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After days and nights of incredible labor and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the cause of generation and life. Nay, more. I became myself capable of bestowing animation upon lifeless matter.

DR. FRANKENSTEIN

FRANKENSTEIN, 1818

MARY SHELLEY
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“It won’t be long now. Things are already beginning to change.”



There was a long, static-filled pause, followed by a distant response.



“I know, I know. I hope we haven’t moved too quickly. I’m not sure they’re ready yet.”



“Why must you always talk such nonsense? We’ve waited long enough.”



“I agree. It’s just… We have no idea what’s going to happen.”



“That’s always been your trouble, Luther. You’re indecisive, always wavering. It sometimes makes me wonder why I’ve kept you around these long years.”



“One thing is certain—some people are going to be very unhappy.”



There was a strange sound from the other end of the line, as if a secret moment of quiet laughter had occurred.



“Indeed—there will be some miserable people. I do believe you are about to be one of them.”



“What do you mean?”



“Luther, you can’t have seriously imagined I would allow you to use my creation for your own gain.”





The voice trailed off, replaced by the cracking and popping of electricity in the air. Then it returned.



“You know as well as anyone that this place is mine. I formed it. And I won’t part with it. I won’t have you meddling in my business any longer.”



“Dr. Harding, what on Earth are you talking about?”



“It belongs to me. It’s my creation and I’ll do with it as I please. I believe I’ve had enough of being told what I can and can’t do. Our time has come to an end, Luther.”



“What do you mean to do, Maximus? You cannot disengage from the rest of the world.”



There was a stillness, then labored breathing and the sound of heavy objects being moved.



“Goodbye, Luther.”



“Maximus? Maximus!”



Static poured from the receiver. Then the line went entirely dead.



What did it mean? Had he gone mad?



Dr. Luther Kincaid looked up and whispered into the night sky.



“May God forgive us our reckless making of a new world.”





CHAPTER

1

A BOY WITH A SECRET

In Mr. Ratikan’s grove there lived a boy. He was not well-to-do, but his needs were met and he was happy most of the time. His name was Edgar.

Some would say that Edgar was skinny like all the other boys who worked in the grove, but they would only be half right, for everyone knows there are two kinds of skinny children: Some are fragile as paper while others are nimble as wire. Edgar was the wiry kind, strong and quick as a jackrabbit.

Deep in the heart of the grove, a thick canopy of leaves hung low overhead, and in the heat of the day it was a cool, quiet place to lie in the grass and take a nap. But Edgar was not the kind who enjoyed sneaking off to nap under the trees like some of the others. He was far more likely to be found doing something mischievous, which is precisely where we find him as our story begins.

Somewhere in a silent part of the grove, Edgar had been swinging violently back and forth on one of the tree branches, trying to gain enough speed to fling himself across the grassy path to a branch five feet or more away on the other side. Twice Edgar had let go too late and flown through the air feetfirst, landing on his back in the middle of the path with a terrible thud.

Undeterred, Edgar made a third attempt, which sent him careening through the air so fast he smashed into the tree’s trunk and was rewarded with a bloody nose.

The ruckus caught the attention of the owner of the grove, Mr. Ratikan, a tall, hunchbacked man who was always determined to put an end to Edgar’s fun.

Edgar was in the middle of his biggest swing yet, brushing the leaves in the tree with his arms as he came forward. When he swung back, Mr. Ratikan struck Edgar on his bare feet with his walking stick.

“Come away from there this instant!” yelled the angry man. Mr. Ratikan had chalky white skin, and his mouth was perpetually turned in a scowl, making his thin lips and long mustache seem like nothing more than red and brown ribbons around an unhappy mouth.

The walking stick had failed to knock Edgar free. Swinging his feet high up in the air, Edgar let go, arms and legs flailing. This time he caught hold of the branch on the other side. But the moment he did, the branch snapped off and he crashed to the ground.

This was exceptionally bad luck for Edgar, since nothing made Mr. Ratikan quite as irritated as someone damaging one of the precious trees in his grove.

“Now you’ve done it!” Mr. Ratikan shouted, poking Edgar in the ribs with his walking stick.

“I was only having a moment’s fun before coming to find you,” said Edgar as he tried to dodge the stick, his voice cracking and dry. He scrambled to his feet and dashed behind the trunk for protection, wiping a bit of blood from his nose.

Mr. Ratikan’s walking stick crashed against the trunk of the tree, barely missing Edgar’s head. “Get to work on the saplings—and don’t you stop until you’ve finished twenty!” He rapped the stick against the tree once more, and Edgar jumped back. “If I ever catch you playing in the trees again, there’ll be no dinner for a week!”

Edgar sized up the space across which he’d flown. Though he would have to work an extra hour for his misbehavior, it had been worth it.

“GO!” cried Mr. Ratikan, slapping his walking stick over and over against the tree and hoping to catch one of the boy’s fingers in the process.

Edgar sprinted down a winding pathway leading through the shade of the grove until he was well out of sight of Mr. Ratikan. That was a reckless thing I did back there, he admitted to himself, despite the fun he’d had. It won’t do to stir up watchful eyes. Someone might see what I’ve been doing.

Edgar slowed to a walk as he reached the oldest stretch of trees, where the limbs grew wide and long. Little bits of light were shooting between the leaves, and he tried to catch them in his hand as he went. Edgar was easily amused, and he would have made a good friend for someone, but he stayed by himself a great deal. He was a boy with a secret, and he kept it well.

Edgar made his way along the twisting path until the canopy of leaves fell away. He had come out into the full light of day where there was a cliff wall reaching so high into the air he couldn’t see where it ended. Down its side, roaring vigorously, a waterfall crashed to the ground, and Edgar observed a familiar sight nearby. Several men stood around the pool at the bottom of the waterfall, guarding it from anyone who might approach out of turn. While three of the men stood on alert, others rationed water in small wooden buckets to a line of people from the village. There were three such waterfalls coming from the top of the cliffs, but this was the only one near to the grove. The others were far off in places Edgar had never been.

The careful distribution of water was one of the troubles of living in Tabletop, but Edgar thought it must be better than life in the Flatlands beneath him, where the water supply was limited to what little spilled over the edge of Tabletop. It was hard to imagine anyone below surviving for very long. In the world of Atherton, those in the Highlands above controlled the flow of water, and they could do with it as they pleased.

Suddenly there came a sound of a twig snapping from somewhere nearby in the grove. Edgar froze, wondering what he might do if Mr. Ratikan came out from the shadows again, swinging his walking stick. I should have known he would follow me, Edgar thought with regret.

“You’ve got twigs and leaves caught in your hair,” came a small voice from behind a tree.

Edgar felt some initial relief that it wasn’t Mr. Ratikan, but he still wasn’t altogether happy when he realized who was speaking to him.

“Come out from there, Isabel.”

A head of tangled, dirty hair emerged from behind the trunk of the tree, then a brown forehead, and finally a dark eye with a thick black brow hanging over it peered out.

“Did Mr. Ratikan knock you down again? Did he hit you with that awful stick of his?”

As usual, Edgar ignored her questions. “Why must you always follow me, Isabel?” Edgar shook his head back and forth to free the rubbish from his hair, but the twigs and leaves only danced back and forth like little animals clinging to a nest.

“I can get those out for you,” said Isabel as she leapt out from behind the tree. She was tiny compared to Edgar, younger and skinny in a way that made Edgar think he might be able to snap her in half if he wanted to.

Edgar brushed the leaves and twigs from his mop of brown hair, and then he turned to go.

“Oh, but you can’t just go,” said Isabel. “You need to tell me what happened. Did Mr. Ratikan throw you to the ground? Is that why you’ve got leaves in your hair?”

Edgar was about to scold the girl as an older brother might do when he felt a slight rumbling beneath his feet. Isabel felt it, too, and they both stood quietly, trying to understand what it was. It had happened before—this faint trembling of the ground in the grove—and so the two were not so surprised by it. Still, it was a little stronger this time, as though someone were banging a drum in the ground beneath them, trying to get their attention.

“My father says it’s nothing,” said Isabel, “but it does feel strange, doesn’t it?”

The feeling stopped, and Edgar began to walk away without answering. It was getting late and he still had twenty trees to trim.

“We’ll talk tonight at dinner,” said Isabel. “Whatever Mr. Ratikan did to you, it’ll be our little secret.”

She ran back into the grove, content for the moment to let her imagination run wild about how Mr. Ratikan had beaten Edgar with his walking stick.

Edgar licked his dry lips as he walked the last little path toward the sapling field. He would have to wait until dinner to get a cup of water, but Edgar had grown used to this routine—everyone had—and soon his mind was on other things.

Edgar gazed out past the edge of the grove. He often daydreamed about what his world might look like from far away, and he had devised a rather accurate image in his mind. Atherton was situated on three circular levels, each one wider than the one above it. The broad Flatlands were at the distant bottom. Edgar thought that if a person fell off the edge of the Flatlands, they would fall forever. Tabletop, where Edgar lived, was a large plateau at the top of a steep rock face rising from the middle of the Flatlands. And then there were the Highlands, the most mysterious place of all. It sat at the top of the imposing cliffs in the center of Tabletop. People who lived in Tabletop often wondered what they might find in the Highlands. There were rumors of giant animals and abundant water, of powerful people and beautiful places.

Edgar, too, had always been curious about the Highlands, though he’d never been there. Travel between the three levels was strictly forbidden. No one from Tabletop knew what was at the top of the cliffs, because no one was ever invited.
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CHAPTER


2


LOOK FOR ATHERTON


By the time Edgar finished trimming his twentieth sapling, late afternoon had come to the grove. Trimming was one of the more time-consuming tasks, though fortunately it wasn’t very difficult, because Edgar would need his energy when evening came. The moment he was finished with the saplings he started off toward Mr. Rati kan’s house for his evening ration of food and water.


When he arrived for dinner, all the other workers from the grove were already in line. Not everyone from the village worked in the grove, because there were a great many other tasks to be done. There were sheep and rabbits that needed tending and figs from the trees to be processed. Animal bones and parts that weren’t eaten or used to create useful items had to be taken to the edge and thrown into the Flatlands along with other debris from Tabletop. But all the work stopped when dinner hour arrived in the grove, and everyone came to Mr. Ratikan’s house.


Isabel spotted Edgar almost immediately. She waved at him to join her in the line, but Edgar tried to ignore her. Soon she had left her father’s side and moved to the back of the line, where she proceeded to bother Edgar immensely with a lot of questions he didn’t want to answer.


“That Mr. Ratikan is awful, don’t you think? Did you get some water today? I got a little, but hardly any. I wonder what we’ll work on tomorrow. Do you think we’ll go to the third-year grove? I like the third-year grove best.”


Isabel talked until the two of them reached the front of the line, and she proceeded to ask some of the same questions of Mr. Ratikan as he rolled his eyes, filled her bowl and cup, and tried to move her along. Mr. Ratikan wouldn’t let anyone onto the steps that led to a tiny porch in front of his door, for entering his house was forbidden. This made it difficult for him to get rid of Isabel without picking up his walking stick and waving it at her.


“Why must you always try to hit people with that horrible stick of yours?” said Isabel, her dark eyebrows set in a scowl.


Mr. Ratikan responded by pinching his face in such a ghastly expression that Isabel snatched her cup and bowl and scurried away from the house.


When Edgar arrived at the front of the line, Mr. Ratikan’s attention was turned away. There was a strange sound coming from the direction where Mr. Ratikan was looking, and Edgar turned to see what it was. A man who had become sick was standing against a tree. He was leaning over, as though he were trying to throw up, though nothing was coming out of his mouth.


“Pay attention, boy!” Edgar turned back to the porch and found his caretaker looking directly at him. Apparently Mr. Ratikan had seen all he cared to of the sick man in the grove. He squinted with one eye, trying to decide how little he could offer to the boy and still expect a good day’s work from him.


“Did you finish the saplings?” he asked, scratching at the edge of his greasy moustache with one hand, and pointed his walking stick at the boy with the other.


“Twenty of them,” said Edgar. He really was very fast, probably the best worker Mr. Ratikan had.


“Fine,” said Mr. Ratikan, lowering the stick away from Edgar’s face. “Tomorrow you can go back and do thirty more.”


Edgar handed him a small wooden cup, and Mr. Ratikan dipped it carefully into a pail of water that sat on the porch. He handed the cup back to Edgar along with a bit of something that looked like dough and a slice of dry, overcooked mutton, which was the only way Mr. Ratikan ever prepared it. Nine meals out of ten it was tasteless mutton Edgar ate for dinner. The tenth was often no meat at all.


Edgar sat down under a tree away from the others, as was his habit. The dough was the best part of the meal and Edgar savored it, tearing small pieces off and eating them bit by bit with his dirty hands. The dough—as with so many other important items in Tabletop—came from the fig trees in the grove. If the trees were cut down after the third harvest and split open, a spongy, orange core could be easily pulled out from the inside. Mixing the substance with a little water turned it into dough that tasted like sweet cocoa.


When the last bite of dough was gone, Edgar sipped what remained in his wooden cup and quietly snuck away from Mr. Ratikan’s house.


Once he was out of sight of the others, Edgar reached down into a large pocket on the front of his shirt and pulled out a fig. It was no ordinary fig, though—it was a dead one that had fallen off a tree. Such figs were slick, black, and heavy, about the size of his palm. Most of them were collected and used for fires, for they burned hot and long in the cool evenings and didn’t create much smoke. Some of the children liked to make up games with them, but Edgar had his own ideas about what to do with the dead figs.


Next from his shirt pocket Edgar took out a sling made from long, thin strands of twisted bark from the second-year trees, attached to either side of a square of rabbit skin in the middle. He doubted that Mr. Ratikan would allow him to have a sling, because Edgar wasn’t supposed to peel tree bark. He had never shown it to anyone for fear that it would be taken away and he would be punished for using it.


Edgar looked around to make certain no one was near. Then he chose a tree trunk in the distance as a target, loaded the black fig into the sling, and knelt down in the grove. He swung the heavy ball over his head. As it went faster and faster it made a terrific whirring sound until—snap!—he let go of one end of the string. The black fig flew through the grove, hit the tree where he’d aimed, and ricocheted out of sight.


Edgar ran to the tree and examined the mark he’d left there, hiding the sling back in his pocket as he went. He found the black fig and put it in the side pocket of his pants, for though he had a dozen more hidden in the grove, most of the fallen figs were taken by those in the village.


Edgar sometimes thought he’d like to demonstrate his target shooting with the other boys who worked in the grove, but he didn’t spend a lot of time with them. The others had families in the village, and when the work was finished, they were quick to go, leaving Edgar by himself when night fell on the grove. After a while it was as though Edgar had become invisible to the people around him. He would have liked to make more friends, but he worried that what he did at night would be discovered.


An hour later Edgar had crossed through the grove to the other side, making his way alone to a very remote area of the cliff wall separating Tabletop from the Highlands. It was a quiet place away from the grove, the village, and the waterfall. The hour was getting late, and Edgar walked, touching the wall of the cliff as he went, his calloused hand sliding along the uneven surface in jumps and starts. For years Edgar had been coming here to practice with his sling while nobody was watching. Night after night, every night, Edgar had come here for another reason as well. He was searching for an object—one that was hidden—and finding it meant climbing the cliff wall, something he was forbidden to do.


At this hour in Atherton the cliffs were hidden in a cloak of grey light. It would last for many hours, this nearly night, and it would conceal Edgar as he went about his business. Guards walked near the foot of the cliff at night and looked for mischief, but Edgar was an expert at moving about unnoticed. The people of the Highlands had strictly prohibited climbing—especially near the waterfalls—and there would be terrible trouble if Edgar’s secret were found out. Rumors floated around that if anyone were caught climbing, both legs would be broken, or the culprit would be thrown off the edge of the world into the Flatlands.


It didn’t take long for Edgar to move fifty feet up the wall, scurrying like a spider across route after route high above the ground. The cliff was perfectly vertical, but it was filled with crags that were not difficult for Edgar to hold. He was helped by the dull light of evening, which allowed Edgar to see the stone surface before him. Light crept around the edges of the world of Atherton as it turned away from the sun, and total darkness came only briefly in the deepest part of the night.


Edgar climbed higher still, his body perched a hundred feet above the ground and no rope to catch him if he fell. He moved across to an area he’d never been to, and he tried to remember.


Edgar was raised as an orchard boy, but he hadn’t always been alone in the world. He had a fractured memory of an earlier time, a time before the grove. He had a father, this much he knew. But Edgar was eleven now, and each year the memories grew fainter. All of what remained in his memory was focused on one exchange with a man. He had been here—at the cliffs—as a little boy of three or four when the words were spoken. The man was on one knee looking into Edgar’s eyes. There was no face in Edgar’s memory—only the soft hazel eyes, a smell of embers in the air, and the words he wouldn’t let go:




“Do you see this rock wall, little Edgar?”


“I see it.”


“Remember this place, won’t you?”


“I will.”


“I’ve hidden something way up there, in the rocks, where no one can find it.”


“Way up there?”


“Yes, Edgar, way up there.”


“What did you hide?”


“It will come to you, if you wait for it. Look for Atherton.”


“But what did you hide?”





Every year Edgar remembered a little less even as he played the scene again and again in his mind. One thing he was sure of—it was shortly after this memory that Edgar found himself in the care of Mr. Ratikan.


It will come to you, if you wait for it. Look for Atherton. For years he’d pondered the meaning of that statement as he moved about on the face of the cliff. The older he grew, the more confusing the words became, and he began to wonder if he’d remembered it right. Look for Atherton. He was in Atherton—or so he thought—and he could only take its meaning to be that he should look everywhere. It was not a useful bit of instruction.


But we come upon Edgar’s story at this moment with good reason. On that very night Edgar climbed higher then he’d climbed before to places he’d never been. He climbed desperately, for trouble with Mr. Ratikan was growing more frequent, and the boy wondered if he might soon be caught. His fingers pried into every crack and crevice in the rocks as he went, until finally, a thousand nights of searching gone by, it happened.


Two hundred feet above the ground with darkness closing in around him, Edgar found something.




CHAPTER

3

RULES MADE FOR BREAKING

Deep night was approaching and only a hush of light remained. Climbing down would be even more treacherous than usual. Edgar was shaking—not with fright or cold but with excitement. He had always been a steady boy, and it was unsettling to feel his legs tremble.

Edgar had found a tiny, cavelike opening the size of his own outstretched hand. At first he had veered away from it, fearing that some unknown creature would dart out, grab him by the arm, and never let go. But even in the dim light Edgar could see that he had found what he’d been looking for.

Just below the hole there was a symbol etched in the rock, as if someone had come with a sharp object and hastily carved the marking into the cliff. Edgar supposed that if he could stand outside of Atherton and look at it from a distance, it would look very much like the symbol before him. Look for Atherton. At last he had found what the man in his memory had left for him. He shivered with anticipation.
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Edgar put his hand inside the hole and found that it wasn’t very deep. His arm was only in to the elbow and already he touched rough stone. He felt all around, holding on with his other arm so he wouldn’t fall, and he found that the space curved downward.


A chill ran through him as he thought once more about something alive in the hole. Just because a secret had been left there didn’t mean it couldn’t be used as a home for a boy-eating monster. Something with sharp teeth and claws. He felt around cautiously, slowly moving his hand from side to side, but there was nothing.


He shifted, and with an extra thrust of his shoulder, managed to maneuver his arm all the way into the space. Now the tip of his fingers touched something different. It was not stone; it was softer. As he fidgeted with his fingers the object moved back and forth under his touch. He hoped it wasn’t alive. Edgar fumbled for what seemed like an eternity as he tried to get his fingers around the hidden item.


He risked letting go of the cliff with his other hand and rose up on his toes, forcing his arm into the hole until his cheek smashed up against the cliff. This turned out to be far enough. At last he had a grip on the mysterious thing he’d been hunting for for years, and pulled it out.


He was at once overjoyed and completely devastated. It was a beautiful item, leathery and brown with paper inside. It was a book. The book didn’t have very many pages, but it was full of words that broke Edgar’s heart, not for the things they said of honesty or nostalgia or sadness. The words broke his heart because Edgar could not read, and neither could anyone else who lived in Tabletop.
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Weeks passed and Edgar did not return to the cliff. It was the first time he could remember staying away for more than a day or two. But he could not be consoled. Though he was young, it seemed to him that his life’s work—the work of learning to climb and finding what was left for him—had come to a crashing and painful end.


Day after day he brooded over the book he’d found. At night when everyone was gone from the grove he would flip through the pages in the waning light, trying to understand. Not only was the book full of nothing but words, but they were written in a messy hand. Whoever had written it was either in a hurry or hadn’t learned to write very well.


How could this man have left something so useless? Edgar had worked so hard and taken such risks, only to find an awful truth in the end—the treasure he sought was out of reach in a way that no amount of climbing could overcome.


Edgar fretted endlessly over what to do with the book. The rules of Tabletop were clear, and Edgar had heard them many times:




1: IF YOU SEND FOOD TO THE HIGHLANDS, THEY WILL SEND YOU WATER.


2: DON’T WASTE WATER.


3: IT IS FORBIDDEN TO CLIMB OR GO NEAR THE CLIFFS.


4: IF YOU FIND A BOOK, GIVE IT TO ONE OF THE GUARDS TO SEND IT UP TO THE HIGHLANDS IMMEDIATELY. DON’T BURN IT OR DESTROY IT AND DON’T KEEP IT. DON’T LOOK AT ITS PAGES. THERE ARE PEOPLE IN TABLETOP WHO WILL TELL US IF YOU DO.





Edgar had often wondered about the last rule. How would a book arrive in Tabletop to begin with? Nobody in the world of Atherton could read, apart from the people who lived in the Highlands. It made him wonder if he had been the only person looking for the book he’d found hidden in the cliff. He supposed, on thinking it through, that someone might walk along the edge of the Highlands above and accidentally drop one into the sky, where it would flutter and fall like a bird with a broken wing, the pages ripping as it came. Or, for reasons Edgar could only guess at, perhaps someone would smuggle a book down in one of the baskets.


For as long as Edgar could remember, there had been ropes and baskets hanging down from the Highlands at intervals around the cliffs. The people of Tabletop filled the baskets with figs, mutton, rabbit, and wool. The guards signaled the Highlands by tugging on a rope, and the baskets were pulled into the air. But why would anyone from above hide a book in the cliff?


Edgar finally decided to hide the book in the grove. First he counted the trees along one row until he had gone through every finger and every toe. He dug a narrow hole, wrapped the book in leaves, and dropped it inside. Then he covered the opening with a rock he could barely lift. The next day he would do the same, counting fingers and toes as he passed trees in another direction until he arrived at the base of a tree and buried the book once more. He was so very frightened of losing the book or of someone finding it that he thought of nothing else.


“Quit your sulking, you foolish boy!” Mr. Ratikan roared whenever he saw Edgar deep in thought, moving listlessly through the grove. As a rule Edgar produced more work in an hour than almost anyone else could achieve in two, but now he had turned sluggish and inattentive, unable to focus on the tasks put before him. A good worker gone bad enraged Mr. Ratikan, and he constantly criticized the boy’s effort, fearing retribution from Lord Phineus if work in the grove moved too slowly.


Once in a great while, when the rulers of the Highlands were not pleased with the goods they’d been sent, someone from the Highlands—often Lord Phineus himself—would visit in one of the large baskets. Lord Phineus wouldn’t come all the way down, but he did come far enough that everyone who gathered around could hear his grim voice, and usually what he came to say wasn’t very nice: “You’re not working fast enough!” or “Not enough rabbit!” or “Where are the figs you promised us?” In every case the punishment was the same: “There will be less water for a while, until things improve.”


Edgar wondered if he might meet Lord Phineus someday, and it was this thought one evening that finally broke Edgar’s dark mood. He sat up and looked at the book in his hand, and his thoughts became words in the grove.


“If I took this little book to the Highlands, I wonder if I could find someone who would read it to me?”


It was an outrageous thought, and yet Edgar stewed on it. The baskets weren’t a realistic option, since they were guarded night and day. But why couldn’t he climb all the way to the top? It would be ten times higher than he’d ever climbed before, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t do it. If he were caught, they would probably throw him over the edge of the world. But wasn’t there a chance that someone up there would help him? He didn’t care if they locked him up or turned him into a slave or threw him to his death. He would be happy to give up his life in the grove in order to hear just a few of the words from this treasure he had spent his life looking for.


He buried the book once more, then sat with his back against a fig tree, staring off into the grove. Edgar’s mind drifted to the cliffs, and he wondered if he possessed enough skill to climb all the way to the top, to a place he was forbidden to enter.




CHAPTER

4

CHANGE BEGINS

The next morning Edgar began work early in a part of the grove where the trees were beginning to sprout figs. His day would be spent pulling together the tiny vines that drooped from the limbs and tying them into bundles where they would hang heavily from the tree like clusters of tiny green eggs. A few weeks after the figs were tied together Edgar would return and pull the hard, black figs from their vines, releasing the rest from the string.

The monotony of tying bundles of figs together helped Edgar think clearly, for his mind was sharper when his hands were busy at repetitive tasks. He would need to find a way to leave the grove early in order to make his escape to the Highlands, and this would mean missing dinner. But there was only one way he could miss dinner without stirring up suspicion about where he’d gone: He would need to get into some trouble so that Mr. Ratikan would take his dinner away from him. For once Edgar wanted to get caught doing something he shouldn’t be doing.

He rolled this idea over in his mind most of the day as he pulled string after string from his belt and tied the green figs into bundles. By the time Edgar pulled the last string from his belt, he had decided what to do.

It was mid-afternoon and he walked the short distance to the old grove where the dying trees were stripped and gutted before turning poisonous. This was an odd place, not like the rest of the grove, in which trees had come to the very end of their short lives. Many of the trees still stood awaiting their doom, but plenty of limbs had already been torn off and trunks uprooted. The place had a chilling sense of bones in a field strewn everywhere while the remaining trees sadly looked on, unable to run away.

Mr. Ratikan was there, off at the far end, waving his walking stick and speaking to a group of workers who stood around a fallen tree. Edgar was supposed to meet Mr. Ratikan here when he’d finished with the tying so that more work could be assigned, but instead Edgar picked up the largest fallen limb he could carry and set his plan in motion.

He spied two old trees still standing near one another, climbed up one of them while dragging the limb behind him, and then dropped the long limb across to the other tree where it stuck firmly in the branches. The limb was about six feet off the ground. It didn’t take very long for Mr. Ratikan to notice Edgar in the tree, getting ready to walk across the limb.

“What are you doing there, boy?” Mr. Ratikan screamed, marching toward Edgar, his pinched face turning red. “Get out of that tree!”







[image: image]








He turned to the other workers, who were curiously watching the commotion. “Get back to work gutting those limbs!”


Edgar could see that Mr. Ratikan was in an even fouler mood than usual, and began to wonder if maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all. It crossed his mind to jump out of the tree and run for his life, but Mr. Ratikan would have everyone looking for him if he did. And so as Mr. Ratikan approached, Edgar took a deep breath, smiled, and placed one foot on the limb he’d set between the trees.


“I just want to see if I can walk across it,” said Edgar. “It won’t take long.”


“Get down from there, you idiot!”


Edgar took another step out onto the limb.


“What about a wager?” asked Edgar.


“You stupid boy!” screamed Mr. Ratikan. He could see Edgar had gotten his spirit back, and it infuriated him.


“If I fall, you can keep my dinner tonight,” said Edgar.


“You’ll be getting no dinner either way if you stay up there any longer.”


It was about ten feet to the other side. Edgar wasn’t entirely sure he could make it all the way across. He moved out onto the unsteady limb and felt it bow beneath his weight. Though it wobbled back and forth, Edgar walked steadily to the middle. Mr. Ratikan jabbed the limb with his walking stick, and it swayed violently. When Edgar still didn’t fall, Mr. Ratikan started swinging the stick at his shins. But Edgar nimbly jumped and dodged his way across, and Mr. Ratikan never did get a clean blow at his feet.


Once Edgar reached the other side, he came down from the tree and stood grinning in the grass.


“I told you I could do it!”


Mr. Ratikan was not amused. “No dinner, and no water until morning. If I see you near my house begging for food, you can skip breakfast as well! How does that suit you?”


Mr. Ratikan had turned to go when the ground began to shake as it had before. It was more pronounced this time, or so it seemed within the confines of the old part of the grove. The trees were not healthy, and several toppled loudly to the ground. When the rumbling stopped, Edgar looked at Mr. Rati kan as though he thought maybe the man knew why the ground shook so.


“What are you looking at? Get back to the field and tie bundles until dark. And don’t come near my house until tomorrow!”


Mr. Ratikan stumbled hastily away toward the workers, ordering them to meet him at the fallen trees and begin cutting them open. Though nothing was said, there was a sense that many of the workers were frightened by the trembling of the ground and the newly fallen trees. But Mr. Ratikan was in a tirade and would not let them talk amongst themselves.


Edgar had a mixed-up feeling in his stomach as he went back in the direction from which he’d come. He was hungry and thirsty with a promise of fulfilling neither before him. It made him wonder if he would have enough energy to climb all the way to the top of the cliff. And why did the ground keep shaking as it did? It seemed to be getting worse. Edgar was anxious as he thought of what might happen if the movement returned while he was climbing as far into the sky as the eye could see.
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“This can’t be right,” muttered Edgar.


Early evening had come, and he had arrived at the cliff while everyone else was busy with dinner. It was lighter than when he’d come in the past, and at first he wondered if maybe that was why things seemed different.


He put his hands on the deep red and brown surface before him. Then he went about climbing up the first few feet, keeping a close eye out in case anyone appeared unexpectedly. With the added light he would need to be more cautious. He dropped down to the ground, moved to his left about ten steps, and put his hands on the cliff once more. He stood looking at the face of the cliff shaking his head, wondering what it could mean. The wall, it seemed, was lower then it had been three weeks before; about two inches lower. All of Edgar’s holds—the places where he had countless times before set his hands and feet—were lower to the ground.


Could it be that he’d grown so much in the three weeks since he’d last been here? He’d never heard of such a thing. He stretched out his arms thinking maybe they’d grown longer, but they looked the same as before. Still, he was certain: the holds were lower than they’d been all his life. Something was altered.


“I must try to get more sleep,” said Edgar, certain he must be making things up in his head. He tried to put whatever had changed out of his mind and fidgeted nervously with his fingers at the pocket on the side of his pants. He held two black figs and the sling there and hoped he wouldn’t need them.


Edgar took a last deep breath, rubbed his hands together, and began climbing. Once he found his familiar holds again, his mind was focused and he moved swiftly along the rock face.


He thought about what the man who’d left the book might have been like. If you could see me now, I suppose you’d send me to bed with no pudding. He laughed at his own remark. Edgar hadn’t enjoyed the luxury of fig pudding before bed in all his life.


Edgar looked up and reflected on the distance to the Highlands above. He’d thought about it many times in the previous few days, and he was aware once again that he would be doing most of the climb in the dead of night, something he had never done. But the time to turn back had come and gone, so there would be no gain from doubting himself now.


After he was a hundred yards up he looked down for the first time. Tabletop lay beneath him—his flat home of groves, pastures, and small villages. If a person walked along the far edge of Tabletop, it would take a week to travel all the way around. Walking near the Highland cliffs cut the time to a few days, and the distance between villages could be walked in half a day or less at a brisk pace. Mr. Ratikan had never given Edgar the opportunity to explore the world beyond the grove, so Edgar knew these things only from what others had told him.


As he held tight, catching his breath with the cool air of approaching night, he caught a glimpse of the world beyond Tabletop. Far below—miles it seemed—was another land, a vast and gloomy place. The Flatlands, much bigger than Tabletop, were a sprawling, dark mystery that few understood and no one spoke of. From where Edgar clutched the rocks he could see only a little of the Flatlands. The view had been much better when he had snuck out of the grove one afternoon and lay down at the very edge of Tabletop, where a sheer cliff face led to the Flatlands below. He’d stuck his head out over the edge only once and had never gone back. Could there be people living in such a wasteland? Or was there something else—something not human? Edgar wasn’t sure he wanted to know.


Edgar began climbing once more, this time with more force. He had spent a long day in the groves, and it would seem that he should have grown tired quickly. But Edgar had extraordinary skill and stamina. It was as though the cliff had been laid flat and he was merely crawling on all fours as fast as his feet and hands would carry him. And then, suddenly, he stopped.


He felt a strange sensation start in his feet and move up through his body. He was halfway to the top, which was farther up the wall than he’d ever gone, when the cliff began shaking in his hands. Edgar tightened his grip and wondered if he’d made a disastrous mistake trying to climb up to the Highlands. The tremor built in power, showering Edgar with bits of dust and rock.
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Edgar was hanging like a broken limb from a dried-out tree. He was scaling unknown places, and the rock face was only a shadow as he went. Far below him on Tabletop, the first fires of evening were beginning to burn. What little he could see of the vertical rise above him was steep rock with few holds.


As the faint smell of smoke from the fires below drifted up around him, Edgar’s foot slipped, spraying pebbles out into the night air. The thought of falling entered his mind for the first time. With a shudder, Edgar began to doubt if he would ever return home again.




CHAPTER

5

SAMUEL

The time that passed after dinner and before nightfall were quiet if you were a child living in the Highlands, for parents were very strict about keeping their children away from the perilous cliffs in the long, grey light of evening. But Samuel was a boy living within the House of Power—a palatial complex of courtyards, hallways, stairs, and passages perfect for exploration—and his life was different.

Samuel was very happy to spend entire days—sometimes entire weeks—doing nothing but reading books. This gave the boy a rather pasty complexion, as though he were always just leaving the bakery and his face and arms had been covered in a thin dusting of flour. Samuel was every bit as skinny as Edgar, but for entirely different reasons. His mother worked in the kitchen of the House of Power, and this provided him access to plenty of food, but Samuel’s appetite had always been meager, and his interest in food was focused primarily on anything that tasted sweet.

His mother worked day and night and usually did not return to their room off the courtyard until very late. During the evening, Samuel often wandered the halls of the House of Power after he’d grown tired of lying on his bed reading. The main floor of the House of Power felt as if it were inside and outside all at once. Some of the halls were laid out under arches surrounding the courtyards where vines twisted endlessly around small trees. The abundant greenery of the courtyards spilled uncontrolled onto the stone walls and cobbled floors, as if it were trying to tear everything down and take over. The place had an unnatural quiet that made people want to speak in a whisper.

Sometimes Samuel would visit his mother after roaming the halls and ask for a treat or a cup of tea, and often she would respond by giving him some errand instead. We find Samuel on just such a night, a night of walking round and round down echoing corridors. He climbed the narrow staircase near his room until it ended at a door he always found locked. Back down the stairs and through the halls he continued until he couldn’t stand going without a treat any longer.

“Maybe she will give me a cup of sweet milk if I offer a little help,” Samuel said out loud. He heard the echo of footsteps coming toward him from a long way off. Not wanting to talk with anyone, he made his way through a rounded archway, out into the open courtyard. When he arrived at the kitchen, he was not certain he wanted to go in for fear of being given too much work to do, so he peeked around the corner of the door to see what his mother was doing.

She was frail but lovely to look at, though it was immediately clear when Samuel saw her that something was troubling his mother. She was dashing back and forth between the cupboards looking for something, her dark hair unwound partway out of a bun and dancing around the room behind her as she went. Her eye caught sight of Samuel hiding in the doorway.

“Figs and toast wanted in the main chamber,” she said in a breathless voice. Whenever Samuel’s mother became anxious, a red blotch appeared below her lip and would not go away for several hours. She rubbed the red mark nervously, searching for something behind the kneading table where she did most of her work.

“Why must they ask for things they know we don’t have?” she went on. “I can’t make figs appear out of the air, and we’ve been out for weeks. Yet they keep asking for them, every night, only to torment me.”

Samuel’s mother kept rubbing the red blotch of skin below her lip until Samuel walked into the room and stood beside her.
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