the side of the shaft-a kind of cave. Wether it was
natural or D ni-nade, Atrus couldn't tell, but Gehn was waiting for himthere, sitting on a carved
stone | edge, calmy snoking his pipe.

"Are you all right, Atrus?" he asked casually.

"I'"'mfine now," Atrus answered genuinely. "There was a nonent..."

He fell silent, seeing that his father wasn't listening. Gehn had taken out a tiny notebook with a
tanned | eather cover and was studying it as he snmoked. Atrus glinpsed a di agram of paths and
tunnel s.

Wth a tiny grunt, Gehn closed the book and pocketed it again, then | ooked up at Atrus.

"You go ahead. 1'Il finish ny pipe, then catch up with you."

It was several hours hard wal king through a [abyrinth of twisting tunnels before they finally cane
to the eder tomahn. The D ni way station was built into a recess of a large cave, its black
perfectly finished marble in stark contrast to the cave's natural |inmestone. Atrus wal ked over to
it and, holding up the lantern, ran his fingers across the satin-snooth surface, marveling at the
| ack of evident joints between the bl ocks, the way his own inage was refl ected back to himin the
stone. It was as though the stone had been baked like nelted tar, then set and polished like a
mrror.

Real, Atrus thought, anmazed by it. Gehn nmeanwhil e had wal ked across to face the door, which was
deeply recessed into the stone. Reaching into the neck of his tunic, he drew out a nagnificent

gol den chain which, until that nonent, had been hidden fromsight. On the end of it was a bevel -
edged key, a thick, black thing streaked with red. Placing this to one of the matchi ng shapes



recessed into the door, Gehn pushed until it clicked. There was a nonent's silence, then a strange
clunk-cl unk-clunk and the sound of a netal grating sliding back

He renoved the key and stepped back. As he did, the door slid into the stone, revealing a diny
lit interior.

Gehn stepped inside. Atrus, follow ng, stopped just inside the room surprised at how big it was.
There were low, utility bunks to either side of the dormtory-sized roomand a door at the end | ed
through to what Atrus assunmed was either a kitchen or a washroom of some kind. He | ooked to his
father. "Wiy are we stoppi ng?"

To his surprise, Gehn yawned. "Because the hour is late," he answered. "And because | amtired."
"But | thought. .."

Gehn rai sed his hand, as if to stop any further argunent. Then, turning, he gestured toward a

| arge knapsack that rested on the bunk in the right-hand corner.

"That is yours," Gehn said uncerenoniously. "You can change now or later, it is entirely up to

you. "
Atrus went across and, unfastening the |eather buckle, |ooked inside. Frowning, he tipped the bag
up, spilling its contents onto the nattress.

St andi ng back, he gave a little laugh, surprised, then turned, |ooking to Gehn, who was sitting on
the edge of one of the facing bunks, pulling off his boots.

"Thank you," he said. "I'll change later, if that's all right."

Gehn grunted. "Do as you will, lad. But I would not sleep in the boots if | were you. | don't know
if they fit. | had to guess at the size."

Atrus turned back, gently brushing one of the boots with his fingertips, then lifted it, cradling
it, sniffing inits rich, deep snell. It was strangely beautiful. Studying it, he could see that

it had never been worn before.

Besi de the knee-length boots, there was a cloak- a smaller version of his father's, a black shirt
with a strange book synbol on it, a skull-shaped hat nmade of sone kind of netal that seened soft
unless you really pressed it hard, and a small |eather-and-netal pouch

Atrus squatted on the edge of the bed to examine this last, untying the drawstring and peering

i nside. For a nonent he didn't understand, then with a gasp of delight, he poured a nunber of the
tiny objects out into his palm

Fire-marbles! It was a whole pouch of fire-marbles! Wy, there nust have been fifty, sixty of

t hem

He | ooked to his father, neaning to thank himagain, but Gehn was sprawl ed out on his back, fast
asl eep.

CGoi ng across, Atrus stood there a nmonment, staring down at his father. In sleep he could see the
simlarities to Anna, in the shape of Gehn's chin and nouth particularly. Both had striking, noble
faces. Both had that sanme nixture of strength and delicacy in their features. Yes, now that he had
the chance to really | ook he could see that it was only the pallor of Gehn's skin, the ash

whi teness of his hair that nade himseemso different. That and the dignified austerity of his
manner .

Noticing that Gehn had renobved only one of his boots, Atrus gently eased the other boot off and
set the two side by side at the head of the bunk. Then, taking the cover fromthe adjacent bunk

he spread it out over his father

He was about to nove away, when something drew his attention. Reaching down, he picked up the pipe
fromwhere it had fallen. For a nonent he held it up, studying the engravings that covered the
silver bands about the stock, astonished by the detail of the work. Curious, he placed the spout
beneath his nose and sniffed. It had a strange, sweet scent; the same as that he had noticed on
his father's breath.

Wth a sigh, Atrus placed the pipe beside the boots, then went back across, sitting there a while,
his fingers idly sorting the fire-marbles, noting the variations of color and size. Then, putting
them away, he set the pouch down on the floor beside the bunk and stretched out, his hands behind
his head. He was asleep in an instant.

He woke to find Gehn shaking him

"Cone on, |lad. We have a long journey ahead of us today. Get changed and we shall be off."

Atrus sat up slowy, wondering where he was, surprised not to find hinself on the ledge in his own
room his mattress beneath him the snmell of his grandnother s cooking in the air.

Knuckling his eyes, he put his feet round onto the floor, struck at once by how cold it was, how
danmp the air.

Feel i ng sl uggi sh and despondent Atrus stood, beginning to dress, the texture and snell of the new
clothes-their snooth softness after the roughness of his own garnents-making himfeel strange.



Pulling on the boots, he felt extrenely odd, transforned alnmost, as if the change went deeper than
the surface of appearance.

Atrus | ooked about him as if at any nonent he m ght wake, but he could not delude hinselfi he was
awake, and he was traveling with his father, down into the depths of the earth.

That thought now thrilled him He |ooked to Gehn. "WII we reach D ni today, father?"

"No. Not today."

Di sappoi nted, Atrus turned back, beginning to pack away his surface clothes, but Gehn, seeing what
he was doing, canme across and pulled themfromthe pack, throwing themto the floor. "You will not
need those rags now, Atrus. You are D ni now. You shall wear only D ni clothes henceforth."

Atrus stared at the discarded clothes, reluctant to part with them They were a link to the past,
to Anna and the cleft. To | eave them here seened ... inpossible.

"Wl 1, boy? What are you waiting for?"

Atrus | ooked up, stung by the sharpness in his fathers voice, then, renenbering his promse to
Anna, bowed his head obediently. Slipping his own bag into the knapsack, he packed the pouch of
fire-marbles and the strange protective hat.

"Good," CGehn said, nodding decisively as he heaved his knapsack up onto his shoul ders. "W shal

eat as we go along."

Atrus blinked, wondering just what his father had in nmind, but it was clear Gehn was in no nood
for explanations. Buckling his own knapsack, Atrus threw it over his shoulder, then followed his
father out.

They went down through an ant's nest of danp, narrow tunnels that, fromtime to time, would open
out into small caverns before running on into the rock

At the bottomof a particularly steep and narrow tunnel, they enmerged into the | argest cavern they
had yet encountered. The ceiling was forty, maybe fifty feet above them while the Iight from
their lanterns reveal ed only the nearer end of the tunnel, the far end being obscured in darkness.
Ahead and to their left a | ong pool hugged the rock, while to the right the way was made difficult
by a junbled sl ope of small boul ders.

St oppi ng, Gehn renoved his pack and took out what | ooked to Atrus |ike some sort of pot or caddy.
Setting it down, he then took out his hat and, turning to Atrus, gestured that he should do the
sane.

"The way gets difficult fromhere," he said. "You'll be grateful for those boots before |ong."

But Atrus wasn't so sure. The boots m ght | ook beautiful and snell wonderful, but already both of
his heels and the outside of the big toe on his right foot were beginning to rub unconfortably.
Taki ng his knapsack off, he found the D ni helnmet and strapped it on, then | ooked to his father
Gehn shrugged on his pack, then, reaching down, picked up the pot.

"Cone on," he said, turning to smle at Atrus. "I think you mght like this next part."

At rus nodded, then reached down to retrieve his pack. As he did, the whole of the cave in front of
himlit up as if a breach had suddenly been made in the roof and the sunlight had rushed in. He

| ooked up, startled, seeing at once that the brilliant Iight emanated fromthe "pot," a broad and
power ful beam spreading to fill the far end of the cavern, revealing a sight so amazing that Atrus
bl i nked and rubbed t he backs of his hands over his eyes.

It was like a waterfall of crystal, cascading fromthe ceiling to the floor, its nelted, flow ng
forns unlike anything Atrus had ever seen

"What is it?" Atrus asked, a note of pure awe in his voice as he followed his father up onto that
great pile of rocks, his eyes drawn constantly to the glistening, crystalline curtain.

"It's called dripstone,” Gehn answered matter-of-factly, noving the beam of the torch across the
frozen face of it, "It's forned by mineral deposits in the water |eaking through the roof of the
cavern, building up over thousands upon thousands of years. Such deposits take nmany forns-
flowstone and dripstone, stalactites and stalagnmtes, shelfstone and helictites. Sone are as
delicate as lace, others as brutal as the rock itself!' Gehn | aughed. "Never fear, Atrus. You wl|
see many such wonders in the next few hours."

As they cane close, Atrus stopped, staring open-nouthed at the sight. He would never have guessed,
never in a thousand years-but Gehn was al ready nmoving on, down the slope toward the entrance to
anot her tunnel. Taking one | ast |ook, Atrus turned, then clanbered down the rock, hurrying to
catch up.

Gehn had not been wong. In the hours that foll owed Atrus saw a dozen such spl endors-caves filled
with long, delicate colums no thicker than his arm jutting like an inverted crystal forest from
the ceiling, or huge but delicately ridged candl es, endless fringes of tiny, frozen fingers
dripping fromthem nelting into the fluid rock. At the sanme tinme, however, his boots began to
chafe himbadly. D sconfort became soreness, which in turn becane pain, such that, after a while,



Atrus could not take a single step w thout w ncing.

When, finally, they stopped, in a long, |ow cave that was edged with shallow pools, the first
thing he did was to renove one of his boots.

Gehn cane across and knelt beside him "Show ne."

G ngerly, he let Gehn take his foot by the ankle and study it. The skin had rubbed away in three
separate places. Blood streaked his heel and between his toes. Gehn | ooked up at himsoberly, as
if to judge his reaction. "I have some ointnent in ny pack. It ought to alleviate your

di sconfort."

Atrus quickly applied the cream and bandaged his feet, then pulled on his boots again

"Good." Gehn said, pleased with him "Then | et us proceed. The path begins just ahead of us."
Atrus stood slowy, flexing his toes within the bandages. "The path?"

"Into Dni," Gehn said, slipping his pack back on

The words raised Atrus's spirits, nmaking himnonmentarily forget his injuries.

D ni! he thought, his mind filled with a dozen colorful imges fromthe tales his grandnother had
told himover the years. D ni!

Atrus stared up at the el aborately decorated stone and nmetal arch that framed the entrance to the
tunnel, then turned, looking to his father. "Are we there?”

"No," Gehn answered, "but this is where the path begins."

| medi ately beneath the great arch, the tunnel floor was snoothly paved, the floor covered in an
intricate, abstract swirl of variously colored stones and netals that seenmed to nerge and nelt and
never repeat itself. The path ran arrowstraight into the tunnel, neither rising nor falling, in a
manner that suggested it had been cut by the D ni, not bored by natural forces.

Fol | owi ng Gehn, Atrus stepped beneath the arch, their booted feet clicking on the narbled floor
the sound echoed back and forth along the tunnel. He was |inping now, trying not to put too nuch
wei ght on his right foot, but he was determ ned not to conpl ain.

When will we be there? he wanted to ask, bursting with the excitement he felt at the thought of
finally seeing D ni, but he could see how Gehn was lost in his thoughts and was loath to disturb
hi m

Partway down the tunnel the air seemed to change, to grow warmer, stuffier, and suddenly there was
an old, famliar snell in his nostrils. Sulfur! It was the sharp, eye-stinging tang of sul fur
Gehn turned and gestured to him "You had best put your |lenses on, lad."

Atrus did as he was told; then, feeling in his tunic pocket, he pulled out the one itemof his

cl ot hi ng he had nanaged to save, the nask Anna had made for him and tied it about his nose and
mout h. Then, wi ncing, he hobbled after his father.

Slowy the tunnel grew brighter, warmer, the air stuffier. The tunnel ended abruptly in a sheer
drop. Ahead the D ni path ran on, snoothly, uninterrupted it seened, on giant pillars of stone.
Below it, no nore than eighty feet beneath where Atrus stood, was a bubbling | ake of |ava, bl ack
at the edges, a fiery golden yellow at the center.

The heat was intense, the funes al nbst suffocating. Gehn, he noted, now wore a mask about his
mout h and nose, and for a nmoment he wondered what his father had neant to do, whether he'd neant
himto venture out across that |ake w thout any formof protection

The thought disturbed him Gehn turned, beckoning himon. "Walk quickly,"” he said, "and don't
pause for a nmonent. Things are nmuch cooler on the other side."

Atrus hesitated, then followed his father out onto the bridge, the heat fromthe path i mediately
evi dent, even through the thick soles of his boots. Ten paces on and he was hal f-running, trying
to keep his feet off the stringingly hot paving.

Ahead, he now realized, the bridge, which he'd thought continuous, was breached. A single span had
col | apsed, |eaving a jagged gap, over which a narrow beam of D ni stone had been | aid.

He watched his father cross this narrow causeway effortlessly, wi thout breaking stride, yet when
he came to it Atrus found hinmself unable to go on

Just below himthe red hot surface seened to slowy undulate, like sonme living thing, a great
bubbl e of superheated air energing every now and then to break the surface with a giant "glop,"
the air filled suddenly with steam and the stinging scent of sulfur. Atrus was coughing now. His
feet seened to be burning and his chest felt fit to burst. If he did not cross the beam soon he
woul d col | apse.

"Cone on!" Gehn urged fromthe other side. "Don't stop, boy! Get going again. You're al nost
there!"

H s head was swi mming now and he felt that any noment he would tall. And if he fell...

He took three paces out onto the beam feeling its intense heat through the thick |eather of his
boot s.



"Conme on!" his father urged, but he could not nove. It was as if he, too, had been turned to

st one.

"Cone on!"

The beam | urched under himand for a nonent he thought he was going to fall, but sone instinct
took hold of fum As the narrow beamtilted, he junped, his feet thudding against the stone on the
ot her side.

H s vision blurred. He couldn't breathe. Staggering, he took a step backward...

9
Atrus woke in a cool, brightly-lit cavern, the air of which was fresh and sweet after the air in
the | ava cavern. There was a bl anket over himand fromclose by he could hear the echoing drip
drip drip of water. Shivering, he sat up, wondering where he was, and inmedi ately saw his father
less than thirty feet away, standing beside a pool, the surface of which seened to glow as if
illum nated from bel ow.
H s feet and | egs ached and his head still felt strangely heavy, but otherwi se he felt all right.
Pi eci ng things together, he began to understand. He had alnost fallen fromthe bridge. H s father
must have rescued him

Thinking of it, he | ooked down, smling. It was the kind of thing Anna woul d have done.
The sane thing he hinself woul d have done had their positions been reversed.
Atrus | ooked across again, trying to get the neasure of this man-this stranger-who had cone into
his life so suddenly and changed it. He was strange, there was no doubting it, and his manner was
abrupt al nost to the point of rudeness, but maybe there was a reason for that. Maybe he was sinply
not used to dealing with people: as unused to the idea of a "son" as he, Atrus, was unused to the
idea of a "father." If so, he should nake al |l owances. Until they knew each other better. Unti
that tie of blood was al so one of friendship.
This line of reasoning cheered him Throwi ng off the bl anket he got up and hobbl ed over to where
his father stood, standing beside himsilently, |ooking out across the strangely lit pool
"What does that?" he asked, pointing to the water's surface.
Gehn turned. He had clearly been preoccupied with sonme matter. "Ah, Atrus ... you're up."
"lI... | guess | have to thank you."
Gehn shrugged, then | ooked back across the pond. "It's good to tal k again,

he said, pushing out

his chin in a strange gesture. "It's been very isolated down here on nmy own. |'ve |longed for a
conpanion for a long time now. An intellectual conpanion, that is. Wen | knew you were alive..
well," he turned. "To be honest with you, Atrus, | was surprised. | did not expect you to survive.
But | was pleased. | thought we might get on. Eventually."

Atrus smled shyly, "I hope so. | want to learn."

"Good. That is a healthy attitude to have." Then, "Are you up to traveling on? | have been pushing
you, | realize, but there is good reason."

“I''"l'l be okay," Atrus said, feeling a sudden warnth toward his father. "It's just so ... strange."

Gehn stared at himthoughtfully. "Yes. | suppose it nust be, after the cleft. But the best of it
lies ahead, Atrus. And | mean the best. D ni. Tonight we shall reach D ni."

Atrus's face lit. "Tonight?" Then an expression of confusion crossed his features. "But what tine
is it now? Morning, afternoon? I can't follow it any |longer. Down here tine seens to have no
meani ng. "

Gehn took out his D ni tiner and handed it to Atrus. "See there," he said, indicating the five
differently shaded sectors-three light, two dark-that were marked on the circular face. Athin
trail of silver spi-raled fromthe center of the circle, stopping just inside the second of the
lightly shaded sectors. "Right nowit is the Dni nidday. W D ni neasure tine differently from
those who dwell on the surface. They set their clocks to the passage of the sun. W, however, set
our clocks to the biological rhythns of our environnent. Each of those sectors represents just
over six hours in surface tine."

"So the D ni day is longer?" "Very good, Atrus. You learn quickly." Gehn took the tiner back and,
shaking it, held it to his ear, alnmost as if to check it was still working. Then, satisfied, he
slipped it back into his pocket and | ooked to Atrus. "If you're ready?"

Despite Atrus's expectations, the way grew harder. Fallen rock blocked the way in several places
and they had to clinb over piles of jagged stone or squeeze through narrow gaps. The tunnels, too,
seermed to grow small er and darker, and though he could not be sure of it, Atrus sensed that they
had | ong strayed fromthe straight path that led direct to Dni. Certainly there was no sign of

t hat wonderful stone-and-netal path beneath their feet. Despite everything, however, his spirits
were high, his whole being filled with an excited anticipation that coursed like a drug in his
vei ns.



D ni! He would soon be in Dni! Wy, even the dull pain in his feet seened insignificant beside
that fact.

They had travel ed only an hour or so when Gehn called back to himand told himto get over to the
right. Just ahead, part of the tunnel floor had fallen away to forma kind of pit. As he edged
around it he could see, far below, a valley, with what [ ooked |like a broad, dark river flow ng
through it. He strained his ears, thinking he could faintly hear the sound of it-a roaring,
rushi ng noi se-but could not be sure.

Farther on, that noise, which he had begun to think was nerely in his head, began to grow, until
com ng out of the tunnel into a nassive opening, the far walls of which could not be glinpsed in
t he darkness, that same sound filled the air, seenming to shake the walls on every side. The air
was danp and cold, tiny particles of glittering nmist dancing in the light fromtheir |anterns.

At rus backed against the wall. Then, as Gehn switched on the big | anp, he saw what it was.

Water fell in a solid sheet froma | edge two hundred feet above them plunging a thousand feet
into a massive pool below. In the torch's beamthe water was |ike solid crystal

Atrus turned, in time to glinpse Gehn returning the notebook to his inner pocket. He gestured past
Atrus, indicating the way with his torch, the beamillum nating a broad | edge that circled the
massi ve cavern

Coming out into the snmaller cavern at the back of the falls, Gehn stopped and called hi mover

hol ding his lantern out over a shelf of rock that was filled with crystal -clear water.

Atrus | eaned close to | ook, then gave a little gasp of surprise. In the water were a nunber of

Il ong, colorless fish that |ooked |ike worns. They had frilled transparent gills and fins. As he

| ooked, they scurried across and, slipping through a tiny rent in the lip of the rock, seened to
junp into the pool belowwith a plip-plop-plip that echoed throughout that tiny space. "Wat were
they?" Atrus asked, looking up into his fathers eyes.

" Sal amanders, " Gehn answered. "They live down here, along with crickets, spiders, mllipedes, and
fish. They're troglodytic, Atrus. They never |eave these caves. And they're blind, too. Did you
notice that?"

Gehn turned away and wal ked on, his boots crunching across the littered floor of the cavern

For a long tinme they had been descendi ng; now they began to clinb, the way getting easier, unti
the tunnel they were follow ng suddenly swung round to the right and nmet a second, |arger tunnel
Stepping out into it, Atrus gave a little gasp of surprise; It was the D ni path! Both ahead and
behind it stretched away, straight and perfectly cylindrical, into the darkness of the rock
Staring back at the way they'd come, he understood what they nust have done. For sone reason-a
cave-in, possibly-the straight path had been bl ocked, and they had taken an alternate route.

For a nonent he recollected his father studying the diagrans in his notebook and the faint anxiety
that had been in his eyes, and wondered how he had cone upon those paths; whether it had been a
question of stunbling aimessly in the darkness, constantly tracing and retracing his path unti
he'd found a way through

"Atrus?"

He turned. Gehn was already fifty feet up the tunnel

"I''mcomng!" he called, hobbling to catch up. But in his nmind he was inagining his father, al

t hose years ago, when he had first returned to D ni, struggling in the darkness here beneath the
eart h-al one, conpletely and utterly alone-and felt a deep adniration for the courage that had
driven him

"Are we cl ose?"

"Not far," Gehn answered. "The Gate is just ahead."

The news thrilled Atrus. Not far! There had been tinmes when he'd thought they would wal k forever
and never arrive; but now they were alnost there. The |and he had dreamed about all his life |ay
just ahead. A land of wonder and mystery.

Atrus hurried on, catching up with his father, keeping abreast with himas they neared the
tunnel's end. He could see it now, directly ahead, and beyond it, on the far side of a massive
mar bl e pl aza. ..

"I's that the Gate?" he asked, awed, his voice a whisper

"That's it," Gehn said, grinning proudly. "It marks the southern boundary of the D ni ki ngdom
Beyond it, everything for a hundred miles belongs to the D ni."

Atrus | ooked to his father, surprised that he talked of the Dni as if they still existed, then he
| ooked back, taking in the sheer size of the great stone gate that was reveal ed beyond the
tunnel's exit.

As they canme out, he | ooked up and up and up, his nouth open in wonder. Though the surface was
cracked in places and fragnents had fallen away, littering the great expanse of marbled floor that
lay before him it was still magnificent. Filling the whole of one end of what was clearly a vast



cavern, the huge stone barrier plugged that space fromwall to wall, its surface filled wth what
seened like an infinity of intertw ning shapes-of nen, machines, and beasts; of flowers and
shi el ds and faces; and D ni words, sone of which he recognized-all of it cut froma jet black
granite that seenmed to sparkle in the light from Gehn's |antern

The Gate dwarfed them I|ike nothing they had so far seen. As he wal ked toward it Atrus felt the
hairs on his neck rise. Watever he had pictured in his head, whatever he'd imagi ned while
listening to Anna's tales, the reality exceeded it by far

St eppi ng beneath that arch, he | ooked up; its massive thickness inpressing him How had the D ni
fashi oned such a vast artifact? How had they cut the bl ocks, how fashi oned then? From his own
limted experience, he knew the difficulties of working stone, but the D ni had thought nothing of
throwi ng up such a huge nmass of it.

Ahead of himthe marble floor ended abruptly. Beyond it a cavern stretched away, its walls pocked
with tunnel entrances. Hundreds of them Thousands, maybe.

It was suddenly very warm the air nmuch closer than it had been. Gehn glanced at his notebook
again, then began to nake his way across the floor of the cavern

Sel ecting one of the larger tunnels, he gestured to Atrus to catch up with him then turned and
di sappeared inside. The tunnel was much | arger than any they had been in, with countless tunnels
and small caverns-clearly artificially excavated-branching off. Atrus followed his father, his
eyes constantly surveying what lay to either side, noticing new things every second: great wheels
and gantries; factories and warehouses; great nounds of |oose rock and equally huge pits over

whi ch nassi ve abandoned cranes stood |ike sentinels-all these and many other things, nost of which
he coul d not recognize at first sight.

Great machines stood idle everywhere he | ooked, as though abandoned only hours before, their oil-
Iike, lacquered surfaces gleamng darkly in their passing light. Huge mining rigs rested on great
pneumatic platforms beside the gaping holes of shafts bored into the foot of the cavern's walls,
i ke massive insects feeding, their squat dark shapes still and silent.

St eam rose unchannel ed from great fissures on every side: steamthat had once powered the

i ndustrial mght of Dni. Elsewhere sinple stone houses stood enpty, roofless in the Dni style,
the thin cloth screens that had once maintained their privacy shredded by the sane force that had
toppl ed the stone towers of the factories.

Seeing it all, Atrus wondered just how it could have cone to an end. It was so vast, so

extraordi nary.

Fromtinme to tinme other paths crossed their own, making himrealize that there was not one D ni
path but an endl ess |labyrinth of them threading their way through the dark earth.

Suddenly, wi thout warning, Gehn began to clinb the wall of the tunnel, ducking into a nuch smaller
shaft. Atrus, catching up, |ooked across to his right and saw that the tunnel was bl ocked sone
twenty yards ahead, collapsed in upon itself. Fearful of |osing Gehn, he clinbed the tunnel wall,
foll owi ng hi minside.

They had been wal king for hours and all the way their path had got slowy narrower, hotter
stuffier. Gehn now wal ked with the notebook open in one hand, consulting it alnpst constantly. The
path had taken so many twi sts and turns that Atrus felt nunmbed by it, but still Gehn went on
confident, it seemed, that it |ed sonmewhere.

Then, suddenly, the quality of the light changed. Atrus blinked, his senses sparked to |ife by

t hat sudden change. There was a faint breeze, a slight cooling of the air. As they turned the next
corner there was a marked increase in the intensity of the light, a definite orange gl ow up ahead.
The air was cool and clear, heavy suddenly with the scent of vegetation. The path clinbed.

Ahead there was an opening. A circle of brilliant orange |ight.

As Atrus stepped out, it was to be nmet by the nost astonishing sight he had yet encountered.
Faci ng himwas an enornous valley, six niles across and ten broad, its steeply sloping shores
descending to a glowi ng orange | ake that filled at |east half the valley's floor. At the center of
that | ake was a huge island, a nmile or nore in width, two tw sted colums of rock pushing up from
that great tumulus to soar nore than a mile into the air. Beyond that, to its right, the great
rock walls were curiously striped, regular tiered |l evels of colored stone reaching up into the
shadows overhead, above the level at which Atrus hinself stood. Wthin those | evels great pools of
orange wat er gl owed.

He | ooked up, expecting clouds, or maybe stars, but the blackness was i muacul ate over head.
Slipping his glasses down, he increased their magnification, studying the far side of the |ake.
Bui I di ngs! They were buildings! Buildings that clung to the great rock precipice, seeming to defy
gravity!

Atrus craned his neck, followi ng the course of the rock walls upward, understanding com ng to him



in an instant. He was inside! Inside a vast, cavernous expanse.

He stared, awed by the strange beauty of the sight. Beneath himthe ground sl oped steeply down to
the sea's edge where, in a tiny harbor, a boat was noored. To the right, just offshore, the sea
was dotted with tiny islands, like dark blemnmi shes in that orange mrror

"There," CGehn said, coming alongside. "Now, perhaps, you night understand why | could not |eave
you in that ridiculous crack in the ground. Is that not the grandest sight you have ever seen,
At rus?"

It was, and he did indeed understand why his father had brought him yet the rem nder cast a
shadow over what he was feeling at that nonment. Suddenly he wanted Anna to be there with him
wanted to share it with her-to be able to talk to her and ask her questions.

"Come," Gehn said fromjust bel ow himas he began to make his way down the steep slope. "Another
hour and we're hone."

Atrus stood on the foredeck, his right hand gripping the rail as Gehn maneuvered the strange craft
out onto the mrror-snooth waters, digging the pole deep, his nuscles straining.

Atrus | ooked about himexcitedly, conscious of the absence of echoes in that vast space, of the
sound CGehn's pole nade as it dipped into the water. The cavern was so vast, it felt alnost as if
they were back outside, on the surface, sailing on a noonless night, but for that orange gl ow that
underlit everything.

As the blunt, wedge-shaped prow of the boat cane around, Atrus saw the city in the distance once
again. Fromhere it seemed i nmacul ate and beautiful, a vast bow of towers and spires, as if it

al one had not been touched by the destruction he had seen el sewhere. But they were not going to
the city. Not yet, anyway. "Home," it seemed, was on one of the cluster of islands that skirted
the right-hand wall of the cavern

Atrus let out a little sigh. Now that he had stopped wal king, his nmuscles had finally begun to
seize up. His body ached and his eyelids felt Iike | ead weights. The gentle novenent of the boat
didn't help either. It lulled him like a voice singing in his head. He blinked, trying to keep
his eyes open, trying to stay awake a while longer, but it was hard. It felt |like he had wal ked a
t housand nil es.

For a nonent Atrus dozed where he stood, then he jerked awake again, |ooking up, expecting to see
stars littering the desert sky.

"Wher e?"

He turned, |ooking back to where his father sat in the center of the boat, slowy row ng them
toward the island, and shook his head to clear it, convinced he was in the grip of some strangely
vivid dream

Facing front again, he saw the island | oom ng fromthe shadows up ahead, its tw sted, conica
outline silhouetted black agai nst the surrounding sea. Briefly, he noticed how the water about the
far end of the island was dark and wondered why.

Home, he thought, noting the fallen walls, the toppled tower of the great nansion that sat upon
the sunmit of the island like a huge slab of vol canic rock. Hone...

Yet even as he saw it, sleep overcame him Unable to prevent hinself, he fell to his knees, then
sl unped onto the deck, unconscious, so that he did not see the boat pass beneath the island, into
a brightly Iit cavern. Nor did he see the waiting figure standing on the flight of w nding steps
that led up into the rock above.

"Atrus? Are you awake?"

Atrus lay there, his eyes closed, renenbering the dream

The voice canme closer. "Atrus?"

He turned onto his back and stretched. The roomwas warm the mattress strangely soft beneath him
"What is it?" he asked lazily, uncertain yet whether he was awake.

"It is evening now," the voice, his father's voice, said. "You have slept a whole day, Atrus.
Supper is ready, if you want sone."

Atrus opened his eyes, focusing. Gehn stood there two paces fromthe bed, a lantern in one hand.
Inits flickering light the room seened vast and shadowy.

"Where are we?" he asked, the details of the dreamreceding as he began to recall the long trek
t hrough the caverns.

‘W are on K veer," Gehn said, stepping closer, his pale, handsone face | oom ng fromthe shadow.
"This will be your room Atrus. There are clothes in the wardrobes over there if you want to
change, but there is no real need. Wen you are ready, you should turn | eft outside the door and
head toward the |ight."

Atrus nodded, then, with a shock, realized that his feet no longer hurt. Nor were they bandaged.



"My feet..."

Gehn | ooked down at him "I treated themwhile you were asleep. They will be sore for severa

days, but you can rest now. "

"And your experinents? Wre we in time?" Gehn turned away, as if he hadn't heard, then wal ked
across the room drawi ng back the heavy curtains to reveal, through a massive, latticed w ndow,
the orange gl ow of the cavern beyond. There was a broad stone bal cony and a view of the distant
city.

"l shall |eave you now," Gehn said, setting the lantern down on the table beside the bed. "But try
not to be too long, Atrus. There are things we need to tal k about."

Atrus waited for his father to | eave the room then sat up, sliding his | egs around and examni ni ng
his feet in the lamp's light. Were the sores were worst, on his heels and ankles and on the balls
of his feet, Gehn had sneared themwith an ointnment that left a dark stain on the skin. Atrus
touched one of the patches gingerly, then sniffed his fingers. It was the same as the ointnment his
grandnot her had al ways used whenever he'd grazed his knees or shins or el bows on the rock.

Atrus?

Yes, G andnot her?

What do you see, Atrus?

| see the Dni city, grandnother. | see..

Atrus stepped out onto the bal cony, looking at it, trying to fix it in his nenory so that he could
tell her when he saw her again.

Far out there was a novi ng shadow on the water.

He narrowed his eyes, watching it a while, then shrugged and | ooked beyond it at the city once
again. Yes, he thought, | see the nost incredible sight |'ve ever seen

"Ah, Atrus ... cone and sit with ne."

Atrus hesitated in the doorway, then stepped inside, into the clear blue Iight of the kitchen. His
father sat at a table to his left, a plate of food set before him

It was a big V-shaped roomwith two | arge wi ndows overl ooki ng a stone-paved terrace garden that
jutted out over the orange sea. The light outside seemed nuch darker now, and to compensate, Gehn
had pl aced several |anterns in niches about the room

Looki ng about him Atrus noticed that the kitchen was solid stone. The cupboards, the table, the

benches, even the sink and oven, were nade of a strange, snpoth banded gneiss that, |like the path
they had followed into D ni, seened to have been softened and then nolded like clay. Tiny strips
of nmetal, intricately fashioned, were threaded into the bl ack-and-white-striped stone in a manner

Atrus found hard to fathom Though it was stone, it had a light warmfeel that was unexpected. How
they had nanaged it was a nmystery to him yet it was clear that the D ni had devel oped processes
wel | advanced of the ways of nen.

"How do you feel now?" Gehn asked, gesturing for himto take a seat across fromhim

How di d he feel ? Honesick, but also, now that his waking nmood had passed, inmensely curious. What
did his father want of hin®? Gehn had said something to Anna about teaching him But teaching him
what ?

"Hungry," he answered finally, finding it safest.

"Good," Cehn said. Turning, he picked up a small handbell fromthe table beside himand rang it.
At once a figure filled the far doorway, looming briefly in the shadows before it entered the
room

"Atrus, this is Rijus, ny serving man."

The man who stood there, holding a large, shall ow basket piled high with fruit, was tall, taller
even than Gehn, and had a great doned head that seened to be made of polished ivory. He wore a
baggy dark bl ue one-piece, tied at the waist with a length of simlarly colored cord, but the nost
remar kabl e thing about himwere his eyes; lidless eyes that were |ike bl em shed eggs in his

ot herwi se undi sti ngui shed face.

Atrus looked to his father, uncertain how to behave, then, when Gehn gave himno clue, he turned
back and, bowi ng his head slightly, said, "I'mpleased to neet you, Rijus."

"It is no use trying to engage Rijus in conversation, Atrus. Rijus is a nmute. He was born that way
and he will die that way. But he understands commands well enough. If you need sonething, you
shoul d sinply ask Rijus."

Atrus hesitated, then gave a little nod.

"Wl |, boy? What are you waiting for? Are you hungry or not?"

Atrus stood and, conscious of the servants unnaturally staring eyes upon him went over to him A
dozen different kinds of fruit were spread out in the basket-only a few of which he recognized,
and then only fromthe traders' packs. Tiny beads of npisture speckled their brightly col ored



surfaces, enhancing their strange but perfect forns.

He | ooked back at Gehn. "Did you grow these, father?"

"I'n a manner of speaking."

Atrus turned back, wondering what to choose, alnost afraid to touch them they seenmed so perfect.
Then, reaching out, he picked one of the long, yellow, oval-shaped fruit, attracted by its
strange, five-ribbed form

It was rotten. It fell apart as he lifted it, revealing its dark brown innards. He | ooked to his
father, surprised.

Gehn gestured to Rijus inpatiently. "Take themaway." Then, turning to Atrus, he fixed himwth
his stare.

"Come, Atrus. | think it is time we began our task. Tine you found out why | brought you here to
Dni."

A twist of steps led up to a broad, high-ceilinged corridor, the end of which opened out onto a
bal cony directly above the terrace. On the far side of the bal cony, set into the rock face, was a
massi ve netal door, the jet black face of which was decorated with the sane el aborate patterns
Atrus had glinpsed on the Inner Gate. Pausing before it, Gehn reached inside his cloak and took
out a large key, fitting it into the lock and turning it twi ce before renmoving it.

He stepped back. There was a faint shudder and then the door began to rise, sliding into the rock
snoothly and silently, to reveal a dark, wedge-shaped opening. Six steps |ed down into a spacious
room lit fromabove by a massive star-shaped |anp. At the very center of the roomwas a raised
dai s, surrounded by three steplike I edges. On top of that dais were five large granite pedestals.
Atrus turned, |ooking about him inpressed by what he saw. The walls were covered with massive
shel ves made of thick slabs of stone, and on those shel ves were hundreds, possibly thousands of

| eat her - bound books, simlar to those his grandnother had kept back on her shelf in the cleft.
Gehn turned, looking to his son. "This, as you see, is the library. This is where you will cone
for your |essons every day." He gestured toward a | ow stone table in one corner. "That will be
your desk. But before we commence, | want to show you why | brought you here, and why it is so

i mportant that you learn the ways of D ni."

Rai sing his right hand, he beckoned Atrus to him then, as the young man cane al ongsi de him took
his el bow and | ead himup the steps and onto the dais.

At the center of the dais, recessed into its bone-white narble floor, was a circular poo
surrounded by five nmarbl e pedestals.

Gehn stood before him "Choose a book. Any book on the shelves."

"What ?"

"Choose a book."

Atrus went across to the shelves, letting his eyes travel across their richly bound spines. There
was no witing on any of them A few had synbols, but none nmade any sense.

He turned, |ooking to his father

"Choose a book."

Atrus took one down, the snell of its light green cover strangely intoxicating, exciting.

Gehn reached out, taking it fromhim Opening it, he scanned it quickly, then nodded. Turning the
book about, Gehn placed it reverently on the pedestal, watching Atrus all the while.

Atrus stepped closer, |ooking down at the open pages. The | eft-hand page was bl ank, but on the
right...

He gasped, ammzed by the clarity of the picture in that small, rectangul ar box. Wy, it was |ike
staring through a wi ndow

A strange, rust red conical nound filled the foreground, remnding Atrus of a giant ternmite's
nest. Behind it was a | ush backdrop of vivid, alnost enmerald green, with a glinpse of a cloudl ess
sky above.

As Atrus watched, the inage on the page slowy changed, seening to tilt to the right, like an eye
attenpting to follow sonething just out of vision. The nound slowy di sappeared, to be replaced in
the foreground by a fast-flowi ng streamthat tunbled between the rocks, then fell spectacularly
into a crystal pool. But no sooner had it focused on that, than it lifted again, sw nging out and
over the surrounding gully, to reveal, beyond it, a valley filled with | ow, al nost bush-1like
trees, on which could be seen a host of vividly colored fruit. There was a glinpse of a |ong,

cl ear pool surrounded by grassy sl opes and of distant, snowcapped nountains, and then the inage
returned to the rust red nound.

Gehn stepped across. "Gve nme your hand. You'll live as the Dni now This is what you were born
for."

Atrus felt the skin on his palmtingle as though a faint electrical current had passed through it.



H s hand seemed drawn to the image on the page, attracted to it. For a nmoment that was all. Then
wi th a sudden, sickening lurch, he felt hinself sucked into the page. O rather, it was as if the
page grew suddenly huge, enveloping himin the weave of its fibers. At that same instant he felt a
curious shifting sensation. It felt as though he were nelting, the fragile shell of himinploding,
col I apsi ng back in upon hinself, and then the bl ackness seeped through

And as he finally surrendered to that blackness, so he found hinmsel f back in his body, standing on
the grass just in front of the nound, a fresh breeze blowing into his face, the stream bel ow hi m
the waterfall and the valley just beyond.

Gone were the nmarbl e pedestals, the book-lined walls, the solid rock ceiling overhead! Atrus
reached out, as if to touch them but there was nothing.

Atrus | ooked up, startled by the transition. Huge white clouds drifted in a sky so blue it | ooked
like a child' s painting. The air hummed with tiny insects, while all around himthe heady scents
of fruits and flowers swanped his senses.

He fell to his knees, astonished. This was magic, surely! Behind him Gehn shimered into being.
"Get up onto your feet, boy," Gehn said, quietly but firmy.

Atrus struggled to his feet, then turned to face his father. He was unable to believe what had
just happened to him

"Where . .. where are we?"

Gehn stepped past him standing beside the stream his booted feet on the edge of a steep

i ncline, |ooking down at the waterfall.

As Atrus cane al ongside, Gehn |ooked to his son, his chest swelling with pride. "Once the D ni
ruled a mllion worlds, using what was grown in themto clothe and feed and provision thensel ves.
So it was in the time of their greatness."” He shook his head. "But all that is passed. Now there's
only you and I, Atrus. W two, and the worlds we shall make."

"Make, father?"

Gehn | ooked out across the land that |ay beneath them and nodded, a fierce pride in his face as he

spoke. "Yes, Atrus. | nmade this world. | nmde the rock on which we stand, and the very air we are
breathing. | nade the grass and the trees, the insects and the birds. | fashioned the flowers and
the earth in which they grow | nmade the mountains and the streans. Al that you see, | nmade."

Turning to face Atrus, Gehn placed his hands on his son's shoulders, his eyes burning with
excitement now.

"l plan to nake you ny apprentice, Atrus, and teach you about the books. Wuld you |ike that?"
Looking up at his father, Atrus renmenbered suddenly how Gehn had stepped fromthat great veil of
whi teness at the vol cano's edge, awed by the power in the figure that stood facing him

"Yes, father," he answered clearly, "I'd like that very much."
10
That phrase... now where did | see that phrase?" Gehn placed the quill pen back in the marble ink

pot, then, sitting forward, reached across his desk, taking the second of the big, |eather-bound
books fromthe stack. Edging aside the book he had been witing in, he drew the ancient vol unme
toward him then opened it and quickly flicked through until he cane to the passage he had narked
with a thin blue strip of paper.

"Ah .. . that's it. That should do it."

He | ooked up, his eyes focused inward briefly, as he considered what el se he mght need. It was
barely m dday, but here in Gehn's study it was pernmanently night, the shadows of that cavernous
room kept at bay by a small stone | anp perched on the corner of his massive wooden desk. Gehn read
the Iine again, tracing it with his index finger, then squinted at the page.

"Perhaps a little overel aborate... renove those two descriptive words... enbellishnment, that's al
they are.”
He nodded, pleased with hinself, then, noving the book he had been working on until it rested

besi de the ancient text, he began to copy out the D ni phrase, tak ing care to | eave out the two
wor ds he consi dered served no purpose.

"There," he said softly, |ooking up again, aware of his surroundings for the first tine in over

t hree hours.

Every surface in that huge, cavelike roomwas filled with books. Shelves lined the walls from
floor to ceiling, |eaving space for little else. Just across from Gehn was an ancient hearth. And
then there was the door, of course. Otherwi se there was nothing but shelves-not even any w ndows.
Even the floor was covered in stacks of books-sonme new, sone ol d-sonme piles of which had tunbled
over, remaining where they fell, thick layers of dust covering their mnusty |eather bindings, |ike
ash on a vol cano' s sl ope.

Across from Gehn, between two standi ng shel ves containing Gehn's own journals, was a snaller desk



laid out with pens and ink and a pile of copying books, like those his son wote in.

Focusing on them Gehn seened to wake with a start and glanced at the tinmer that lay to his left
on the desk.

"Kerath preserve nme!" he nuttered, getting up and pocketing the tiner, realizing he was | ate.

He hurried across the room then, taking the long silver key fromthe bunch attached to his waist,
he unl ocked the door and went outside, taking care to | ock the door again before he turned and
hurried down the narrow stone steps.

At the bottomof the steps lay the library. As Gehn stepped out, he saw that Atrus was seated at
his desk in the far corner, his arns fol ded before him his copybook open, ready.

" Fat her ?"

Maki ng no apol ogy for his tardiness, Gehn strode across and, taking a |long white chalk fromthe
pot, turned to the great slate board and began to sketch out a D ni word, taking great care as he
did to denonstrate the fl ow of each stroke.

Turni ng back, he noted how attentively his son was watching him Seeing himlike that, Gehn felt a
monentary frustration at the boy's innate placidity. Ch, it was a fine quality in a servant or in
a subject species, but in a Dni they were absurd. For a second or two, CGehn felt sonething akin
to futility at the task he'd set hinself.

Unaware, Atrus |abored on, slowy copying down the figure fromthe board, his tongue poking
between his lips as he painstakingly mmncked the shapes his fathers hand had nmade to formthe
strokes and curls of the D ni word.

"Atrus!"
The boy | ooked up. "Yes, father?"
"You must learn to concentrate. It is not easy, | know It has taken nme close to thirty years to

master the art. But you nust try hard, Atrus. You will achieve nothing unless you are willing to
harness yourself to the yoke of |earning."

Atrus, his head down, his eyes staring at his desk, nodded "Yes, father."

"Good," Gehn said, placated by the boy's humlity, by his willingness to listen to his father's
instruction; by his innate quickness of mind. Then, seeing a way he mght inprove matters, he went
across and took a large, extrenely thick volune fromone of the shelves and carried it across.
"Here," he said, setting it down on the desk beside Atrus's open workbook. "As it is clear that
you need extra tuition, and as ny own time is presently tied up in a nunber of experinments,

think we must try an experinment of a different kind."

Atrus | ooked up at him his eyes eager suddenly.

"Yes, Atrus. This book is a very special book. It is called the Rebevkor. Once every school in

D ni had several copies of this book. Fromit pupils would | earn howto wite those fundanenta

D ni words that forned the basic vocabulary of our race. | suppose the nearest conparison you
woul d have for it is a lexicon, but this is far nore conplex."”

Gehn took the edge of the massive cover and pulled the book open, then pointed down at the
detailed diagrans that filled both pages.

"As you can see, each doubl e-page spread concerns a single D ni word, and shows clearly what pen
strokes nust be used and in what precise order. Wiat | want you to do, Atrus, is to work through
the Rebevkor fromthe first page to the last, concentrating on twenty words a night to begin wth.
I will provide you with a supply of copying books to work in, but you must promise ne to practice
these figures until they are second nature to you. Until you could sketch themin your sleep. You
understand me, Atrus?"

"I understand."

"CGood." Gehn reached out, closing the book, then made to turn away.

" Fat her ?"

"Yes, Atrus?"

"How ol d is the text?"

"The Rebevkor?" Gehn turned back. "Ten thousand years old. Maybe ol der.™

He saw the awe in his son's eyes at that and smiled inwardly. Atrus's eagerness, his dear

appreci ation of the greatness of the D ni, was sonething that he, Gehn, could work upon

" Fat her ?"

Gehn sighed, for the briefest noment tenpted to yell at the boy and tell himto stop this endl ess
questioning. Then, realizing that he nust be patient if he was to undo all the harm Anna had done
to the child, he answered him

"Yes, Atrus?"

"I just wondered why the sea is less bright nowthan it was earlier, that's all."

Gehn | eaned back, relaxing. "That is easy to explain. The plankton has a thirty-hour cycle that
corresponds with that of the Dni. It sleeps when we sleep, and is npbst active when we are nost



active. Thus we have night and day down here. O a distinctly black and orange kind."

If it was a joke, it was either a very bad one, or touched on sonething Atrus did not understand,
yet Gehn seened to find it funny, for his laughter went on for some while, and Atrus, pleased to
di scover that his father did, after all, possess a sense of hunor, |aughed with him

Later, after Atrus had returned to his room Gehn wal ked over to the central dais and, clinbing up
onto the marbled floor, | ooked about himat the great books where they rested on their pedestals.
Tal king to Atrus about various matters, he had realized suddenly just how rmuch he had m ssed the
chance sinply to talk these past fourteen years.

Al one. He had been so alone. Not enotionally, for he considered hinself as enotionally self-
sufficient as any nan could be, but intellectually. He had m ssed the chance to stretch hinself in
debate, yes, and to denonstrate the vastness of his know edge. And though the boy, as yet, was
little nore than a sounding board for his ideas, yet there was inmense potential in him

Yes, but then how could he have been certain that the boy even existed? The chances were that he

had perished. After all, it was hard to i magi ne anyone surviving in that desolate little crack in
t he ground!
"Patience. | nmust have patience with the boy, and then, in tinme..."

But right nowtine was the one thing he found hinself severely |acking. Over these past few weeks
not one but several of his experiments had suddenly gone badly wong, and he had been forced to
spend nmore and nore tinme attenpting to deal with the problens that had arisen. To try to give
Atrus as much attention as he needed was . . . well, inpossible.

Still, Atrus was an obedient child. He could see that the boy tried his best. And naybe a few
sessions with the Rebevkor would bring himup to scratch. Tinme would tell

Ri ght now, however, other matters needed his attention. Crossing the dais, Gehn stood over one of
t he open books, staring down at the descriptive box. Then he placed his hand upon it. A noment

| ater he was gone.
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In the weeks that followed, Atrus fell heavily beneath his father's spell. Mrnings he woul d work
hard, repairing the walls and paths of the nmany-leveled island. Then, in the afternoons, after he
had bathed and eaten, he would sit at his desk in the great library, while Gehn taught himthe
rudi ments of D ni culture.

Much of what Gehn taught himwas familiar fromhis own reading and fromthings Anna had told him
over the years, but there was al so a great deal he had never heard before, and so he kept silent.
Besi des, now that he knew it was real, even those things he knew seermed sonehow transforned:
different sinply because they were real

For several days he had been working on the question of why the water at the north end of the
island was clear of the light-giving plankton, and had traced the problemto the spillage from an
old pipe that led down fromhis fathers workroom He had taken sanples of that spillage and found
traces of lead and cadmiumin it-elenents that were clearly poisoning the plankton. Not having the
equi prent to make a proper filter, he decided that, as the spillage was only a trickle, it would
probably be best to block the pipe off altogether. He was busy doing this one norning, standing on

the steps below the seawal |, | eaning across to fit the tiny stone cap he'd fashioned to bl ock the
end of the pipe, when Gehn cane out to see him
"Atrus?"

He turned and | ooked. H s father stood at the head of the steps, cloaked and booted as if for a
journey, |ooking out across the sea toward the great rock and the city beyond.

"Yes, father?"

"I have a new task for you."

Atrus straightened up, then threw the steel facing-tool he had been using down onto the sack
beside him waiting for his father to say nore.

Gehn turned, combing his fingers through his ash-white hair, then |l ooked to him "I want you to
come into the city with me, Atrus. | want you to help ne find sone books."

"The city? W're going to the city?"

Gehn nodded. "Yes, so you had better go and change. You will need your boots. And bring your
knapsack, too."

Atrus hesitated a nonent, then, with a curt nod to his father, gathered up his tools and hurried
up the steps.

"I shall go down to the dock and prepare the boat," Gehn said, stepping back to let his son pass.
"Meet nme down there. And hurry now. | want to be back before nightfall.’

Gehn was standing at the stern of the boat, his hand on the tethering rope, ready to cast off, as
Atrus cane down the tw st of stone steps and out into the |owceilinged cave that housed the



jetty.

Since that evening when he had first arrived on K veer, Atrus had never been off the island. Nor
had a day passed in all that tinme when he had not |ooked to the distant D ni city and dreaned of
goi ng there.

C i nbi ng aboard, he |ooked to his father for instructions.

"Sit there," Gehn said, pointing to a | ow bench that dissected the shallow craft. "And try not to
| ean over too far. | don't want to have to pull you out."

He nodded, chastened by his fathers words.

As his father cast off, then swung the boat around, poling it out through the narrow entrance,
Atrus turned in his seat, staring out across that vast expanse of orange sea, past the scattering
of intervening islets, toward the D ni capital, seeing yet again howits crowded | evels clinbed
the cavern wall into the darkness.

Ancient, it was. Ancient beyond all imagining.
As they cane out into the open water, Atrus turned, |ooking back as Gehn's island enmerged into
view. The day he'd arrived, he had been too exhausted to take in all its details, but now he

stared, fascinated, seeing K veer properly for the first tine.

By now he knew every room and corridor, every stairway and terrace of the sprawing, many-Ievel ed
mansi on, yet seeing it now fromthat slight distance he pieced it all together for the first tine,
maki ng sense of it; seeing howits spiral shape had been determ ned by the rock on which it had
been built.

Froma quarter nmile away its dark stone walls- fallen in places, shored up in others-gleaned

al rost netallically in the |light from bel ow,

It was a strange, unearthly vision, but no nore so than any of the sights that nmet the eyes down
here. Besides, the sensitivity of his eyes, which had neant he'd had to shield his eyes fromthe
bri ghtness of the desert sun, here was a positive advantage. He found this light soothing to his
eyes ... alnost natural. Maybe the fact that he was part D ni made his eyes weak. Al he knew for
certain was that he had not needed to wear his gl asses down here, except for nmgnification

Atrus | ooked to his father, conscious for the first tinme of just how distracted he was. In his own
excitement he had nmissed his fathers nood. As he watched, Gehn grinmaced, as if sone hi deous

t hought had crossed his nind, then pulled hard on the oars, noving them along through the water.
Atrus turned, staring across at the city once again. Tiny islands littered the surroundi ng waters,
each straddled by its own dark and spraw i ng nmansi on, each of those ancient buil dings uniquely and
distinctly shaped, and every last one of themin ruins.

On one of the larger islands, a strange, angular fortress had been built high up into the face of
a massive cliff, enbedded, it seened, into the rock-a thing of spikes and towers and heavily
buttressed walls. Beneath it the cliff dropped five hundred feet, sheer into the notionless sea.
Atrus let out a long breath, conscious nore than ever of the desol ate nmagnificence of this place
As they steered through the |ast narrow channel, out into the open sea, he |ooked to his right,
his eyes drawn by a disturbance on the water a quarter of a nmle away. There was a kind of haze
over the water, |ike w ndblown sand, that cast an erratic shadow on the orange surface. As he

wat ched, it cane nearer, attracted, perhaps, by the boat's slow passage through the plankton-rich
wat er .

When it got to within fifty yards, he stood, open-nouthed, staring at it, then | ooked to Gehn, but
his father seemed not to have noti ced.

"What's that?" he asked, intrigued, seeing tiny glittering shapes within the cloud.

Gehn gl anced across. "Ah, those . . . They are a kind of danselfly. They feed on tiny insects that
live within the plankton."

At rus nodded, then turned back, watching in wonder as the cloud of insects drifted just aft of
their boat's trail, unable to keep up with their progress. He was about to | ook away when suddenly
the water beneath the cloud rippled violently and a long, thin snout poked out, stabbing the air.
A nonent | ater and the water beneath the danselflies began to thrash and boil as a host of
brilliantly colored fish went into a feeding frenzy. In less than thirty seconds the cloud was
gone, the water cal m again.

"And those?" Atrus asked, his voice al nost a whisper

"Fish," Gehn answered, with what seened |ike aversion. "The water's nuch deeper out here beyond
the islands. Usually they Iive deep down, but they surface now and then to feed."

"l see," Atrus said quietly, suddenly wary of the placid waters that surrounded them noting,
through the clear yet glowing water, the presence of nuch larger, fleeting shadows in the depths.
Di sturbed, he | ooked away, trying to focus his nind on sonething else.

Books... His father had said they were going to find sone books. But Gehn had plenty of books. So
what did he want with nore of then?



"How long will it take us to get there?" he asked.

"Not long," CGehn answered patiently, pulling on the oars regularly, inexhaustibly, it seened.
Atrus nodded. For a while he fiddled with his knapsack, then he | ooked back at his father

Gehn was watching him his large eyes half hooded. "Wat is it now, Atrus?"

Atrus swal | owed, then asked what he'd been thinking. "The books... Wat's so special about the
books? You said they can't nake them anynore. | don't understand."

Gehn's face was bl ank, expressionless. "All in good tine. Right now, all you have to do is find
themfor ne."

Atrus dozed for a while, then woke with a start, surprised to find hinself still on the boat,
still traveling. Yawning, he stretched his neck, then | ooked up at his father

Gehn smiled tightly. "So you're awake at last. Look. Just behind you. You al nost missed it."
Atrus stood and turned... to find the city loomng over him seening to fill the whole of the
skyline, its ancient buildings rising level after level into the great ceiling of the cavern

And, directly in front of him an arch-bigger than any of those he had seen on his journey down.
By conparison to the other D ni architecture Atrus had seen, it seened crude, nmade as it was of
undecor at ed bl ocks, yet each block was the size of a great mansion, the whole thing ten bl ocks
tall, its entrance so big that you could quite easily have passed even the |argest of the islands
t hrough t hat gap.

"Kerath's arch," Gehn said proudly, staring ahead at it.

"Kerath..." Atrus whispered, the nerest nmention of his hero' s nanme enough to send a thrill through
hi m

"All of the Dni kings sailed through this arch," Gehn said. "They woul d be sent to the southl ands
to be tutored in the arts of kingship, then, after a year, they would cone here to be crowned, on
the harbor front, before the Steward's House. A nillion citizens would watch the cerenony, and
after there would be a whol e nonth of feasting."

And yet it was nanmed after Kerath, Atrus thought. Because he was the greatest of them

As they slowy sailed beneath it, Atrus could see how the stone was bl otched and pitted, aged, not
as the rocks of the desert were aged, by sand and wind, but |like a skin that has grown tight and
dry.

For countless thousands of years this arch has stood, he told hinself, remenbering, even as he
did, the story of Kerath returning to D ni on the back on the great |izard. Now, of course, he was
forced to change the picture in his head-to i magi ne Kerath returning not across a desert, but
across this vast open sea, the lizard, perhaps, resting peacefully beneath himon the boat.

The thought nmade himfrown and wonder how nuch el se he had inmagi ned wongly. Tre' Merktee, for

i nstance, the Place of Poisoned Waters, did that still exist? He turned, |ooking to his father

but before he could ask the question, Gehn spoke to hi m again.

"You must stay close to nme this first tine, Atrus, and not wander off. Today we must confine our
explorations to a single sector of the city."

Gehn pointed past Atrus and to the right, indicating a part of the city not far fromthe nmain

har bor .

"That is where we shall nake our search, in the J' Taeri district. Wth luck we shall find what we
are |looking for in the Conmon Library there."

At rus nodded, then stepped up onto the prow, watching the city slowy appear from beneath the
arch. Directly ahead of them nassive walls of cracked white marble were arranged in three tiers,
li ke giant steps, about the harbor

At intervals along the front, a nunber of nassive statues-each one several tinmes the size of a man-
had once stood, facing the arch, but only two were standing now, and even they were cracked and
damaged. The rest had been toppled fromtheir pedestals and now |lay, either in pieces on the
mar bl ed flagstones or on the floor of the harbor itself, broken linbs the size of pillars
protruding fromthe gl ow ng surface

Beyond the statues, on the far side of an inpressively huge square, was what |ooked |ike a huge,
porticoed tenple, fifteen white stone pillars holding up what renmi ned of a nassive done. Beyond
that, the city clinbed, tier after tier of streets and buil dings, covered wal kways and delicate
arches, no single level the same as anot her.

From afar the city had seened an anor phous nmass of stone. From close up, however, it revealed an
intricacy and variety that was astoni shing. Even the col or of the stone changed as the eye
travel ed up that vast bowl of junbled architecture, the |owest levels slate gray or a dull red-
brown, the higher levels the sane bl ack streaked with red that was used for the island nansions
and the Inner Cate.

What coul d al so be seen fromclose up was the sheer extent of the devastation the D ni capital had
suf fered. Wherever Atrus |ooked, he saw evidence of ruin and collapse. Indeed, there was barely a



structure that was not danmaged in sonme way or anot her

He | owered his eyes, staring down through the pellucid water. Far down, so deep they seened nore
shadows than actualities, he could see the remains of the great fleet of nerchants' barges that
had once anchored here.

"Was it the quake that killed the peopl e?" Atrus asked, |ooking back at his father

Gehn ignored him concentrating on the task of bringing the boat al ongside one of the great stone
pillars that supported the jetty. He brought the small craft to a halt alongside the pillar. A
rope | adder dangled fromthe jetty above, trailing against the side of the cracked stone.

He gl anced at Atrus, then signaled that he should clinb the |adder, holding it taut from bel ow
while Atrus clinbed the rungs. Then, as Atrus neared the top, he tied the nmooring rope to the
bottom of the | adder and began his own ascent.

Atrus stepped up onto the jetty, nmore awed by his surroundings now that he actually stood anpng
them than he'd been while sailing into that massive harbor. He | ooked back at the brutal shape of
Kerat hs arch, which donminated the natural bowl of the harbor, then slowy turned full circle.
Gehn clinbed up beside him "Cone, Atrus, let us nake up tinme." He pointed across the square
toward the shattered done. "Qur destination is over there."

The great square m ght once have been inmrmacul ately kept, but now it was littered with huge chunks
of stone that had fallen fromthe city above. In places huge cracks ran in zigzags through the
mar bl e paving, while in others the ground sinply vanished into tiny craters.

The Stewards House itself was a study in desolation. The great donme was two-thirds gone, only
three of the fifteen great curving spans of roof still intact, and the great doors had fallen from
their hinges. Inside, there was evidence that the roons and corridors had been put to the torch
possi bly long before the final tragedy had struck. Overhead, charred beans stood out against the
stony skyli ne.

Atrus stared at his father's back, wondering what they were doing there inside that ruined place,
but Gehn barely gl anced at his surroundi ngs, nmaking his way directly down the main corridor before
turning right into a small roomat the back of the building.

It Iooked like a kind of pantry kitchen

Atrus watched as Gehn wal ked over to one of the shelves and, reaching to the back of it, seemto
pul | sonething toward him There was a | ow clunking sound, as if something were sliding back
beneath their feet.

Gehn turned, a brief smle flickering across his features, then crossed the room and, edging
behind a | ong stone workbench, placed his hands flat against the wall, noving themback and forth
as if searching for sonething

Wth a little grunt of satisfaction, he flexed his shoul ders and pushed. At once a whol e section
of the wall swung back and tilted to the side, sliding into a niche in the rock behind.

An unlit passage was reveal ed, |leading up into the rock

It was all done so effortlessly, so quietly, that Atrus stood there a nmonent, staring in

di sbeli ef.

Gehn turned, beckoning to him "Conme on then, boy! Wat are you waiting for?"

Atrus went across and ducked inside, then stopped, unable to see nore than a few feet in front of
hi m

"Here," Gehn said, pressing a lantern into one hand and a fire-marble into the other.

Atrus crouched, balancing the lantern on his knee, while he fitted the fire-marble, then, as it
began to gl ow, he straightened up. Turning, he saw his father light his own lantern, then | ook to
hi m

In that fierce blue glow Gehn's eyes seened huge and unnatural. Looking into them Atrus realized
how nmuch a stranger his father renmined, even after all these weeks. He still knew so little about
hi m

"I shall go ahead," CGehn said, unaware, it seenmed, of his son's close scrutiny. "But keep up with
me, Atrus. These tunnels are like a maze. If you fall behind and | ose sight of ne, you are likely
never to find your way out."

At rus nodded nervously, then, as his father squeezed past himand began to nake his way down the
sl opi ng curve of the tunnel, hurried to keep up

Behind Atrus there was the grating of the stone as the wall slid back into place. A dull,
resoundi ng thud echoed up the tunnel after him

Passages led off to either side, sonme |eading up, others down into the earth, but Gehn kept
striding straight ahead. It was a good ten ninutes before he stopped and, turning, making sure
Atrus was still with him pointed up a narrow flight of steps.

"I't's along clinb," he said, "but quicker than trying to get there by the |lanes."

Up and up the steps went, twisting first to the right and then back to the left, as if follow ng



some natural fault in the rock. Briefly it opened out into a narrow chanmber with a bal cony
overhead and stone benches cut into the rock, then it went on again, clinbing nore steeply.

"Not far now," Gehn said finally, as the steps ended and they canme out into a relatively flat

pi ece of tunnel

"Who nmade t hese pat hs?" Atrus asked, noting the words and patterns carved into this final stretch
of wall.

"That," Gehn answered, "is a nystery. For when people have been in a location as long as the D ni
have been here, then many things are done the reasons for which are either unknown or lost in the
haze of tine. That said, | should inagine there have been tunnels here since the very begi nning.

Sone schol ars-the great Jevasi anong themclaimthat the wall of the cavern is so riddled with
them that were any nore to be cut then the whole great edifice would cave in upon itself!"

Atrus narrowed his eyes, imagining it.

Just ahead there was a glinpse of orange light. It grew, until he could see the tunnel's exit
outlined up ahead.

They canme out into a narrow, unfurni shed room Above themthe ceiling gaped. One could | ook
straight up at the roof of the great cavern. This, Atrus knew, was the Dni style. Only a very few
of their buildings-official residences, |like the Stewards House- had roofs, the rest were open to
the air. After all, what need was there for roofing when the rain never fell and there was never
any variation in the tenperature? At nost a typical D ni dwelling would have a thick awni ng of
some kind stretched over its topnost story, and sonme of the two- and three-story buildings didn't
even bother with that, their occupants sleeping and bathing in the |ower floors.

The roomled out onto a snall bal cony. To the right a set of steps |ed down into a narrow | ane.
Atrus went to the rail, |ooking dowm the enmpty thoroughfare, fascinated by the junmble of gray
stone buildings that met his gaze, the labyrinth of wal kways and stairways and covered pat hs.
They went on, their heels clicking on the worn stone. The narrow | ane curved to the left, clinbing
slowy between high walls that, in places, were cracked and fallen. Behind those walls lay a
nunber of inposing-Iooking nansions, surprisingly few of which had collapsed, |eading Atrus to
think that they had been built to survive such shocks.

It was a strange and fascinating place to be, and as he wal ked, a famliar voice sounded in his
head, asking the question it always asked.

Atrus? What do you see?

He hesitated, then

| see faded paint on the walls. | see boards at w ndows and piles of rubbish, untended thirty
years. | see . . . disrepair and dereliction. Signs of shared habitation. Abandoned sedans and
ragged washi ng hung on threadbare |ines.

Good. And what do you make of it?

He | ooked about hi monce nore, then answered Anna in his head:

The mansions are old and grand, froma time when this was, perhaps, a respectable, even

fashi onabl e place to live, yet in nore recent tinmes this nust have been a poor district: a place
of considerabl e squal or, even before the great quake did its worst.

Good. Then why has your father come here? Wiat could he possibly want in a place like this?
Books, he answered silently, yet it hardly seemed a good enough reason. Wiy should his father want
nmor e books?
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At the end of a broad, once tree-lined avenue bordered by massive houses, stood the D ni

gatehouse. It was a huge, squat, square thing with twin turrets and a pair of massive studded
doors that were closed against them On the great slab of a lintel above the doors, two D ni words
had been cut deep into the ancient stone. Looking up at it, Atrus translated it in his head.
District of J' Taeri.

Stepping up to the I eft-hand door, Gehn braced hinself, then | eaned against it, straining against
it, but despite his efforts it did not nove even the tiniest amount. Gehn turned, |ooking about
him then wal ked across, venturing into the garden of one of the nearby houses, to enmerge a nonent
|later with a heavy-Ilooking piece of nmetal, clearly the ornamental spout of a fountain.

St andi ng before the doors again, Gehn lifted the thick rod of nmetal high then swuing it against the
wood, aimng for the | ock. There was a cracki ng sound and splinters flew, but the door held firm
Gunting loudly, Gehn raised the spout tine and again, smashing it against the door, the wood
splintering nmore and nmore each tine. Finally, on the seventh or eighth blow, the lock fell away.
Gehn threw the spout down, then, |eaning against the door, he heaved, his whol e body straining,
his neck rmuscles taut. Slowy but surely the massive door eased back

They went through, into J' Taeri.



The buil dings here were smaller but nuch better maintained than in the district they had left, yet
both had that same feeling of imense age, of ancient histories piled up | ayer upon | ayer I|ike
geol ogical strata. In places, where it had not been replaced, the stone floor of the |anes was so
worn by the passage of millions of feet over the nmillennia that it dipped markedly in the center
its appearance fluid, like wax that had nelted and re-formed, that |ikeness reinforced by the dark
red of the stone.

Coming to a massive crossroads - a place where covered wal kways crisscrossed overhead, and tunnels
di pped darkly into the earth - Gehn stopped and took the small tanned | eather notebook from his
pocket, studying it closely.

Atrus had often noticed Gehn consulting the book, which seemed to contain information on al

manner of things, yet strangely he had never seen himwite init.

Maybe he does it at night, when |'mnot there, Atrus thought, thinking of his own journal. O
maybe he doesn't need to. Maybe he's al ready mapped out where everything is in this city.

To be honest, he was in awe of his father's know edge of the capital. Gehn seened to know every
street, every inportant building in Dni. And even when he didn't, he was sure to have it in his
book.

Cl osi ng the notebook, Gehn pointed up the avenue to his left.

"W need to go this way. The nmain square is ten mnutes' walk fromhere."

Atrus waited as CGehn tucked the book away, then set off again, silently follow ng his father
staring about him as he wal ked.

The houses in J' Taeri were richly furnished; not only that, but there were huge pentagonal stone
shiel ds on many of the houses, decorated with synbols identical to those on Gehn's tunic, the
night he'd conme to the cleft to claimAtrus.

Curious, Atrus had asked Gehn what they were and had di scovered that they were CGuild badges, and
that those who lived in the houses that displayed themwere senior Guild nmenbers.

J' Taeri, it transpired, had been a Quild district, and thus sonething of an anomaly in that the
fam lies who had once stayed there were not fromthe locality, but were drafted in to oversee
Quild activities in the lower districts.

The houses were very different in J' Taeri; nore elaborate in their design. Some of themremn nded
Atrus of the forms he had glinpsed in the caverns traveling to D ni-seening to mnmic the form of
dri pstone and fl owstone, narrow towers pushing up fromtheir walls like great stalagnmtes, while
| arge draperies of |acelike stone decorated their front arches. Qthers, much nore preval ent, were
constructed to resenble great slabs of rock, three or four stories resting one atop another |ike
| ayers of snpothed slate, no sign of any doors or w ndows evident to the casual eye.

Two of the bigger houses stood out, not just because of their inmposing design but al so because
they were made of the jet black, red-streaked stone he had noticed was used mainly in the
uppernost |levels of the city, and again he asked Gehn what, if anything, this signified.

"Those were the houses of inportant nmen," Gehn had answered distractedly. "Only the very rich
could afford to build with such materials."”

The avenue opened out onto a nmassive square enclosed by high stone walls, on the far side of which
was a building that resenbled the Steward' s House. Six broad white narble steps led up into the
shadowed portico. Remarkably, its facade had survived the quake al nost intact.

On the top step Atrus turned, |ooking out across the labyrinth of walls and rooftops toward the
harbor far below, the great arch dom nating the skyline, its top alnost level with them Then
turni ng back, he stepped up into the shadows of the Conmon Library.

I nsi de, beyond a row of five cracked pillars, was a snall entrance hall, its floor covered in a
nosai c. A dark, jagged crack ran through the center of it, but the picture was still clear. It
showed a man standi ng beside a | ectern, on which lay an open book, exactly |ike the books which
stood on the pedestals in his father's library back on K veer. The man's hand hovered just above
the i mage on the page.

On the far side of the hall were two doorways, one to the left, one on the right. Cut into the
plinth over the I eft-hand door was the D ni synbol for "Enter," while on the plinth to the right
the sane synbol had a circle about it, fromwhich jutted seven short, wedge-shaped rays, like a
star. From Anna's | essons he recognized it as the D ni negative. That sign read "Do Not Enter."
He went to the left-hand door. It opened onto a |ong, caged passageway with ornately latticed
sides of interwoven bronze and iron that went directly down the mddle of a nmuch bigger sl oping
corridor, the cracked walls of which were covered in carvings of open fields and bl azi ng suns, and
of men and wonen standing in those fields wearing strange gl asses-his gl asses, Atrus realized with
a start of surprise!l-as they |looked up into those linitless, unfaniliar heavens.

At the end of the caged walk was a barrier. Gehn vaulted it effortlessly and wal ked on, into a
big, high-ceilinged gallery, on the far side of which was a nassive stone screen. Behind that



could be seen three tall, black-painted doors.

Atrus cl ambered over the barrier, then went across, joining his father

"Over there, through those doors, is the Book Room" Gehn said. "Fromthere the comron peopl e of
D ni woul d have the opportunity of traveling to an Age."

He | ooked to Atrus, clearly proud of his race's achi evenents.

"Did everybody use these places?"

Gehn shook his head. "No. That is why they are called the Conmon Libraries. These places were for
the conmmon, worki ngmen and wormen of D ni. The great fanmilies had their own books, their own Ages.
They were rigidly adm nistered by the Quilds, just as these Ages were, yet they were exclusive.
Only those permitted by the famlies could enter them"

Atrus frowned. "And the harvest worlds?"

"Those were @uild worlds. The books they used were specialized books, rmuch | ess restrictive than
the ordi nary books. They had to be to take the great |oads that were regularly brought back from
those Ages."”

Gehn gestured toward the doors. "Anyway, let us go inside."

Fol l owi ng his father, Atrus went around the screen and through the central doorway, into a big,

I ong chanber filled with pedestals, divided in two by a central wal kway, the whol e thing nounted
on a huge, white marble dais. Barely half the pedestals now stood, and the great dais itself was
riven with cracks. There was no ceiling to the chanber, but overlooking it was a rail ed bal cony,
parts of which had fallen away. Even so, |looking up at it, Atrus could imagine the cloaked Guild
menbers standing there |ike gods, calmy supervising the com ngs and goi ngs down bel ow

Atrus stepped up beside his father. On the nearest pedestal |ay an open book, its thick |eather
cover secured to the lectern by a heavy gold chain.

"Here they are," Atrus said.

Gehn | ooked to him "No. Those are of no use to us."

Atrus frowned, not understandi ng, but Gehn had crouched and was exam ning the top of one of the
el aborately decorated pedestals, his fingers feeling beneath the bevel ed edge. Wth a huff of

di sappoi nt nent he strai ghtened up, noving quickly on to the next, exam ning that, again with the
sane response

Whi |l e he was doing so, Atrus stepped up to the pedestal and | ooked down at the inmage on the right-
hand page.

He frowned. It was dark, only the vaguest outline visible. Then he understood. There was thick

| ayer of dust over the "wi ndow," suspended there just a fraction above the page.

He went to touch it, to brush it aside, but Gehn, who had seen what he was about to do, grabbed
his hand and pulled it away, gripping it tightly and shaking it as he spoke.

"You must never do that, Atrus! Never! You understand? For all you knew, that Age mi ght be dead,
destroyed by sone calanmity. You would be drawn into an airless void."

"I" msorry," Atrus said, his voice very snall

Gehn sighed, then rel eased his hand.

"The Art can be a dangerous thing, Atrus. That is why the D ni took great precautions to protect
t hese books and ensure they were not m sused."

"M sused?"

But Gehn had al ready noved away, searching again. He was crouched down, studying the edge of one
of the pedestals in the second row.

"Atrus. Cone over here.”

Atrus frowned, but did as he was told, stepping up beside his father

"I want you to search all of these pedestals for a catch or switch of sone kind."

" Fat her ?"

Gehn pointed to the door at the far end of the chamber. "W need to go inside. Somewhere here
there is a switch or lever that will let us in."

Atrus set to work, exam ning the pedestals, one after another, until, with a little cry of
excitement, he found a tiny brass hem sphere set into the back of one of the great stone |ecterns.
He pressed it. At once the door on the far side of the roomslid open

"Cood," Gehn said, straightening, then making his way across.

"I's this it?" Atrus said, standing in the doorway, staring w th disappointnent into what seened
i ke an unfurnished corridor fromwhich no doors |ed out.

"No," Cehn said, turning to |l ook back into the main gallery. "The Book Roomis below | hoped the
trapdoor would be open, but it |ooks Iike we shall have to force our way in."

As his father stepped out again, Atrus noved past him noticing for the first time the big square
slab of stone that hung like a painting against the left-hand wall

Standi ng before it, Atrus frowned. Fromits snooth surface protruded a number of geonetric synbol s-



stars and semicircles, triangles and squares, and several others-arranged in what appeared to be a
haphazard fashi on.

Atrus squinted at it, trying to make out what it was he had noticed. There was a pattern. No ..

not a pattern, a progression. Each synmbol had a mathematical value, and if you took those

val ues. ..

A map. It was a map!

Gehn cane back into the room carrying one of the fallen pedestals, his nuscles straining as he
kept the massive piece of marbl e bal anced agai nst his chest and shoul der.

"Qut of the way!" he gasped, then, lifting the huge stone with both hands, heaved it right through
the middl e of the slab, enbedding it in the wall.

"But father . . ."
"M nd back, boy," CGehn said, ignoring him grasping the pedestal once again, and beginning to
extricate it fromthe wall, heaving at it and rocking it back and forth until it came free.

But | could have solved the puzzle, Atrus said silently, as his father threw the pedestal aside,
reveal ing, behind the slab, a matrix of netal pullies and wres.

He watched as his father pulled and pushed at the wires, trying to work the nmechani smt hat
activated the trapdoor. For a nonent there was nothing, and then there was a resounding click as
sonething slotted into place.

"Stand over by the door, Atrus," Gehn said, gesturing to himwi th one hand, the other buried deep
i nsi de the workings of the nechani sm

Atrus did as he was told, then watched as his father nade a snmall little novenent of his shoul der
There was the hiss of hydraulics and then a | ow grating sound. A nonent |ater a two-by-three
rectangl e of the floor beside thembegan to sink into the earth with a | oud hissing noise,
revealing a stairway.

Atrus followed his father down, into a large, well-lit space, filled with | ong workbenches pil ed
high with all manner of clutter. Shelves crowded the walls. Eight cloaked skeletons sat in their
chairs, slunped forward over their work. Another-their supervisor?-lay where he had fallen agai nst
the far wall

"What is this place?" Atrus asked, sniffing the nusty air, noting that the seated skel etons were
chained to their desks.

"This is the main Book Room" Gehn answered. But there was no sign of any books in that chanber.
The shelves were crowded with all manner of things- boxes and bottles, papers and files, tools for
witing and carving-but no books. O books, at |least of the kind that Gehn seened to want, there
was no sign. There were only those upstairs, and it was clear that Gehn did not want them

Atrus stared at his father, confused. But Gehn was | ooki ng about purposefully, searching the
nearest shelves as if he might unearth real treasures here.

"What should I |ook for?" he asked, after a nonent.

Gehn turned, staring at him as if he had forgotten he was there, then gestured to a door at the
back of the room behind the stairway they'd come down.

"Have a |l ook in there, Atrus. There should be a narrow passageway with four or five roons off it.
One of themwll be the bookstore. If it is locked, call nme. But it should be open. They woul d not
have had time to lock it."

No, Atrus thought, beginning to understand how qui ckly catastrophe had fallen upon D ni. At night,
so his father had said, while nost decent folk were in their beds.

Gehn turned away, rummagi ng anong the shel ves, stopping to take out a strange-looking glass via
and shake it, then throwing it aside.

Atrus watched hima monent |onger then went through, finding it exactly as Gehn had described. The
passageway was eight paces long. Two doors led off to the left, two to the right; one lay directly
ahead. He tried that first, noting the D ni "Book" symbol cut into the center of the elaborate
carved pattern on its polished wooden surface.

The door swung back silently on its hinges at his touch. Inside was the tiniest of roons-al nost a
cupboard it was so snmall-with broad shelves on all three sides, reaching up into the ceiling space
wel | above his head.

Most of those were enpty, but on one of the higher shelves there were seven, no eight, of the big,
| eat her - bound books.

Atrus reached up and pulled one down, a red-covered book, surprised by how heavy it was, as if it
were made of something nore than paper. Then, kneeling, he placed it on the floor in front of him
and opened it.

Not hi ng! The pages were bl ank. Di sappointed, he closed the book and slipped it back into its

pl ace, then took another, this time with a pale green | eather cover. That, too, proved bl ank. One
by one he took the books down, certain that he would find at | east one that had sonething witten



init, but they were all, as far as he could see, the sane.

Def eated, he placed one of the books beneath his arm and went outside, wal king back down the
passageway despondently.

Gehn had cleared a space on one of the workbenches and was bent over what |ooked |ike a wooden
tray filled with a dozen or so | arge anber-colored inkpots. After a moment, he straightened,
hol di ng up one of the big, five-sided crystals to exanmine it, its rich anmber color reflected in
Gehn's pallid face. Then, noticing Atrus standing there, he | ooked across.

"Well? Did you find any?”

"I't's no good," Atrus said, steeling hinmself against his father's anger. "There's nothing in

t hem "

Putting the inkpot back in the case, Gehn cane and took the book from Atrus. "Here, let ne see
that."

He opened it and flicked through a nunber of pages, then | ooked up again. "This is fine. This is
just what | was |ooking for. Are there others?"

Atrus went to shake his head, then nodded, utterly confused now. "But | thought... | thought you
wanted ones with Ages in them These . . . these are just books."

Gehn | aughed. "No, Atrus. These are not just books, these are Kartee' nea. Blank books, waiting to
be witten."

Witten . . . Atrus stared at his father.

Gehn unslung his knapsack and slid the book inside it, then | ooked to Atrus again. "How many books
are there in the store?"

"Ei ght."

"CGood. Then bring them back in here. There is ink here," he said, gesturing toward the case of
anber-col ored pots, "and pens, too, so we have everything we need. Conme then. Quick now, boy. W
can be hone by supper!"”
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"Atrus?"

Atrus | ooked up fromhis desk to where Gehn stood on the far side of the library.

"Yes, father?" he said, setting his pen aside, careful not to drip any ink across the copy paper.
"Cone with ne."

Atrus stood uncertainly, then, skirting the dais at the center of the room joined his father at
the foot of the steps.

Two weeks had passed since the expedition into the city, and Atrus had begun to think that his
father had forgotten his prom se, but Gehn was sniling now.

"Are you ready, Atrus?"

"Ready, father?"

"To begin your work. It is tine you |learned howto Wite."

He foll owed Gehn up into a large, yet strangely claustrophobic room At first he didn't understand
why, then he realized that it had been cut directly fromthe surroundi ng rock, which was why,
perhaps, the ceiling was so |l owa cave within a cave.

Books crowded t he undecorated stone walls and were heaped up on the floor on all sides, while in
the center of the roomwas a |large desk, lit by a curiously shaped |anp-the only source of
illumnation in that dimand nusty place. Facing that nassive desk was anot her smaller one that
had been cl eared.

Gehn | ed himacross, standing Atrus to one side while he sat in his chair and, reaching into one
of the drawers, drew out a shallow netal tray on which was a large quill pen and a nunber of the
anber-col ored ink pots they had found on their first book hunt.

Setting the tray to one side, Gehn | eaned across and pull ed one of the big, |eather-bound books
toward himits brown cover flecked with white-opening it to the first page.

It was bl ank.

He | ooked up at Atrus, his pale eyes fixing his son. "You have spent six weeks now, |earning how
to copy a nunber of basic D ni words and have di scovered just how conpl ex and beautiful a script
it is. But those characters al so nean sonething, Atrus. Sonmething nuch nore than you' ve previously
understood. And not just in this world. They were devel oped over tens of thousands of years for a
specific task-that of describing Ages ... of creating other worlds. They are not |ike the words
you and | speak casually, nor can they be used so in the books. Witing-Dni Witing-is not nerely
an Art, it is a science. The science of precise description."”

He turned, looking to the blank page. "Wen we begin, there is nothing. It is ... uncreated. But
as soon as the first word is witten-just as soon as that first character is conpleted, the |ast
stroke set down upon the page-then a link is set up to that newy created world, a bridge



est abl i shed. "

Atrus frowned. "But where does it lead, this bridge?"

"Anywhere," Gehn answered, glancing at himas he renoved the lid of the anber-colored crystal ink
pot. "The Dni called it Terokh Jeruth, the great tree of possibility."

Atrus laughed. "It sounds |ike nmagic!"

"And so it is. But you and | are Dni, and so | shall share a secret with you. W are not ordinary
men, Atrus, we are gods!"

"Gods?" Atrus stared back at his father, bew | dered.

"Yes," Gehn went on fervently, his eyes |it with a passion Atrus had never seen in him before.
"Conmon men but dream and wake. W, however, can live our dreans. Wthin limts-limts that the
finest D ni minds took great care to define over the nmillennia-we can create whatever we can
visualize. W use words to conjure worlds."

Atrus's mouth had fallen open

"Why, | could show you worlds so rich, so vivid in their detail, that they would nake you want to
burst with admiration for their nmakers. Wrlds of such splendor and nagnificence that they nmke
this mar-vel ous world of ours seem ordinary!"

Gehn | aughed, then held the ink pot up for Atrus to see. Wthin the thick, yellow, glasslike walls
of the container, was a fine black liquid.

"What do you see, Atrus?"

Atrus | ooked up, neeting his fathers eyes, nonmentarily startled by that echo of Anna's customary
wor ds.

"I nk?"

"Yes ... but not just any ink. It has special powers that ordinary ink does not possess. So, too,
with the pages of the book. They are made of a special paper, the formula for which was kept
secret by the Guild.”

"And the pen?" Atrus asked, pointing to it, "ls that special, too?"

Gehn smiled. "No. The pen is but a pen. However, if anyone else tried to do what we are about to
do- anyone, that is, without D ni blood-then they would fail. It would be inpossible."

Turning to face the page, CGehn set the ink pot down, then, dipping the netallic rip of the quil
intoit, lifted the pen above the page and began to wite.

Slowmy a D ni character-the word "island," Atrus noted-began to form its intense bl ackness burned
alnmost into the pure white surface by the pen

Gehn wrote another dozen characters onto the page, then lifted the pen and | ooked to Atrus.

"I's it done?" Atrus asked, surprised that there had not been nore. He had expected fireworks or
the heavens to open. "Have you nade a new Age?"

Gehn laughed. "It exists, yes ... but as yet it is very crude. It takes a great deal of work to
create an Age. There are special formulas you have to follow, precise |laws to obey. As | said, it
is not sinply an Art, it is a science-the science of precise description.”

He gestured toward the open book. "As yet, | have nerely sketched out the nost basic el enents of
my new world. Ahead lies an i mense anmount of hard work. Every aspect of the Age nust be

descri bed, each new elenent fitted in. But that is not all."

Reachi ng across, Gehn took another, much smaller book froma pile at the side and held it out to
Atrus. "Once the Age is conplete, one nust always- always-make a Linki ng Book."

Atrus took the small book and opened it, noting at once how few pages were in it. Al of themwere
bl ank.

"Yes," Gehn continued. "Wenever you travel to a newWly witten Age you nust always carry a Linking
Book with you. If you did not, you would be trapped there, w thout any way of traveling back."
Atrus | ooked back at his father, w de-eyed. "But what's actually in one of these Linking Books?"
Gehn took the book back. "Each Linking Book refers to one of the |arger descriptive books-to one
speci fic book. You might say that it contains the essence of the | arger book-certain phrases and
words that fuses it to that book and no other. But that is not all. For a Linking Book to work, it
nmust al so include an accurate description of the place one wishes to link to on that particular
Age, which is recorded by witing a special D ni synbol, a Garo-hertee. Yes, and a Linking Book
nmust be witten in the Age and location it is neant to link to. And so a Linking Book is, in a
sense, a working substitute for a descriptive book."

Atrus thought a noment, then. "And can there be only one Linking Book for each descriptive book?"
"Not at all," Gehn answered, delighted by his son's understandi ng. Then, setting the slender book
back on the pile, he added. "You can make as many Li nki ng Books as you want. But you nust al ways
make at |east one. That is the first rule. One you nust not forget."

At rus nodded, then. "But what if you change the Age? Wat if you decide to wite nore in the
descriptive book? Wuld the Linking Book cease to work?"



"No. If the descriptive book is changed, then all Linking Books associated with it will link to
the changed world."

Atruss eyes lit, imagining it, only now realizing just how conplex and powerful this Witing was.
"It sounds . .. astonishing!"

"Yes," Gehn said, his eyes | ooking back at Atrus, godlike and wi se beyond all human years. "Ch, it
is, Atrus. It is."

That night, Atrus decided he would speak to his father, to remind himthat it was alnost time for
themto go back and visit Anna.

Encouraged by Gehn's high spirits over supper, Atrus waited until he had lit his pipe and settled
back in his chair in the corner of the kitchen before he broached the subject.

" Fat her ?"

Gehn stretched his legs and stared at his boots, the gently-glow ng pipe cradled in his |ap.
"Yes?"

"When are we goi ng back?"

Gehn | ooked to himlanguidly. "Back? Back where?"

"To the cleft."

Surprisingly, Gehn | aughed. " There? You want to go back there?"

"Yes," Atrus said quietly. "You said ..."
"I said |l would try. | said ..." Gehn sat up and, setting the pipe aside, |eaned toward Atrus. "I
said that to keep your grandnother quiet. | never meant " He shrugged, then started again.

"Look, Atrus, it would take us the best part of four or five days to get there and another three
or four to return here. And for what?"

"Well, couldn't you wite a book to the cleft and bring her here?"

"And how woul d you set about writing such a book? This world has already been created.”

"Then can't you wite a Linking Book?"

Atrus stopped, realizing that, of course, he couldn't. He would have to be at the cleft in order
to wite that Linking Book

Gehn wat ched him seeing that he understood, then spoke softly. "I should, perhaps, have said you
cannot link to another location in the Age you are in. It is inpossible.”

Atrus was silent a nmonment, then. "But you told nme you woul d take nme back."

"Ch, Atrus, grow up! There's nothing there."
Atrus | ooked down. "But you pronised. You said ..
Gehn stood. "I sinply do not have the time, and even if | did, | would scarcely waste it going
there. The place is a pit, Atrus. Literally so. Besides, that wonman i s poisonous. Don't you
understand that yet? | had to take you away fromthere."

"You're wong," Atrus said quietly.

But Gehn sinply shook his head and pointed at the chair. "Sit down. | shall tell you a story. Then
you can tell me if | amwong or not."

Atrus sat, angry still and resentful, refusing to meet his fathers eyes.

"Close to thirty years ago, when | was but a child of four, there was a war. A young man naned
Veovis started it. He was the son of a nobleman, and the sole heir to a powerful estate. In tine
he woul d have beconme one of the ruling Council, a | awmaker. But he was not content w th what he
had, nor with the prom se of what would be. Veovis broke D ni |law. He abused his privileged
position."

"I'n what way?"

"H s crimes were heinous, unmentionable. He was a cancer that needed to be cut fromthe D ni
culture. Eventually he was caught and, despite his father's intercession, he was tried before the
Five Lords. For nore than twenty days w tnesses gave evidence. Finally, the Five gave their

deci sion. Veovis was to be inprisoned, to be kept in a place fromwhich he woul d never escape. But
before the decision of the Five could be inplenmented, several of Veovis's young friends hel ped him
to flee D ni.

"For six nonths, nothing was heard of Veovis, and it was assuned that the problemhad taken care
of itself. But then runors began to circulate. Runors that Veovis had taken a new nane and was to
be round in the drinking houses of the lower city, stirring up discontent against the ruling
faction.

"At first, nothing was done. Runobrs were only runors, it was argued. But then a nunber of

i ncidents occurred. A stabbing of a senior official in one of the guilds. A bonb in one of the
mai n i nk works. The desecration of a book."

Atrus frowned, not understanding, but his father was staring off into the distance, caught up in
his recol |l ections.



"After this last incident, a Council neeting was called. At last, they decided to take action. But
already it was too |ate. Veovis had indeed been staying in the lower city. Furthernore, he had
been fermenting trouble anong the | ower classes. Wat none of the ruling Council could have known,
however, was just how deep that discontent ran, nor how raw a nerve Veovis had touched. Only two
days after the Council net, serious rioting broke out in one of the lower city districts. Before
curfew that evening, the whole of the lower city was in chaos as the nob roaned the streets

mai mi ng or killing whoever dared to stand agai nst them™

Gehn stopped, turning to face Atrus.

"As | said, | was but a child at the tinme. | was staying in one of the great Guild houses in the
upper precincts. My home was several miles away, on a great bluff of rock that | could see from

one of the windows in the refectory. | renenber standing there all that afternoon, as the roar of

the nmob and the awful cries of the dying came up to us frombelow, and wondering if it was the
end. It was a terrible tinme, nade worse by ny fears for ny owmn fanmly. W were safe in the Guild
houses, of course. At the first sign of trouble, the Council had barred the gates to the upper
city and trebled the guard. But nmany on the outlying estates died that day, victins of their own
servants-nen and wonen they had trusted all their lives.

"I't was fully six weeks before the last of the rebels was subdued and Veovis hinself captured,
trying to nake his escape through the | ower tunnels.”

"This time, when the Five net, their decision was unani nous. Veovis was to die. He was to be
executed, there on the steps of the Geat Library."

Gehn | ooked away, clearly pained by what cane next, then spoke again. "It was a w se decision. Yet
before it could be seal ed and passed as |aw, one final witness stepped forward, begging their

| eave to speak out on the young nman's behal f.'

Ti"ana, Atrus thought, recalling what Anna had told him

Gehn sl owed once nore, staring out past Atrus. "That w tness was a woman, Ti'ana."

Atrus opened his nmouth, aching to finish the tale-to show his father what he knew but Gehn seened
not to be aware of him He spoke on, in the grip of the tale; a sudden bitterness in his voice.
"Ti'ana was nuch respected by the Five and so they |let her speak. In her view the danger had
passed. Veovis had done his worst and D ni had survived. Furthernore, she argued, if it had not
been Veovis, sone other rabble-rouser would have stirred the nob to action, for the discontent had
not been that of a single man, but of a whole class. In the circunstances, she said, her el oquence
swayi ng those venerable | ords, should not the Council's original decision be carried out."

Coming to the bottom of the steps, Gehn stepped out onto the second | edge and, |ooking to his son
si ghed deeply. "And so it was done, Atrus. Veovis was placed inside his prison. The prison from
whi ch he coul d not escape.”

Gehn paused, his eyes on Atrus. "It was three days |later when it happened. They had checked on
him of course, norning and evening, but on the evening of that third day, the guard who was sent
did not return. Two nore were sent, and when they returned, it was with the news that the prison
was enpty. There was no sign of either Veovis or the guard.

"They shoul d have known that sonething was seriously wong, but they had not |earned their

| essons. And when Veovis did not reappear, they assuned that all was well, that he had fl ed-who
knew wher e?-and woul d not be seen again. But Veovis was a vengeful young man who had seen his
hopes cl ashed twice in the space of a year. Only a fool would think he'd sinply go away and lick
his wounds. Only a fool..."

Atrus blinked, surprised by the sudden anger in his fathers voice.

"And so it was that Veovis did return. And this tinme it was not in the conpany of an unwashed and
uncontrol | abl e rabble, but at the head of a small but well-trained force of fanatics who had but
one thing in their mnds: to destroy Dni. Ti'ana was wong, you see. The danger had not passed,
nor had Veovis done his worst."

"But she was not to know, surely?"

"No?" Cehn shook his head, a profound disappointnment in his face. "The wonman was a foolish

meddl er. And ny father no less a fool for listening to her."

"Your father?"

"Yes," Gehn said, wal king across to the edge and standing there, |ooking out across the ruined

| andscape. "Or is that sonething el se she hasn't told you?"

" She?"

"Anna. Your grandnother.”

"I ... 1 don't understand. What has she got to do with it?"

Gehn | aughed bl eakly. "You still do not know?"

"Know what ?"

And now CGehn turned and | ooked at himagain, his face hard. "That she was Ti'ana. Anna, | nean



That was her D ni nane, given to her by my father-your grandfather-when he narried her."

Atrus stared, shock in his face. "No. No. It isn't possible. She would have said."

"It's true," Gehn said bitterly. "Her words destroyed it... her neddling. It would all have been
over, finished with. Veovis would have been dead, the threat dealt with, but no ... she had to
interfere. She could not help herself. As if she knew best all the while!l She would never listen
Never!"

At rus shook his head, unable to believe it.

"Did she ever tell you about ne, Atrus? Did she? No! O course not! So ask yourself, what else did
she fail to tell you?"

"But she couldn't have!" he blurted, unable to help hinself. "She couldn't!"

"No?" For a noment Gehn stared at him as if studying an exhibit beneath a m croscope. "You shoul d
not let sentinent blind you, Atrus. The world we inhabit is a harsh one, and sentinent can kil
just as surely as a falling rock. It was a | esson your grandnother never |earned. And that is why
I cannot let you go back to her. For your own good."

Atrus was silent a nmonent, staring down at his hands where they were clasped in his Iap. Then he
spoke again, his voice quiet now, |acking the defiant conviction it had had only m nutes before.
"Anna was good to nme. She | ooked after me, made sure | never starved. Yes, and she taught ne,
too. "

"Taught you?" CGehn's laughter was scathing. "Taught you what? How to survive in a crack? How to
eat dust arid dreamof rain, | bet!"

"No!" Atrus yelled, hurt now and confused and angry-angrier than he'd ever been-though at who it
was hard to tell. "She taught me nore than you've ever taught ne!"

Gehn's | aughter died. He stepped across and stood over Atrus, |ooking down at himcoldly,
threateningly. "Wat did you say?"

Atrus lowered his eyes, intimdated by his fathers physical presence. "l said she taught ne nore
than you."

Gehn reached down with his right hand, gripped Atrus s chin, and forced himto look at him "Tell
me, boy. What did that woman ever teach you that was any use at all?"

He shrugged of f Gehn's hand and noved his head back. "She taught nme Dni, that's what!"

Gehn | aughed and shook his head. "Taught you to lie, nore |like!"

Atrus net his fathers eyes squarely, then spoke slowy, calmy, in fluent D ni.

"She taught nme what is good and what is to he valued, those truths which cannot he shaken or
changed. "

Slowy, like the sunlight bleeding fromthe horizon at the day's end, the nocking smle faded from
Gehn's |ips.

"You nean, you knew?" Gehn said coldly. "All this while?" H s face was hard now, his eyes cold.
Once again there seened sonet hi ng dangerous-sonet hi ng frightening-about him "You sat there al
that time, pretending not to know? Mcking me?"

"No," Atrus began, wanting to explain, but Gehn was not l|istening. Grasping Atrus w th both hands
he pulled himup out of his chair and shook him

"Why, you deceitful, ungrateful little boy! It would serve you right if | took you back and | et
you rot there in that pathetic little hole! Ah, but she would Iike that, wouldn't she? And that is
why we are not going back. Not now, not ever!"

"But you nust!" Atrus cried out, appalled at the thought. "She'll be worried! \Wen she doesn't
hear..."

Taking Atrus by the scruff of the neck, Gehn half marched, half dragged himto his roomand threw
hi minside, then slamed the door and |ocked it.

"WAit!" Atrus cried, picking hinmself up and throwi ng hinself at the door. "Father! Please ..
you've got to listen!"

For three whol e days, Gehn did not return. Wien he finally did, he announced hinself by rapping

I oudly on the door to Atrus's room

"Atrus?"

Atrus was in his sleeping niche in the big wardrobe, a spot that felt nore |like his bed at hone,
reading a D ni book, a half-eaten apple in one hand. The sudden knocki ng nade himjunp. Hiding the
appl e and the book, he quickly closed the wardrobe door and hurried across to the bed, slipping
beneath the silken sheets.

"Atrus?" Gehn's voice cane again. Significantly, he spoke D ni now "Are you awake? | need to talk
with you."

He ought to have told himto go away, but the anger he'd first felt had now evaporated. Besides,
he wanted to know just what his father had to say for hinself.



"All right..." he called back, feigning indifference.

He heard the key turn in the lock. A nonent |ater Gehn stepped into the room He |ooked i mensely
weary, his pale eyes ringed fromlack of sleep, his clothes unwashed-the sane cl othes he had been
wearing the evening he had argued with Atrus.

Atrus sat up, his back against the massive, carved headboard, |ooking across at Gehn, who was
outlined in the half-light by the door.

"I'"ve been thinking," Atrus began

Gehn rai sed a hand. "W speak only D ni henceforth.”

Atrus started again, this tine in Dni. "I've been thinking. Trying to see it from your point of
view. And | think I understand."

Gehn cane cl oser, intrigued. "And what conclusion did you cone to?"

Atrus hesitated, then. "I think | understand why you feel what you feel about Anna. Wy you hate
her so nuch.”

Gehn | aughed, surprised, yet his face was strangely pained. "No, Atrus. | do not hate her. It
woul d be easy if it were that sinple. But | do blane her. | blane her for what she did to D ni.

And for leaving nmy father here, knowing he would die."
"l don't see the difference.”
"No?" Cehn cane closer, standing over him "It is hard to explain just what | feel sonetines. She

is my nother and so she has to love me. It is her duty. Wiy, | even saw it in her eyes that |ast
time. But she does not like ne. To be honest, she never has." He shook his head, then continued.
"It was the same with Veovis. She never |iked him She thought himodious; ill-mnnered and foul -

tenpered. Yet when it came down to it, she felt that her duty was to |l ove himto save himfrom
hi nsel f.

Gehn sighed heavily. "She was a hypocrite. She did not act on what she knew to be the truth. It
was a weakness that destroyed a race of gods!"

"And yet you two survived," Atrus said quietly. "She saved you. Brought you out of Dni."

"Yes," Gehn said, staring away into the shadows on the far side of the room "Sone days | wonder
why. Sonme days | ask mysel f whether that, too, was not weakness of a kind. Wiether it would not
have been better for us both to have died back there and end it all cleanly. As it is..."

Atrus stared at his father in the long silence that followed, seeing himclearly for the first
time. There was sonething quite adnmirable about the spirit within him about the determination to
try to restore and recreate the D ni culture single-handedly. Adm rable but futile.

"So can | go and see Anna?"

Gehn did not even look at him "No, Atrus. My mind is nade up. It would be too disruptive, and
cannot afford disruption.”

"But she'll worry if | don't go back..."

"Be quiet, boy! 1 said no, and | mean no! Now |l et that be the last word on the matter! | shal

send Rijus with a note, inform ng your grandnother that you are well and expl ai ni ng why she cannot
see you again. But beyond that, | can permt no further contact between you."

Atrus | ooked down. It was as if his father had physically struck him Not see her again? The

t hought appal l ed him

"As for the matter of your deception," Gehn went on; unaware, it seened, of the great shadow that
had fallen on the young nman's spirit, "I have to tell you that | was gravely disappointed in you,
Atrus. That said, | shall overlook it this once. Indeed, it rmay prove a great benefit in the |ong
term It will certainly save ne a great deal of tine and hard work, and it will also nmean that |
can press on nore rapidly than | had anticipated. It is possible you mght even start a book of
your own."

Atrus | ooked up. "A book?"

"Yes. But you rnust pronise nme sonething."

Gehn | ooned over him his manner fierce, unconpronising. "You nust prom se ne never-and | nean
never-to question my word again or to scheme behind nmy back. You nust be absolutely clear on this,
Atrus. | am Master here and ny word is |aw "

Atrus stared at his father, knowi ng himat that nonent better than he had ever known him then
reali zing he had no other choice, he bowed his head.

"l promse."

"Good. Then cone and get sonmething to eat. You nust be starving."
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"Where are we?" Atrus asked, |ooking about himat the cave into which they had "linked," his eyes
taking a noment to adjust to the darkness.

Gehn edged past him Standing on tiptoe, he reached into a narrow recess high up at the back of



the cave. "This is one of ny nore recent worlds,"” he answered, renmoving a slender box. Wthin was
the Linking Book that would get themback to D ni. Quickly checking that it had not been tanpered
with, he slid it back into the hole in the rock, then turned, |ooking to Atrus. "This is ny Thirty-
seventh Age."

"Ah ..." Atrus said, if only because he could think of nothing else. Personally, he would have
spent a little time and effort thinking of a name for the Age- sonething nystical and romantic,
per haps- but Gehn was pragmatic when it cane to his creations.

For three years now he had been acconpanying his father to these Ages, and never once had Gehn
thought to give an Age a nane. Nunbers. It was always nunbers with his father

At the front of the cave, a narrow tunnel curved away to the left, sloping steadily upward.
Fastening his cloak at the neck, Atrus followed Gehn out, wondering what kind of world this was.
Up above it was night. They enmerged into a rough circle of open grass surrounded on three sides by
the bare rock of the hillside. Below them under a dark, blue-black sky in which sat two smal
nmoons- one white, one red-lay an island. At the center of the island was an oval | ake.

Atrus stood there, taking in the sight, inpressed by the circle of low hills that fornmed a natural
bow about the |ake. The lake itself was dark and still, reflecting the twin noons, the
surroundi ng sea shimeringly bright.

Looking at it, Atrus began to question it, as he always did, wondering what words, what phrases
his father had used to get that soft, scul pted shape to the hills? O was that a product of the
underlying rock? Was it |linmestone? O clay, perhaps? And those trees, over to the right-were they
a natural variant, or had Gehn witten themin specifically?

The air was sweet and cool, rich with the varied scents of |iving things.

"I't's very beautiful," he said finally, looking to his father, but Gehn nerely grunted, surveying
his work with what seened a haughty di sregard.

"l have done much better work than this," he answered, clinmbing up onto one of the rocks, then

st eppi ng down the other side. "In some ways this is ny |east successful experiment, | tried to
keep it sinple. Too sinple, possibly."

Atrus clinbed up onto the rock, hurrying to catch up. He had seen quite a few of his father's Ages
these past three years-he hasn't begun to try nmaking ages yet-but it had never ceased to astonish
himthat nmere words could create such vivid and tangible realities.

There was a path | eadi ng down between the scattered rocks. After a dozen paces it opened out onto
a bare slope covered in thigh-high grass. Below them mybe a mle or so distant, huddl ed around
the left-hand side of the | ake, was a scatter of |low, rectangular buildings, oddly shaped, as if
hal f nade of stone; maybe forty in all, lit by the lanps which hung over doorways and on pol es

al ong the harbor's edge. Suspended wal kways |inked the huts. Beneath the eaves of the nearest huts
a nunber of dark, upright figures could be glinpsed.

Atrus turned to stare at Gehn, surprised. "Its inhabited?

"Yes, but don't expect too much, Atrus. The people of this Age are an i mensely sinple folk.
Crude, one mght al nbst say. They manage to eke out a nmeager existence by way of fishing and basic
agriculture, but as for culture, well. "

Gehn's | augh was di smissive. Even so, Atrus felt a strange excitenent at the thought of meeting
them Though Gehn had occasional ly brought in working parties fromone or other of his Ages, he
had never taken Atrus to an inhabited Age. Not before today.

They wal ked on, descending the thickly grassed slope. At first Atrus thought they would come upon
the islanders unobserved, but then, a hundred yards or so fromthe edge of the village, a shout
went up. Soneone had spotted them At once there was a buzz of voices down bel ow and signs of
sudden, frantic activity.

Gehn touched his arm motioning that he shoul d stop

Atrus glanced at his father, alarned. "Are we in danger?"

Gehn shook his head. "Be patient, Atrus. You are here to observe, so observe."

Atrus fell silent, watching as a dozen or so of the tall, manlike figures cane up the sl ope toward
them carrying flam ng torches.

Ten paces fromthem the party stopped, dropping to their knees and bowi ng their heads, abasing

t hemsel ves before Gehn. One of their nunber-the tallest of themstood, then, com ng forward, his
head bowed, held out a garland of yellow flowers, offering at the sane rine a few words of broken
D ni .

"You are wel cone, Great Master. Your dwelling is prepared.”

In the flickering light of the torches, Atrus saw what he was wearing. It was a crude, handwoven
copy of a @uild cloak]

"Good," Gehn said, |owering his head so that the man could place the garland over it. Then

strai ghtening up, he gestured to the nan, "Gather the villagers. | shall speak to them at once."



"Master!" the acol yte answered, glancing at Atrus, his dark eyes curious.

"Now | ead on!" Gehn said, his voice stern, conmandi ng

They went down, through a narrow | ane flanked by | ow but spacious huts with steeply sloping roofs
of thatch, their wooden walls rising out of a bed of |arge, shaped boul ders. Suspended, slatted
wooden wal kways swayed gently overhead as they wal ked through, and as they came out beside the

| ake, Atrus saw how the earth there had been covered with boards; how steps had been cut into the
face of the rock, |eading down. Bel ow was a kind of harbor, one wall of which had been created by
si nki ng hundreds of long poles into the bottomof the lake to forma sunken barrier. In the harbor
were a dozen or so snall but sturdy-looking fishing boats, their masts laid flat, their cloth
sails furled.

Peopl e were gathering fromall over now nen, wonen, and children. They were pal e-skinned, stocky,
clearly human in their dark-brown snocks. Their hair was uniformy light in color and spiky,

rem nding Atrus of straw.

Fart her along, a channel had been cut through the rock, linking the |ake to the open sea. It was
not very broad-barely w de enough for a single boat to navigate-but a strong wooden bridge had
been thrown across it.

On the other side, the |and began to clinmb again, and on the top of a narrow ridge, behind which
was the nore massive slope of the hill, was what | ooked |ike a neeting hut of sone kind, nuch

| arger than the huts that faced the harbor. As they crossed the bridge and began to clinb the

sl ope, Atrus saw lights being hastily lit up ahead, garlands hung between the wooden posts at the
front of the building.

Behi nd them the people of the village gathered, following silently, their torches burning
brightly in the noonlit darkness.

Coming to the front of the building, CGehn turned, facing the crowd, whose nunber had grown to
several hundred.

"People of the Thirty-seventh Age," he began, speaking loudly, the circle of hills naking his
words echo back to himacross the lake. "This is ny son, Atrus. | have decided that we shall stay
with you for a tine. Wile he is here you will treat himw th the sane respect you accord ne."
Atrus stared at his father, surprised. This was the first he had heard of any of this. But Gehn
spoke on, his voice boomi ng now.

"What ever he wants, you will give to him Whatever he asks, you will do. Is it understood?"
"It is understood,"” two hundred voi ces answered
as one.

"Good!" Gehn said, then raised his left hand inperiously, dismssing them He turned to Atrus.
"Cone, Atrus. Inside."

Atrus hesitated, |ooking back down the slope at the dispersing villagers, then, pulling his cloak
about him followed his father into the great hut.

The interior of the hut was shockingly famliar. It was just |ike the Wrship Roons he had seen in
several of the great houses back in D ni. Synbolic tapestries hung on three of the walls:

el aborate and col orful silks which, Atrus guessed, had been taken from D ni and brought here.
There were rugs and screens and, on a lowtable to the right, a nunber of gol den goblets and bow s-
big, jewel-encrusted things that, once again, |ooked to have been taken from D ni. Doninating the
room however, was a huge, wooden desk, like the desk in Gehn's study.

He | ooked to his father. Gehn was watching him anused.

"You want to know why | brought you here?"

Atrus hesitated, then nodded.

Gehn wal ked over to the desk and took his seat, then | eaned across, taking a long, thin book from
a pile to the side.

"The truth is, Atrus, | brought you here for a nunber of reasons, but mainly so that | m ght
answer a few of those questions you are forever asking nme concerning the making of an Age.

wanted to fl esh out your theoretical knowl edge. To that end, you will keep a notebook while you
are here; init you will wite down all your observations about this Age."

He hel d the book out, letting Atrus take it.

"I also wanted you to experience things for yourself, w thout preconceptions. | wanted you to see,
with your own eyes, the awe in which we are held in the Ages."

"Awe, father?"

"Yes, Atrus, awe. And so they should, for are we not gods? Do they not owe their lives, their very
breath, to us? Wuld they be here had | not witten on the whiteness of the page?"

Gehn paused, then. "I want you to stay here a while and observe this Age, to see just what is
possible. It will help you with your own witing. You will stay with one of the locals-an old
woman whose husband di ed sone years back. You will be courteous to her but al oof, you understand?"



"l understand.”
Gehn sat back. "Good. Then go now. My acolyte is just outside. He will take you to where you will
be staying."

The acol yte wal ked silently before Atrus, his cerenonial torch, its shaft, carved with tiny D ni
synbols, held up before him Curious villagers knelt and bowed their heads as they passed, a | ow
whi sper going fromone to another in their wake.

When they cane to the path through the village, however, the nan did not go straight on toward the
cave, but turned to the left, clinbing a narrow set of steps between two huts that clinbed up past
their steeply sloping roofs. Atrus followed, coning out above the village on a path that seened to
| ead nowhere. Ahead of themwas only the dark, moonlit slope of the hill.

The man | ed on, wal king slowy, solemmly, as if at the head of a great procession

Atrus | ooked back toward the harbor, his eyes finding the bridge and, beyond it in the darkness,
the nmeeting hut. Beyond that, visible only now that the |anterns had been lit inside, was a |ong,
low tent. As Atrus watched, he saw his father wal k across and duck beneath the canvas fl ap

He turned back. Ahead of him to his left, just over the hunp of the hill, there was a hint of
light. As they clinbed, it grew, revealing the outline of a hut just over the brow of the sl ope.
The light was fromits open doorway.

As they drew nearer, a figure stepped into the light-outlined for one brief nonent before it
merged with the darkness.

The ol d wonan.

As the light fromthe acolyte's torch fell over the front of the hut, she was reveal ed. Like nost
of her people, she wore a sinple, dark-brown snock of coarsely woven cloth. Her hair, likew se,
was unsophisticated, its thick gray strands fram ng her deeply lined face in an unkenpt hal o. She
was the ol dest person Atrus had ever seen

She | ooked away, bowi ng awkwardly, then stepped back, allowing himto enter the hut.

Atrus hesitated, then ducked under the low lintel, into a clean, warm space that was filled with
the strong, fresh scent of herbs. Looking about him he saw them at once, all along the right-hand
wal | , above two narrow shelves of pots and pans: sprig after sprig of herbs, hung on tiny wooden
hooks.

The floor was covered in planed wooden boards, the | ow roof nade of rafter and thatch. Hal fway
down its length, a plain blue curtain cut off his view of the rest of the hut.

"You want to eat?" the old wonan asked, unconfortable in his presence, her D ni even nore

rudi mentary than the acolyte's.

At rus shook his head. "Thank you, |I'mnot really hungry."

"Ah..." Her nod seemed nore from nervousness than agreenment. She | ooked at hi m anxiously, her
brown eyes never |eaving his face. "You want to sl eep?"

"I..." The truth was, he wasn't really tired. After all, back in Dni it was barely suppertine.
Yet he could sense how awkward he was making her feel and felt awkward himself for doing so.
"Yes," he said, after a nmonent. "If you would show ne ny bed."

There was a slight nmovenent in her face which he didn't understand. She seened... disappointed.

Then, with a tiny shrug, she went across and, pulling the curtain aside a little way, |ooked back
at him pointing to what seened a kind of stall

He went across and | ooked, then |aughed; a pleasant |augh of surprise, for there, between the thin
wooden wal I's of his sleeping stall lay a sinple, strawstuffed nmattress.

"Li ke home," he said quietly.

The ol d wonman was staring at him curious now "Beg pardon, Master?"

He | ooked to her, realizing his eyes were moist, "Wien | was a child, with nmy grandnother, | had a
mattress simlar to this.”

"I's it no good?" she asked, as if he had been speaking a foreign | anguage.

"No, no... it's... wonderful." He | ooked to her and snmiled, strangely grateful to her. Then, on

i mpul se, remenbering the pleasure his grandnother had al ways got fromfeeding him he said, "Can
change ny nind? | nean, about the food?"

"Of course.'" the old woman said, a smle lighting her face for the first time. "I bring you soup
and bread, yes?
He grinned. "It sounds marvel ous!" "Then you wait, Master. | bring you sone."

Atrus watched her go, then | ooked about him suddenly at ease, breathing in the pleasant scent of
t he herbs.

He knelt, setting his knapsack and the notebook down in a corner of the stall, then renoved his
cloak and stowed it in the sack. As he straightened up again, the old worman returned, carrying a
wooden tray. On it was an earthenware bow of soup, a wooden spoon, and half a small |oaf of brown



bread. Atrus accepted it gratefully, then sat, the tray in his lap. Smiling at her, he broke off a
hunk of the bread and dipped it into the bow .

For a while he ate in silence, enjoying that sinple neal. Finished, he | ooked up at the old woman.
"Was it okay?" she asked, a | ook of deep concern on her heavily lined face.

Atrus grinned. "It was wonderful! The best |'ve ever tasted!"

The truth was, he had no idea what it had been, but what he'd said wasn't a lie. It had been
wonder ful . The best soup he had ever tasted, Anna's notwi thstanding.

Hi s words brought a ray of spring sunlight to the old woman's face. "You want nore?"

"Can | ?"

It was as if, with those two little words, he had offered her all the riches of D ni. She beaned,
then hurried away, returning in a nonent with a second bow and the other half of the I|oaf.
"There," she said, standing over himas he ate, grinning broadly."You growi ng boy! You need your
food, eh?"

Atrus woke in the darkness before dawn, wondering for an instant where he was, the scent of herbs
in that tiny, enclosed space oddly disturbing.

He sat up, listening to the silence, then stood, making his way quickly, quietly outside.

Bot h nmoons had set and the |l and was dark now, intensely dark, the sky al nost bright by conparison
like the desert sky at night. Yet |ooking up he knew he was not on earth. Were was the Hunter
now? Where the Di pper? Were they el sewhere in that vast, star-dusted sky, or was he sonewhere el se
entirely? In another universe, perhaps?

The t hought was one he had had nore and nore often these past few nonths. A dangerous, unspoken

t hought .

And yet the nore | discover about Witing, the nore | challenge ny father's view that we are
creating the worlds we travel in.

What if they weren't so nuch making those worlds as linking to pre-existing possibilities?

At first he had dismissed the notion as a foolish one. O course they created these worlds. They
had to be! How el se would they cone into being in such precise and predictable forns? Besides, it
was sinply not possible that an infinite supply of different worlds existed out there, waiting to
be tapped. Yet the nore he'd thought about it, the nore he had cone to question his father's

si nmpl er expl anati on.

He wal ked down the sl ope until he cane to a slab of rock overlooking the | ake. There he bent down,
squatting on his haunches, |ooking out across the dark bow of the |ake.

Now t hat the nmoons had al nbst set, it was close to inpossible to distinguish where the |ake ended
and the |land began. It was like peering into the volcano on a noonless night. You could see
not hi ng, but you mi ght inagine everything. That was the thing about darkness-the way it refused to
remain a sinple absence. Unlike snow, which he had seen on one of CGehn's other Ages, the darkness
took on forns-thousands of forms-for the dark was both fluid and potent.

Behind him over the crest of the hill, the day was naki ng an appearance. Slowy, very slowy,
light bled into the bow, etching sharp-edged shadows on the hillside facing him Atrus watched
it, fascinated, then turned, squinting against the bright arc that peeped above the curve of the
hill.

Turni ng back, he noticed sonething just below himon the edge of the |ake. At first he thought it
was sone kind of sea creature-a seal, perhaps-but then, as it straightened up, he sawit clearly,
silhouetted in the half light. Agirl. It was a girl.

As he watched, she bent down again, making a series of little bobbing notions. He frowned,

puzzl ed. What in Kerath's name was she doing? Then, with a little jolt, he understood. Washing!
She was washing! That little mound beside her was a basket full of sodden cl ot hes!

He | aughed, and as he did, he saw her tense and | ook around, like a startled ani nmal.

Gat heri ng up her basket she scurried up the hillside, disappearing over the dark hunp of the hill,
her tiny figure briefly outlined against the arc of the sun. Atrus watched, astonished by her
reaction, then stood. The sun was half risen now In its light he could see the thatched roof of
the hut, its long, dark shape enbedded in the deeper darkness of the sl ope.

Atrus turned, nmaking a slowcircle, his arns outstretched as he breathed in the rich, clear air
Then, determined to nake an early start, he hurried up the slope, naking for the hut.

15

"Young Master?"

Atrus turned onto his side, wondering for an instant where he was. Herbs. The smell of herbs. Ah,
yes. The old woman's hut. He was on the Thirty-seventh Age of Gehn, and it was norning.

He sat up, rubbing his eyes, then | ooked to the old woman, who stood with her back half bent in



the opening to the stall.

"Forgive ne, young Master," she said breathlessly, "but the Lord Gehn wants to see you at once."
Noddi ng hi s thanks, he stood and stretched. Wat tine was it? And how | ong had he sl ept? He seened
to sleep |onger, deeper, while he was here. Maybe it had something to do with the air.

He yawned, then, knowi ng how his father hated to be kept waiting, went outside. Pulling on his

gl asses, he studied the scene that met his eyes.

Beneath himthe slope was a tawny brown, furred |like an animals back. Beyond it the folds of |and
that surrounded the | ake were reveal ed in browns and greens-so many different shades that he
caught his breath to think of such subtle variation. And the textures! He wal ked out slowy, onto
the ridge. Tall, dark trees, their crowns explosions of jet black |eaves, covered the left flank
of the nearest hill, ending abruptly in a smooth covering of bright green grass. Atrus |aughed.
"Way do you | augh, Master?"

Atrus turned, facing the acolyte, the snmle gone fromhis face. He had not seen hi mwhen he'd

st epped out.

"I laughed because of that hill there. It reminded ne ... well, of a half-shaven head. The way
those trees end in a straight line..."

The priest stepped up and | ooked, then nodded; but there was not the slightest trace of anusenent
in his expression. He | ooked back at Atrus, then, with a bow, said, "Your father awaits you
Master."

Atrus sighed inwardly. It was his fourth day on the island and still the man retained his
di st ance.
He wal ked sl owy down the slope, silent now and thoughtful, |ooking about himat the swell and

fold of hills surrounding the |ake. As the village cane into sight, he stared at it a while, then
| ooked to the acol yte.

"What is your nanme?"

"My name?' The nman seened strangely intimdated by the query.

"Yes, your nanme. What is it?"

"My nanre is ... One."

"One?" Atrus gave a snall |augh. "You nmean, the nunber one?"

The man nodded, unable to nmeet Atrus's eyes.

"And was that always your nane?"

He hesitated, then shook his head. "My birth name was Koena."

"Koena," Atrus said, wal king on, his eyes taking in the pleasant shapes of the thatched roofs just
bel ow hi m now, the covered wal kways, the delightful contrast of the |ake's vivid blue against the
bright greens and russets of the land sloping down to it. "But One is the nanme ny father gave
you?"

Koena nodded.

A faint snmile appeared at the corners of Atrus's nmouth. O course. He should have known. He turned
his head, studying the man a nonent, not disliking his long, rather severe features, noting in the
unforgiving daylight just how coarse the cloth of his cloak actually was, how crudely fashioned
the synbols on it.

"Have you been ny father's hel per | ong?"

"A thousand days."

Then this Age was indeed "recent," Gehn had created it only a matter of three years ago at nost.
But what about before that? Had it existed in any format all? Did these people have any nenories
of a tine before the Lord Gehn had cone anong then? And if they did, were those nenories true
menories, or were they also witten in?

He knew from his studies that you could not actually wite such things: not directly, anyway. Yet
when you created an Age, with all of its conplexities, then a great shadow of cause and effect was
t hrown back, such that the Age, though new created, still had a "history" of a kind. Not a rea

hi story, of course. How could it have a real history, after all? But in the mnds and nenories of
its inhabitants it would seemas if it had. To them the past would seemas real as it did to him
or Cehn.

O so CGehn argued. For hinself he was no | onger quite so sure.

A strange, high-pitched cry fromsonmewhere to his left made Atrus start, then turn to look for its
source. There was a strange flapping noise in the air, then a shadow whi sked past his feet. He

| ooked up in tine to see a strange, plunp-bodied ani mal shoot past, swinmng, it seemed, through
the air.

Koena was staring at him astonished. "Mster?" he asked. "Are you all right?"

"That!" Atrus said, pointing after it. "That... animal... what is it?"

"That is a bird, Master."



Atrus stared opennout hed, watching the "bird" circle over the | ake, the flapping noise coning from
the long arns it used to pull itself through the air. He watched it swoop, then dive.

"Amazi ng!" Atrus said. "l've never seen its like!"

Koena was staring at himnow

Atrus shook his head. In the other Ages there had been many birds, but never anything like this.
This was sinply bizarre. It was nmore like a small rodent than a bird and seened far too heavy to
fly, and those strange, furred w ngs.

VWhat did he wite? he wondered. Way woul d Gehn create such a creature? O had he? What if this
wasn't deliberate? What if it was an accident?

Atrus turned, |ooking to Koena.

"Come," he said, intrigued by the thought that his father might purposefully have created such a
creature. "Let's go dowmn. My father will be angry if he is kept waiting."

Gehn, who was finishing his breakfast, sat at a table covered in a thick red cloth edged wth
gol den tassels. He was eating froma golden bow, a golden goblet at his side. Behind him on a
stand, was a silk pennant, the D ni synbol of the book enblazoned in black on its pure white
background. Atrus stepped into the tent, |ooking about him noting the |uxuries that were on

di splay on every side. In the far corner of the tent was a nassive wooden bed, the headboard
clearly of local design. Beside it was a D ni dressing screen, painted gold and bl ue and carm ne

He stepped forward. "You sent for me, father?" "Ah, Atrus..." Gehn said, wiping his mouth with a
silken cloth, then threw it aside. "I thought we should continue with your |essons, Atrus."
" Fat her ?"

Gehn nodded, then took his armand | ed himacross to a low table in the corner on which a | arge-
scal e map of the island had been spread out.

Atrus stretched out a hand and touched the bottom | eft-hand corner with his index finger. "Were's
t hat ?"

"CGone," Cehn said, |ooking at him strangely.

"And that?" he said, noting another, smaller island just beyond the sea passage.

"CGone. "

Atrus | ooked to his father and frowned. "How?"

Gehn shrugged.

"“I..." Atrus shook his head. "lIs this what you want nme to | ook for? Things disappearing?"

"No, Atrus. | want you sinply to observe."

Atrus stared at his father a nonent, then | ooked back at the map. As far as he could see
everything el se was precisely as he recalled it fromhis prelininary journeys around the island,
down to the smallest detail.

Gehn went across to his desk and, opening the | eather case he had brought with himfromD ni this
time, took a slender notebook frominside and handed it to Atrus. "Here."

Atrus opened it and scanned a few |ines, then | ooked back at his father. "Wat are these?"

"What you have there are a nunber of random phrases fromthe Age Thirty-seven book. Wat | want
you to do, Atrus, is to try to ascertain what aspects of this Age they relate to, and how and why
they create the effects they do."

"You want ne to anal yze then®?"

"No, Atrus. But | do want you to begin to grip the relationship between the words that are witten
on the page and the conplex entity-the physical, living Age-that results. You see, while our Art
is a precise one, its effects are often quite surprising, owing to the conplexity of the web of

rel ationships that are created between things. The neaning of an individual phrase can be altered
by the addition of other phrases, often to the extent that the original description bears no

rel ati on whatsoever to the resultant reality. That is why the D ni were so adamant about
contradictions. Contradictions can destroy an Age. Too often they sinply nake it break apart under
the strain of trying to resolve the conflicting instructions.”

Atrus nodded. "Yet if what you say is true, howcan | tell if what I am observing relates directly
to the phrases in this book? What if other phrases have distorted the end result?"

"That is for you to discover."

"But if | have only these few phrases ..
Gehn stared at him then raised an eyebrow, as if to indicate that he ought to be able to work
that one out for hinself

"You nean, you want nme to guess?"

"Not guess, Atrus. Speculate. | want you to try to unravel the puzzle of this world. To | ook back
fromthe world to the words and attenpt to understand exactly why certain things resulted. It is,
you will cone to see, every bit as inportant as learning the D ni words and phrases that purport
to describe these things. Indeed, nuch of ny experinmenting over the years has been al ong these



very lines. | have learned a great deal from ny observations, Atrus, and so will you."

"I will, father."
"Then go now. And take the map, if you wish. | have no further need of it."
Atrus sat in the | ong neadow above the | ake, the folded map in his lap, his fathers notebook open
at his side. Surrounded by the thigh-high grass he could not be seen, unless by soneone worki ng on
the slopes on the far side of the lake, but right nowit was m dday and the villagers were in
their huts, eating.
He had begun with the sinplest of the twenty phrases his father had copied out for himone which
related to the conposition of the soil here. Fromhis own studies he knew how i nportant the
underlying rock and soil was to the kind of Age that resulted, especially the soil. A good rich
soil, full of nutrients and minerals, would produce good harvests, which in turn would allow the
peopl e of that Age to spend less tine carrying out the backbreaking task of cultivation. That was
crucially inportant, for a people who did not have to spend every daylight hour providing food for
their tables was a people that would quickly develop a culture. For culture, Atrus understood, was
a product of excess.
Yes, he thought, recalling his days in the cleft. He understood it now. Had Anna been born and
raised in the cleft, they would not have survived. Had she been sinply a cultivator and no nore,
they woul d never have had enough, for there had never been enough grow ng space, enough seeds,
enough wat er - enough of anything-to allow themto survive. What there had been was Anna's talent as
a painter and a sculptor. It was that, ironically, which had kept themalive: that had provided
themwi th the salt they needed, the seeds and flour and fuel, yes, and all of those tiny |uxuries
that had nade |life there bearable. Wthout themthey would have died.
As it was, he had grown beyond the expectations of such a dry, uninhabitable place. The rich soil
of Anna's nind had nurtured him bringing himto ripeness.
Only now did he understand that. After years of blanming her, he saw it clearly once again.
The soil. It was all down to the soil. Gowth began not in the sunlight but in the darkness, in
tiny cracks, deep down in the earth.
Atrus smled, then | ooked to the side, reading the D ni phrase again. By rights, the soil here
ought to have been rich and fertile, yet fromhis own observations he saw that other factors had
affected it somehow. There was a slight acidity to it that was unhealthy.
He frowned, w shing that his father had gi ven himthe whol e book to read and not just random
phrases. Yet he knew how protective his father was of his books.
He was about to |lay back and think the problemthrough, when he heard a tiny cry from sonewhere
just behind him Setting the map aside, Atrus stood, |ooking about himat the nmeadow.
Not hi ng. At | east nothing he could see. He took a few paces, then frowned. He couldn't have
i mgined it, surely?
It cane again, this tine a clear cry for help.
He ran toward the sound, then stopped, astonished. Just ahead of himthe thick grass ended in a
narrow chasm about six feet across and twelve or fifteen |ong-a chasmthat had not been there the
last tine he had | ooked.
He stepped up to its edge, careful not to fall, and peered down into its darkness. It was the girl-
the one he'd seen that first nmorning. She had fallen in and now seened stuck up to her knees in
the dark earth at the bottom of the crack some eight or ten feet down.
"It's okay," he said. "Don't worry. |I'Il get you out."
He turned, |ooking about him He needed a rope or a branch or sonething. Anything he could throw
down to her, then haul her up. Yet even as he stood there, thinking about it, he heard the soft
fall of earth and, |ooking back, saw how it had fallen over her, nmaking her position worse.
The edge of the nearest copse was fifty yards away. By the tine he got there, broke off a branch
and came back, she might quite easily be buried under it.
There was only one way.
He sat down on the edge, then, testing that it would take his weight, turned, and began to | ower
hinsel f down into the crack, searching the face of it for footholds as he went.
"Reach up!" he called to her. "Reach up and take hold of ny right foot."
He felt something brush the tip of his boot. Too high. He was still too high. The earth he was
clinging to didn't feel all that secure, but he could not abandon her. He noved down a fraction
more and felt, as he did, her hand cl ose about his ankle.
"Good!" he said, thankful that she was only a waif of a girl. "Now get a grip with your other
hand. "
Two seconds passed, and then he felt her other hand grip his ankle.
"Okay. Now hold on tight. And don't struggle. If you struggle, we'll both fall in again!"
Slowy, painfully slowy, he hauled hinself up and over the edge, turning at the end, to reach



down and grab her wists, pulling her up the last few feet.

She sat there, beside himon the grass, trenbling, her chest rising and railing as she tried to
get her breath, her frightened eyes staring at the black wound in the earth that had al nost

cl ai ned her.

"Are you okay?" he asked, after a nonent.

She went to nod, then shook her head.

He stared at her a nonment, then, standing, went back across to where he'd left the map and

not ebook, and, picking up his cloak, took it back and wapped it about her shoul ders.

She | ooked to him grateful, then stared back at the crack. "What is it?" she asked, her voice a
whi sper.

"I don't know," he answered, troubled suddenly, renmenbering the mssing islands on the nmap. But
per haps ny father does.

Gehn reached across the desk and drew the case toward him then, taking the tiny key fromthe
chai n about his neck, unlocked the clasps.

"I shall be gone only a few hours," he said, glancing up at Atrus, who stood on the other side of
the desk, the girl beside him "She will remain here with the acolyte until | return. And you
shall say nothing. You understand, Atrus? | do not want the islanders panicked by this. There is a
sinmple explanation and | shall find it."

Atrus bowed his head.

"Good." Gehn nodded decisively, then began to pack away all of his books and papers.

" Fat her ?"

"Yes, Atrus?"

"l had planned to go out to the fishing grounds this afternoon. |'d made arrangenments with one of
the fishernen. Should | cancel that now?"

Gehn paused, considering, then. "No. You had best carry on as though nothing has happened. But try

not to be out too long. | shall have need of you when | return.”
"OF course, father."
"Good. Now go and fetch the acolyte." He |looked to the girl. "You... take a seat in the corner

there. And take that cloak off. Only those of D ni blood should wear such a cl oak!"

Once his father had gone, Atrus went directly to the harbor. The boat he was to go out on was
owned by an old fisherman named Tarkuk, a wizened little man with strangely long fingers. H s son,
Birili, was a short, heavily nuscled young man of few words. He gave Atrus a single glance as he
st epped on board; thereafter he barely acknow edged him They sailed out through the sea channe
into the open sea.

Qut there, unprotected by the bowl of hills, a breeze blew across the waters surface, neking the
boat rise and fall on the choppy surface. As Tarkuk watched fromthe stern, one | ong, sun-browned

hand on the tiller, a small clay pipe clenched between his small yellow teeth, Birili raised the
mast and unfurled the sail.

Atrus watched, fascinated as the square of cloth caught the wind and seened to swell, tugging
against the restraining rope in Birili's hand. As the boat swng around it slowy gathered speed,

gently rising and falling as they made their way around the curve of the island.

He | eaned out, | ooking down through the clear, alnost translucent water. The seabed was stil
visible this close to the island, flat and cluttered, the odd tangle of weeds giving it the
appear ance of scrubl and.

Somewher e around here there had been a second tiny island. Nothing |arge, but significant enough
to have been nmarked on Gehn's original map. Now t here was not hi ng.

So what did that nean? What was happeni ng here on the Thirty-seventh Age?

He sniffed the air, conscious of its strong salinity. The |ake, too, he'd been told, was salty.
The villagers got their water fromsprings in the surrounding hills and froma single well just
behind Gehn's tent. O did, when he wasn't in residence.

Behind himthe island, which still dom nated the skyline, was slowy receding. He turned, | ooking
out past Birili and the billowing sail. The sea stretched out into the distance. There, where the
hori zon ought to be, it seenmed hazed.

"What's that?" he asked, pointing toward it. "Wat's what?" Tarkuk asked, |eaning forward, trying
to see past the sail, as if something was actually on the water itself.

"That mst..."

The old man stared a nonment, then turned his head and spat over the edge of the boat.

"It isthe mst. It is where the sea ends."

Atrus frowned. "But surely there's sonething out there, beyond the m st?"



But Tarkuk rerely | ooked away.

Atrus | ooked back. Now that they were closer, he could see that the mst was like a solid barrier
formng a curving wall about the island.

Strange, he thought. It's as if it all really does ends there.

As they cane farther around the curve of the island, other boats cane into sight, anchored a nile

or so out fromthe | and-seven of themin all, formng a huge elliptic on the open water, gently
rocking in the warm pleasant breeze.
They joined the others, lowering the sail, anchoring at what was clearly Tarkuk's position in that

flattened circle.

Each in his place, Atrus thought, conscious of how docile, how anenabl e these people were.

The ol d man turned back, a coil of fine-neshed net between his hands. "Wuld you like to fish,
Mast er ?"

"No. I'll watch, thanks."

Wth a nod to his son, Tarkuk turned and, with a strange, |ooping notion, cast his net out onto
the surface of the sea, keeping only the knotted end of a guide string in his hand. Slowy the net
drifted to the right, fornming a great figure eight in the water. As the string grew taut, he began
to haul it in. As he did, Birili cast his own net fromthe other side of the boat, his stance, his
novenents so like his fathers that Atrus gave a little laugh of recognition

The old man had haul ed the net over to the side of the boat. Now he | eaned over and, with a quick
little novenent of the wist, began to | oop the net up out of the water and onto the deck

Atrus sat forward, his eyes wide. The dull brown nesh of the net glistened now w th shinrering,
wriggling silver. Hundreds and hundreds of tiny silver fish, none |onger than his hand, now filled
the net. As Tarkuk threw the last coil of the net onto the deck, so Birili, on the other side of
the boat, began to draw his in.

So sinple, Atrus thought, watching Tarkuk take one of the big rectangul ar woven baskets from near
the bow and, crouching, begin to pluck fish fromthe net and throw theminto it.

Careful not to get in his way and m ndful of the gentle sway of the boat, Atrus stepped across
and, kneeling, |ooked into the basket. It was |ike looking into a chest of silver-only this silver
was alive.

Reachi ng out, he closed his hand about one of the wiggling shapes and tried to pick it up, and
found he was hol ding nothing. The fish had slipped fromhis grasp

Atrus raised his fingers to his nose and sniffed, frowing at the unfamliar snell, then rubbed
his thunb across his fingertips. He had not known they would be so slippery, so slick with oil

Tar kuk had stopped and was watching him a deep curiosity in his eyes. Atrus net those eyes and
smled, but the old man was not to be reached so easily. He made a small notion at the corner of
his nouth, then | ooked down, getting on with his work again

He | ooked to Tarkuk. "It looks like there are enough fish here in this boat to feed the whole
village!"

"You think so?" The old man shrugged. "Once you' ve | opped of f the head and taken the bones and
skin into consideration, there's not nuch nmeat on a single fish. It would take several dozen of
themto make a hal f-decent neal. Besides, we use themfor other things, too. For their fat,
mainly. We nmake oil fromit, for our |anmps."”

At rus nodded. "And your cl othes?"

"Those are made of linen."

"Li nen?"

"There is a plant. It grows on the island. W harvest it and dry it and then weave it into cloth.”
He had seen it but not known what it was. And in his head, Atrus put another piece of the puzzle
into place. Fish that had an oily fat for fuel. A plant that could be woven into clothes. Such
things, when witten in, would allow hunan life to thrive in a place like this.

He felt a tinge of admiration for Gehn. It was sinple, certainly, but clever. Very clever

"Can we go out farther?"

"Farther?" The ol d man seened puzzl ed by the question

"Yes ... out there, where the mist is."”

Tarkuk stared at him his face hard, his whole manner suddenly very different. "Wy?"

"Because |'d like to see it," Atrus said, for the first tine slightly irritated by the old man's
response.

Birili, he noted, had stopped hauling in his net and had turned to stare at him

"The currents are too strong out there," Tarkuk said, as if that settled the matter.

"Nonsense," Atrus said, know ng suddenly what it was. They were afraid of the mst. They had a
superstitious fear of it.

He wat ched as Tarkuk and his son tersely finished gathering in their nets. Then, when the baskets



were fastened and the nets furled beneath the bow seat, a stony-faced Birili haul ed up the anchor
then, hoisting the sail again, held the rope taut as the canvas fill ed.

As they noved out between the boats, Atrus noted the startled | ooks on the faces of the other
fishernen.

I gnoring Tarkuk's piercing ook, he went to the side and trailed his hand briefly in the water,
noti ng how warmit was. The breeze had dropped, but the water was still choppy. Indeed, it seened
to get choppier the farther they sailed fromthe island.

Ahead, the wall of m st came closer and cl oser.

Again he let his hand trail lightly in the water, then jerked it back, surprised.

Cold ... the water was freezing col d!

Atrus stared down into the water. Qut here the water was dark. One could not see where it ended-if
it ended-beneath them He had the sudden, gut-wenching feeling that they had sailed out over some
kind of shelf and that beneath themwas a mile or nore of water.

Ri di cul ous, he thought, then turned, |looking to where Birili stood, the rope slack in his hand.
He | ooked to the sail, then frowned. The wi nd had dropped conpletely. By rights they ought to be
sl owi ng, but the boat was traveling faster than ever

The currents, he thought, beginning to understand. He turned, |ooking to the old man. Both he and
his son had their eyes closed now, and were kneeling in the bottomof the boat, as if in prayer.
As for the boat, that was sailing itself now, in the grip of something that was drawing it al ong
at a clipping pace.

Slowmy the wall of m st approached, filling the sky in front of them It was cold now, bitterly
cold, and as they raced along, the water beneath them seemed to boil and bubble. Then, suddenly,
they were alongside that great wall of whiteness, flying along on the surface parallel to it.
Atrus reached across and took the old man's arm "Tarkuk! Listen to me! W have to do sonething!"
Tar kuk opened his eyes and stared at Atrus as if he didn't recognize him "Do somnething?"

"Yes!" Atrus yelled. He | ooked around, then spied the oars that lay in the bottom of the boat.
"Conme on! If we all rowthen we mght pull free!"

Tar kuk shook his head slowy, but Atrus would not let himlapse back into his fear. Gipping his
shoul ders now, he shook hi m hard.

"Cone on! | command you! Now row. "'

Coming to hinmsel f, Tarkuk met Atrus's eyes and bowed his head. "As ny Master commands."

Tar kuk stood unsteadily, then, raising his voice, barked orders at his son. At first Birili seened
reluctant, as if he had already consigned hinself, body and soul, to the deep. Then, like a

sl eepwal ker waki ng, he took up his oar and sat.

"Here," Atrus said, sitting beside him "Let nme help."

He had sculled his fathers boat often enough in the past to know how to row, and he knew they
woul d get nowhere unless they all pulled together.

"Cone on!" he called, encouraging themnow. "Rowif you want to live!"

They heaved and heaved, fighting the current, struggling to turn the boat back toward the island
For a while it seened that the current was too strong and that all their efforts were about to end
in vain, but then, suddenly, they began to pull away.

Sinews straining, they hauled their way, inch by inch across the dark surface of the water, that
massi ve wall of whiteness receding slowy at their back, until, breathless fromthe effort, they
rel axed, staring back the way they had cone.

Atrus stretched his neck and | ooked up, straight into the sky. He ached. Every muscle in his body
ached, yet he felt a great surge of triunph.

"Well done!"™ he said, |ooking about him and | aughing. But Tarkuk and his son were | ooking down,
silent-strangely, eerily silent.

"What is it?" he asked after a moment, touching the old man's arm At the touch, Tarkuk jerked
avway.

Atrus blinked. Wat was going on here? Wiat had he mi ssed? He had nade a mi stake, true, but they
had survived, hadn't they? Wiy, he had forced themto survive! He had made them row when they had
gi ven up.

He reached out, shaking the old man by the arm "Wat is it? Answer ne! | have to know "

Tar kuk gl anced at him then dropped his eyes again. "W have cheated the Witeness."
"Cheated...?" Atrus |aughed, astonished. "What do you nean?"

But the old man would say no nore. Slowy Birili got to his feet and, adjusting the sail, turned
t he boat back toward the island.

In silence they sail ed back

As they clinbed fromthe boat and nounted the steps, Atrus nade to speak to Tarkuk again, but the
old man seened reluctant even to acknow edge hi m now.



Atrus shook his head, perplexed. What had happened out there? Just what exactly had he nissed? He
didn't know. But he would. He would nmake it his business to find out, before his father returned
Atrus hurried across the bridge, conscious of the gathering clouds overhead, then ran up the sl ope
toward his father's tent.

Surprised by his sudden entrance, Koena got up hurriedly, making a little bowi ng notion, stil
uncertain quite how to behave toward Gehn's son. "Young Master? |s everything all right?"

The girl was sitting on the ground nearby, staring up at Atrus.

"No," Atrus answered, wal ki ng past Koena and sitting in his father's chair.

"Mast er?" Koena cane across and stood before him "Are there nore cracks?"

"No. But there is sonething | want an explanation for."

"Mast er ?"

Atrus hesitated, then. "Something happened."

" Somret hi ng?"

"Yes, when | was out on the boat. The old man said sonethi ng about cheating the Whiteness."

Koena gasped. "You have been out there.”

"Qut where?' Atrus said, knowi ng where he neant, but wanting to hear it fromhis |ips.

"To the Mst Vall."

Atrus nodded. "W sailed the dark current. And then we rowed back."

Koena's nouth had fallen open. "No," he said quietly.

"What is it?" Atrus asked. "What am | m ssing? Wat don't | understand?"

Koena hesitated, his eyes pleading with Atrus now.

"Tell ne," Atrus insisted, "or | shall have nmy father wing it fromyou!"

The man sighed, then answered him speaking reluctantly. "The Wiiteness ... it was our Master

Bef ore your father cane.”

He fell silent. There was the runbl e of distant thunder

Atrus, too, was silent for a time, taking in this new piece of information, then he | ooked to
Koena again. "And ny rather knows nothing of this?"

"Not hi ng. "

"The old man and his son ... what will happen to then®"

Koena | ooked down. It was clear he did not want to say another word, but Atrus needed to know.

"Pl ease. You have to tell ne. It's very inmportant.”

The man shrugged, then: "They will die. Just as surely as if you had | eft themout there."

Atrus shook his head. Now that he understood it he felt a kind of dull anger at the superstitious
nonsense that could dream up such a thing. He stood, his anger giving himstrength, making himsee
clearly what he had to do.

"Listen," he said, assuming the manner of his father. "Go and fetch the villagers. Tell themto
gather outside ny fathers hut. It is time | talked to them"”

The sky was darkening as Atrus nounted the steps of the neeting hut and turned to face the waiting
crowmd. Alight rain fell. Everyone was there; every last man, wonan, and child on the island,
Tarkuk and Birili excepted. Atrus swallowed nervously, then, raising his hands the way he'd seen
his father do, began to speak, trying to nmake his voice-not so powerful or deep as his father's-
boomin the same sonorous way.

"This afternoon we went out to the Mst Wall. W sailed the dark current and came back ..."

There was a strong nurmur of discontent at that. People | ooked to each other, deeply troubled.

"I have heard tal k that we have somehow cheated the Wiiteness, and it is for that reason that |
have summoned you here."

He paused, |ooking about him hoping that what he was about to say next would not prove too
difficult for his father

"l understand your fears," he went on, "but | am proof that the Power of the Witeness is waning
For did | not sail to the Mst Wall and return? Did the Witeness take nme? No. Nor shall it. In
fact, when ny father, the Lord Gehn, returns, he and | shall go out beyond the Mst Vall."

There was a gasp at that-a great gasp of disbelief and shock

"I't cannot be done," Koena said, speaking for all gathered there.

"You disbelieve?" Atrus asked, stepping down and confronting his father's man

Koena fell silent, his head bowed. Overhead there was the faintest runble of thunder. Geat clouds
had gathered, throwing the bow of hills into an intense shadow.

Atrus glanced up at the om nous sky, then spoke again. "All will be well," he said.

There was a great thunderclap. Lightning | eapt between the clouds overhead, discharging itself in
a vivid blue-white bolt on the crest of the hill facing them Atrus stared at its afterinmage in
wonder, then | ooked about him seeing how everyone el se had fallen to the ground in terror



"I't's nothing,"’
t hunderstorm !'®

There was a second, blinding flash and one of the trees on the far side of the | ake was struck
bl ossonming in a great sheet of sudden flane.

"The Whiteness is angry," soneone cried fromjust below him "See howit searches for you!"

Arms said, lifting his voice above the now persistent grunble. "Only a

Atrus turned, angry now, knowi ng he nust squash this at once. "Nonsense!" he cried. "It's only the
storm"”
But no one was |listening. The islanders were pulling at their hair and wailing, as if

sonet hing horrible was about to descend anong them

Then, as a third lightning bolt ionized the air, sending its tendrils of static hissing through
the rain-filled darkness as it sought the earth, Atrus saw, in the brilliant flash, the figure of
his father, striding dowm the path between the huts, heading for the bridge.
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Atrus stood, head bowed before his father in his tent as the rain hamered down on the canvas
overhead. The terrified islanders had fled back to their huts while the stormraged, but Gehn was
in no nmood to placate or reassure them Right now he was sitting forward in his chair, glaring at
his son, his hands gripping the edge of his desk tightly.

"There was trouble, you say. Wat brought that on?"

"I wanted to see the Mst Wall. | sailed out to it."

"And you found the dark current?"

Atrus | ooked up, surprised that his father knew of that. He nodded, then proceeded to tell his
father all that had transpired in his absence. When he'd finished, Gehn stared at him
thoughtfully, then, loosening his grip, sat back

"I't is unfortunate, but it seens that the experinent here has failed. This world is unstable."
"I'n what way?"

"The island is on a kind of pedestal. A nassive pedestal of rock reaching up fromthe ocean fl oor
Surrounding it there is an ocean-a deep, intensely cold ocean.”

Atrus frowned. "But the water here is warm And there's fresh water in the | ake."

"That comes up fromthe crust, far below the surface. There is geothermal warning. That sane
warmng creates the Mst Wall. It is where the hot water from bel ow neets and reacts with the cold
oceani c currents." Gehn nodded thoughtfully. "As you can inmagine, this really is an island, in
every possible sense. It is as cut off as a conmunity can be and yet survive."

"But now it's going wong."

"Precisely. Slowly but surely, this Age is deteriorating. | cannot nmake out why, but it is. | have
tried ny utnost to find solutions, yet without a radical rewiting of this Age, |I fear it is fated
to deteriorate still further."”

"And the cracks, father? Wat causes those?"

Gehn shook his head.

"I't nust be sonme fault in the underlying structure. Perhaps the sane fault that nmade the two tiny
i sl ands subsi de. "

"Can you fix it?"

Gehn | ooked to him "No doubt | could, but I aminclined to leave it. After all, it is only a tiny
crack. If it gets any worse, | shall reconsider. R ght now, however, we have other problens, |ike
this business with the so-called Wiiteness. Let us deal with that first, and then consider other
matters."

Gehn crouched beside the crack in the neadow as the rain fell, his eyes narrowed.

He had spent hours back in D ni, finding the right words in the ancient book, but for some quite

i nconpr ehensi bl e reason they had made no difference.

Gehn stood, comnbing his fingers back through his rain-slicked hair, then kicked a lunp of earth
into the crack, the frustration he felt at that nmonment making himwant to hit out at sonething.
The problemwas a sinple one-he knew that instinctively. It had sonething to do with the
underlying structures, but precisely what it was he didn't know. Yes, and that was the worst of
it, for whenever he thought, finally, that he understood it, sonething would cone along to prove
hi m wrong-to show himthat, far from having grasped the solid principles beneath it all, he was as
far fromunderstanding it as he had ever been

If it had only been witten down sonmewhere. Yes, but the Guild Masters had been too clever for
that. Such secrets had been passed down by word of mouth fromveneration to generation. The book
did not exist wherein those fornmulas were witten. That was why he had al ways to search ol d books,
| ooking for clues, |ookine to unearth those wonderful, delicate phrases that woul d best describe



this effect or that. But nothing ever said just why this phrase worked and that one did not.

Gehn huffed, exasperated with it all, then turned, realizing only then that his acol yte was
standi ng there, ten paces off, his cloak drenched, the dyes run, his dark hair plastered to his
head.

"What is it, man?"

"I ... 1 wondered if you wanted anything to eat, Master."

Eat? He waved the man away inpatiently. How could the fellow think of food at a tinme |like this?
Gehn turned, staring out toward the gap in the hills. If only he could renove the Mst Wall..

He | aughed quietly. O course! It had been staring himin the face all the tine! The ocean. He had
only to make the ocean warm

"One!"

The man turned, |ooking back up the slope at him "Yes, Master?"

"Tell Atrus | shall return in an hour. In the meantinme, have the villagers prepare a feast on the
harbor front. A feast such as they have never had before!"”

Atrus stood beside the bridge, watching the islanders go sullenly about their business, while he
went over in his head what his father had said to him

Gehn's decision not to stabilize this Age played heavily on Atrus's mnd. He felt somehow
responsi ble for these people. It was not their fault there were flaws in the underlying fabric of
their Age. And if there really was a steady deterioration, surely it was their duty, as the
Masters of this Age, to set things right.

Atrus sighed, then wal ked across, conscious of how, in these |last few hours, so nuch had changed
anong the islanders. Before now they had been nothing but pleasant to him but now, as they set up
the trestle tables and prepared the food, there was an air of resentnent, even of hostility, about
t hem whi ch made him feel unconfortable.

If only he could do sonething ..

He stopped dead, then turned, staring up the slope toward the old worman's hut. An idea had
suddenly cone to him a way both of salving his conscience about these people and of furthering
his own first attenpts at Dni Witing.

VWhat if he were to settle here, rather than K veer? What if he were to persuade his father to | et
himcontinue to observe this world, not sinply for a few nore days but over a period of nonths,
maybe even years? Wiy, he could have thembuild an extra roomonto the hut for himto use as a

| aboratory.

Yes, but would Gehn agree?

Atrus took out the map and studied it, tracing the circle of the lake with his fingertips. There
was a way of persuading his father that it was a good idea, but it would nean taking a risk. It
woul d nean showi ng Gehn what he had been working on these past few nonths.

He I et out a long, shivering breath. Yes, but what if my father doesn't |ike what |'ve been doing?
What if it only goes to prove to himthat |I'mnot ready yet?

In truth, Atrus had wanted to wait a lot |onger before he showed Gehn the Age he had been witing
in his practice book. He had wanted to make sure he'd got things absolutely right before he
attenpted a proper book, but if doing so nmeant abandoning this Age, abandoni ng Koena and the girl
and the ol d woman who | ooked after him then surely it wasn't worth it?

He slipped the nmap away again, then stood there, touching the tip of his tongue to his upper lip.
What woul d Anna have done?

He knew the answer without thinking. She woul d have stayed and tried to help, even if it neant
sacrificing her own plans.

So be it, then. He had only to persuade his father

Gehn returned that evening, just as he had prom sed, appearing on the crest of the hill just as
the sun was setting at his back. Silhouetted against that bloodred orb, he raised his arm and
called to the islanders gathered below, his voice boom ng out across the silent |ake

"Look!" he said, pointing out beyond the gap in the hills. "The Mst Wall is down! The Whiteness
is no nore!"

The i sl anders crowded across to gape, w tnessing for thenselves the absence of the Mst Wall. In
the bl azing orange |ight of sunset they had a vista of endl ess ocean. They turned, a great nurnur
of awe running through them then, alnost as one, fell to their knees, staring back up the slope
as Gehn strode down toward them

Watching fromthe steps of the tenple, Atrus frowned. Wen his father had not returned within the
first few hours he had begun to worry, but now he understood. Gehn had witten a new entry in the
Book of Age Thirty-seven-sonethi ng unseen, unobserved, that had got rid of the Mst Wall

Going down to join his father on the harbor front, where the feast had been set up, Atrus felt a



tenseness in his stomach. He was determined to ask himtoni ght whether he could stay here, to get
the matter settled and done with at the earliest opportunity, but he remenbered the last tinme he
had asked his father for sonething-that tinme when he had wanted to go back to the cleft and visit
Anna-and was afraid | est Gehn said no again.

And if he does?

Atrus sighed, then made his way across the bridge. If Gehn refused, that would be it. There was no
way he could defy his father over such an inmportant matter. Besides, all Gehn had to do was refuse
hi m access to the book

No one noticed himconme out onto the harbor front. Al eyes were focused up the hill, watching as
Gehn cane down anong them nagnificently attired in velvet and | eather.

As CGehn stepped out into the open space, his acolyte, Koena stepped forward to greet him He bowed
low, then scattered a handful of tiny yellow petals at Gehn's feet.

Gehn | ooked about him coldly inperious at that noment, then, spying Atrus between the tables,
gestured for himto conme across.

"Fat her?" he asked quietly, noting the strange look in Gehn's eyes, but Gehn was not to be
interrupted. Turning to face the crowd, he raised his arm again.

"From henceforth, there will be no nmention of Mst or Witeness. Fromthis hour the very words are
forbidden! But now let us eat. Let us celebrate this new begi nning!"

Atrus stared at his father's back, wondering what he neant by that-whether it was, truly, a
begi nni ng. "

Yet as the islanders filed past to take their seats at the long tables and begin the evenings
feasting, Atrus saw how their eyes stared at Gehn in awe, scarce able to credit that such a wonder
had conme to pass

It was late-very late-when they finally retired. Making his bed up in the corner of the tent,
Atrus was conscious of his father pacing up and down behind his screen, the glow ng pipe visible
through the thick silk panels. They had barely spoken since Gehn's announcenent, and Atrus had a
good dozen questions he wanted to ask his father, but he sensed that now was not the tine.

Besi des, he was tired, and if there were things to discuss, nothing was that urgent that it could
not wait until the norning. Not even his idea of staying here.

He was just settling, turning on his side to face the tent wall, when he grew aware of the scent
of Gehn's pipe close by. He turned, to find Gehn standing over him

"We nmust be gone from here tonorrow. "

new

" CGone?"

"I have things to do el sewhere. Inmportant things."

Atrus hesitated, then sat up, staring at his father in the half dark. "I was going to ask you
sonet hi ng. "

"Then ask."

"I thought | might be able to help you . . . you know, if | made sonme |ong-term observations of
the island. | thought maybe we could have the islanders butld a hut for ne. | could nove ny things

here from K veer and maybe have them make ne an extra room for ny experinents."

"No. "

"No? But..."

Gehn turned away. "No buts, Atrus. The notion of you being here on your own, unsupervised, is
completely out of the question. It does not fit with ny plans.”

"But if we could understand why things are going wong . "

"You will not persist with this, Atrus. | have nore inportant concerns than this trifling Age."
"Then why did you give ne the phrases to study? Wiy did you renbve the Mst VWall if you were

t hi nki ng sinply of abandoning this Age?"

"You presune to know ny reasons, Atrus?"

"No, it's just that |I feel your original instinct was right. If we can understand what is going
wrong here, we can prevent such things from happeni ng el sewhere.”

He heard his fathers sharply indrawn breath, but instead of the expected expl osion of anger, Gehn
was silent.

Atrus sat forward. He could barely see his father in the darkness. The white nmoon was still up,
but its light barely penetrated the thick canvas. The only real illumnation in the tent was the
gentle gl ow of Gehn's pipe, which cast its faint blue Iight over his chin and mouth and nose.

" Fat her ?"

Gehn turned his head slightly, but still there was no answer.

Atrus fell silent, waiting. After a noment, his father turned and came across again

"What you say has sone nerit, Atrus, and, as you say, accords with nmy original intentions. And
even should this Age deteriorate further, it might prove useful to investigate the manner of that



deterioration. Likew se, the building of a special hut here-for experinental use-is a good one,
provided, that is, no books or journals are |l eft here which mght fall into the wong hands. That
said, | still cannot permt you to stay here alone, Atrus. It is too dangerous. Besides, we nust
keep up with your |essons, and as | have other Ages to attend to, | cannot be forever coning here.
No. You shall remain on K veer, but we shall continue to visit this Age fromtinme to tine, and
while we are here, you will continue with your detail ed observations."

It was far |ess than Atrus had hoped for, yet it was sonething. He knew now that his guess had
been right. Gehn had been willing to abandon this Age and leave it to its fate. Now, at |east, he
had the chance to do sone good here. And if he could di scover what was goi ng wrong, then perhaps
his father would begin to trust himand allow himgreater |iberty.

But that was for the future. As he lay down, the scent of Gehn's pipe lulling himin the darkness,
he recall ed the | ook of astonishnent and awe on the islanders faces as they stared out at the

endl ess ocean. And as he drifted into sleep one final insight came to himfromthe darkness.

He nade the ocean warm ..

17

Gehn stood several paces off, watching as Atrus dug the spade deep into the grassy surface of the
nmeadow, using his booted heel, then pushed down on the handle, turning back the turf, exposing the
dark richness of the earth beneath.

Throwi ng the spade aside, Atrus knelt beside the hole. Taking a dark blue cloth frominside his
pocket, he lay it beside him then began to lay out the instrunments he needed-spatul as and
droppers, scoops and pipettes, and four snall capped jars containing variously colored chem cal s-
removi ng them one by one fromthe broad | eather belt he wore about his waist.

Finally, he took a slender black case fromthe inside pocket of his tunic and, opening it, took
out four long glass tubes and lay themnext to the shining silver instrunents. That acconpli shed,
he | ooked up at Gehn, his glasses glinting in the afternoon sun

"I"mready, father."

Gehn lifted his chin slightly, his own gl asses opaqued agai nst the brightness. "Then | et us see
what has resulted, eh?"

Atrus set to work, using one of the scoops to place a small anpbunt of earth into each of the
tubes. That done, he picked up the first of the jars, uncapped it, then set it down again.

Usi ng one of the droppers, he drew up a neasure of the clear anber liquid and, taking the first of
the tubes, added it to the earth, swilling the mxture around at the bottom of the tube.

Lifting it up into the light, he studied it a while, then, nodding to hinself, threw the dropper
asi de and, taking a cork, sealed the tube.

He went through the notions again, this time taking a heaped spatula of |ight blue powder to add
to the earth in the second tube, mxing the two together thoroughly.

Twi ce nore he carried out the procedure, until all four tubes |lay stoppered on the cloth. Pleased
with hinmself, Atrus |ooked to Gehn once nore.

"I think it's worked."

"You t hi nk?'

Atrus | ooked down. "I'mpretty sure it has. The reactions certainly correlate with what |
expected, but 1'd Iike to nake absolutely sure. I'd like to test them again, back at the hut."
Gehn nodded, then turned away, draw ng his cloak about himas he went. "I shall see you there

then, in a while."

Atrus watched his father a nonment, then set about packing away his equi pnent. He had expected nore
from Gehn, a snmile, perhaps, or sone snall indication, by word or gesture, that he was pl eased
with what he had achi eved, but as ever there was not hing.

d ancing up, he noticed that the young girl, Salar, was watching fromthe far side of the neadow,
and smled to hinmself. He was rather fond of her, in a big brotherly kind of way, but she was not
the best of conpany. It was not as if he could really talk to her; at |east not the way he had
tal ked to Anna.

He pushed the thought away, determ ned not to be norose. Not today, anyway. For today, if his
further tests did prove himright, he had achieved a great thing.

As he fastened the sanple case, then slipped the instruments back into his belt, he allowed
hinself a snile.

By rights Gehn should have been inordinately proud of himfor finding such an el egant sol ution
but Gehn was Gehn, his distance part of his intelligence. It had been a full week before Gehn had
even read the brief phrase he had witten for the Age Thirty-seven book. Wth a shrug, Atrus

st ood, | ooking about hima nmonent, checking he had not left anything. Then, with a brief wave and
a snle to Salar, he started back.

They had built a new hut close to the old woman's, extending it, as he'd suggested, to include a



separate room where they could carry out experinments. Gehn was waiting for himthere, his own
equi pnent al ready set up

"Here," he said, gesturing to Atrus. "G ve ne the sanples. | shall carry out nmy own tests."
"Father..." He bowed, hiding his disappointnment, then handed over the sl ender case.

But at |east Gehn was taking himseriously. Wen he had first proposed this, Gehn had ridicul ed
the idea: "Wy, | have been searching for close to twenty years for such a phrase! And you have

found one that will solve the probl en?”

It was not strictly true. He had not found it in a book, he had worked it out for hinself from
first principles, after studying the matter for nearly eight nonths. But Gehn had not wanted to
hear his explanation. Gehn was interested only in whether it worked or not.

And now it was his turn to watch as Gehn took a little of each sanple and, placing each on a
separate slide, began to exanmine the first of themunder the big, gold-cased instrument he had
brought with himfromD ni.

For a tense few minutes Gehn barely noved, only the faintest novenent of his fingers on the

cal i brated knobs, then he renoved his eye fromthe |ong tube and | ooked across at Atrus.

"The bacteria are different."

"Not all of them"

Gehn stared at himsilently, as if expecting himto say sonething nore; when he didn't, he |ooked
away, taking the second of the slides and fitting it into the view ng slot.

Atrus watched him smling now. Adding to the mx of different bacteria had been the final touch-
the thing that had finally nade it work. Years ago, in the cleft, he had tried a nuch sinpler,
purely chenical solution to the sane kind of problem and had failed. Here he had tried to | ook at
t he whol e picture-chenical and bacteriol ogical-and it had worked.

It wasn't the solution to everything that was wong-and he had been careful, when he'd first
presented it to his father, not to offer any formof criticismof the Age-but it was a start. And
maybe, if his father trusted himnore after this, he could nmake further changes.

He I onged to see the Age Thirty-seven book to confirmhis hypotheses and discuss it with his
father, but he knew how sensitive Gehn was.

He et out a long breath, renenbering the I ong hours he had spent researching the subject. Unti
he had begun to study the conposition of soil, he had not understood the full conmplexity of it.
But now he saw it clearly. One had to build worlds fromthe bottom up, beginning with what was
bel ow t he soil

Gehn grunted, then | ooked across again, giving a terse nod.

"This is good. You nust show ne the book where you found this. It nmay have other things we can
use."

Atrus | ooked down. Maybe Gehn woul d forget. Maybe he'd be distracted by sonmething else. O, if the
worst came to the worst and he insisted, the "book" could have an acci dent somehow.

"Al'l right," Gehn said, taking the slide fromthe viewer, then beginning to pack away the

m croscope, "let us clear up and get back to Dni. | think our work is done here for a tine."
"Done?"
Gehn nodded, then clicked the Iid shut on the box that held the microscope. "I think we should

| eave this Age alone for a week or two and see how things develop. If there are any side effects,
they should show up in that tinme."

"Side effects?"

But Gehn was inpatient to return. "Conme, Atrus. Pack your things. | want to be back within the
hour . "

Two days had passed now since their return fromthe Thirty-seventh Age, and in all that time Atrus
had not seen hide nor hair of his father

He knew where Gehn was, of course, for the very nonent they had |inked back, Gehn had rushed up
the stairs to his study and | ocked hinself in. Atrus had thought his father m ght reappear at
nmeal ti mes, but he had not come down even then

And now the darkness was falling on another day, and still he had no idea of what his father was
up to.

Wal ki ng over to the desk in the corner of his room Atrus picked up his journal and, stepping out
onto the bal cony, opened it at one of the earliest entries; one witten when he was barely nine
years ol d:

Anna says that the cleft is an "environment” and that an "environnment"” is conposed of nany
different elenments, all of which have an effect upon each other. She says that though sone of
those things-the sun, for instance-are not actually in the cleft itself, they nust still be taken



i nto account when we | ook at how the cleft works. Too nmuch sun and plants die, too little and they
never grow. | asked her-how do we manage to live here at all?

He sat upon the bal ustrade, |ooking out toward the great rock and the city beyond, and sighed.
Looki ng back across the years, it was indeed a wonder that they had survived. How nmuch of a
wonder, he had not fully realized until now.

| have come a long way, he thought, but | have still not half the understandi ng that she bad.
Atrus turned, neaning to go back inside and wite a line or two, and saw that R jus was standing
in the mddle of the room |ooking across at him

He had |l ong ago got used to the man's silence and to his sudden appearances in roons, yet he found
hinsel f still curious about what the man knew, what secrets he had. Yes, and what it was like to
inhabit a world of words one could not penetrate.

Wal ki ng through, he set his journal down, then | ooked across at the nman. "You have a nessage for
me, Rijus?"

Ri jus bowed his head, then held out the note.

At last, he thought, knowing it was a sunmons. What has the man bent up to?

He unfolded it and cast his eyes quickly over the elaborate handwiting. It was terse and to the
poi nt .

"My study. Now. "

He nodded to Rijus, dismissing him then went across and slipped the journal into the case he kept
it in, locking the clasp with the key. Then, satisfied that all was secure, he hurried out.

Gehn was waiting in his study, ensconced behind his desk. There was a pile of copy books at his
el bow, another five spread out along the front of his desk.

Wth a jolt of surprise, Atrus recogni zed them They were his.

"Ah, Atrus," Gehn said, glancing up, then continuing to wite in the open book in front of him
"cone and sit down across fromne."

Atrus took the seat, feelng his father, watching as Gehn finished the sentence he was witing,
then put the pen back into the ink pot.

Gehn | ooked up at him then nodded toward the books. "As you see, | have been reading your
practi ce books, and | have selected five which, | feel, have sone small nerit."

He waited, tensed now.

"I want you to choose one."

" Fat her ?"

Gehn passed his hand over the five books. "At present these are but words on paper. But now | am
gi ving you the chance to make one of these books real."

At rus bl i nked.

"Yes. | amgiving you a blank book, a Kortee' nea. You will choose one of these five books and
wite it out properly into the Kortee' rua?

Here it was, the noment he had dreaned of, and he was unprepared for it.

"Wl | ?" Gehn said, frowming at him "Wich one is it to be?"

Atrus | eaned forward, |ooking to see which books his father had sel ected, surprised by the choice
of two of them But his main book was there. He reached out and tapped it, "This one."

Gehn nodded. "A good choice.” Turning in his seat, he reached down, then |ifted a big, |eather-
bound book fromthe pile beside him then held it out to Atrus.

Atrus took it, his nouth suddenly dry, his heart pounding. A book! H's father had given hima
book!

"You nust be very careful, Atrus. Any nistakes you make in copying will be set into the Age. You
must check every word, every phrase after you have copied it. Yes, and recheck it. And if you do
meke a m stake, then be sure to bring the book to ne."

He bowed his head. "Father."

"Good. Now take your copybook and go. And Atrus?"

"Yes, father?"

"You might add that phrase you recently discovered. The phrase about the soil. It will do your Age
no harm after all."

Gehn lay the book flat on the desk before Atrus, then opened it to reveal the enpty descriptive
box on the right-hand page. Until he linked, it would be blank- or alnobst so, for there was a

chaotic swirl of particles, like a snowstormyet as soon as he energed into the new Age, the image
woul d appear, as if by magic, on the page.
"Shall | go first?" Gehn asked, looking to him "or would you like that honor?"

Though he had |inked many tines nowso often that it had al nbst beconme a thing of routine-this



once he was afraid: afraid because he had made this Age.

"Wl | ?" Gehn insisted when he did not answer.

"I'"ll go," he said, then, taking a long, calmng breath, he placed his right hand on the enpty
page.

There was a crackle of static, as though a faint electrical current had passed through his hand.
It seenmed drawn into the very fabric of the page, then, with a sudden, sickening lurch, Atrus felt
hi nsel f sucked into the rapidly expandi ng whiteness of the page. In that instant he felt the
famliar "shifting" sensation of the link. For that brief nonent it felt as though he were
melting. And then, with a shocki ng suddenness that never dimnished, the bl ackness seeped through
until there was nothing but the bl ackness.

And as he finally surrendered to that blackness, so he found hinmsel f back in his body, standing on
the cold danp earth inside a | owceilinged cavern

Rel i eved, Atrus shook hinsel f, then stepped aside, conscious that his father was |inking after
hi m

He waited, expecting Gehn to appear at any nmonment, for the air to take on that strangely fluid
quality it had when soneone was |inking through-a quality that, looking at it, was like a flaw, an
occlusion, in the eye itself.

Strange. Atrus frowned and nade to step toward the space he'd just left, even as the air changed
and, |ike a bubble squeezed out of the nothingness, his father appeared.

Gehn | ooked about him eyeing the walls critically. "Good," he said quietly, taking in a deep
breath. "The air snells very fresh."

Atrus watched his father, conscious that he was being judged, that this was a test of sorts.

"You have the Linking Book on you, | assunme?"

Slowy, Atruss nmouth fell open. The Linking Book! In his excitement he had conpletely forgotten
about the Linking Book! He was so used to traveling in Ages where the Linking Books were already
in place, that he had overl ooked it!

He groaned, the blood draining fromhis face.

Gehn hel d out a Linking Book before his eyes. "You forgot. But fortunately | did not."

Atrus closed his eyes, the thought that he night have trapped themthere forever making him
trenbl e.

"I"msorry . he began, but Gehn cut himshort with a terse little gesture of his hand. Hs
fathers eyes were livid with rage.

"Do not tell me how sorry you are, Atrus. Sorry is utterly inadequate. Sorry is for fools and

i diots who cannot think straight. | considered you better than that, but your gross carel essness
in this instance is a sign of your immturity. There was but one single, crucial thing you had to
renenber, and you forgot!" Gehn huffed out a great sigh of exasperation, then snacked the book
against the top of Atrus s head, his voice rising with controlled anger. "Wat if | had not
thought to bring your Linking Book? What then? Wiere would we be?"

Here, Atrus thought. Forever here.

Gehn thrust the book into his hands, then turned away, nmaking for the entrance.

Atrus stood uncertainly, then followed his father across.

"Well" Gehn said, slowing down to |l et Atrus catch up, but refusing to look at him "I suppose you
had better show ne what you have witten."

He led his father out, through a narrow stone passage that was very different from how he'd

i mgi ned it-how he thought he'd witten it-and into a caveli ke depression that was open to the
sky, bright sunlight pouring down into it fromthe clear blue heavens. There was a pool to one
side, surrounded by lush vegetation and a few |light-colored rocks, while on the far side a flight
of tiered rocks clinbed the rock face.

Gehn pull ed his glasses down over his eyes then stepped out into the sunlight. For a long while he
was silent, alnost as if he di sapproved of what he saw, but when he spoke, it was with an air of
surpri se.

"This is good, Atrus. You appear to have chosen the different el enents well. They conpl enent each
other perfectly." He turned, looking directly at Atrus, who still stood in the shadow. "Wich
books did you use?"

As ever, Cehn thought that he had derived the different elements of his Age from various ancient
books, the way Gehn hinmself did. But Atrus hadn't done that here. This was all his, uniquely his.
The greatest trouble he'd had was in finding the right D ni words to express what he want ed.

That was why it had taken himso |l ong. Wiy he had had to be so patient.

“I ... | can't remenber," he said finally. "There were so nany."

"No matter," Gehn said. He glanced at Atrus briefly, then wal ked on

Skirting the pool, Gehn paused to | ook about him then began to clinb the steps. Pulling down his



gl asses, Atrus hurried after, surprised that Gehn had nade no other coment. Didn't all this

rem nd himof something? Couldn't Gehn see what he'd tried to do here?

It was the cleft. Sinplified, admttedly, and wi thout the buildings that had been in the original
but the shape of it, the physical materials were, as far as he could nmake it, precisely as he
remenbered them

Hal fway up the steps he stopped and turned, scanning the floor of the cleft to see whether the one
specific he had witten in had taken as he'd hoped. H s eyes searched a nonent, seeing not hing,
then, with a jolt of pure delight, he saw them just there in the deep shadow on the far side.
Flowers. Tiny, delicate blue flowers

He grinned, then began to clinmb again. It had taken hima lot of time and effort choosing the
preci se soil type and the balance of minerals in the soil, but it had worked.

Gehn was waiting for himup above, one hand stroking his chin as he surveyed the view.

Joining him Atrus |ooked out, seeing, for the first time, the Age he had created.

It was a rolling |landscape of hills and valleys, with |ush pasture and thick, dark green forests.
Ri vers threaded their silver way through that verdant paradi se, w nking now and then into the bl ue
of lakes. To the far left, in the distance, there were nountai ns-snowapped and ngjestic, and
beneat h them a bl ue-green stretch of sea.

And over all a rich blue cloudl ess sky, dominated by a |large yellow sun, like the sun of Earth.
Atrus stood there, entranced, listening to the peaceful sound of birdsong. For a nonent he didn't
even notice, then he half-turned, his eyes w dening.

Birds? | didn't wite birds

Hi s father stepped up beside him "You should have experinented nore."

Atrus | ooked to his father, surprised by his coment, which seemed a conplete contradiction of his
own style of witing.

"You might have tried a different sun, for instance,’
different kind of rock to nake those nountains."”
"But..."

"Next tinme you should use a few | ess conventional touches, Atrus. It would not do to make your
worlds too staid."

Atrus | ooked down, dismayed by his father's words. But what about that view? Wasn't that
spectacul ar? And the air and the soil here-wasn't it good that they were so healthy? Oh, he knew
this Age was sinple, but he had planned to take one step at a tine. And this world wouldn't fal
apart.

"Still," Gehn added, "you need not keep this Age. Now that | know you can wite, | shall give you
ot her books. You can experiment in them Then, once you have finally nmade an Age that | am happy
with, you can call that your First Age."

"But |'ve naned this world."

"Nanmed it?" Gehn | aughed dismissively. "That was a trifle premature. | could understand, perhaps,
if there were people here, but. "

"I called it Inception.”

Gehn stared at hima nonment, then turned away. Wal ki ng across, he pulled a |l eaf froma bush
rolling it between his gloved fingers, then lifted it to his nose to sniff it before he threwit
away.

"Al'l right, I think we had better go back now. "

Atrus, who had been about to wal k on down the slope, turned to face his father again. "Go back?"
Gehn barely glanced at him "Yes."

Gehn said, pointing to it, "or chosen a

"But | thought..." Atrus swallowed. "I thought we could see nore of this Age. | wanted to take
sanpl es of the soil, and catch one of the creatures for study. | wanted ..."

"You heard me, Atrus. Now cone! If you must, you can come back another tine, but right now | mnust
get back. | have a great deal to arrange before the Korfah Vja."

Atrus had never heard the term before. "Korfah V ja?"
Gehn | ooked to him "Tonorrow, at noon on the Thirty-seventh Age." And with that he wal ked on

Back in the library on D ni, Gehn closed Atrus's book and, slipping it beneath his arm headed for
the steps that led up to his study.

"Quickly now," he said, gesturing for Atrus to follow. "W need to prepare you."

The room seenmed unaltered since Atrus had last seen it. |If anything, it was even nore untidy than
before, with even nore books piled about the walls. Germ s cloak |ay, carelessly discarded, over
the back of the chair beside the fireplace, the grate filled with the ashes of a recent fire.
Atrus blinked, imagining his father working here late into the night, the flickering firelight
meki ng the shadows in the room dance



"Sit down," Gehn said, pointing to the chair across the desk fromhim "W have nmuch to do before
the norning."”

Atrus sat, watching as Gehn put his book down on the pile at the side of his desk, then peeled the
gl asses fromthe top of his head and stuffed theminto the draw beside him

" Fat her ?"

"Yes, Atrus?"

"What is the Korfah V ja?"

Gehn barely glanced at him He took a book fromthe side, then set out a Witing pen and an ink
pot on the desk beside it. "It is a cerenony for a new god," he answered, sitting down and opening
t he book.

The book was not blank. It was already witten in. From where he sat, Atrus could see that the
last two entries had been added to the page only recently.

"I don't know . "

Gehn | ooked at him "OF course you know. "

He took the ink pot and unscrewed the top, then | ooked across at his son. "You are a true D ni

now, Atrus. A Witer. You have nade an Age. That fact ought to be recogni zed. Besides, it does not
do to becone too fanmiliar with the peoples of our worlds. They must be rem nded of our godhood now
and then, and what better way than a cerenony?"

"Yes, but. . ."

"1 am arrangi ng sonmet hing special for the occasion.™

Gehn hesitated a nonent, his eyes hal f-closed, thinking, then dipped the pen into the pot.

"What are you doi ng, father?"

"Maki ng changes."

" Changes?"

Gehn nodded. "Small ones. Things you cannot see.”

"Then that..." Atrus pointed, "is the Age Thirty-seven book?"
"Yes."

Atrus felt hinself go cold. He thought Gehn had finished with nmaki ng changes. He thought that Age
was "fixed."

" Fat her ?"

Gehn glanced at himdistractedly. "Wat is it, Atrus?"

"What you said, about nme being | ess conventional in nmy witing. Wiat did you nean exactly? Did you
mean | ought to take nore risks?"

Gehn | ooked up, then set his pen aside. "Not risks, so nuch, as... Well, let ne be blunt with you
Atrus: you take too |ong about things. Far, far too long. These copybooks," he gestured toward the
stack beside him "there's barely a thing in nost of them When | gave you the choice of five,
knew whi ch one you woul d pick, because it was the only one that was even vaguely like a proper
Age!"

Gehn stood, |eaning over his desk. "Danmit, boy, you should have nmade a dozen, twenty Ages by now
You shoul d have experinented a little, tried out a few things to see what worked and what didn't.
Sticking to the tried-and-tested, that is all well and good for scribes, but not for us, Atrus!
Not for us!"

Atrus stared at Gehn, bew |l dered by the patent contradiction in his fathers words. Did his father
want qui ck worlds or stable worlds? O sonmething else entirely?

Gehn huffed, exasperated. "You are no good to nme if you work at this pace all the tinme. | need
Ages. Dozens of them Hundreds of them That is our task, Atrus, don't you see? Qur sacred task.
To nmake Ages and popul ate them To fill up the nothingness with worlds. Wrlds we can own and
govern, so that the Dni will be great again. So that ny grandsons will be lords of a million
wor | ds!'"

Gehn stood there a nonent |onger, his eyes piercing Atrus, then he sat, shaking his head slowy,
as if disappoi nted.

"You had best go to your roomnow, | shall send Rijus down to see you. He will bring you the
special clothes you are to wear for the cerenony."

Sonet hi ng was wong. They knew it even as they stepped out beneath the dark, cloud-dom nated sky
of the Thirty-seventh Age. As they stood there, a warm unsavory wind blewinto their faces,
gusting as if froma vent, its normal strong salinity tainted by other, nore bitter presences.
Atrus | ooked to his father and saw how Gehn grinmaced then touched his tongue agai nst his upper

pal ate, as if to get a better taste of that unwhol esone air

"What is it?"

Gehn concentrated a nmonment | onger, then, ignoring Atrus's question, strode on. But he had not gone



nmore than a dozen paces before he stopped dead, his whole face drained of expression, his |ips
parting the nmerest fraction.

Atrus wal ked across and stood beside his father on the ridge, |ooking out over the village and the
| ake, shocked by what he saw.

The | ake was dry, its exposed surface filled with dark cracks. Two dozen fishing boats lay on
their sides in the bone-dry nud.

Atrus turned, |ooking toward the sea. There, through the gap in the hills, where the channel ended
and the sea had once begun, was a | edge of solid rock. Dry rock, crusted with dried up seaweed and
bar nacl ed rocks.

Li ke a desert scrubland, he thought, recalling the first time he had had the thought, in the boat
with Tarkuk and his son.

And beyond that |edge... nothing. Only air.

A great sound of wailing and groaning came up to themon the wind. Atrus |ooked, trying to |locate
its source in the village, but the village was deserted. Then, suddenly, he saw them on the other
side of the bridge, in front of the neeting hut. They were all there, huddl ed together in fear
staring out across the gouged eye of the |ake or | ooking woefully up at the black and hostile sky.
Only Koena stood, noving anong them bending down to talk to this one or lay his hand upon that
one's arm

"What' s happened here?" he asked, turning to Gehn once nore.

Gehn slowy shook his head. There was a | ook of disbelief in his face. "It was all right,’
quietly. "W fixed it. Those phrases... there was nothing wong with them"

And yet sonething was wong. Sonething had drained the |ake and left the island stranded above the
| evel of the surroundi ng ocean. Somnething had caused that. It rmust have. Because things like this
did not happen on their own.

A phrase swaminto Atrus's nmind. He nade the ocean warm. ..

Was that it? Had that seemingly small alteration set up a contradiction? O, to achieve it, had
Gehn tanpered with sone other crucial elenent in this Age? Had he tilted the axis of the planet,
perhaps, to bring it closer to the sun so that the water was warner? O was it sonething el se?
What if he'd tanpered with the plates beneath the ocean? What if Gehn had set up a weakness in the
ocean floor that had finally succunbed to the great pressures down there, causing this |owering of
the oceans level? O what if he had sinply picked a phrase froma D ni book that referred to a
warm ocean w thout understandi ng where it cane fromor what its context was?

He woul d never know. Not without consulting the Age Thirty-seven book, and Gehn was quite adamant
that he was not to read his books.

Great bl ack-fisted thunderclouds were gathering overhead now There was the | ow grunbl e of

t hunder .

Looki ng about him his face nuch harder than it had been only nonents before, Gehn began to walk
slowy down the hill toward the village.

he said

"Qur Great Master, you have to help us. You rust!"

"Must?' Gehn turned his head and stared at the kneeling man di sdai nfully. "Who says | nust?"

An hour had passed since they had cone and Gehn sat in his chair, at his desk in the great tent,
the glowing pipe cradled in his hands.

The first thing Gehn had done was to send the islanders back to their huts, forbidding themto set
a foot outside, then he had cone here and |lit his pipe. Since then he had not noved, but had sat
there, silently brooding, his brows heavily knitted.

And now Koena had come to petition his Master; afraid to defy his command, yet equally afraid to
| eave things be. H's world was dying and there was only one person who could save it-the Lord
Gehn.

Atrus, standing just behind Koena, felt a great wave of respect and admration for the man swell

up in him

"Forgive ne, Master," Koena began again, his eyes not daring to neet Gehns, "but have we angered
you sonehow? |s this our punishnent? If so, tell us how we night nmake amends. But please, | beg
you, save us. Bring back the sea and fill the |ake for us, Master, | inplore you!"

Gehn sl ammed the pi pe down on the desk and stood. "Enough!"”

He seened to take a long, indrawn breath, then slowy stepped around the table until he stood over
t he cowering Koena.

"You are right." Gehn said, his voice cold and inperious. "This is a punishnent. A denonstration
of my awesone powers."

Gehn paused, then, turning his back on the man, began to pace the floor. "I thought it necessary
to show you what woul d happen should you ever think to defy ne. | felt it... appropriate.™



Atrus stared at his rather, openmouthed, in the silence that followed.

Gehn nmade a slow circuit of the tent, noving behind Atrus as if he wasn't there. Then, as if the
t hought followed on fromthe |ast, he threw a question at Koena. "Are the preparations conplete?"
"Master?" The kneeling nan dared the smal |l est gl ance.

"The preparations," CGehn repeated, as if speaking to a child, "for the cerenony."

Koena bl inked, then nodded; then, realizing what he had done, he hastily dropped his head again
and said, "Yes, Master. Everything is ready."

"Then we shall hold the cerenmony in an hour. You will gather the islanders on the slope in front
of the tenple."

"The tenpl e?" Then Koena understood. Gehn neant the nmeeting hut. Even so, he seened rooted to the
spot .

"Wl | ?" Gehn said, turning around so that he faced his servant again. "Had you not better go and
arrange things?"

"Master?" Koena's race was suddenly a bl ank. He seenmed bemused, in shock

"I said go. Gather the villagers and prepare for the cerenpbny. | do not wish to be kept waiting."
Koena backed away a little. "But Master . .. aren't you going to help us? The |ake ..."

"Go!" Cehn yelled, his face dark with fury. H's hand had gone down to his waist and produced a

| ong dagger from beneath his cloak. "Now Before | slit you open like a fish!"

Koena's head jerked up, his eyes staring fearfully at the razor-sharp blade; then, with a tiny
bow, he turned and al nost ran fromthe tent.

Atrus took a step toward him "Father?"

But Gehn wasn't listening. He stared blackly at the tent flap where Koena had just departed, then
made a sour novenent of his nmouth. He glanced at Atrus, as if |ooking at a book or sone other

obj ect he had forgotten he had placed there, then, sheathing the knife, turned and went back to
hi s desk.

Pi cking up his pipe, he drew deeply on it, then sat back, resting his neck agai nst the back of the
chair and closing his eyes.

" Fat her ?"

But Gehn was inpervious to words. Pursing his lips, he blew a long stream of snoke into the air
An hour. The Korfah V' ja-the god-crowning cerenpny-was in an hour

Koena had gathered the islanders, all two hundred of them and nade them kneel, heads bowed, on
the sl ope before the nmeeting hut. Five great torches burned on the top of tall poles that were set
into the ground between the people and the hut, their flanes gusting and flickering in the w nd.
Deep shadows danced in that nmesmeric light, like an evil spirit searching anong that gathered nass
for one specific soul to tornment.

They were mainly silent, cowering beneath the mass of dark and threatening clouds, yet each grow
or runbl e of that heavenly chorus provoked a correspondi ng noan fromthose frightened soul s.

At the prearranged signal, Koena turned and raised his arnms, calling upon the god to come down. At
once, Cehn stepped fromthe darkness between the wooden pillars, resplendent in a |long, flow ng
cloak of pure gold thread lined with black silk, his white hair franed by a strange, pentagona
hal o of gold that flashed in the flickering torchlight,

"Peopl e of the Thirty-seventh Age," he commanded, his voi ce boom ng over the noises of the storm
"prostrate yoursel ves before your new Master, the Great Lord Atrus."

Rel uctantly, Atrus came down the steps until he stood beside his father. He was wearing a cl oak
and halo nmuch like Gehn's, only his were a brilliant red, the material shining transparently, as
though it were made of a mllion tiny rubies.

In genui ne awe, the people pressed their foreheads to the earth, nurnuring the words the acolyte
had had them prepare.

"The Lord Atrus is our Master. He blesses us with his presence.”

Gehn beaned, then called to the two men still inside the tenple. "Attendants! Come!"

Slowly, with great cerenony, the two attendants- recruited from anong the fishermen-canme from
within the tenple, carrying between themon a velvet cushion an astoni shing pendant of precious
metal s and bl oodred jewels and delicate porcel ain.

St eppi ng forward, Koena stood before the two nmen, passing his hands over the great pendant in

bl essing in the way Gehn had shown him Then, noving back, he | ooked to Atrus, who had turned to
face him

"And now," Gehn said, his voice echoing across the black and enpty | ake, "behold the G eat Lord
Atrusl™”

And as Koena lifted the pendant and placed it around Atrus s neck, careful not to knock the hal o,
so CGehn pointed up toward the sky.

There was a great clash of thunder and a flash. For the briefest nonent Atrus saw the surprise in



his fathers face and knew t he nonent was sheer coincidence. Yet in an instant Gehn's face changed,
swelling with pride, his eyes blazing with a fierce intelligence.

"Behol d, the rain!"

And then, as if he really had commanded it, the heavens opened, the torrent so heavy that each
drop seemed to rebound fromthe earth, drenching things in an instant.

The earth trenbled |like a beaten drum

Atrus stared, astonished. Before himon the slope, two hundred faces were turned up in awe as the
precious water fell on themlike a solid weight.

Koena | ooked to his Master, as if to ask whether or not he should continue, but Gehn seened
undaunted by the downpour. It was alnost as if he had planned it

"The handnmaiden . . . where is the handmai den?" Koena turned, then gestured toward the girl Salar,
who was clutching a garland of woven flowers, |ike the one they had presented to Gehn when Atrus
had first come to the Age. But Salar could not nove. Salar was petrified. She stared up at the
sky, her eyes like tiny, startled beads.

Seeing how it was, Gehn strode down and grasped her by the arm then began to drag her across the
muddy sl ope toward the hissing torches and the tenple beyond.

Appal l ed by his father's treatment of the girl, Atrus started forward. "Father! Let her go!"
Coming closer, Gehn glared at him the fierceness in that | ook enough to nmake Atrus |lower his
gaze.

Gehn threw the girl down at Atrus's feet. "The garl and.
the garland!"

Atrus wanted to reach down and pick the girl up, but his fathers eyes were on him defying himto

he growl ed. "Present the Lord Atrus with

hel p her.
And still the rain beat down relentlessly.
Slow y Salar got up onto her knees. The garl and, which she still held loosely in one hand, was

rui ned now nud-spattered and ripped in several places. She glanced up at him frightened now and
tearful.

"Lord Atrus..." she began, her voice al nost inaudible beneath the noise of the storm
"Speak up, girl!" Gehn bellowed. "Let's hear you now "
"Lord Atrus..." she began again, her voice struggling to keep an even tone.

There was a great flash, a huge thunderclap. The young girl shrieked and dropped the garl and.
"Kerath help us!" CGehn said inpatiently, then, placing the heel of his boot against her shoul der
pushed her roughly aside and bent down to pick up the ruined garland. He studied it a nonent,
then, with a grimace of disgust, discarded it.

Gehn turned, |ooking to Koena. "Dismiss them" he said. "The cerenony is over!"

But Koena wasn't |istening. Koena was staring at the | ake, watching the precious water drain away

into the cracks. The rain fell and fell, but it did no good. It would have to rain for a thousand
years to fill that |ake, for the |ake drained into the sea and the sea into the ocean, and the
ocean ... the ocean now lay a hundred yards or nore below that great |edge of rock that once had
been a seabed.

Koena turned, looking to Gehn. "Master, you have to save us! Please, Mster, | beg you!"

But Gehn, who had seen what Koena had seen, sinply turned away. Throwi ng off his crown, he
unfastened his cloak at the neck and let it fall, then, going over to the tent, ducked inside,

energing a nonent later with his knapsack, into which he quickly stowed his pipe.

"Cone," he said, gesturing to Atrus. "The cerenony's over."

Atrus stared a nonent, then, casting aside the pendant, ran after Gehn, catching up with him and
grasping his arm turned himso that he faced him shouting into his face over the sound of the
storm

"W nust get back and change things! Now, before it's too late!l"

"Too late? It is already too late! Look at it! | said it was unstable!"
"No!" Atrus yelled, desperate now, "You can change it. You can erase the changes you nade and put
things right. You can. You told ne you can! After all, you are a god, aren't you?"

That |ast seened to hit home. Gehn gave the briefest nod, then, pushing past his son, hurried
across the bridge, making his way back up the rain-churned sl ope toward the cave, |eaving Atrus to
run after him

18

For an hour now Gehn had sat at his desk in silence, deaf to Atrus's pleas, staring into the air
bl ankly as he sucked on his pipe.

"You have to do sonething," Atrus said, taking up the cause again. "You have to! They're dying
back there!”



Not hi ng. Not even the flicker of an eyebrow

Atrus grimaced, trying not to imagine their suffering back there on the Thirty-seventh Age, trying
not to think of the old woman and the girl, but it was inmpossible.

He stared at Gehn. It was the first time he had seen this side of his father: this indecisiveness.
Thi s hi deous indifference.

"Wn't you help them father? Wn't you?"

Not hi ng.

Sonet hi ng snapped in him Stepping up to the desk, Atrus | eaned across, nmeaning to take the book
"If you won't, then let me .. ."

Gehn's hand gripped his |like a vice. He | ooked up into Atrus's face, his eyes hard. " You?"

It was the first thing Gehn had said for ages.

Atrus pulled his hand free. "They're dying," he said for what seenmed |like the thousandth time. "W
have to help them W could nmake changes."

Gehn | aughed bl eakly. "Changes?”

"To fix things."

Gehn's eyes held his a nonent, then | ooked away.

In his mind Atrus saw it again, the water pouring fromthe edge of the great rock table as it rose
and rose on a cushion of red hot I|ava.

"So that's it, is it?" he said, glaring at his father. "You can't fix it?"

Gehn straightened up, | ooking at Atrus, something of the old arrogance in his eyes. "Did | say

t hat ?"

For a nonent |onger Gehn glared back at his son, then, opening the Book of the Thirty-seventh Age,
he reached across and, dipping the pen into the ink pot, proceeded to cross out the |ast few
entries in the book, using the D ni negating synbol.

"There," he said, handing the book to Atrus. "I have fixed it."

Atrus stared at it, stunned.

Gehn nodded at the book. "Well? You want to check for yoursel f?"

He had been al nbst too afraid to ask. "Can |?"

"That is what you wanted, no?"

Atrus nodded.

"Then go. But try not to be too long. | have wasted enough rinme already on those Mgrates!"

The air in the cave was nusty, but no nore so than on the other occasions he had gone there. It
was-and this was the inportant point-free of the hideous stench of sulfur. The very nornality of
it raised his spirits.

There, he heard his father say, handing himthe book, 1've fixed it.

Well, now he'd know.

Atrus clinbed up out of the cave, then stood on the boul der, overlooking the slope, breathing in
the clear, sweet air.

It was true! Gehn had fixed it! There was water in the |ake and rich grass on the slopes. He could
hear birdsong and the sound of the wind rustling through the nearby trees. Down bel ow the vill age
seenmed peaceful, the islanders going about their lives quite normally.

He | aughed, then junped down, hurrying now, keen to ask Sal ar just what exactly had happened in
hi s absence, what changes she had wi tnessed-but com ng around the hunp, he stopped dead, perturbed
by the sight that net his eyes.

He ran to the ridge, then stood there, breathing shallowy as he | ooked out across the harbor. The

boats were there, nmoored in a tight semicircle, just as before, and there was the bridge . . . but
beyond?

He gasped, his theory confirned in a nonent. The neeting hut was gone, and the tent. In their

pl ace was a cluster of huts, like those on this side of the bridge.

Heari ng a noi se behind himhe turned, facing Koena, surprised to see that the man was in ordinary
village cl ot hes.

" Koena?"

The man tensed at the word, the thick wooden club he held gripped tightly. There was fear in his
face.

What is it?" Atrus asked, surprised

"Usshua unma i muni ?" Koena asked, his hostility unnistakabl e now

Atrus blinked. What was that |anguage? Then, realizing he was in danger, he put his hands up
signaling that he nmeant no harm "It's nme, Koena. Atrus. Don't you recogni ze me?"

" Usskua ima itmawa?' the frightened native demanded, waving his club

Atrus shook his head, as if to clear it. Wiat was wong here? Wiy was everything so different? Qut



of instinct he turned back toward the cave, then stopped, realizing that there would be no Linking
Book there. He felt in his pocket anxiously, then relaxed. H s copy Linking Book was there.

Koena was still watching him his eyes narrowed. But, of course, he wasn't Koena, or not the Koena
he knew anyway, for his father had never been here to nmake himhis acolyte. No, Atrus thought, and
nor have |. For this was not the Thirty-seventh Age-or, at |east, not that sane Age his father had
"created" and he, Atrus, had lived in; this was another world entirely, like it-so like it as to
be frighteningly fanmliar-and yet somewhere el se.

Hi s head swam as if the solid ground had fallen away fromhim | amin another universe entirely,
in another Age; one that ny father tanpered into existence.

No, he told hinself, thinking it through; that's wong. My father didn't create this-this was here
all along, nerely waiting for us to link to it.

An Age where he knew everyone and was not known. He nodded to hinsel f, understandi ng what had
happened. Hi s father's erasures in the Book had taken them back down the central trunk of the
great tree of possibility and al ong anot her branch entirely.

Atrus took one last long | ook at the Age, then, know ng he was not wanted, turned and fled toward
the cave, where, after he was gone, his Linking Book would never be found.

In Atrus's absence Gehn had Iit the fire and had sunk into the chair beside it. That was where
Atrus found him slunped back, his pipe discarded on the floor beside him his nmouth open in a

st upor.

Gehn was not sleeping, or if he was, it was a fitful kind of sleep, for his eyelids fluttered and
fromtime to time he would nmutter then give a tiny groan

Looking at him Atrus felt angry and betrayed.

Gehn had said that he was going to fix it, but he hadn't. That other world, the real Thirty-
seventh Age, had been destroyed, or, at least, his link toit. And that was all Gehn's fault,
because he hadn't understood what he was doing. Atrus stood over his father, feeling a profound
contenpt for him

"Wake up!" he shouted, |eaning over CGehn and giving hima shake. "I need to talk to you!"

For a nonent he thought he hadn't managed to wake Gehn. Yet as he went to shake hi magain, Gehn
reached up and pushed his hand asi de.

"Leave ne be!" he grunbled. "Go on... go to your room boy, and | eave ne in peace!"

"No!" Atrus said defiantly. "I won't! Not until this is settled."

Gehn's left eye pried open. A kind of snarling smile appeared at one corner of his nouth.
"Settled?"

"W need to talk," Atrus said, keeping firmto his purpose, deternined not to let his father
browbeat or belittle himthis tinme.

" Talk ?" CGehn's slow |laughter had an edge of nockery to it now "What could we possibly have to
tal k about, you and I?"

"I want to talk about the Art. About what it is. What it really is."

Gehn stared at himdisdainfully, then, sitting up, reached beside his chair for his pipe.

"Go and get sone sleep, boy, and stop tal king such nonsense. \What do you know about the Art?"
"Enough to know that you're wong, father. That your Ages are unstabl e because you don't
under st and what you' ve been doing all this while!"

Atrus had only guessed about npbst of Gehn's worlds being unstable, but it seenmed he'd hit the
bull's-eye with that comment, for Gehn sat forward, his pallid face suddenly ash white.

"You're wong!" Gehn hissed. "You're just a boy. What do you know?"

"I know that you don't understand the \Wole!"

Gehn roared with anusement, "And you think you have all the answers, eh, boy?"

Atrus | eaned over the table, determined to outface his father. "Sone of them But they' re not ones
you want to hear. You'd rather carry on as you are, stunmbling blindly through the Ages, copying
this phrase out of that book and that one out of another, as if you could sonehow chance upon it
t hat way."

Gehn's hands had slowy tightened their grip on the arms of the chair; now, pulling hinself up out
of the chair, his anger exploded. As Atrus reel ed back, Gehn shouted into his face, spitting with
fury.

"How dare you think to criticize ne! Me, who taught you all you know Wo brought you here out of
t hat godf orsaken crack and educated you! How dare you even begin to think you have the answers!"
He poked Atrus hard in the chest. "How | ong have you been doing this now, eh, boy? Three years?
Three and a hal f? And how | ong have | been studying the Art? Thirty years now Thirty years! Since
I was four."

Gehn made a small noise of disgust. "You think because you managed to make one neasly Age that you



know it all, but you don't, boy! You do not even know the start of it. Here .
Gehn turned and went over to the desk. To Atrus's disnmay he picked up Atrus's book and | eafed it
open. For a nonment or two he read in silence.

"This phrase here... 100k how unnecessarily ornate it is ... that's how a novice wites, boy. It

| acks strength. It | acks econony of expression." And, reaching across, he took the pen and di pped
it in the ink pot.

Atrus watched, horrified, know ng what was to conme, yet still unable to believe that his father
woul d actually dare to tanper with bis Age

But Gehn seened oblivious of himnow Sitting at his desk, he drew the book toward him then began
to delete synbols here and there, using the D ni negative, sinplifying the phrases Atrus had spent
so long perfecting-phrases which Atrus knew, fromlong reading in the ancient D ni texts, were the
perfect way of describing the things he wanted in his world.

"Please..." Atrus pleaded. "There is a reason for all those words. They have to be there!"

"I'n what book did you find this?" Gehn asked, tapping another of his phrases. "This nonsense about
the blue flowers?"

"It wasn't in a book , ,
"Ri di cul ous!" CGehn said, barely nasking his contenpt. "Frivol ous nonsense, that's all it is! This
is overwitten, that's all! There is far too nmuch unnecessary detail!"

And, without another word, Gehn proceeded to score out the section about the flowers.

"No!" Atrus cried out, taking a step toward the desk

Gehn glared at him his voice stern. "Be quiet, boy, and | et ne concentrate!"

Atrus dropped his head and groaned, but Gehn seenmed not to notice the pain his son was in. He
turned the page and gave a tiny laugh, as if he'd found sonething so silly, so ludicrous, that it
was worthy only of contenpt.

"And this ..." he said, dipping the pen into the ink pot once again, then scoring out one after
anot her of the carefully-witten synbols. "It's no good, boy. This description . . . its
super fl uous!"”

"Please!..' Atrus said, taking a step toward him "Leave it be now Please, father. | beg you .
But Gehn was unstoppable. "Ch no, and this won't do, either. This will have to go. | nean . "

Gehn | ooked up suddenly, the laughter fading fromhis face. "You understand ne clearly now?"
Atrus swal | oned. "Fat her?"

Germs eyes were cold now, colder than Atrus had ever seen them "You nust understand one thing,
Atrus, and that is that you do not understand. Not yet, anyway. And you don't have the answers.
You m ght think you have, but you're nistaken. You can't learn the D ni secrets overnight. It's
simply not possible."

Atrus fell silent under his father's stern gaze

Gehn sighed, then spoke again. "I msjudged you, Atrus, didn't 1? There is sonething of your
grandnot her in you... sonething headstrong... sonething that likes to neddle."

Atrus opened his nouth to speak, but Gehn raised his hand. "Let ne finish!"

Atrus swal | owed deeply, then said what he'd been neaning to say all along, whether it angered Gehn
or not; because he had to say it now or burst.

"You said that you had fixed the Thirty-seventh Age."

Gehn smled. "I did."

At rus shook his head.

Gehn net his eyes calmy. "Yes ...?"

"I mean, it's not the same. Ch, the lake's the same and the village, even the appearance of the
people. But it's not the sane. They didn't know ne."

Gehn shook his head, "It's fixed."

"But my friends. Salar, Koena ..."

Gehn stared at the cover of the book a while, then picked it up and turned toward the fire.
Atrus took a step toward him "Let ne fix it. Let ne help them"

Gehn gl anced at himcontenptuously, then took another step toward the flickering grate.

" Fat her ?

The nuscl e beneath Gehn's right eye twitched. "The book is defective."

"No!" Atrus made to cross the roomand stop him to westle the book fromhimif necessary, but
the desk was between them Besides, it was already too late. Wth a tiny little novenent, Gehn
cast the book into the flanes, then stood there, watching, as its pages slowy crackled and curl ed
at the edges, turning black, the synbols burning up one by one, dissolving slowy into ash and
not hi ngness.

Atrus stood there | ooking on, horrified. But it was too |ate. The bridge between the Ages was



destroyed

In the blue light of the lantern each object in that quiet chanber seemed glazed in ice-each chair
and cupboard, the nmassive wooden bed, the desk. In contrast, the shadows in the room were bl ack
but not just any black, these were intensely bl ack-the enpty bl ackness of nonexi stence.

To a casual eye it mght have seemed that nothing there was real; that every object trapped within
that cold, unfeeling glare was insubstantial-the projection of sone dark, malicious deity who, on
a nonents whim might tear the pages fromthe book in which all this was witten and, with a god's
i ndi fference, banish this all into the shadow.

All, that is, but for the young nan seated on a chair at the center of it all, the light reflected
in his sad, pale eyes.

Slowly Atrus returned to hinself, then | ooked about him The |ast few hours were a bl ank; where
he'd been and what he'd done were a conplete nystery. Al he knew was that he was sitting in his
roomonce nore, the lantern lit, his journal open on the desk beside him He | ooked, then read
what he had witten on the |eft-hand page.

My father is nad.

Remenberi ng, he shuddered, unable to believe what his father had done. And yet the nenory was
burned into the whiteness of his mnd. If he closed his eyes, he could see the pages slowy
charring, each one lifted delicately by the flane, as if the fire had read each phrase before
consunming it.

Unl ess, of course, that nmenory is false, and |, too, amone of nmy father's "creations"..

But he knew beyond question that that wasn't so. The experience on the Thirty-seventh Age had
proved that to himbeyond all doubt Gehn was no god. No. He was sinply a man-a weak and foolish
man, irresponsible and vain. Yes, and for all his bluster about meking D ni great again, he had
forgotten precisely what it was that had made the D ni extraordi nary. The reason why their enpire
had | asted for so long. It was not their power, nor the fact that they had once ruled a nmllion
worlds, it was their restraint, their astonishing humlity.

Gehn claimed that he, Atrus, knew nothing, but it wasn't so. He had read the histories of D ni,
and had seen, in those pages, the long struggle of the D ni elders to suppress the baser side of
their nature; to instill in their people the virtues of patience, service, and humlity. Yes, and
for the best part of sixty thousand years they had succeeded. Until Veovis.

So where did he go fromhere? What were his options? Should he try to get back to Anna and the
cleft? O should he, perhaps, find a hiding place in the city?

What ever, he had to go and see Gehn one last tinme, to say goodbye. And to tell him race-to-face,
just why he had to | eave.

The thought of it disturbed him He had grown a great deal this last year and was al nost the
physi cal equal of his father, yet Gehn still intimdated him

Even so, it had to be done. He could not sinply run away, with his tail between his legs. For if
he did, he would be forever in his fathers shadow

He went out, clinmbing the levels of that dark and twi sting house, until he stood there in the
library, at the foot of the steps that led up to his fathers study. Up there, on the I anding, the
lantern was still lit, the door still open, as he'd left them

He went up, steeling hinmself against his fathers anger, against that nocking |augh that nade him
feel alittle boy again.

But he was no "boy" anynore. He had grown beyond nere boyi shness. And now Gehn nust be made to
recogni ze that fact-nust be forced to acknow edge it once at |east before he left his house.
Atrus paused in the doorway, surprised to find the roomso dimy lit. The fire had gone out, the
lantern on the table faded to the faintest glinrer. As for Gehn, there was no sign

He turned, taking the landing lantern fromits hook, then stepped inside.

Books had been scattered here, there, and everywhere, as if in sone fearful rage. And the desk...
Atrus hurried across, setting the |antern down beside the other, then searched anong the books
stacked on the desk, but there was no sign of his own book. He turned, |ooking to the fire
anxiously, fearing the worst, and alnost tripped over his father.

Gehn lay on the floor just behind the desk, spraw ed out before the guttered fire.

For a nonent Atrus thought his father dead, he was so still. Then he noted a slight novenent of
Gehn's right hand and knew that this wasn't death, only its counterfeit-a kind of stupor brought
on by overindul gence with his pipe.

The pipe itself lay to one side, the fire-marble glowing dimy in its chanber. Atrus crouched and
picked it up, sniffing the spout then winkling up his nose in disgust.

He was about to leave, to turn away and go, when he noticed, just beyond his father's outstretched
hand, the notebook with the tanned | eather cover he was al ways consulting.



For a second or two, he held back, the feeling of wrongness strong in hinm but then the conpul sion
to know what was inside the book overcane himand, reaching out, he grasped the notebook then
nmoved back into the lanterns light.

Taking a long, calnming breath, he opened it to the first page, reading what was witten there:
The Book of Atrus..

He frowned. Surely that was wong? Surely it meant...? And then he understood. It didn't mean him
The handwiting wasn't his, nor was it Gehn's. No, this was his grandfathers book. Not Atrus, son
of Gehn, but Atrus, father of Gehn

He read on, then stopped, the last thread that had connected himto his father broken in that
instant. Slowy he sat down in Gehn's chair, nodding to hinself, a bitter |aughter escaping him
There he'd been, admiring his father, exalting himalnost, for his courage, his patience in
finding a path through the darkness of the tunnels back to Dni. And all the while the path had
been clearly nmarked, here in his grandfathers notebook. It wasn't Gehn who had taken the risks,
but Gehn's father

Atrus cl osed the book and pushed it away fromhim then turned, staring at the shadowy figure
stretched out on the floor beside his feet.

"Wy weren't you what | wanted you to be?" he asked quietly, pained by the great weight of
disillusion he was feeling at that nonent, "Wy did you have to be so ... so small a man?"

Gehn groaned and stirred slightly, but did not wake.

Atrus sat back, a long, shivering breath escaping him For a nonent |onger he stared at Gehn's
prone figure, then, his eyes drawn to the lantern, he reached across and pi cked the notebook up
agai n.
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Gehn woke with a poundi ng head and so nany aches that he wondered briefly if he had not perhaps
bl acked out and fallen. It would not be the first tinme. Yet it was the first time he had all owed
hi nsel f such license while Atrus was on K veer, and he cursed hinself for not |ocking the door
bef ore succunbing to that second pi pe.

He got up, groaning softly. Aches, yes, but nothing broken

"No damage done," he said, walking slowy to the door. Then, steadying hinself against the |anding
wal | , he | ooked down the steps, squinting now, his pupils tight, painful

"Atrus? Atrus, where are you?"

But the library was enpty. He went down, then out through the enpty chanber, feeling a vague

ni sgi vi ng.

Sonet hi ng had happened. Sonet hi ng. ..

He stopped, renenbering. The boy. He had argued with the boy.

Crossing the open space between the library and the upper cabin, he threw open the door and
hurried across the unlit chanber, until he stood in the shadowy opening on the far side.
"Atrus?" He waited a nonent, then called again. "A-trus!"

Not hi ng. The great mansion was enpty.

Unl ess the boy's asl eep..

He hurried down, bursting into Atrus s room wi t hout knocki ng.

"Atrus?"

The bed was enpty. He turned, |ooking to the great carved wardrobe in the corner, then strode
across and pulled it open. No. Atrus was not there, and none of his things were there either
The thought nmade Gehn blink

He hurried back to his study and searched the cluttered desk, but the notebook was not there.
Reaching down to his right, he pulled out the second drawer and took out the netal box he kept
there, placing it on the desk. Then, taking the key fromthe tiny bunch about his neck, he

unl ocked it.

He took the single page fromthe box and, folding it in half, slipped it into his pocket.
Leavi ng the box where it was, he went over to the door and shouted down the unlit steps. "Rijus!
Ri jus! Were are you, nan?"

Not waiting for the mute, Gehn hurried down through the house. On the final tw st of steps, he
sl owed, then stopped, his suspicions confirned. The jetty was enpty, the boat gone fromits
noor i ng.

Gehn sl unped down onto the bare stone wall, letting his head fall forward.

"Curse the boy! Curse his ingratitude!"

Gehn lifted his head, the pounding at his tenples nonentarily making his vision swm As it

cl eared, he saw that Rijus was standing on the turn of the steps just above him

"The boy has gone," CGehn said. "He took the boat. W need to follow him"



The big mute hesitated a nonent, taking in what his master had said, then came down the steps and,
movi ng past Gehn, went over to the far side of the cavern. There, in the shadows, a nunber of
boxes were stacked against a wall. Renoving them Rijus exposed an old, unpainted doorway. He

| ooked about him then stepped over and took down an ol d boat hook fromthe wall. Placing the tip
of the hook under the bottom edge of the door, he heaved. The door splintered and fell away.

Gehn stood, then went across.

Inside, in the nusty darkness, Rijus was renoving an old canvas cover from over somnething. Gehn

bl i nked, then discerned what it was. It was a boat. An old D ni craft.

How di d you know? he wondered, | ooking to the nute.

I gnoring the stabbing pains in his head, Gehn stepped inside and hel ped R jus haul the ancient
boat out onto the jetty.

It was a strangely long and el egant craft, nore a canoe than a raft, and, handling it, he realized
that it was nmade of a durable but curiously |ightweight stone.

Gehn shook his head, marveling that he had never suspected its existence. It made hi m wonder what
el se there was about the mansion that he did not know about.

He | ooked to Rijus, watching as he attached the ropes, then winched the ancient boat out over the
wat er .

Atrus held the Iantern up, studying the page a nonent |onger, then closed the notebook and sli pped
it back into his tunic pocket.

Left. He had to turn left at the next fork. Fromthere a narrow tunnel |ed through to a smal

di anond-shaped cavern with a [ ow shelf of rock to the right, at the far side of which was a series
of limestone | edges, leading to a flight of steps.

He wal ked on, the lantern raised, following the slightly curving tunnel, conscious of the sound of
his own footsteps in that confined space.

How nmany tines now had he stopped and |istened, thinking he was being foll owed? And how nany tines
had he heard not hing but the silence of the rock surrounding hinf

Ahead now, the tunnel wi dened, then spilled out into a kind of groin in the rock. There the tunne
split in tw. That much, at least, accorded with the diagramin the notebook. Atrus took the left-
hand fork, walking on quickly now, his heart poundi ng again.

If it was the di anond-shaped cavern he would rest there a while and get his breath.

And if it wasn't?

Twi ce already he had had to retrace his steps, but this tine it would nmean a |ong trek back
through the tunnels, and he did not relish that at all

The trouble was that you had too much tinme down here to think. If he could have wal ked on

t houghtl essly, like a machine, it might have been okay, but as it was he could not help hinself

i magi ning all kinds of things.

And the worst of his imaginings was a vivid picture of the cleft, abandoned, choked w th sand.

It had been al nbst four years since he had |ast seen it Four years since he had | ast heard Anna's
Voi ce.

He heard her now.

What do you see, Atrus?

| see rock, grandnother. And tunnels. And darkness. Everywhere | | ook, darkness.
But her voice did not return. There was only the sound of his own footsteps, going on ahead of him
and behind, filling the darkness beyond the |anterns reach.

Atrus | ooked at the notebook again, turning the page, then turned it back again and frowned. Then
with a tiny start, he felt within the pages, locating the torn edge of the nissing page, and

gr oaned.

He | ooked about him trying to remenber-to retrieve fromnmenory the path he'd taken all those
years ago. Had he descended into the cavern or had he cone up into it?

I f he chose wongly he would be | ost.

And if he chose correctly?

Then, judging by the other pages, he would face the same kind of choice another five, maybe six
times before he could be sure he was back on course. Before he reached the safety of the next
page.

He swal l owed bitterly, wondering just when his father had torn the page fromthe book, then | ooked
up.

"So you thought you would nake a journey, did you?"

Atrus froze, then slowy turned, facing his father, noting at once the cloth wapped about his
boot s.

"1 thought it time | kept ny promise to ny grandnother.™



"Your prom se?" Gehn | aughed hunorlessly. "Wat of your prom se to me? Besides, | think you have
sonmet hing that belongs to ne and | nean to have it back."

"Then you'll have to take it fromne."

"I see." CGehn half turned, gesturing to Rijus, who stepped fromthe shadows just behind him

At the sight of the mute, Atrus realized that he stood no chance. If it had just been his father
he mi ght-just might-have got the better of him but he knew the nute's strength of old. Wy, he'd
seen the man |ift heavy rocks-rocks he hinmself could barely budge-and throw t hem out of the way.
Atrus noved qui ckly. Taking the notebook fromhis pocket, he threwit high into the air, then
casting his lantern away, turned and ran, clinbing the rock face |ike an ape before vanishing into
t he tunnel .

He heard his fathers cry-of anger and frustration-and knew that Gehn had not expected that. Gehn
had t hought he woul d conme quietly, just as he'd always done in the past. But the past was the
past. He knew now that he could not stay with the man, even if it nmeant |osing hinmself here in the
depths of the earth.

He went quickly, his right hand keeping contact with the tunnel wall. Then, unexpectedly, the
tunnel dipped and, with a cry, he found hinself tunbling head over heels, conming to a jolting halt
agai nst a wall.

He lay there a nonent, stunned, listening to his fathers shouts.

"Atrus! Atrus! Come back here, boy!"

Atrus groaned and sat up. For a nonent he blinked at the darkness, wondering which way he was
facing now, then saw, distant yet unm stakable, the glow of a lantern above himand to his right,
at the head of the tunnel

He had to go on. On into the darkness.

Pul i ng hinmsel f up, he stumbled on, naking his way down as quickly as he dared, away fromthe
approachi ng light.

And now, strangely, it came to him He renmenbered where he was. If he closed his eyes he could see
it vividly. Just ahead the path branched to the right, then clinbed. Were it opened out there was
a broad | edge of rock and, beyond that, a gap-a narrow chasm straddled by a tiny rope bridge. If
he could get to that, then naybe he had a chance. Maybe he could hold them off sonehow, or find a
way of destroying the bridge so that they could not pursue him

Feeling a faint breeze coning fromhis right, Atrus stopped and turned, searching with both hands
until he found the entrance. As he'd thought, the tunnel went sharply upward, forcing himto
scranble up on his hands and knees, his head bent forward. There was a taint |ight up ahead, and
as he cane out of the narrow tunnel, he saw that he was precisely where he'd thought he'd be.

Only the | edge was brightly lit, a lantern standing off to one side, while ahead..

Atrus groaned. Once nore his father had anticipated him Once nore, Gehn had had the final |augh
The rope bridge was gone, the four nmetal pins jutting up nakedly fromthe rock

He went across and stood there, |ooking down into the chasm It was too deep, the junmp too great.
O was it?

Atrus turned, hearing noises in the tunnel behind him There was a flicker of Iight, grow ng
stronger by the second. In a nonent they would be upon him

He turned back, staring at the chasm It was now or never. Stepping back, he took a deep breath,
then ran at it, hurling hinmself across the gap

"Atrus!"

Hi s chest slamed against the edge of the rock, winding him Yet even as he began to slide, his
right hand reached out and grasped one of the netal pins.

He spun about, his shoul der thudding against the rock, his right armalnost pulled fromits socket
as he held on for dear life. Yet he could feel the strength draining fromhis fingers; could feel
themslowy slipping, the sweat fromhis palnms sliding on the netal

And then a shadow passed over the top of him There was a deep grunt and then something gripped
hi s upper armand began to lift himslowy up

Surprised by the strength of that grip, Atrus turned his head, expecting to see Rijus, but it was
Gehn who stared back at him a sullen anger in those pal e eyes.

"Acch, boy!" he said, his fingers pinching mercilessly into Atrus's flesh as they haul ed himinch
by inch to safety. "Did you really think you could outjunp nme?
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Atrus stood there a long tine after his father had gone, staring at the shadowed door in shock

He turned, |ooking across that huge, high-ceilinged space toward the desk. There |l ay the Age Five
book.

A trap, he thought. Another door he'll hope I'll walk through. And when | do..



Atrus heard again the slamof the door as his father closed it on him

He stepped out from beneath the great curved arch, the pinkish light of the | anp above giving his
features a false glow of health. Beneath his feet alternating black and white tiles-circles on
squares- stretched away to every corner of that great space, while a |large nosaic at the center
portrayed R ' Neref, the nost famous of all the G and Masters of the Guild, his graybearded
features sonber, al nost nel ancholic as he stared back across the ages.

The stone, once polished and beautiful, was webbed with tiny cracks, worn with age.

A prison, Atrus thought, recognizing it for what it really was.

The stone here was not the lavatic black used el sewhere in the house, but a dull netallic gray
carved with intricate patterns, like |acework, great bul bous pillars holding up the nassive arch
of the roof. He had seen that sane stone in sonme of the npbst ancient structures in the city and
realized that this was probably the ol dest part of the house.

How ol d? he wondered. Ten? Twenty thousand years? O older yet? It was hard to tell. The D ni had
built for eternity, not knowi ng that their days were nunbered.

Finally, in the northern corner of the chanber, beneath a nassive arch, stood the | ocked doorway
that led out of his prison, bloodred stone pillars standing |like sentries to either side.
Remenbering what his father had said about the D ni |ove of secret passages, of doors in solid
wal I s and tunnel s through the rock, he began a search

SlowWy, patiently, he went fromarch to arch, searching each of the nassive al coves carefully, his
fingers covering every inch of stone, as high as he could reach right down to the floor

It took the best part of two hours, and though he found no secret doors or passages, it was still
well worth the effort. In the floor of one of the nore shadowy recesses, half enbedded in the
unfini shed stone, he found a D ni stonecutter. It was a big old nachine, Iike a massive crouching
spider, and its power source was |ong exhausted, yet one of the cutting blades was as good as new.
At first Atrus thought he might have to leave it there, it was so firmy wedged into the rock, but
after half an hour rocking it back and forth, he freed it fromthe stone.

He Iifted the heavy cutter, feeling its weight, then nodded to hinself. The door was solid netal
and he woul d get nowhere trying to break through it, not even with this, but if he could chip away
at the rock to either side, then maybe he woul dn't need to.

Knowi ng there was no sense in delaying, he set to work at once. Taking off his top, he wapped the
cloth about the main body of the cutter, then went across and, kneeling in the deep shadow besi de
the door, began to attack the stone, | ow down and to his left.

He coul d not properly see what he was doing, but; after ten mnutes he stopped and, setting the
cutter aside, checked with his fingers.

It wasn't much of a notch, considering-in fact, he had barely chi pped away nore than a few fl akes
of the iron-tough stone-but at the top of that tiny, uneven depression the stone had split.

He traced the crack with his forefinger, then grinned. It was nore than a foot |ong.

Atrus turned, |ooking toward the desk. There was a lanp there and fire-marbles. Hurrying across,
he brought them back and, placing the lanp to one side so that it threwits light over the door
set to work again, ainmng each blow at that split, aimng to widen it and crack the stone.

The first few blows did nothing. Then, with a sharp cracking noise, the split w dened
dramatical |l y.

Atrus smiled and lifted the cutter again, neaning to extend the fissure, but even as he did, he
heard the rock above himcreak and groan

He | ooked up. In the light fromthe lantern he could see that the roof directly above hi mwas
badly cracked. Even as he | ooked, tiny splinters of rock began to fall, as those cracks w dened.
Snatching up the lantern, Atrus scanpered backward. And not a second too soon. Wth a great sigh
the two pillars collapsed inwardly and a huge section of the roof caved in with a great crash.
Atrus lay on his back, sone dozen paces off, staring back at the great pile of rock that had
fallen, the dust in the air naking himcough violently. As the dust slowy settled, he saw that
the door was totally bl ocked. He edged back, then got to his feet, sneezing and rubbing at his
eyes. Now he'd done it! Now he was trapped here for sure!

He coughed again, trying to clear his throat, then noved farther away, his eyes watering now.
Trapped, yes, but at |east there was one advantage to it. If he could not get out, then Gehn could
not get in.

Atrus turned, |looking to the Age Five book, and blinked, reassessing the situation

So just what did Gehn want? And why, if this was a prison, had he provided himwith the nmeans to
escape-t he book? Wiy give himpen and i nk? And why provide himw th a Linking Book fromthe Fifth
Age back to this chanber?

A trap, he thought again. But now he wasn't quite so sure. Maybe his father had given himthe book
simply so he woul dn't starve



That thought intrigued him He went over to the desk and stood there, staring down at the Age Five
book. At the very center of its cover was a circular netal nedallion, fixed to the |eather by five
tiny tacks. The D ni nunber five-a square halved by a narrow bar-was raised in netal above the
porcel ai n base, on which was engraved an intricate floral pattern

Atrus opened the book and | ooked at the descriptive panel

Fromthe distant image it seenmed a pl easant, peaceful place, the island heavily wooded.

Yes. But what's the catch?

For there had to be a catch. He knew that now. If he had | earned one single thing today it was
that Gehn never-never-did anything wthout sone sel f-serving reason

It was many hours before he finally decided to venture into Gehn's Fifth Age, deciding, before he
did, that he would read it first, for if it really was a prison he should at |east know beforehand
what kind of Age he was to end his days in.

For several hours he sat there, slowy leafing through the pages, noting all the flaws, all the
possi bl e contradictions that Gehn's particular witing style threw up. Mre than ever, he could
see his fathers linted vision on every page, |ike a hideous tapestry quilted together from

exqui site patches of silk. The entire work was shortsighted and disjointed and yet it was al so,
paradoxi cally, quite clever. Surprisingly so.

Even so, it was one single thing which, in the end, caught Atrus's inmagi nation; one el enent which
made himcatch his breath and nake himwant to go and set.

The tree.
Atrus sat back, anazed by the el egance, the sheer econony, of the D ni phrases that had descri bed
it, then leaned forward again, tracing each synbol with his finger, a thrill of pure aesthetic

del i ght passing through him

A tree. A giant tree, whose topnost branches speared the sky!

Atrus smled at the thought, then read on, menorizing the details of the world, fixing themin his
mnd |ike the synbols on a nap.

And if it was a trap?

He | ooked about himat the huge and gl cony chanmber. Even if it was a trap, at |east he would get
to see the sun again. At |least he would feel the wind upon his skin, the rain falling on his arns
and upturned face, the sweet and gentle pleasure of birdsong.

For a nmonent he | ooked down, his face creased with pain at the nenory of Salar and the old woman,
recal l i ng what had happened to their world.

Never again, he swore, picking up the Linking Book, then opening the Age Five book to its
descriptive page.

Hesitating no longer, Atrus placed his hand agai nst the i mage on the page. At once he felt the
page expand...

He had linked into a dense copse of tall, bearded grass which grew beside a circular pool that
bul ged strangely. He had stared at it, fascinated by the apparent notion of its convex surface,
then, hearing voices, had hurried fromthe spot quickly, making his way over a |lightly wooded
hill, then along a narrow dirt path that | ed steeply down a sheer cliff wall, dropping beneath an
over hang of rock and down onto a rocky beach. An azure ocean | apped gently agai nst the shore,
washi ng over a line of snoboth tapered rocks that edged the beach like the teeth of sonme great
subrer ged creature.

There he paused, getting his breath, listening to the gentle slush and hiss of the sea.

Turni ng, he | ooked about him searching for somewhere safe to hide the Linking Book he'd brought.
Al nost at once his gaze fell on the sandstone cliff beneath the overhang, the face of which was
pocked with hundreds of tiny holes.

Atrus wal ked across and, choosing from anong a nunber of |ikely candi dates, picked one of the

| arger ones, sonme way up, well above what he saw was the nornal tidal |evel. He glanced about him
t hen, convinced no one was watching, clinbed up, using the Iips of other holes as foothol ds.
Squeezi ng his whol e body into that narrow space, he cramed a little way along then set the

Li nki ng Book down on the dry | edge- wedging it with a |oose rock so that it wouldn't slide.
Satisfied, he backed out, then jumped down onto the sand again, w ping his hands agai nst his

si des.

He had noticed a sloping path around the edge of the encl osed bay, over to his left, and headed
there now, picking his way slowy up the junble of rock. For a noment he was in shadow, the rock
| edge bl ocking his view of the sky, then, as the path turned slightly, there was a break in the
rock and he came out into a sl oping nmeadow.

It was surprisingly windy. A strong, gusting breeze bent the heads of the |long grass stal ks and
tugged at his cloak. Pulling it tight about him Atrus wal ked on, head down, then, noticing how



the shadow ended in a jagged line just ahead of him he | ooked up
Slowy, very slowy, he turned to his right, until he was facing it, his nouth fallen open in

astoni shnent, his head going back to try to take it all in.

The tree.

It seemed to rest on a peninsula of rock, its roots like the pillars of sone huge stone tenple,
reaching down the cliff face to pierce the rocky beach, great hunps of root, like the slick backs
of a dozen massive sea serpents, stretching out into the ocean

Its trunk, |ikew se, was nmonunental. It was not by any nmeans as tall as Atrus had i magi ned, yet
the sheer breadth of it was enough to nake himfeel not sinply small in its presence but

i nsignificant.

Like Time itself, Atrus thought, letting his eyes slowly clinmb its branches. Then, realizing how
exposed he was to watchful eyes, he hurried on, making for the rock face just ahead.

A set of steps were cut into rock, |leading up through the trees. And there, in a clearing, the
sunlight filtering down upon it through the treetops, was a | arge wooden hut.

Atrus wal ked up to it, his heart hammering in his chest, recognizing it at once. It was like the
meeting hut-CGehn's tenple-on the Thirty-seventh Age. Al nobst identical, in fact.

Seeing it, Atrus knew suddenly exactly where he was on the island, picturing it in his mnd as on
a map.

He stepped up, into the cool interior, passing between the painted wooden poles and into a space
that was furnished in the nost |uxurious manner imaginable, with marvel ous tapestries and statuary
and silver-pol ed banners lining the walls.

At the far side of that shadowed space was a throne-a massive thing that |ooked as though it had
been cast froma single piece of glowing gold. Conming closer, however, Atrus saw that it wasn't
gold but a beautiful, tawny stone, the |like of which he'd never seen, even in D ni. Atrus stopped
briefly to examine it, brushing his fingertips over the snooth, cool surface of the arm wondering
in which anci ent book Gehn had found the formula or phrase to produce such a wonderous materi al
Behind the throne was a | arge free-standing screen, on the pale I enbn silk of which was

enbroi dered the sil houette of a nan. That sil houette, with its high, doned head and its faniliar

| enses, was unmi stakable. It was Gehn

Atrus nodded to hinmself at this evidence of Gehn's presence. On how many other worlds had his
father built such tenples? In how many Ages was that nan a "god?"

Knowi ng now what he would find-recalling all of this vividly fromthe Age Five book-he went over
to the screen and | ooked around it. There was a shadowy space beyond, a narrow set of steps

| eadi ng down.

He went down, into the darkness.

A low door, cut crudely fromthe rock, led to a I ong but narrow cave. From what he'd read, he knew
that farther back, the walls that were pocked with thousands upon thousands of tiny holes in rmuch
the sane manner as the cliff face.

It's there! he realized, peering through the half light. Gehn's Linking Book is there!

He was about to turn away, to go back through the tenple and explore the wood surrounding it, when
he renenbered that the cave actually | ed sonewhere. He couldn't recall exactly what it led to-
there had been several areas in the Age Five book where Gehn's phrasing was unclear, and this was
one of thembut he had a definite recollection that it was inportant sonehow.

He wal ked on. The warm stuffiness of the cave was maki ng himsweat, yet the cave was definitely

| eadi ng somewhere. He might be imagining it, but just as the air grew constantly warmer, so there
seenmed to be a faint, shimering blue light in the tunnel now, enough to allow himto see a couple
of feet in front of him As he went on, the light grew, until he found hinself in a second,
smal l er cave, filled with that sane shimering blue Iight.

It was hot in the second cave, unbearably hot, steamrising froma great vent in the floor, but
Atrus's eyes were drawn upward, into the roof of the cave. There, the npbst astonishing sight met
his gaze. The flat gray rock of the ceiling was pierced at its center by a large, roughly circular
hol e, perhaps eight or ten feet in dianeter. Wthin that hole, suspended above the cave, was a
pool of water, its gently shimrering surface flush with the rock surrounding it. Beside it stood a
nmetal |adder, leading up into the pool

Atrus stared, opennouthed. It was an illusion. It had to be. Yet if that were so, what power
sustained it? He frowned, willing hinmself to understand. He wal ked across and stared. The massive
natural vent glowed redly far bel ow.

He | ooked up into the pool. Sunlight was filtering down through the water, the curved walls of

whi ch seened to forma kind of well. He narrowed his eyes, trying to estimate its length, but it
was difficult to tell. He knew, fromhis reading, that the refractive quality of water could

di stort such things. Besides, who knew even if this was water, for when had he ever seen water



behave in such a fashion? Up there, on the far side of that unnatural barrier, however, there was
sonmet hing. There had to be. O why the | adder?

Atrus stepped over to the | adder, taking hold of it determ nedly.

How far is it? he wondered, pausing, his head only inches beneath that strangely quivering
surface. Twenty feet? Thirty?

Rai sing his right hand, he tentatively imersed it in the pool. It was extrenely warm and felt

i ke water, except that, when he withdrew his hand, the drips flew upward, nmerging with the

pel lucid surface of the pool

Atrus cl osed his eyes, then pushed up, inmrersing his head and shoul ders. For five full seconds he
held hinmself there, then ducked down again, sputtering.

There, he told hinself, opening his eyes wide and drawi ng a hand back through his sodden hair,
grinning to hinself.

He cl osed his eyes again and counted, taking slow, calmng breaths. At twenty he thrust upward,
dragging hinself up the last few feet of the |l adder with his hands. And then, suddenly, he was
fully inmersed

Opening his eyes, he et go of the | adder and ki cked, reaching up instinctively, trying to claw
his way to the surface

Slowy, very slowy it came toward him the walls sliding past. H s lungs were aching now, but he
was very nearly there

And then, suddenly, there was a shadow on the sunlit surface just above him the outline of a
human figure. He tried to hold back, putting out his arns, trying to slow his upward drift,
fighting to stay where he was, but it was inpossible, and in the struggle sonething gave.

The sudden choking pain was awmful. It was |ike swallowing hot tar. H's lungs were suddenly on
fire, his mind flaring like a bonfire with the pain. He spasned and threw his arns out, trying to
grasp the edges of that strange, unnatural well, yet even as he did, the blackness |eaked in

agai n, robbing himof consciousness.
Slowy, arns out, he floated to the surface of the circular pool he had seen when he first
arrived.

The hut was dark after the bright sunlight of the bay, and as Katran sat herself in the corner
out of the way of her two cousins who were tending to the stranger, it took a while for her eyes
to adjust to the shadows.

At first they had thought he was dead. It was the strangest thing they had ever seen. They were
reluctant to take himfromthe water. Hi s flesh was pale and corpselike and there had been no
pul se at his neck. The old nan, Hrea, had advocated throwi ng himback into the water, but her

el dest cousin, Carel had persevered, pushing the water fromout of the stranger's chest and
breathing his own air into the youth's blue mouth until, with a choki ng sound and the expul sion of
a plentiful amount of water, the corpse had begun to breath again.

They had wapped the stranger in a blanket then carried himback to the hut.

That had been this nmorning. In the hours between the stranger had slept, at first |ighdy,
feverishly, but then peacefully. For the last few hours Carel and his younger brother, Erlar

wai ted for the stranger to wake.

"How | ong?" she asked inpatiently, the D ni she spoke clearer, |ess accented than theirs

Carel, who was standi ng beside the bed, |ooked to her across the full length of the room and
shrugged, but Erlar, who was at the stove, preparing a pot of soup, smiled and said gently, "Not
Il ong now, Katran. Let himsleep a little longer. If he doesn't cone around soon, we'll wake him"
"I's there any ... damage?

At that Erlar |ooked to Carel

"It's hard to say," Carel answered.

"Who i s he?" she asked, posing the question that all of them had asked in their mnds. "Do you
t hi nk he bel ongs to Gehn?"

"One of his servants, you nean?" Carel sighed, then shrugged. "I don't know. He has a pair of eye
instruments like Gehn's."

"Eye instruments?' She sat forward slightly. "I didn't see them"

"No . . . they were in the pocket of his cloak." Carel reached across and took themfroma table

besi de the bed. "Here."

She took them and studi ed them renenbering what she'd been told by Erlar about the stranger's
first appearance anong themunearthly white, his arns spread as if to enbrace them as they knelt
there | ooki ng down.

Katran studied the | enses a nonent |onger, then handed them back. "Is he marked?"

Carel shook his head. "There's nothing on his neck."



Unconsci ous of the gesture, she put her hand to her own neck, her fingers tracing the boxlike
synbol inmprinted in the flesh

"Then maybe ..."

Bot h cousins | ooked to her, waiting for her to go on, but she nerely shook her head.

Erlar smiled, then | ooked back at the pot he was stirring. "He was talking in his sleep earlier
"Tal ki ng?" Katran stared at her cousin, her deeply green eyes intent.

"He was murnuring sonething about flowers." Her narrow nouth opened, the lips barely parting, then
she turned her head, anxiously |ooking across to where the stranger lay on his back on the wooden
bed. There was a faint groan, a novenment of the body. Katran half stood, then sat again. Carel
besi de the body, reached down and, dipping the flannel in the bucket by his side, wung it out,
then began to wipe the stranger's brow, as he'd done now many tinmes. Yet even as he did, the
youth's hand canme up and firmy held his wist. Carel swallowed nervously as the young nan
opened his eyes.

There was surprise in those pale yet clearly human eyes; fear and curiosity.

"Where am | ?"

Carel made no attenpt to free his hand. "You are on Riven. In the village."

"Ri ven?"

"Yes, Riven," Carel repeated, that one word soundi ng strange anong the heavily accented D ni
words. "W found you in the pool. You were in a bad way. The water had got inside you."

The young nman's eyes opened wi de, suddenly renenbering. "The pool..."

"Are you hungry?"

"Hungry?" The stranger nodded. "Fam shed!"

"Good..." Carel |ooked to his younger brother and gave a nod. At the signal, Erlar poured soup
into a | arge wooden vessel and, after sprinkling a neasure of dark powder into it, carried it

acr oss.

"Here," Erlar said, holding it out, as Carel helped the young man sit up, placing two pillows
behi nd his back, between him and the wooden headboard.

"Thank you," the stranger said, taking the bowl. After sniffing it, he began to spoon it into his
mouth, slowy at first, then with an appetite that made the brothers | ook to each other and smle.
"Wul d you like sone nore?" Erlar asked, taking the enpty bow back fromhim

"Pl ease. "

They wat ched, astoni shed, as he ate a second bow and then a third. Then, drowsy once nore, the
effort, it seened, too nuch for him he slept again.

And all me while Katran sat there in the corner, her green eyes watching.

Atrus woke with a start, as if he'd fallen in his sleep, conscious of the unfamliar yet not
unpl easant snell of the shadowed place in which he found hinself.

Turning onto his side, he stretched, then lay still, hearing voices fromoutside. He renmenbered
now. the two young nmen who'd sat there while he ate, snmiling kindly at him He sniled hinmself at
the thought. What had they called this place? Riven, that was it. Gehn's Fifth Age.

He yawned, then lay still again, staring at the far wall. It was a sinple nud and daub hut, not so
dissimlar fromthose on the Thirty-seventh Age, but bigger, and with a finish to the walls that
spoke of a high level of technical skill. And they had stoves, too-cast netal stoves on which they

cooked. That spoke of conplexities to this Age that Age Thirty-seven did not have. They woul d have
to have a supply of netal, yes, and the skills to use it.
Hi s eyes went to the stove, noting its sinple, unadorned shape, so unlike all of the D ni
artifacts he was used to. Such sinplicity appealed to him
Idly, his eyes travel ed upward, searching the shadows of the ceiling, curious to see what kind of
structure this was, what nmaterials they used here. So nuch of this, as ever, had not been in the
descriptive book. Only the building blocks were there in Gehn's Age Five book: the basic elenents
fromwhi ch the conplexities of such cultures devel oped. That thought fascinated him It made him
thi nk of subtle ways he hinmself nmight have influenced the mix, what factors he personally would
have built into the equation of this Age.
Hi s eyes travel ed down fromthe shadows, noting the sinple square-cut wi ndow, the undecorated
pl ai nness of the whitewashed wall, then stopped, surprised to find the eyes of a young wonan
staring back at him

G een eyes. Startlingly green eyes.
For a monment he sinply stared, his lips slightly parted, taking in the strange, alnost delicate
beauty of her face; then, realizing what he was doing, he averted his eyes, suddenly, acutely
enbar r assed.



How | ong has she been there? he wondered. How | ong has she been watching nme?

He heard her soft footsteps on the bare earth floor

"You al nbst died," she said. "Wat were you doing in the pool ?"

Atrus turned to find her kneeling beside the bed, her face alnbpst on a level with his own. He
found that strangely disconcerting, as if she were sone kind of threat to him Unlike the young
men who had nursed him her face was tense, alnost ill-hunored.

"I don't know," he answered.

She bl i nked, then | ooked away, allowi ng Atrus the chance to study her. The others had been tanned,
and so was she, but he noticed that the skin of her |ower arns was strangely "banded"-pal e and
tanned-as if she had at sone point placed strips of cloth about themto create that pattern. She
was wearing a sinple dark green dress. There were tiny white feathers braided into her hair and
about her neck was a w de, enbroidered choker, but his gaze kept returning to her eyes, which were
deep and nysterious, so deep and dark ..

"Where did you cone fron?" she asked, her face still turned fromhis

"Anot her place," he said, thinking that it could do no harm but he could see that his answer
didn't satisfy her. There was a flash of irritation in her eyes.

Atrus sensed as much, as she stood and turned away fromhim He risked a tiny glance. There was
sonet hi ng tense about the way she stood there, her head slightly tilted forward, her hands up to
her rmout h.

She turned back, focusing those dark eyes on himonce again. "Wat's your nanme?"

"Atrus. What's yours?"

"Katran."

He nodded. "Catherine. That's ..."

"Ka-tran," she said again, placing the enphasis on the final syllable. "I dreamed of you."

"You dreaned ...?"

Then, wi thout another word, she turned and quickly left the hut, |eaving the door w de open, the
sunlight spilling inin a wide bar of gold that clinbed the far wall.

Atrus lifted his head, staring at the doorway, wondering what all that had been about, then
swal | owi ng, his throat strangely dry, he let his head fall back
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Atrus sat cross-|egged beside the shallow bowl, his eyes closed, his fist clenched tightly,

counti ng.

"Atrus?"

He turned, |ooking up at her. "Yes, Catherine?"

There was a slight flicker of annoyance in her face at the mispronunciation of her nanme, but she
had given up trying to correct him "Wat are you doi ng?"

At the count of sixty he relaxed his hand, letting the fingers unfold. As he did, a snall bubble
of water, its surface fluid and reflective like a drop of nercury, floated up out of his palm
Atrus | ooked to her. She had a slightly quizzical |ook on her face.

"Water shouldn't do that when it gets warm™

"No? Then what shoul d water do?" Atrus shrugged. "Well, it shouldn't foot and it shouldn't give me
a stonuuhe tube.”

She | aughed, then quickly grew serious again.

Atrus stared at her, surprised. It was the first rime she had | aughed since he had net her, and
the change it nade to her face was quite remarkable.

"I'I'l get you some of the powder."

" Powder ?"

She gave a single nod. For a nonent Catherine sinply stared, as if trying to fathom sonethi ng
about him then, without even the slightest novenent, she seened to shrug and | ook away.

Her eyes were still on him but she was no longer there. Not |ooking out at him anyway. It was as
if, briefly, she had gone into a trance.

Atrus reached out and picked up the brass cooki ng pot he had been exam ning earlier, pleased by
its symmetry, by the way the doubl e pans-top and bottom linked by four strong brass spindles-Ilike
all the cooking inplenents in Age Five, were designed to cope with water which, when heated, rose
into the air. Everything here had special "catchnment |ids" and spouts with tiny valves which did
not open unless you tilted the thing a certain way.

He | ooked to Catherine again, and saw she was still distracted.
"What are you thinking?"
She turned to face him "I'Il tell you what |'mthinking. You have those pale eyes and wear those

strange eye instruments. What have you to do with Lord Gehn?"



"I am Atrus, his son."

There was a brief look of triunph in her eyes. Then, as if she suddenly saw what it neant, she
took a step backward. "So what do you want ?"

He paused as he considered the question-sweeping away the cl oud of Gehn and all hed w tnessed over
the last few years.
What do | want?

"I want to go hone,

he said softly.

"Home?"
"To the cleft."”
"The cleft?"

"I't's where | was born," he said. "Where | grew up. It was just a crack, a hole in the earth
surrounded by desert,"” he added, thinking of what Gehn had said of it, "yet it was |ike

well, |ike paradise."

"And your father lived there with you?"

Atrus shook his head, |ooking away as he answered her. "No. | didn't know ny father. Not until |
was fourteen. | grew up with my grandnother, Anna. She fed ne, clothed ne, taught nme. She gave ne
everyt hi ng"

Catherine stared at himintensely.

"And then your father came?"

Atrus nodded. Standing, he brushed hinsel f down, then | ooked past her down the grassy slope. The
village was in the crater behind him just the other side of the slope-literally in the crater

the mud and daub huts fixed into the crater wall using great wooden stakes, like the roons in the
cleft had been.

He snmiled, renenbering. The first time he had seen it had al nost been his |ast. Feigning sleep, he
had let the elder of the two brothers, Carel, |eave the hut, then had slipped out of bed,
intending to go outside and | ook around. It had only been his natural caution that had stopped him
falling into the bay fifty feet bel ow

It al so expl ai ned why the sounds changed in the evening. He had thought that the sea came in to a
beach cl ose by the hut; he had not understood that it actually cane in beneath the hut, let in
through a tunnel inlet to the left of the cliffside village.

He turned, |ooking about him To the left, no nore than half a mle distant, lay the forest, its
strange, golden-leaved trees donminating the view there, their massive branches flattened, as if
under enornous pressure fromthe sky.

Directly south, on a raised pronontory, was the copse in which the tenple stood, while over to the
right, clearly visible fromwherever one stood on the island, was the tree.

Cat heri ne stepped up beside him her eyes on himall the while, alnpst as if she knew him Her
tone was different now. . . Steady

"l had a dream of you."

He turned to face her, recalling the first tinme she had said it to him in the hut. "A drean®?"
"Yes," she said, slowy wal king down the slope away from him her green dress flow ng about her
her bare feet seening alnost to float upon the grass. "I dreamed of a dead man floating in the
pool, and now you're here!"

"Wel | ?" Gehn asked, sitting down in front of the young wonan. "Has anything . . . unusual been
happeni ng?"

Katran | ooked up fromthe copybook and net her Master's gaze, her own eyes innocent. "Nothing
unusual . "

Good, " he said, turning away, sucking deeply on his pipe. "Shall we pick up where we |eft off?"
The | esson went well, but then they always did. Katran was a good student-his best-and he never
had to tell her anything nore than once. Sone of the other Quild nenbers were good at copying, but
none of them wth the exception of Katran, had begun to grasp the true neaning of the synbols
they were copying. She, by contrast, had understood at once. And now, after only two years
tuition, she was al nost fluent. Al nost, he thought, thinking of all the key words he had kept from
her; certain garo-hertee words, without which it would be inpossible to wite. But soon he woul d
begin to give her those keys. One by one. If she was good.

He had formulated his plan |ong before he had inprisoned Atrus. Furious with his son, but
determined to fulfill his dreamof a great D ni resurgence, he had found hinmself wondering if it
were not possible to go about things in a different manner. He still needed Atrus-there was no
doubt of that, for such talent should not be squandered-yet it seenmed inpossible to work with him
But did it have to be Atrus at his side? Wuldn't another do just as well? Soneone not quite as
tal ented, perhaps-yet certainly nore docile than his son? Soneone he could control rmuch easier



than Atrus?

At once he had thought of Katran

Gehn smiled and turned to face her, setting his pipe down on the desk "There's something | have to
tell you, Katran. Something inportant."”

"Master?" She stared back at him intent yet obedient, her eyes the eyes of the perfect acol yte,
the perfect servant

"I want you to prepare yourself. There is to be a weddi ng, you understand? Thirty days from now. |
wWill give instructions to the other Guild nenbers as to the cerenony, but you nust make speci al
preparations."

"You are to take a bride, Master?"

"Yes, Katran," he said, |ooking at her fondly now "You are to be nmy wife. You will sit at ny
right hand and rule a thousand worlds with ne."

"But Master," she said, bowi ng her head, "I am not deserving of this honor."

Gehn | aughed softly, pleased by her humlity. "Maybe not. But | have chosen you, Katran, and you
will prepare yourself. Thirty days, you have. Thirty days ... and then the cerenony will take

pl ace."

Atrus had been | ooking for Catherine all over the nmain island, surprised that no one knew where
she had gone. Then, suddenly, she was there again, standing anong the trees at the edge of the
forest.

He al nost called to her, alnost shouted out her nane, yet sonething about the way she was standing
t here-di stract ed- made him stop and then doubl e back into the wood, coming out behind her, one of

t he massi ve spongy bol es hiding himfromher sight.

In the nottl ed shade of the nassive branches, her slender figure seened unreal-a thing of earth
and grass, the green of her cloak, the raven black of her hair blending with the surroundi ng
shadows.

Even from where he was standing, Atrus could see that sonmething had disturbed her. Her eyes, which
were normally so bright and inquisitive, were now deep in thought, while her hands were cl asped
tightly in front of her.

Wat is it? he asked silently, feeling a natural synpathy for her

Slowmy, his feet carefully finding their way over the thick | eaf cover between the trees, he noved
toward her, until he stood | ess than a dozen feet away.

"Cat heri ne?"

She did not turn, merely | ooked up

"Catherine ... are you all right?"

She nodded.

"Shall 1 wal k you back to the village?" "All right," she said quietly, turning and wal ki ng besi de

himas they noved out from beneath the great overhang of branches into the sl oping neadow.

Atrus found his Linking Book where he'd left it in the cliff race and |Iinked back

The chanber was as he'd left it, the Age Five book open on the desk, the ink pots and pen
undi st ur bed.

Returning to the desk, Atrus settled in the chair, then drew the book toward himand began to read
it, more carefully this tinme, seeing how each phrase, each snall description, contributed to the
totality of what he'd seen

Now t hat he had been there, he understood just how good it really was. The Fifth Age of Gehn was
quite remarkable. Yet there were clear flaws in the way the book had been put together
particularly in the structure of the witing. El egant passages |lay side by side on the page, each
uni quely beautiful, yet disturbingly unrelated to each other. It was the trademark of his father's
style. The bol dness of Gehn's eclecticismhis drawing from such disparate sources-was i ndeed
astoni shing, close to brilliant.

Had Gehn built his Ages fromstructural principles, they mght have been different, for it was
possible that in so doing he m ght have reconciled the gaps. As it was, his nmethod was pieceneal
and the flaws that resulted quickly conpounded into a conplex network of interrelated faults-
faults that could not be tackled by sinple solutions.

Atrus turned the final page, nodding to hinself as he read the last few entries-seeing there his
fathers crude attenpts to nmake small changes to the Age Five world, to stabilize its inherent
faults.

"All wong," he said quietly, wi shing he could just score out those final entries, but,
renenberi ng what had happened on the Thirty-seventh Age, fearing to do so. No, if he was to make
changes, he would do so only with great care and after |long and patient deliberation. One could



not meddle with an Age. At least, not with an Age as conplex as Gehn's Fifth Age.
Ri ven, he thought. She called it R ven. And as he | ooked up, it was to find Catherine standi ng
there, | ooking down at him a |large blue book clutched to her chest.
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Atrus stood there, staring at Catherine, stunned by her sudden appearance.
She qui ckly | ooked around her, then set the book down on the table. "I followed you," she said,

bef ore he coul d speak. "Saw where you hid your Linking Book."

He gl anced at the big, blue-covered book where it lay on the table between them then pointed to
it.

"I got it," she said, "fromyour father."

"CGot it? How? He doesn't allow books out of his library."

She | ooked directly at him "I stole it fromhis study, while he was asl eep."

He stared at her opennouthed. "But why?"

Things were noving far too fast for him He stood, putting his hands out, as if to fend her off.
"Sl ow down. What were you doing in nmy fathers study?"

"He takes us there."

"Who?"

"The @uild. He has us copy things frombooks. He says it saves himtine."

"The Guil d?" He laughed. In his mnd he saw again how nad his father was, trying to re-create the
D ni Guilds.

She stepped around the desk and, reaching out, pulled down the edge of the choker she was weari ng.
Beneath it, burned into the flesh, was his father's sign.

He nmet her eyes. "How | ong ago was this?"

She made a face, as if she hated to recall it. "He placed the mark on nme four years ago. | was the
fourth to have it. Since then he's increased our nunber to ten. W are an elite. The other

i sl anders have to do as we say. Your father insists onit."

"So why bring me the book?" he asked, laying his hand on the flecked blue cover

"You can wite. | want you to fix our world."

Atrus stared back at her a nonment, then went around the desk and sat, opening the book. It was

bl ank. She had stolen a bl ank book. He | ooked up at her. "Wy should | do that?"

"Because you nust."

"Must ? Who says | nust?"

"Don't you understand? Its falling apart, |'masking for your help."

Atrus sat back. "Go on."

"I't's been happening for a while now. There have been small trenors in the earth, and cracks, and
school s of dead fish have been floating into the bay. And then the tree ..."

He waited, his stomach nuscl es tensed, renenbering what had happened on the Thirty-seventh Age.
There, too, it had begun with little things. Instability: there was a fatal instability in all his
father's worlds.

"The great tree is dying." she said.

"Why didn't you say this to me earlier?”

"Because | wasn't sure of you at first."

"Why?" he | aughed.

"Because of your power. The power that your father has. The power to create and destroy worlds."
"You think | have that power?"

"Haven't you?"

He hesitated, then nodded. "I can wite."
"Then help us, Atrus."
He I et out a long, sighing breath. What if this were another trap? After all, howlikely was it

that she had nmanaged to steal books fromhis fathers study? Then again, he renmenbered the voice
he'd heard that tine, when he'd been standing at the bottom of the steps that led up to Gehn's
study. He should have known, even then, that Gehn was bringing people back from his Ages?

"Ckay," he said. "I'lIl help you." He paused. "But | need nore books. Mre blank books."
n \N]y?ll

He studied her nonentarily. "There are things | have to try out. Experinents."

"I have nore books on Riven. You'll need to help me carry them"

"You've..." He | aughed. "You nean, you stole nore than one?"

"Yes. Your father trusts nme. He ...
"What is it?" he asked.
"Not hing. Just that we'd better be getting back, to pick up the books. The quicker you get to



work..."
He shook his head. "Why are you in such a hurry? It can't be rushed. To fix an Age ..
She | eaned closer. "There're only thirty days."

Atrus sat back. "I don't understand. Wat's happening in thirty days?"
But Catherine did not answer him Instead she reached across and, placing her hand over the Age
Five i mage on the page, l|inked back, leaving Atrus staring at the enpty air, opennputhed, his

heart pounding in his chest.

He |inked back to the grassy pl ateau besi de the pool

Catherine was waiting for him Taking his hand, she hurried himthrough the trees and al ong the
edge of the cliff top opposite the tree. Water |apped softly at the rocks a hundred feet bel ow
Looking at the tree across that narrow gap, Atrus could see |little wong with it. Fromthis

di stance it seened the epitonme of rude health, a vast synbol of natural fecundity, yet he had no
reason to doubt Catherine.

"I't would be best if we were not seen," she said, hurrying himdown a narrow path that hugged the
cliff, then up a curving twi st of wooden steps set into the earth between steep slopes of grass.
He shrugged, then went on with her, up the final few feet of the path and onto a | ush stretch of
grass that nestled between two spurs of the great tree's nassive trunk

"Here," Catherine said, beckoning himacross.

He went over to where she stood, then frowned deeply, seeing at once what she neant. Just beside
her the bark was deeply split, a huge crack reaching in to breach the medullary ray that carried
the tree's necessary nutrients, and on, deep into the sapwood. The split was |arge enough for him
to wal k into.

"You see?" she said softly, her green eyes troubled. "This was his punishnent."

"Hi s puni shnent? For what ?"

She wal ked past him then sat, |ooking out across the water toward the copse, the white stone of
the tenple barely visible anong that rich dark green

"One of the GQuild spoke out of turn. He questioned sonething the Lord Gehn said to him Your
father was angry. |'ve never seen himso angry. He had us... sacrifice the man."

Atrus went across and crouched, facing her. "Wat do you nmean?"

"W fed himto the sea."

“Iostill..."

She put her hand out to stop him "It doesn't natter. Wat does nmatter is that he threatened us.
Al'l of us. Gave us a warning. 'Question nme again,' he said, 'and | shall destroy your world. For
just as | made it, | can unnake it.' Look to the great tree,' he said. 'l shall |eave my sign upon
it.'"

Anot her fissure, Atrus thought, renenbering once nore what had happened on the Thirty-seventh Age.
Yes, everywhere he goes he | eaves his mark, like a signature of his inconpetence. And is that why
I'"'mhere? |Is that the reason why he inprisoned ne with the Age Five hook? To clear up after hin®
To put right what he has so abjectly failed to make good?

He | ooked back at Catherine. "And the other Guild nenbers ... do they know what you plan to do?"
She shook her head. "They would kill me if they did. They are in fear of your father, Atrus. They
trenbl e before his every word.”

"And yet one of them gai nsayed him™"

Cat heri ne | ooked down, as if ashaned.

"That was your fault?" he said, after a noment. "You... influenced hin®"
She | ooked up, her eyes beseeching himnow "I didn't mean to. | only thought..." She took a | ong
shuddering breath, then, nmuch quieter. "I thought Lord Gehn might listen to him | thought your

father was a reasonable man."

"My father? No," Atrus said matter-of-factly, "ny father's nad."

He turned and | ooked, seeing, in the distance beyond the tenple nound, another pronontory.
"What's there?" he asked, trying to remenber what Gehn had written in the book

"That's where the Guild nenbers live. That's where we have our enclave."

For sonme reason the thought of her living alone with nine nen disturbed him "Are they .. . like
you?"

She | aughed, then patted the grass beside her. "Wiat do you nean, |ike ne? Young?"

He went to shrug, then nodded.

"No," she said. "Most of themare old... even older than nmy father. Gehn seens to |ike themthat
way. More docile, | guess. Apart from Eavan."

" Eavan?"

She nodded, sucking in her lips a monment. "My friend. He was the one Gehn sacrificed.”



Atrus | ooked past her a nonment, his eyes drawn to the dark shape of the split in that nassive
trunk. "Did you | ove hinP"

"Lover?'' The word cane out surprised, but after a noment she nodded. "He was like a brother to
me. As dear to me as Corel and Erlar. \Wen the other Guild menbers took him. "

"I"'msorry," he said when she didn't go on. "I feel... responsible sonmehow. "

"You shouldn't," she said, |ooking sharply at him "After all, he's not been particularly kind to
you, has he? What kind of father inprisons his son?"

He stared at her. "Howis it you know so rmuch?"

She | ooked away, then: "Because your father tells ne. Ch... sone things he doesn't even realize
he's telling me. He likes to talk to hinmself, and sone times he forgets. Sonetinmes |'min his
study, copying, and..

"Hold a monment," Atrus said. "Tell me . . . why does he do that?"
She blinked again. "lIt's as | said. It speeds up his work."
"Yes, but... what does he want?"

Hi s eyes held hers a nmonent, begging an answer, his head follow ng hers when she tried to avoid

his gaze. She sniled

"l guess," she began, sitting up a little and turning herself to face himsquare-on. "I guess he
wants to teach us howto wite."

"I's that what he told you?"

She nodded.

"But that's inpossible. No one but Dni can wite. It sinply doesn't work for anyone el se.”

She was staring at himcuriously now "You're sure of that?"

He nodded. "It was the first thing he ever taught ne about the Art. And the books-the Histories-
confirmit. Time and again they stress the fact."

Strangely, Catherine seened relieved.

"What is it now?" he asked, puzzled by her reaction

"I just thought.. . well, in ny book ..."

"Your book?"

She stared at hima | ong nonent, then nodded.

"Wuld you like to see it?"

He shrugged. "Ckay . . ."

"Then cone," she said, taking his hand and pulling himup after her. "I'lIl show you."

Katran had al ways been sonewhat unconfortable with the idea that she could nake a book. Sonmehow
the whol e notion, which at first had fascinated and intrigued her, now horrified her, for if she
could conjure up her dreans fromink and paper, what did that nake her? A mere fignment. Just
anot her conjuration of the Lord Gehns fitful imagination!

She turned, |ooking across the shadowed hut to where Gehn's son, Atrus, sat cross-legged on the
narrow bed, reading her book

So different fromhis father, so..

So true.

Her eyes went to the young man again, finding it strange the way his presence so disturbed her. It
was j ust..

Atrus | ooked up fromthe book and net her eyes, and she instantly knew what it was. It was his
ki ndness. Hi s sinple, natural kindness.

"This is quite beautiful," he said. "I've never read anything like it It's like ... well, it's

like nightfall over the desert or ... like the cleft when it was filled with stars."

She went across and sat beside him

"The writing ... well, as | said, the witings wonderful. It's poetic. But in practical terns .
it's riddled with contradictions, |'mafraid. It breaks al nost every single law of D' ni witing

It has no structure, no architecture. And sone of these synbols . . . |'ve never seen them before

I'"'mnot even sure they nmean anything. Were did you | earn then? Gehn never taught these to ne."
Cat heri ne shrugged.

"For such a place to exist..." Atrus sighed, then, closing the book, handed it back to her. "I'm
afraid it wouldn't work, but it does paint wonderful pictures in ny mnd."

She snoot hed her fingers over the pale | enbn cover. The green and light blue flecks in it had

al ways rem nded her of grass and water, the predom nant yellow of the sun. Fecund, it was, |ike
the worl d surroundi ng her, but inside..
"That's good," she said. "It nust be like a dream"

He stared at her, not understandi ng.
"When | go there ..."



He shook his head. "But you can't..."

"It was just like nmy dreans,” she said, turning to face hi magain.

"No," he said forcefully, taking the book back fromher. "It sinply wouldn't work. Witing isn't
like that. Its a science. A precisely structured equation of words."

She | eaned across him then opened the book, pointing to the descriptive imge on the right-hand
page. It was dark, so intensely dark that he had thought it blank. But there was something there
He | ooked to her

"l want you to see it."

"I't's . . ." he said, softer now, the word al nbst a whisper. Yet even as he said it, she | eaned
across himand placed his hand upon the inmage, smling at him her snile dissolving in the air as
he |inked.
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"I't's inpossible."

Atrus stepped out of the air into a huge, conical bow of darkness. And in the middle of that
bow , at the precise center of the massive, nmile-wide hole that pierced it, a powerful columm of
wat er-as broad as a river-thundered straight up into the darkness until it was |lost fromsight, a
great spike of brilliant, crystalline light glowing like a fierce flane at its center where it
energed fromthe gl owi ng dept hs.

Atrus stared, dunbstruck

A group of large, fireflylike insects glided past, their translucent bodies gl owi ng gold and red,
their novenments nore |ike the novenents of fish than the darting flight of insects. Atrus | ooked
down, meaning to brush one away and was shocked to see it pass right through his legs, re-formng
like a soap bubble on the other side. Oher creatures, their fornms no | ess fantastic-sporting |ong
sparkling quills and fans, extravagant crests or tails |ike golden chains-fluttered and weaved
across that mdnight | andscape, their forns nerging and re-forning, constantly in novenent,
constantly, it seened, in transformation.

"I't nust be a dream don't you think?" Catherine said, stepping up al ongside him

There was the scent of lenon in the air, the faintest trace of pine and ci nnanon

Atrus nodded absently, his eyes follow ng the course of one of the fireflies, drawn to it, seeing
how it seened to nerge and then detach itself froma rocky crag nearby, traces of its bright color
| eft behind in the sparkling black surface of the rock, which pulsed nonentarily then was stil

agai n.

Not that the rock was like real rock. It had a glassy look to it, as if it were nade of gelatin
yet it had the warm textured feel of wood. Mst surprising of all, it snelled... Atrus sniffed,
then shook his head, amazed... of roses and camphor

Everywhere he | ooked, fornms net and nerged, the barriers that normally exi sted between things
di ssol ved away here, as in a dream

He shivered then | ooked up, pointing out toward the great chute of water that cascaded endl essly
into the night sky.

"Where does it go?"

She | aughed; the softest, gentlest |augh he'd ever heard. "Did you ever wonder what it would be
like to go swimm ng out anbng the stars?”

"Swi nm ng?" For a nonent he thought of Anna and the cleft, that evening after the desert rain.
"Yes," she said wistfully. "If it is ny dream we could fall into the night and be cradl ed by
stars and still return to the place where we began.”

Atrus stared at her, wondering what she neant. Sonetines she was |i ke her book-beautiful and
poetic, yes, and inconprehensible, too.

"I"'mnot very lucky with water,"” he said, making her laugh. "But this..." He turned, raising his
arns to indicate the Age she'd made, "I can't understand it." He | ooked to her, shaking his head
in amazenent. "l just can't see how it works."

He | ooked about him disconcerted by the way a bright blue snakelike creature split in tw as it
brushed against his arm then split again and again, until there was a whol e school of tiny
snakes, swimm ng with identical notions in a tight formation

"Did you imagine all of this?"

"Most of it," she answered, wal king past him then stooping to pluck sonething fromthe ground
dose by. "Some of it | can't remenber witing. It's alnost like | stop thinking and just.

wite."

She turned back, offering something to him It was a flower. But not just a flower. As he went to
take it fromher, it seenmed to flow toward his hand and rub against him I|ike a kitten brushing
against its owners | egs.



Atrus noved back
"What is it?" she asked.

"I don't know." He smiled. "It's just strange, that's all."

Cat heri ne bent down and put the flower down carefully, then | ooked at himand sniled. "There's
not hing here that's harnful. You're safe here, Atrus. | pronise you."

Maybe so. But he still felt ill at ease. Nothing here behaved as it ought to behave. Werever he

| ooked the rules of normality were broken. This was an Age where the | aws had been stood on their
head. By rights it ought not to exist, and yet it did. So what did that nmean? Was it as Catherine
had sai d? Did sone other set of |aws-laws not discovered by the D ni-prevail here? O was this
simply an anonal y?

Cat heri ne strai ghtened up, then put out her hand to him "Cone. Let ne show you sonething."

He wal ked down the slope with her until he stood only a few yards fromthe edge. Beyond it there
was not hi ng. Not hing but the glow far bel ow them and the water, spewi ng up out of the center of
that brightness.

Here,' she said, handing himsonething small, snooth, and flat.

Atrus looked at it. It was a polished piece of stone, small enough to fit into his hand.

"Wl | ?" she said. "Have you never skimed a stone before?"

He | ooked to her, then swung his arm back and cast the stone across the darkness, inmagining he was
skimm ng it across the surface of a pond.

The stone skimed rapidly across the vacant air, and then, as if it had suddenly hit a rock
soared in a steep curve upward, finally disappearing into that mghty rush of water

Atrus stared, opennmouthed, as he lost it in that nmighty torrent, then turned, to find that

Cat heri ne was | aughing softly.

"Your face!"

At rus snapped his mouth shut, then | ooked back. He found that he wanted to do it again-to see the
stone skim across the enptiness then soar

"Where does it go?"

"Come, " she said, taking his hand again. "I'Il show you."

I he tunnel through which they wal ked was small- just big enough for themto wal k upri ght-and
perfectly round, Iike a wormhole through a giant apple, the passage unevenly it by sone property
within the rock itself. It led down, continually curving, until it seened as though they nust be
wal ki ng on the ceiling. And then they cane out. Qut into brilliant daylight. Qut into a | andscape
as anmzing as the one they had left at the far end of the tunnel

Atrus wi nced, his eyes pained by the sudden light, and pulled his glasses on, then straightened,

| ooki ng out.

Just as the dark side had been strange, so this-the bright side of Catherines nature, as he sawit-
was wonderful. They stood at the top of a great slope-a large rocky hill in the m dst of an ocean
one of several set in a rough circle-each hill carpeted with bright, gorgeously scented flowers

over which a mllion butterflies danced and fluttered.

And at the very center of that circle of rocklike hills, a great ring-shaped waterfall rushed
inward at an angle, toward a single central point far below. Directly over that huge vortex,
flickering in and out of visibility, were twi sting, vertical ribbons of fast-noving cloud that
appeared high up in the air then vanished quickly into the nouth of that great circular falls.
Wth a shock of recognition, Atrus understood. "Wre on the other side! It's the source of the
great torrent ... it falls through .. ."

And even as he said it, his nouth fell open with wonder

But how? Wat physical mechani smwas involved? For he knew knew, with a sudden, absolute certainty-
that if this existed, then there was a physical reason why it existed. This did not break the D ni
laws, it nmerely twi sted them pushed themto their limts.

He | ooked to Catherine, a sudden admiration in his eyes.

"This is beautiful | never guessed ..."
She took his hand. "There's nore. Wuld you like to see?"
Yes.

"Qut there," she said, pointing, directing his eyes toward the horizon

Atrus stared. Huge thunderclouds massed at the horizon, rising up into the sky like steamfroma
boiling pot. Incredible thunderstorns, their noise nuted by distance, filled the air out there,
the whole of the horizon, as far as he could see to left and right, filled with flickering

I i ght ni ng.

It conpletely surrounds the torus, he realized, turning, |ooking back at the great hole in the
ocean, renenbering the great jet of water on the far side of that nmassive hole. There seened to
two separate forces at work here-one a jet streamforce and the other a ring force to which the



wat er was attracted.
Atrus blinked, then | ooked to Catherine. "You put nost of the mass of the torus at its outer edge,

didn't you?"

She sinply smiled at him

"So the gravity..." Atrus paused, his right fist clenched intently, frown |ines etched deep in his
brow. "That circle of gravity... forces the water through the central hole... then sone other
force sucks it up into the sky, where it fans out... still captured by the gravitational field of
the torus, and falls down the outer edges of that field ... right?

She sinply smled at him

"And as it slowy falls, it forms clouds and the clouds cause the stornms and .
It was inpressive. In fact, now that he partly understood it, it was even nore inpressive than
he'd first thought. He turned, standing, |ooking about him then stopped dead. Just across from
hi mwas a patch of flowers, nestled in anong the lush grass. He wal ked across, clinbing the slope
until he stood anmpong them

Fl owers. Blue flowers. Thousands of tiny, delicate blue flowers with tiny, starlike petals and
vel vet dark stanen

Moved by the sight, he stooped and plucked one, holding it to his nose, then | ooked to her

"How did you know?"

"Know?" Cat herines brow wrinkled in puzzlement. "Know what ?"

"l thought... No, it doesn't matter." Then, changing the subject. "Wat are you to ny father?"
She | ooked down. "I am his servant. One of his Guild nmenbers,.."

He | ooked at her, knowi ng there was nore, but afraid to ask.

After a monment, she spoke again. "I amto be narried to him"

“Married ?"

She nodded, unable to | ook at him

Atrus sat heavily, the flowers all around him He dosed his ringers, squeezing the tiny, delicate
bloom then let it fall

H s head hung now and his eyes seened desol ate.

"He has conmmanded ne" she said, stepping closer. "Thirty days, Gehn said. There is to be a great

cerenmony on Riven... Age Five."
He | ooked up, a bitter disappointnent in his eyes.
She nmet his eyes clearly. "lI'd rather die."

Slowy, very slowly, understanding of what she'd satd cane to his face. "Then..."

"Then you nust help ne, Atrus. W have thirty days. Thirty days to change things."

"And if we can't?"

Cat herine turned her head, |ooking about her at the Age she had witten, then | ooked back at
Atrus, her green eyes burning. Burning with such an intensity that he felt transfixed, frozen
utterly overwhel ned by this strange wonan and the odd powers she possessed. And as she held his

gaze, she reached out for his hand, clenching it tightly in her own, and spoke; her voice filling
himwi th a sudden, al nost inpulsive confidence. "W can do wonders, you and |. Wnders."
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The sun slowy set. Atrus stood on the top of the tiny plateau, his glasses pulled dow tightly
over his eyes, his journal open in his hand, |ooking out across the Age he had witten. Bel ow him
lay a cold, dark sea, its surface snooth Iike oil, or like a mirror blackened by age, its sterile
waters filling the great bow that |ay between the bl oodred sandstone cliffs.

On the shores of that great sea, the | and was bare and enpty; nore desol ate even than the desert
he had known as a child. Titanic sandstone escarpnents, carved by the action of wind and sun
stretched to the horizon on every side, their stark, bloodred shapes interspersed with jagged,

ni ght - bl ack chasns.

He had witten in the bare mininmumthis time. Enough to conduct his experinent and no nore. Enough
to see whether his theories about the flaws in the Age Five book were true or not.

He had built ten such Ages in the past few weeks. Two for each experinent. In this and one other
he was testing whether the changes he sought to make in the orbital system of Age Five would have
the desired effects, while in others he was experinenting with the structure of the tectonic

pl ates beneath the planets crust, the type and strength of the oceanic currents, fluctuations in
gravitational fields, and the conposition of the crust itself.

What he had done, here and el sewhere, was to recreate the same underlying structures that he had
found in the Age Five book, only incorporating specific mnor alterations-additions mainly-to the
way the thing was phrased. |If that new phrasing was correct, then this Age was now stable. And if
this was stable, then so woul d Age Five be once he had witten the changes into the book



Looki ng about him he jotted down his observations, then, closing the journal, slipped it into his
knapsack.

Thus far his tests had proved one thing conclusively. Age Five was doonmed. It woul d degenerate and
be destroyed within a generation, unless he made these vital, telling changes to the book

Lifting his glasses, he blinked, then rubbed at his eyes. He was tired, nore tired than he'd been
in years, yet he could not let up now. It was only ten days until the cerenony, and everything-
everything-had to be ready for that tine.

Pulling his gl asses back down, Atrus waited. The noon would be rising soon, and then he'd know.

If he was right, Gehn had placed Age Five's single noon well inside the synchronous orbita
di stance fromthe planet. This had the effect of increasing the planet's tides dramatically, and,
ultimately, would result in the noon being dragged into ever-lower orbits until it would finally

smash into the planet's surface. That final catastrophe would take nmany lifetinmes, but |long before
t hat happened, the great tides generated by the nobons ever closer orbit would destroy the island,
smashing it into the surroundi ng sea.

He needed to push Age Five's noon back into a stable, synchronous orbit: one where its rotation
rate woul d be equivalent to the planet's. Wat conplicated the task was that he woul d have to
achieve this in a natter that could not be directly observed.

As the light dinmed, Atrus pulled his cloak tighter about him The air here was thin and cold, and
it would be good to get back to Dni, if only for sonme sleep

He waited, watching as the sun wi nked then vani shed beneath the edge of the horizon. Atrus turned
and, pulling up his glasses, |ooked for the noon. He saw it at once, directly behind himin the
sky, |low down, the silver-blue orb huge and oni nous.

Wong, he thought, chilled by the sight. It's much too cl ose.

The trenmors began at once, the tiny plateau gently vibrating, as if sonme machine had started up in
the rock beneath his feet.

The sea was stippled now, |ike a sheet of black, beaten netal

Atrus stared up at the noon. What had gone wong? Had he witten in a contradiction of sone kind?
O were the changes he'd nade sinply the wong ones?

O, in his tiredness, had he nixed up the two books? Was he in the wong Age-the Age where he had
exaggerated the nmoons deteriorating orbit?

The trenmbling grew, becane a steady shaking. There was groaning now fromdeep within the earth,
sharp cracks, the sound of rocks falling, splashing into the sea below, while the sea itself
seenmed to be boiling, as if in a great caul dron

In the distance, the land was gl owing, not with the silver-blue of nmoonlight but a fiery orange-
red.

A cold wind gusted across the plateau

Frowni ng, Atrus stepped over to the edge and, |lowering his glasses, increased their magnification
That distant gl ow was the nolten gl ow of magma, spewing out fromdeep within the fiery mantle. Qut
there, beneath that | ow and nassive noon, the planet's crust was tearing itself apart.

The noise all about himwas deafening now, and the shaking was so bad that he found it hard even
to stand without bracing hinself It was tine to |ink back

Atrus hal f-turned, lowering his right shoulder, neaning to slip the knapsack from his back and
take the Linking Book frominside, but as he did the ground lurched violently.

Knocked fromhis feet, Atrus reached out blindly, grabbing a nearby outcrop, but though it stopped
himfromsliding, it was no good, for the whole plateau was slowy tipping over, sliding inch by
inch toward the sea bel ow

What's nore, the knapsack was trapped beneath himand when he tried to lift hinself to free it, he
lost his grip and began to tunble down the tilted face of the plateau

For a nonent his fingers scrabbled at the surface of the rock, and then, abruptly, he was falling
through the air.

"No!.."

H's cry was cut short as he hit the cold, dark surface of the sea

For a nonent he pani cked, not knowi ng which way he faced, the water in turnoil all about him and
then his head breached the surface and he gasped for air.

Wat er splashed his face constantly now, filling his mouth and nose. He struggled not to swall ow
any, struggled to bring his knapsack around so he could get the book.

And then he saw it.

Directly ahead of him its thundering crest it al nost denpnically by the obscenely huge noon that
seened to ride on its back, was the wave. A huge, black wave that towered over the surroundi ng

pi nnacl es of rock, smashing and splintering themas if they were nothing.

And as it canme on the water all about Atrus grew still and snmooth, an eery silence falling. A



silence that contrasted with the great roar of the oncom ng mountain of water.

For a nonent Atrus forgot. For a nonment he sinply stared at the sight.

Then, abruptly, he snapped into action, and, scrabbling at the sack, his fingers nunb fromthe
col dness of the water, he took the Linking Book out and flicked it open

Hone. . .

And even as Atrus placed his hand upon the page, the noon blinked out and the whole of the sea in
whi ch he rested seenmed to Iift up to join that great black wall of water, the noise so loud it
made his whole skull trenble, as if at any nonent it would shatter

Coming to his senses, Atrus found hinmself lying in an exhausted heap on the cold floor of the
chanmber, back on D ni, a puddle of water fromhis drenched cl othes form ng beneath his body.

The air was cool, and the silence, after that hideous destructive roar, was the nost wel come sound
he'd ever heard.

He et out a long breath, renenbering that final nonent as the wave towered over him Ilifting him
up into its sightless maw as if to devour him then sat up

Tearing off his glasses, he turned toward his desk

Catherine was sitting there in his chair, unaware of his return, her whole attention focused on
the book she was reading.

" Cat heri ne?"

She | ooked up, closing the book and setting it aside. Then, taking in the state of him she

qui ckly stood and cane around the desk. "Atrus? Are you all right?"

He stood, fending her off. "lI'mokay. Just a little trouble with the noon."

"The moon?"

He waved her query aside, then, softly. "Wiy are you here? | thought we said it would be best if
you stayed on Riven."

"I know but..." She stopped, then went over to the desk and turned the book around to face her. "I
don't want to go back."

"But you nmust. You can't stay here."

"I've been working on sonething," she said, as if she hadn't heard him "I wanted to surprise
you. "

Cat herine turned and handed hi mthe book

Atrus stared at her, then, when she said no nore, took the book over to the desk, sat and opened
it. For a while he was silent, the sound of a turning page the only noise in that great chanber.
Then, with a little shake of his head, he | ooked up

"What is this?"

She stepped up next to him | ooking down at the open pages. "l've witten us an Age. Sonewhere we
can go. |'ve naned it Mst."

"But this is so different fromyour other Age."

"You don't like it?"

"No... it's what | would have done, had | time. You..." He l|aughed, and covered her hand with his
own. "I think you are astonishing.”

"I've been studying."

Atrus | ooked at it again, astounded by the sudden restraint in the witing, the deep understandi ng
of Dni principles that surpassed even his owmn. He was silent for a long tine.

"There are one or two final touches," she said, breaking that silence. "But when they're done..."
"You'll take me there?"

Catherine smiled. "OF course. Now out of nmy way, |'ve work to do."

Atrus sat back after Catherine had gone.

What ever he felt for Catherine, whatever she nmight feel for him this was far nore inportant. |f
his father was allowed to triunph on Age Five, then he would triunph everywhere, for there was no
end to Gehn's anbitions. Having seen what Catherine had-through chance or design-created in her
two Ages, he knew now it was possible that Gehn might yet achieve his dream of resurrecting the

D ni enpire, or at |east a shadow of it; of creating countless slave worlds, with hinself as |ord,
the fate of nillions subject to his will.

There was but one solution: to trap Gehn on Age Five and destroy all of the Linking Books that |ed
out of that Age. But to do so he would have to take the risk that he, too, might be trapped there.
And now that Catherine had created Myst island for themas a sanctuary, away from Gehn-the thought
of failure seenmed suddenly quite hideous.

O course, they would have to wite another, separate Age-a sinple, uninhabited world they m ght
reach from Myst, one where fruit and herbs were plentiful, so they would be provided for, for her



new Age was curiously lacking in such things.
Thi nki ng of what he had read of Catherine's | atest book, he wondered briefly if she really had

witten it, or whether, like his father, she had copied el enents of it. It was so different, after
all, fromher other world.

O was that fair? After all, if she had been studying..

He shook his head, trying to clear it, to keep focused on what he had to do.

H's main priority was still to stabilize the island. Once that was done, he would need to find

where Gehn kept his Linking Book, for unless he knew that he could not trap him He would have to
go there and | ook-to search all the likely places until he found it.

And the nost likely place was the cave behind the tenple.

Ri ght now, however, there were other things to do. Yawning, Atrus took the Age Five notebook from
his pocket, then, pulling his journal toward him turned it to the page on which he had witten
out the changes he was to nake to the Age Five book, and began to wite.

"Atrus! Atrus!"

He woke, wondering what on earth was happeni ng. Catherine was standing over him shaking him by
the shoul ders, calling his name tine and tinme again.

"Atrus! Come on, wake up! You have to listen to ne!

He sat up, groggy, barely able to open his eyes. "Wat?"

"It's Gehn ... he's noved the date forward!"

"The date?" Atrus was suddenly wi de awake. "Mwved it to when?"

"Three days. We've got three days."

He groaned. Then it was inpossible! There were still nore tests to be made before the Fifth Age
could be put right. And then there was the matter of Gehn's Linking Book. Unless he could get hold
of that...

"Catherine . . . you know where Gehn keeps his Linking Book."

She nodded.

"Coul d you take me back to Riven and show nme where?"

Agai n she hesitated, then, "\Wat are you going to do?"

"Does ny father expect to see you again before the weddi ng cerenony?"

Cat heri ne shook her head.

"Good." He | ooked about himat the cluttered desk. "Then we'll take all of this to Myst. Al but
the Myst and Age Five books. Then | want you to stay there, Catherine. | want you to keep away
fromboth D ni and Riven."

"But you'll need help..."

Atrus | ooked at her sternly. "The biggest help to ne will be to know that you' re safe.”

"But what are you going to do?"

He stood up then cane around the desk, taking her arns gently in his hands. "Do you trust ne,
Cat heri ne?"

She snil ed, then nodded.

"Then wait for ne. As soon as |'ve dealt with ny father, 1'll come and join you on Myst island.”
There was a slight flicker in her expression, as if, for a nonent, she was going to disagree, then
she nodded.

"Good. Then let's get back to Riven. It's tinme you showed ne where ny father keeps his Linking
Book. "
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Careful not to be seen, they wal ked quickly up the tenple's steps and into the shadowy interior
Since Atrus had | ast been here, the place had been decked out with great gold and red banners,
ready for the weddi ng cerenony.

My father, with Catherine ... no, it will never happen

He fol |l owed Cat herine through, behind the great golden silk screen that had Gehns sil houette
enbroidered at its center, and down the narrow flight of steps, into the cave. It was just as he'd
t hought .

"He used to bring us here," she said quietly, alnost whispering. "There would be a Linking
cerenony. He'd nake the chosen one drink sonething fromone of the golden chalices. It had the
faintest taste of aniseed. And afterward ... well, afterward you coul d renmenber nothing. But
lately . " She | ooked down. "Lately he's trusted ne. He brought me here and showed nme where the
book was hi dden."

Atrus watched her go across and, standing on tiptoe, reach into one of the holes that peppered the
rock face to the left of the |lowceilinged cave, searching a nonent before she wi thdrew her hand,



clutching the slender box that held Gehns Linking Book

He wal ked over, |ooking down at the floor, then back up again, fixing the position in his mnd the
way Anna had taught him Then, nodding, he gestured for her to put it back

"Cone," he said, taking her hand. "Let's go to your hut and get any renaining books."

She pulled on his hand, slow ng him mnaking himface her. "Atrus?"

"Yes?"

She | eaned dose and ki ssed his cheek-just a single, gentle peck-then, tugging on his hand, npved
on, hurrying now, knowi ng that there was barely tine to do all they had to do before the cerenpny.

Atrus blinked, the bright sunlight hurting his eyes after the dullness of his prison, and pulled
his gl asses down over his face.

He was standing on a wooden jetty, the knapsack hol ding the books heavy on his back. Water | apped
agai nst the rocks beneath, while sonmewhere out in the distant haze seagulls called forlornly. To
his right the sea was cal mand green, stippled by the |ight breeze that blew across the island
fromthe northwest. Facing him directly east fromwhere he stood, a barren rock, twenty feet in
height and thirty or forty in width rose fromthe sea like a sawn tree trunk. To its left, the

|l and rose to a sharp peak, over a hundred feet in height, while behind himand to his left, beyond
a narrow shelf of rock, tall pines filled the west end of the island.

Atrus smled. The air was clean and clear, the snell of pine strong. Overhead the sky was a pale
blue, wisps of thin cirrus high up in the atnobsphere.

He turned back, waiting, then saw Catherine step out of the air onto the wooden pl anks beside him
the heavily | aden knapsack on her back

"This is beautiful. "

"You wote it so," he said. "Considering how nmuch tinme you had, | think you did a marvel ous job."
Atrus | ooked about him breathing in the rich, clean air. "That snmell. It's so wonderful."

He stopped suddenly, realizing that it was the sane snmell as on the Thirty-seventh Age. Before
Gehn had destroyed it.

"What is it?" she asked, noting how his face had changed.

"I't's nothing," he said, shrugging off the npod.

"Then conme. Let me show you the cabin.”

"A cabin! You've built a cabin here already?"

She took his hand and I ed himup a narrow track that clinbed the rock slope. At the top, the
ground opened out. There was grass beneath their feet now. The sound of the wi nd was stronger here-
a strangely desol ate sound, punctuated by the nore peaceful sound of birdsong.

"Yes," he said, after a nonent, "I could live here."

Cat herine smled and squeezed his hand, then pointed down the broad grass path between the trees.
"I'ts down there," she said. "Just over on the left."

They wal ked on along the sloping path until they stood before the cabin

Atrus stared a while, noting how neatly the |ogs were fixed, how cleverly she had tri med the

pl anks that framed the doorway, and shook his head, astonished. There were dearly aspects of

Cat heri ne he had never suspected.

"Its a good beginning," he said quietly.

"I"mglad you think so."

He turned, |ooking back up the slope toward the peak. "W could build things here. Perhaps finally
alibrary of ny own."

"Shhh . . ." she said, anmused by his eagerness. "There'll be time. After we've dealt with Gehn."
"Yes . . ." The reninder sobered him "I'll see you settled in, then |I'd best get back. Two nore
journeys should see ne finished."

"Atrus?"

"Yes?"

"Are you sure | can't hel p?"

He hesitated, then drew her close and kissed her gently, a proper kiss this tine-their first.
"No," he said, staring into the green depths of her eyes. "Just wait for ne here. Al right?"

"Al'l right," she answered, leaning forward to kiss his nose gently.

"You prom se?"

"I promse."

"Then come. 1'Il drop the books and go back."

But even after the |ast of the books were transferred and safely stacked in a corner of the cabin,
Atrus lingered on Myst island.

Cat heri ne had brought blankets with her from R ven and had made up a rough pallet bed in the
corner facing the books, using her knapsack for a pillow Seeing it, he inagined her here after he



had gone and realized, for the first time, how |lonely she would be if he did not return

"Wl | ?" she asked, fromthe doorway, nmaking himturn, startled by the suddenness of her

appear ance.

He | aughed. "You frightened ne."

"Frightened you?" She cane across. "Are you afraid of ne, then, Atrus?”

He smiled as her fingers brushed his face. "No. | could never be frightened of you. Surprised, |
neant . "

"Then | shall keep surprising you."

She noved past him placing the stalk of a small white flower she had picked in the gap between
two of the logs so that it hung just above the space where she would sl eep

He stared at it, then net her eyes. "What's that?"

"It's to remind nme of you, while you' re gone." She stood, then offered himher hand. "Shall we
have a wal k, Atrus? Al ong the shore?"

He realized suddenly that he had outstayed his tinme, but the idea of wal king with her seened
suddenly nore inportant than anything else he had to do.

He took her hand then stepped out into the late afternoon sunlight.

The wi nd had dropped and it was nmuch warner now, the sky above them clear. Looking up, he realized
it would be a good night to watch the stars and wondered suddenly what the stars were |like here on
Myst island.

If only | could stay .

But he could not stay. It was not fated. He had to stop Gehn, whatever the outcone.

Cat herine | ooked to him "Wy did you sigh just then?"

"Because this is all so perfect."”

They wal ked slowy along the path, then cut through the trees and out onto the grassy sl ope. Bel ow
them was the sea, stretching away into the misted distance. Cose by, just over to their left, was
a tiny island, separated fromthe shore by a narrow stretch of water.

"Come, " she said, l|eading himdown until they stood just yards fromthe |apping surface of that
sea. "Let's sit and talk."

"Tal k?" Atrus hesitated, then sat beside her. "About what?"

"About the future."

"About whether you'll neke it back from Riven, you nean?"

Atrus | ooked to her, surprised.

"You think I didn't know what you had pl anned?"

He [aughed. "Am | that predictable?"

She laid her ringers gently on his cheeck. "No. But | know you feel you have to do what is right,
even if it means sacrificing yourself!

He laid his hand on hers. "I will be back."
"Yet there's a risk?"
He nodded.

"And you want nme to stay here, no matter what?"

Agai n he nodded.

"And the Linking Book, back to D ni?"

"Destroy it, the monent |'m gone."

"Then if Gehn links here he will be trapped with me, and with a supply of blank books."

Atrus | ooked down. It was the one flawin his plan. To be certain of trapping Gehn he ought to
destroy his own Linking Book fromRiven to D ni the instant he returned to Age Five, but that
woul d al so trap himthere, and he wanted to get back. No, not wanted, needed. To be with her

"I'"l'l be careful,” he said. "I know where he links to. I'll take his Linking Book fromits hiding
pl ace then watch for himto arrive. The nonent he's on Riven, I'll burn his Linking Book. Then
only have to destroy ny own."

Her eyes were sniling now. Leaning forward she kissed the tip of his nose. "Okay. No nore about
your plans. Wat about you?"

"l know al nost not hi ng about you. Your grandmother, Anna, for instance. Do you renmenber what she
was |ike?"

She was |ike you, he wanted to say, but the rem nder of Anna made hi m| ook down. Taking the al nost
enpty knapsack from his back he renoved his journal and handed it to her

She held the small, gray book delicately, alnmpst as if it were a living thing.

"It's ny journal. | ... | want you to read it. Wile I'"mgone. It might... well, it might help you
to understand ne."

"In case you don't conme back?"



He hesitated, then nodded.

And suddenly, he understood what it was he had wanted from Cat heri ne. Conpani onshi p. Soneone to
understand him Soneone with whomto share all his adventures and experinents. Sonmeone to be there
by his side, as Anna had once been, only not as teacher or substitute nother, but as a ful

part ner.
He reached out, laying his fingers gently on her cheek
For one tiny nmonment that was all: the two of them sitting there in the sunlight beside the water,

Catherine with her eyes dosed, Atrus's journal in her lap, her face tilted slightly to neet the
gentle touch of his fingers while Atrus stared at her in wonder, as if at an Age he woul d never
visit, only glinpse through the descriptive i nmage on the page.

And then she turned, |ooking to himagain, her green eyes searching his. "You'd better go now,
Atrus."

The idea of |eaving was suddenly |ike contenplating death itself. Al he wanted in |life was right
here on Myst i sl and.

"Cat herine ..."

"Il be all right. Now go."

As he sat in his chair back on D ni, Atrus stared sightlessly at the cover of the Age Five book
his heart heavy, resigned nowto his fate.

There was only one way-one way al one-that he could be certain of seeing Catherine again, and that
was to kill his father. To link to Gehn's study and destroy the man. But that was not possible,
for it was not in his nature to harm another, even for the best of reasons.

No good can cone of such itt, he thought, know ng that Anna, had she been there, would have agreed
with him If | killed ny father, the shadow of ny guilt would blight ny days with Catherine.

He knew it for a certainty. And so his fate was set. He had to take the risk of |osing her
forever.

If | cannot have her, | shall at |east have sonething that keeps her nmenory alive..

He si ghed, wi shing now that he had asked Anna about his nmother. It was only now that he realized
that he didn't even know what she | ooked |ike.

She | ooked |ike you, Atrus, a voice answered in his head, so clear that he | ooked up, surprised.
"Yes," he said, smling suddenly.

Atrus drew the Age Five book toward himand opened it to the final page. Then, reaching across, he
took the pen fromthe stand and began to copy the phrases into the Age Five book

Atrus linked. In an instant he was gone, the air where he'd been sitting strangely translucent,
like the surface of a dear slow noving stream Then, abruptly, another figure appeared fromthe
not hi ngness.

It was Catherine.

Setting the Linking Book down on the desk beside her, she closed the Myst book and slipped it into
her knapsack. As she did so, a second figure shimered out of the air, taking on a solid form
Stepping forward, it stood behind her, watching as Catherine pulled the Age Five book toward her
and flipped through until she was on the final page. Then, as Catherine took Atrus's pen fromits
stand, the figure pointed and encouraged Catherine as she dipped the pen into the ink pot and
began to wite.

| he cave behind the tenple was dark, the smell of incense strong, wafting down fromthe great
censors hanging fromthe tenple ceiling. Atrus paused a nonent, squinting into the deep shadow,
listening, then hurried across.

Crouchi ng, he took his grandfathers tinderbox fromhis pocket and lit it, moving it slowy along
the bottom edge of the cave wall until he found the mark stone. Tracing up fromthere he found the
hol e where Gehn stored his Linking Book

Standi ng on tiptoe, he reached into the narrow orifice, his fingers searching the cold rock. For a
monent he thought he had it wong, but then his fingers brushed the edge of the slender box. He-
pulled it out and, in the Iight fromthe tinderbox, opened it. The Linking Book was there.
Removing it, he returned the box into the hole and slipped the book into his backpack, then
clicking off the tinderbox, he turned and headed back through the tenple.

He ducked under the low lintel and out, clinmbing the steps quickly. Yet as he went to step around
the screen, he heard voices fromthe front of the chanber and stopped, crouching |ow, keeping

hi nsel f hi dden behi nd the shadowed shape of the great chair that was thrown onto the gol den
screen.

"He will be here soon," one of themsaid, his voice that of an old man. "You will bring the

vill agers out onto the slope below the tenple. They can nake their offerings there, after the
cerenony. "



"It will be done," another, a little younger, answered. Then, in a slightly lower, nore
conspiratorial tone. "Did you see how she snmled at the Lord Gehn at the rehearsal? There's no
faking that, is there? Now there's a nmatch that will be consummated in heaven!"

Atrus felt himself go cold. Rehearsal ? Catherine had said nothing of rehearsals. The words
troubl ed him

It's not true, he told hinself. But then why would they say it if it wasn't true? After all, they
did not know he was there behind the screen

He swal | owed, suddenly uncertain, then slowy crept around the screen, peeping over the armof the
chair.

The two men were standing with their backs to him their cloaks, copies of Dni Guild cloaks,
covered in the Guilds secret synbols. They were graybeards, and as he watched, they bowed to each
ot her and nade their way out again.

He hurried across, seeing what they had been here to deliver. On a marble stand in the very center
of the chanber was placed a shallow bow nade of special D ni stone, and on that bow were two
beautiful golden bracel ets, one markedly thicker than the other

The nmere sight of them nmade his stomach turn

Did you see how she smiled at the Lord Gehn? Did you see how she sniled?

He felt like picking up the bow and throwing it across the room but knew he nust deny the urge
Gehn nust suspect nothing. He nust think his bride was com ng. He nust believe..

Atrus shook his head, pushing aside the doubts, the endl ess flood of questions, that threatened to
drown him

Catherine is on Myst island. | took her there nyself. She's safe. O witt he once |'ve trapped
Gehn here on Riven.

He turned and hurried to the front of the chamber, peering around one of the pillars. The two
Quild menbers were nowhere to be seen. Slowy, cautiously, he made his way down the steps and out
across the open space in front of the tenple, slipping in anong the trees, then making his way

al ong the path toward the beach

Before he cane to the cliff he stopped, searching quickly anong the trees, gathering up any | oose
twi gs and branches he could find. Satisfied he had enough for his purpose, he hurried on, making
his way down the steep cliffside path.

As he came out beneath the overhang of rock, he paused, staring out across the rocky beach. Two of
the strange, toothlike rocks had been broken-sheared off, it seened. For a nonment he watched the
tide come in, seeing how the incom ng waves seened to undul ate |like a w ndbl owmn sheet, tiny

gl obul es of water, heated by the late afternoon sun, tunbling across the beach, hundreds of tiny
bubbl es drifting above the slow, incoming tide before they nerged with it again.

He woul d be sad to |l eave this world. Sad not to have conme to know it better than he did.

Tur ni ng back, he went over to the cliff face. Putting down the stack of wood, he busied hinself
collecting a nunber of |arge rocks, placing themin a tight circle, then, gathering up the wood
again, he laid out twigs and branches inside the circle of rocks to forma rudinmentary fire pit.
He took his grandfathers tinderbox fromhis pocket and placed it on a big, flat-topped rock, then
removi ng the knapsack from his back, he set it down by the fire and knelt beside it, taking Gehns
Li nki ng Book fromw thin and placing it next to the fire pit.

Kneel i ng, Atrus cupped the tinder between his hands and struck it, then Iit the kindling wood
beneath the main stack, watching it catch, then blowing on it to encourage the flanes, seeing them
begin to lick at the Linking Book.

Atrus | eaned back. There! Now for his Linking Book! Al he would have to do would be to hold his
Li nki ng Book over the fire as he linked-letting the book fall into the flanes and be destroyed,
trappi ng Gehn here forever.

Goi ng across, he hauled hinmself up the pocked face of the cliff until he was facing the recess
where his book was hidden. It was sone way back, so he had to haul hinmself up over the Iip and
squeeze inside, wiggling in until he could reach it.
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When Atrus cane to, he was standing in the open air near the tenple, his arns pulled up tightly
behi nd his back, his wists bound, his body secured at neck and wai st and ankles to a thick pole
that had been enbedded in the earth. The bl ood pounded in his head, and when he tried to open his
eyes the pain was intense.

Slowy he let his eyes grow accustoned to the failing light, then, noving his head as nuch as the
bi ndi ng al | owed, he | ooked about him

Close by, on a snmall table-so close that, had his hands been unbound, he could have reached them
were the two Linking Books.



He groaned, renenbering, then felt a touch on his shoulder, felt his father's breath upon his
cheek.

"So you are back with us, Atrus," Gehn said quietly, speaking to himalone. "I thought for a while
that | had lost you. It seens | do not know ny own strength sonetines."

Atrus hung his head, grinmacing at the thought of Catherine. She was there, on Myst, waiting. And
now he had fail ed her

"Cat herine, ah clever Catherine,"” Gehn spoke as if he heard Atrus's thoughts. "You really didn't
think she'd m ss her own weddi ng?"

Wth that, Gehn turned to face a figure who stood just beyond himin the shadows of the
surrounding trees. Atrus went linp as the figure stepped forward into the sunlight.

It was Katran.

Atrus dosed his eyes and groaned, renenbering the old nen's words, recalling the sight of the two
gol den bracelets laying there in the shall ow red-bl ack bow .

She is marrying nmy father...

The thought was unbearable. He could al nost hear their |laughter. Yet when he opened his eyes
again, it was to see Gehn, alone, standing before the Age Five islanders, his hands raised, his
appearance that of a great king cone anmong his subjects.

"People of the Fifth Age," Cehn began, his voice powerful, comranding. "It had cone to nmy notice
that some of you..." Gehn pointed to a little group Atrus had not noticed, or who had possibly not
been there until that nmoment; who knelt there abjectly, just bel ow Gehn, their hands bound: the
two brothers, Carel and Erlar anbng them "Sone of you, as | say, have taken it upon yourselves to
help my enemies. To nurse this inposter"-he turned, this time indicating Atrus,- "who dares to
call hinself ny son!"

Gehn turned back, raising his hands again. "Such behavi or cannot be tol erated. Such defiance nust
be puni shed.”

There was a great nurmur of fear fromthe watching islanders.

"Yes," Gehn went on. "You were warned, but you did not listen. And so, in punishnent, there wll
be great tides..."

"No ..." Atrus said, finding his voice.

"And the sun will turn black ..."

"No..."

"And the ground... the very earth will shake and the great tree fall!"

"No!" Atrus cried out athird tine, this tine | oud enough for some anong the crowd to hear him
"No! He's wrong! |'ve fixed it. Al of those things ... all of the weaknesses in the book. |'ve
put themright, I've ..."

Atrus stopped, seeing the hideous grin of triunph on his father's face as he stepped up to him
" Well done, Atrus ... | knew | could count on you." CGehn's smile was suddenly hard and sneering

"l shall be nost interested to read the changes you have so graciously crafted for ne." Then
steppi ng away, he clicked his fingers, calling to the nearest of the Guild Menbers. "Untie hinm"
Turning to face the crowd again, Gehn raised his hands. "People of the Fifth Age. You are npbst
fortunate. | have asked ny servant here to do ny bidding and he has done so. Your world is safe
now. Yet if you transgress again, if | find that any anmong you have sought to help ny enenies,
then the full weight of nmy wath shall fell on you. | shall destroy your world, just as | created
it!" He sniffed deeply. "But let us not dwell upon that now. Nowis a time to |look forward, and to
celebrate, for tonight, at sunset, | shall take a daughter of this Age to be ny bride and rule the
t housand worlds with me!"

There was a great cheer at that. Gehn turned, |ooking to Atrus, his whol e denmeanor triunphant.
Atrus, seeing that |ook, turned his head, stung by it, all fight gone fromhi mnow He had been
duped. Used by the two of them

He pressed his hands together, the pain suddenly unbearable, then gently rubbed at his wists
where the binding rope had chafed them He was beaten. There was nothing nore he coul d do.

But Gehn was not done. Stepping up to Atrus, he pressed his face close to Atrus's, speaking so
only be could hear

"Don't think that | have finished with you, boy. You have caused ne an inordinate anmount of
trouble, and | shall not forget that. As far as | am concerned, you are no |onger nmy son. Do you
understand me? | do not need you anynore, Atrus. You have served your purpose."” Gehn | ooked to

Catherine and smled; a hideous, gloating smle. "Yes... you see it, don't you? Catherine and
I..." He laughed, "She's a strong young woman. Perhaps ny next son will not fail nme.""

Atrus groaned. It was a nightmare. Had he still been bound to the post he could not have felt nore
i mpot ent .

Catherine ... ny beloved Catherine .



He | ooked up, surprised. The ground was trenbling.

No ... he was imagining it.

And then the ground shook violently, as if a great rock had been di sl odged beneath them From
within the tenple cane the sound of the marble stand toppling, the tray with the two bracelets on
it clattering across the marble fl oor

"No ..." CGehn said, |ooking about himwld-eyed. "No!"

But even as he said it, a great crack opened in the ground before the tenple steps.

I he sky was slowy turning black. The sun, which only nonents before had blazed down fromthe |ate
aft ernoon sky, was being eaten, a curved bl ade of blackness devouring its pallid face inch by

i nch.

One by one the stars winked into place in the sudden night.

Wth a great |ow, groaning shudder, |ike some gargantuan ani mal waking fromlong hibernation, the
ground shook once nore, the quake nuch stronger this time, runbling on and on, causing the tenmple
roof to fall, throwing many of the Guild fromtheir feet and knocki ng over the table on which the

Li nki ng Books had been pl aced.

Atrus stared about himin disbelief, seeing the jagged pattern of thick black cracks that now
covered the nmeadow. Then, seeing the fallen books, he rushed to pick themup, yet as he did, Cehn
stepped out in front of him w elding a nassive cerenoni al spear he had grabbed from one of the
@Quild, the gold and red pennant still fluttering fromits shaft. "Leave them " Gehn grow ed. "Get
out of the way!" Atrus yelled back, crouching, knowi ng that there was no other way now except to
fight his rather. R ven was dooned, and even if he'd |ost Catherine, he had to stop Gehn

But Gehn had ot her ideas. He |aughed nockingly. "If you want the books, you will have to cone
through me to get them™

"If that's what it takes!" Atrus said and threw hinself at Gehn, hoping to overwhelmhim H s
first rush al nost succeeded, his charge knocki ng Gehn back. For a noment they struggled, Atrus's
hands gri pping the spears shaft, trying to keep Gehn fromusing it against him Then, suddenly,
Gehn rel eased his grip, and Atrus found hinself tunbling over, the spear falling fromhis grasp.
Al'l about them now, the earth was breaking up, huge cracks appeari ng everywhere one | ooked. The
air was growi ng hot and everything was underlit now by the red and orange gl ow emanating fromthe
fissures.

Atrus got up and, turning, went to throw hinmself at his rather again, but he was too slow. As he
charged, Gehn stepped aside and, putting out his boot, tripped him then stood over him the spear
poi nt pressed hard into his chest.

"You' re useless. | should have killed you | ong ago!"

Atrus answered, his voice defiant, "Then kill me."

Gehn lifted the spear, his nuscles tensing, but as he did a shout rang out behind him "Gehn!"
Gehn turned, to see Catherine, her dark hair stream ng out behind her in the wind that had bl own
up, one of the Linking Books in each hand, standing over a |arge crack that had opened in the
ground, its dark, jagged shape lit redly from bel ow.

"Harmhimand |'Il throw the books into the crack!"

Gehn | aughed di sbelievingly. "But Catherine, nmy love ..."

"Let himgo," she ordered, her voice unyielding now "Let himgo or I'll drop the books into the
fissure.”

Agai n he | aughed, then | ooked to Atrus. "No... No, I..."

To his astoni shment, she let the Linking Book fall fromher right hand. Wth a gust of flane it
vani shed into the crack. CGone.

Bot h Gehn and Atrus gasped.

"No!" Cehn screamed, then, in a softer, nore cajoling voice. "Come now, Catherine... let us

di scuss this. Let us talk about this reasonably.”

He Iifted the spear fromAtrus's chest, then, throwing it aside, took a step toward her, his hand
out, pal ms open. "Renmenber our plans, Catherine. Renenber what we were going to do. A thousand
worl ds we were going to rule. Think of it. Watever you wanted ... | could wite it for you. You
could have your own Age. You could live there if you wanted, but ... if you destroy that second
book we shall be trapped here. Trapped on a dying world!"

Gehn took a second step

"You want the Linking Book?" Catherine asked, a faint smle lighting her features for the first
tinme.

Gehn nodded, then slowy put out his hand, a smle appearing at the corners of his nouth.

"Then have it!" she said and tossed the Linking Book high into the air, its arc carrying it out
over the snol dering crevice.

Wth a gasp of horror, Gehn dived for the book, straining to get to it, one hand grasping in the



air to catch it, but he was too late. Wth a burst of flanme it vanished into the red gl ow
Gehn stared disbelievingly, then, getting up onto his el bows he turned, furious now, |ooking for

them But Atrus and Cat herine had gone. The wind was howling now, |ike a gale, bending the nearby
trees and nmaking the | oosened earth tunmble up the slope, as if defying gravity.
As he watched, the tenple heaved a sigh and fell inward, the sound of stone grating agai nst stone

like the groan of a dying giant. For a brief instant he thought he could see the shape of a giant
dagger jutting fromthe ruins. Then, with a great crack of sound and a fierce, alnmost blinding
flash of light, a lightning bolt hit the summt of the great tree, tw hundred yards from where he
knelt. At once the upper branches exploded into flane, a huge fireball clinbing into the sky above
its crest.

In that sudden, blazing |light Gehn saw the two of themon the far side of the copse, beneath the
trees, their backs to himas they ran. As the light slowy died, their figures merged again with
the darkness of the trees. But he knew now where they were headed. Getting up onto his feet he
began to run, the howing wind at his back

"Wait! WAit!" Atrus shouted, pulling Catherine back, barely able to hear hinmself over the noise of

the storm "You've got to tell ne what's happening.'"

"Don't worry!" she yelled back at him pulling her hair back fromher face. "Everything' s going

just as we planned!"

He stared at her. "As who pl anned?"

"Anna and 1."

Hi s nouth fell open. "Anna?"

Overhead the branches of the trees were thrashing wildly in the wind. As she nmade to answer him

the crash of a falling tree nmade them both junp.

"I't's inpossible..."

Atrus stared at Catherine a noment |onger, then nunbly let her lead himon through the trees.

They were following a narrow crack. At first he'd thought it was just like all the others that had

opened up, but there was sonething very strange about this one. It glowed . . . not red, but blue
a vivid, ice cold blue.

To either side, dirt and | eaves, broken branches and snall stones junped and tunbl ed, dragged

along by the wind that, seenmed not so nuch to blow frombehind as to draw them on. And where those

tiny particles brushed agai nst the crack, they vani shed, sucked into that ice-cold fissure.

They ran on between the trees, the crack slowy w dening beside them And then suddenly, there

where the trees ended, the fissure opened out to forma kind of cleft, the edge of it outlined by

that cold blue light, Inside, however, it was dark-an intense, vertiginous darkness filled with

stars.

Atrus stopped, astonished. The wind still tugged at his legs, but its noise was not as strong here

as it was anong the trees. Even so, he had to struggle to keep his footing. H's right hand gri pped

Catherines tightly, afraid to et go in case she, too, was sucked into that strange, star-filled

hol e.

He | ooked to her, wondering if she was as afraid as he was, only to find her strangely calm a

beatific smle on her lips and in her beautiful green eyes.

"What is it?" he asked, his eyes drawn back to the fissure, seeing how everything seened to be

sucked into it; how | eaves and earth and |lunps of rock tunmbl ed over the edge and seened to wi nk

i nto nonexi s-tence.

And ot her things ...

Atrus blinked, noticing some of Catherines fireflies, nelting and nmerging, pulsing with brilliant

color as they flickered across that dreanli ke | andscape.

Turning to Atrus, Catherine freed her hand, then took the knapsack from her back and opened it

"Here," she said, handing hima book

Atrus stared, dunbfounded. It was the Myst book

"But what...?"

She put a finger to his lips, silencing him

"Did you ever wonder what it would be like to go swi nmm ng out anong the stars?"

Catherine smled then; opening the Linking Book, she placed her hand against it, "W could fal

into the night and be cradled by stars and still return to the place where we began . "

The |l ast word was an echo as she vani shed.

"But what do | do?" he called after her, holding up the book

The answer canme from behind him "That's easy, Atrus. You give the book to ne."

Atrus turned, facing his rather. Gehn stood there, a large chunk of jagged rock in his hand. His

gl asses were gone and his ash-white hair was dishevel ed, but there was still sonething powerful,



sonet hi ng undeni ably regal about him

He | ooked down at the Myst book in his hands. His first inmpulse had been to use the book to return
to the island, but there was an obvious flawwith that. If he used the book, the book would remain
here in his father's possession. And Gehn would surely follow him His second inpulse had been to
throw the book into the fissure, but sonething stopped hi msonething in what Catherine had said

He smil ed.

Rai si ng the book in one hand, he held it out, then took a step back, onto the Iip of the fissure,
the wind tugging at his boots, a strange col dness at his back suddenly.

A muscl e beneath Gehn's left eye junped. "If you throw the book into that chasm 1'Il throw you
with it!" he snarled. "Gve it to ne. Gve it to ne now"

Atrus shook his head disdainfully.

Gehn took a step back, letting the rock fall fromhis open hand. "Unless ..
"Unl ess what ?"

Atrus stared at Gehn suspiciously. Holding the book up was a strain, but it didn't matter. Nothing
mattered now, not even the dull, throbbing ache at the base of his skull

"Unless wwaf? Gve ne a single reason why | should trust you?"

Gehn shrugged. "Because you are ny son."

Atrus |aughed bitterly. "I thought you'd already disowned ne. O did | hear that wong, too?"
"Forgive ne Atrus. | was angry. | thought..."

"What ? That |'d see your point of view? That |'d realize that you were right? That | would conme to
see nyself as a god?"

Gehn blinked. "But you need me, Atrus. | know so nuch. Things you will never know. Think of the
experi ence | have, the knowl edge. It would be a waste not to call upon it, no?" Gehn shook his
head, as if regretful. "You were such a good student, Atrus. So quick. So ninmble of mind. It would

be such a shane if your studies were curtailed...”

Atrus stared back at him expressionless.

"What is it?" Gehn said, puzzled now. H's hand, which had extended toward Atrus, drew back
slightly.

"I't's you." Atrus said, lifting the book higher. "Al those things you taught nme... they were just
words, weren't they? Enpty, neaningless words. As enpty as your prom ses." There was a nonentary
hurt in the young man's eyes, then, "I wanted so nuch fromyou. So nuch. But you failed ne."
"But | taught you, Atrus. Wthout ne ..."

Atrus shook his head. "No, Father. Anything | ever learned that was of any value to ne, anything
i mportant, | got from Anna, long before | nmet you. You . . . you taught me nothing."

Gehn glared at him

The sky was growing lighter, the wind slowy dying.

"l should never have left you with her," Gehn said, after a nmonent, "She spoiled you. You were a
bl ank book, waiting to be witten..."

"You woul d have ruined ne, just as you've ruined everything you' ve touched. Yes, and then

di scarded ne."

"No! | loved you, Atrus."
"Love? What kind of love is it that binds with ropes and locks its loved ones in a cell?"
"That was never intended to be a prison, Atrus," Gehn swallowed. "It was only a test. Al of it."

Atrus stared back at him silent now, the fissure behind himdark and cold, glistening with stars,
the Myst book edged by that strange blue light.

Gehn studied his son a nonent, taking in the situation, then took a step toward him putting out a
hand. "Please, Atrus. There is still a chance for us."

"No, Father. Whatever |inked us once has been destroyed. You burned it with those books you
burned. You erased it along with those phrases in my book. Little by little you destroyed it.
Don't you see that? Well, now you' ve got the justice you deserve. You can stay here in the little
haven you' ve created for yourself, in your tiny island universe, and play god with your
creations."'"

The word was firmand final, and as he spoke it Atrus stepped back, out over the lip of the
fissure, falling, tumbling down into that great expanse of stars, his hands gripping the book
opening the cover as he fell into the darkness.

VWhat do you see, Atrus?

| see stars Grandnother. A great ocean of stars ..

Epi | ogue



Sunl i ght w nked through the tall pines, casting |ong shadows on the lawn in front of the library.
It was late now, but the boys were still out, playing in the woods that covered the south end of
the island. Catherine, standing on the porch, listened a nonent, hearing their distant shouts,

t hen shaded her eyes.

"Can you see then?" Atrus asked, stepping out fromthe library, his pale eyes squinting in the

sunl i ght.
She turned, the hem of her dark green dress flow ng over the polished boards.
"Don't worry so," she said, her green eyes smling back at him "Anna's with them They'll be in

before it's dark."

He smiled, then cane across and placed his arns about her

"Have you finished yet?" she asked softly, wapping her own arns about himand pulling himcloser
"No ..." Atrus sighed wearily. "I'mclose though."

" CGood. "

He kissed her gently, then, releasing her, went back inside, taking his seat at the desk that he'd
made for hinself. For a nonment or two he | ooked out through the brightly-lit rectangle of the
doorway at Catherine, drinking in the sinple sight of her, then, taking his pen, he | ooked back at
his journal and began to wite:

It is strange now to conceive that | could have doubted her, even for a second, and yet in that
nmonent when ny father surprised ne in the cave, | was certain beyond all doubt that she had
betrayed nme. Certain, yes, and at the sane tinme heartbroken, for | had transferred to her person
all of that love, all of that natural affection that my father had so unnaturally rejected. Love
given freely and without hope of repaynment. Yet how was | to know how ki nd, yes, and how cunni ng,
too, my Catherine could be. My savior, ny partner, yes, and now ny w fe.

Atrus paused, recalling the shock he'd felt, that noment when Catherine had revealed to himthat

Anna was behind it all; the feeling, the overwhelnming feeling he'd had, of having stepped into one
of Catherine's dreamworlds. But it had been true. Wthout Anna's forethought he woul d have been
trapped on Riven still. That was, if Gehn had let himlive, after what he'd done. He dipped the

pen and wrote again:

Only a remarkabl e woman woul d have done what Anna did, follow ng us down through that |abyrinth of
tunnel s and broken ways, into D ni. She had known, of course, that Gehn would not keep his word.
Had known what |, in nmy innocence, could not have guessed-that ny father was not nerely
untrustworthy, but mad. Al those years | spent on K veer she had kept a distant eye on me, making
sure | canme to no harmat ny father's hands, while she awaited the noment of mny realization

Atrus | ooked up, renmenbering that nonent; feeling once nore the weight of his disillusion with his
father. Such things, he knew now, could not be passed on |ike other things, they had to be

experi enced. A parent-a good parent, that is-had to let go at sone point, to let their children
make choi ces, for choices were part of the Maker's schenme, as surely as all the rest. He dipped
the pen then wote again, faster now, the words spilling fromhim

Anna saw ne flee K veer and sought to find me in the tunnels once again, but Gehn had got there
first. Even then she would have intervened, but for the nute. Seeing themcarry ne back

unconsci ous, to K veer, she had known she had to act. That evening she had gone to K veer and,
risking all, had entered ny father's study, meaning to confront him But Gehn was not there. It
was Cat herine she net. Catherine who, after that first nmoment of shock and surprise, had chosen to
trust and hel p her.

So it was that Catherine had known nme even before she nmet me in the hut on Riven; |ike an Age one
has first read in a descriptive book and then subsequently |inked to.

| shoul d have known at once that Myst was not Catherine's. But how was | to know ot herwi se? | had
t hought Anna | ost. Lost forever

And how was | to know that, just as | nade my preparations, so the two of them made theirs

pooling their talents- Anna's experience and Catherine's intuitive genius-to craft those seemingly
cataclysmic events on Age Five, in such a way that after a tinme they would reverse thensel ves,
maki ng Cat herine's former home, now Gehn's prison, stable once nore.

And the Myst book?
Briefly he | ooked about himat the room he'd made, pleased by his efforts, then, picking up his
pen again, he began to wite, setting down the final words. The ending that was not a fina
endi ng:



| realized the nonent | fell into the fissure that the book would not be destroyed as | had

pl anned. It continued falling into that starry expanse, of which | had only a fleeting glinpse. |
have tried to specul ate where it might have | anded, but | nust adnit that such conjecture is
futile. Still, questions about whose hands m ght one day hold my Myst book are unsettling to ne. |
know ny apprehensi ons m ght never be allayed, and so I close, realizing that perhaps the ending
has not yet been witten.
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