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      THE WORLD OF


      ATHERTON


      If you read The House of Power or Rivers of Fire but it’s been a while since you turned the last page, you might benefit from this brief reintroduction to the story and the

            characters of Atherton. If, on the other hand, you know nothing of the climbing boy Edgar, the mad scientist Dr. Maximus Harding,

            or the collapse and inversion of the three levels of Atherton, then this introduction will be helpful reading. See you on

            the inside!
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      Atherton is a made world, forged by the mind of a madman. It is inhabited by volunteers from the Dark Planet, a future Earth

         ravaged by pollution and overpopulation. Every inhabitant of Atherton has undergone a kind of memory retraining, leaving them

         under the assumption that Atherton is the only world that’s ever been, the only place they’ve ever known.

      


      Atherton was originally created on three circular levels, each one smaller than the level below it. The lowest level—the Flatlands—was

         a vast, barren, and largely unknown place. The middle level was known as Tabletop and contained most of Atherton’s people,

         all of whom were poor laborers charged with maintaining the groves of fig trees or herds of livestock (sheep and rabbits)

         that provided all means of sustenance. At the top, the lush and beautiful Highlands were inhabited by the ruling class, who

         controlled the sole source of water.

      


      The Flatlands, Tabletop, and the Highlands were all separated by treacherous cliffs that established almost complete separation

         between the lands. But that distance exists no more.

      


      By the time the third book of Atherton begins, the world of Atherton has undergone a complete transformation: The Highlands

         descended until no cliffs remained and the ruling class was forced to come face-to-face with the people of Tabletop. Soon

         after, the joined lands of Tabletop and the Highlands collapsed as well, until they became level with the Flatlands. The world

         was, quite literally, flat. The images below, drawn by Dr. Maximus Harding, will help you better understand what happened

         to Atherton in The House of Power.
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      As Atherton changed, people from all three levels were forced to confront one another, choose sides, and ultimately decide

         whether they would stand together or apart against a mounting threat that arose from the Flatlands. Though many lives were

         lost, most chose wisely. For the transformation was not yet over: The center of their new world was sinking, and the source

         of water, whose origin was under the House of Power, rose until the entire center of Atherton was flooded. It turned into

         a vast lake, teeming with life for all of the survivors.

      


      After the flood came peace. It was all part of the plan of the man who created this complex satellite world, Dr. Maximus Harding,

         who perished in the flooding of Atherton. But his plan did not end with the redemption of this refuge from the Dark Planet.

      


      The Dark Planet will reveal the whole truth of the matter.

      


   

      THE KEY CHARACTERS OF


      ATHERTON


      DR. MAXIMUS HARDING


      The creator of Atherton, Dr. Maximus Harding, was a mysterious man of science who drifted into madness over a period of years.

         Dr. Harding created not only the fantastic world of Atherton, but also the remarkable boy, Edgar. As one might imagine, Dr.

         Maximus Harding had a severe Dr. Frankenstein complex. When Edgar was hidden away against Dr. Harding’s will, the scientist

         fell into deep madness and despair. It was then that Dr. Harding’s alter ego, the cruel and treacherous Lord Phineus, came

         into being. Lord Phineus ruled over all Atherton for a time, but in the changing world the truth emerged and Dr. Harding was

         restored in the end. He died in the cataclysmic flood, leaving Edgar, his most precious creation, to find his own way in the

         world.

      


      EDGAR


      A young orphan and gifted climber who lived in the fig grove on Tabletop, scaling the cliffs of Atherton in secret. In his

         search for answers to Atherton’s destiny, he became the only person on Atherton to have climbed above to the Highlands or

         below to the Flatlands. Through a series of events, Edgar discovers his true identity: He is the penultimate creation of Dr.

         Maximus Harding, the maker of Atherton.

      


      SAMUEL


      A boy formerly of the Highlands, he had lived within the House of Power under the watchful eye of Lord Phineus until he escaped

         in search of his new friend, Edgar, who appeared mysteriously one night from the land below.

      


      ISABEL


      A wily, bright girl of the grove and longtime friend of Edgar’s who can use a sling with great skill. Samuel met Isabel in

         his search for Edgar, and together they embarked on a quest that trapped them under the House of Power during the great flood

         of Atherton. Their harrowing escape led them through the fiery center of Atherton—known as the Inferno—where Isabel nearly

         lost her life.

      


    DR. LUTHER MEAD KINCAID


      An old man of science, presumed at one time to be Edgar’s father, but later discovered to be a mentoring figure to Dr. Maximus

         Harding. Dr. Kincaid has lost control of the world he helped build and now hopes to somehow reconnect with the Dark Planet,

         where Atherton was first envisioned.

      


      VINCENT


      A protector of people on Atherton, he is charged with watching over Dr. Kincaid. He is the only other adult on Atherton who

         knows the complex history of Atherton and its mad maker, Dr. Maximus Harding.

      


      MAUDE


      A feisty woman from the Village of Rabbits, one of the three villages on Tabletop. She previously helped Edgar escape Sir

         Emerik and becomes one of a handful of leaders of the free world along with Horace and Wallace.
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      PART


      ONE


      THE DOCKING STATION


      



      I go now beyond the forest and the field,


      Where winter lay exhausted on a distant shore.


      I will find you on the untouched paths of the sea.


      DR. MAXIMUS HARDING


      INTO HIDDEN REALMS
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      PROLOGUE


      THE SILO


      It was the middle of the night when Red Eye and Socket came into the barracks and started walking between two long rows of

         beds. The bottoms of their boots were metal and so was the cold floor they stood on. Every step they took was like a deep

         and clanging word of warning. But it was their voices—like angry dogs that had been woken in the middle of the night—that

         woke the children.

      


      “Don’t… you… move!”


      “One of you’s out of bed!”


      The voices cracked and echoed through the Silo, bouncing off steel walls and rusting rivets.


      The rows of beds were as old as the Silo itself, and all the girls who slept in them awoke at once. The springs of thirty

         metal mattress frames jumped to life and made a sound like an orchestra preparing for a concert. Though, to be fair, none

         of the children in barracks number three had ever heard a violin or a flute or an oboe. There was no place for beautiful music

         in the strange world of the Silo.

      


      “Stay put!” barked Red Eye. “No moving from those beds!”


      “Or get the bender!” added Socket. The word slithered out of his mouth as a long and raspy whisper. He knew there was nothing children in the

         Silo feared more than a swat from the metal whip.

      


      Each of the children became perfectly still, and the springs in the beds beneath them echoed into a chilling silence.


      The lights were left off, which made the presence of these men at the foot of the beds all the more frightening. They carried

         the most dimly lit lanterns one could imagine in their left hands and thin, metallic rods in the other. Benders. All of the children had felt the sting of a bender for one cruel reason or another. They’d seen the long, thin bruise it

         left behind.

      


      Red Eye and Socket reached over their backs and let go of their weapons. With a whirl, then a clang, the benders were gone. They seemed to have been devoured by a hidden, hungry eater of metal.

      


      “Don’t you move!” repeated Socket.


      The two men each lifted the end of a bed to check its weight. When they were satisfied each bed was heavy enough to contain

         a child, they ceremoniously let the bed drop back to the floor with a teeth-rattling bang!—followed by a shocked yelp from the child within.

      


      “We know one of you’s out of your bed,” seethed Red Eye. “We saw you!”


      Bang! Bang! Two more beds were dropped. Someone let out a shriek.

      


      In the silence that followed there arose a new voice. It was the small voice of a girl who, only a few moments ago, had opened

         the door to the barracks, wandered out into the long hallway, and let herself be seen by Red Eye and Socket. She spoke softly,

         but with great purpose.

      


      “You didn’t see me.”


      The voice came from above Red Eye and Socket, and then bang! bang! The two men dropped the bed rails they were holding and reached over their shoulders. The benders reappeared with the sound

         of snapping metal.

      


      Red Eye and Socket stared into the darkness, holding their dim lanterns high, Socket tapping his bender anxiously against

         the metal toe of his boot. Red Eye swung his back and forth in the air overhead.

      


      “We see you!” he cried. “Come down from there!”


      But the girl who’d gotten out of bed had other plans. Her name was Aggie and she knew Red Eye and Socket wouldn’t turn the

         lights on. In fact, if they could have it their way, the Silo would have no lights at all, because lights hurt their eyes.

         And this was what Aggie wanted.

      


      To hurt them like they’d hurt her best friend, Teagan, a few hours before.


      “You don’t see me,” repeated Aggie.


      And they didn’t. Aggie was crawling through the spiderweb of rusted steel girders that ran all through the ceiling of the

         barracks. And she was fast! Too fast for Red Eye and Socket.

      


      The two men had an idea of what was about to happen, though they could hardly believe it was possible.


      “Don’t you do it!” cried Red Eye. He began fumbling in his pockets, searching for something.


      Aggie hung from a beam by the door, holding steady above a certain white knob sticking out from a slick metal wall. The white

         knob that was for Red Eye and Socket only.

      


      Aggie glanced down at the two rows of beds and saw that all the heads were covered with blankets as she’d instructed. Satisfied

         that everyone was safe, she let go of the beam. As Aggie fell she pulled her goggles down over her eyes from where they’d

         rested on her forehead. When she was within reach of the white knob, she grabbed it and pulled. The room was filled with the

         buzzing sound of fluorescent tubes.

      


      And something else as well—light! A raging flood of light. Red Eye and Socket screamed and fell to the floor. It felt to them

         as if someone had lifted their eyelids and dropped a burning circle of lit fuses inside. The feeling intensified even after

         they closed their eyes and searched their pockets.

      


      By the time the two men had found their goggles and put them on, Aggie was already back in bed, eyes closed as she lay still

         under a thin blanket. Her goggles dangled from the bedpost.

      


      “You’re all wicked little creatures!” howled Socket. “All of you!” cried Red Eye. They twisted their necks uncontrollably

         as if the effort might shake the sting from their eyes.

      


      With the goggles safely attached, Red Eye and Socket saw the world as it had been before: dim and shadowy. Their eyes continued

         to burn and itch with a growing intensity. They knew from past experience that their damaged eyes would sizzle with nauseating

         pain into the morning. The head aches and the heat behind their eyes would follow. It was going to be a long, sleepless night

         for both of them.

      


      “We’ll be back before your shift!” screeched Red Eye, cringing from the growing agony behind his goggles. “You’d best give

         up your own for punishment. Give her up or you’ll all get the bender! Every last one of you!”

      


      “Stupid buzz cuts! Stupid little monsters!” yelled Socket. The two men made for the door and Socket hastily turned off the

         light. Everything was dark again but for the soft glow of the lanterns. Teagan pulled the blanket down just enough to watch

         the shadows of Red Eye and Socket as they removed their goggles and scratched violently at their eyes, fouling the air with

         their angry cursing.

      


      “You’ll pay for this, you will!”


      “All of you!”


      Aggie felt the terrifying shaking of their steps as they moved off. When she was sure Red Eye and Socket were gone she got

         up on one shoulder and looked out over the thirty beds. She removed a thin nightcap and held it in her hand. Stupid buzz cuts! The cruel words rang in her ears as she felt along the prickly half inch of hair that remained on her head.

      


      “Is everyone all right?” asked Aggie. “Kate? Ash? Teagan?” Everyone assured Aggie they were all right. No one had been harmed.


      “I’ll tell them it was me in the morning,” said Aggie. “They’ll calm down a little by then.”


      No one protested. All the girls in barracks number three were glad to see Red Eye and Socket get some of their own medicine,

         but they also knew what it felt like to be hit with a bender.

      


      Aggie put her nightcap back on and lay down, staring up into the darkness. There was a long silence, then a whisper from beside

         her.

      


      “I hate this place,” said Teagan. She was in the bed next to Aggie’s, rubbing a long, thin bruise on her arm.


      “I know,” said Aggie. “I hate it, too.”


      They heard a faraway sound of something heavy slamming into the ground, followed by the muffled cry of an angry creature wailing

         outside. As hazardous as life was inside the Silo, it was even more treacherous in the forsaken wood.

      


      “At least we’re not out there.”


      Aggie nodded just a little. She pulled the itchy woolen cover up close to her face.


      The pounding came again, closer now. “What’s going to happen to us?” asked Teagan.


      Aggie turned to her best friend and wished she could see Teagan’s blue eyes. But it was pitch-black in barracks number three.


      “I don’t know,” she answered.


      Aggie thought about the morning and the long, thin bruises it would bring. She thought about the many levels of the Silo in

         which she was held prisoner. She imagined the broken world outside and the curls of blond hair that had once hung about her

         shoulders. But mostly she thought of her birthday.

      


      She had a secret on this particular night that she had chosen not to tell anyone.


      In the morning she would be eleven years old.


      4017 days.


      A very bad thing to be in the perilous world of the Silo.


   

      CHAPTER 1


      OVER THE EDGE


      “What’s taking him so long?”


      Isabel hated to admit it but she was worried about Edgar, and in the past this had always been a bad sign. She had a knack

         for knowing when Edgar was in terrible danger.

      


      He’s climbed to the Highlands and back again.


      He’s been inside Atherton and lived to tell about it.


      He almost never falls.


      This last thought turned out to be a bad one, because it reminded Isabel that even Edgar wasn’t totally invincible. He’d fallen—just

         the one time—but all the same, he’d let his fingers slip and it had nearly killed him.

      


      “We should have tried harder to discourage him,” said her friend Samuel.


      “It was only a matter of time,” Isabel told him. “At least he let us tie him to a rock.”


      Isabel and Samuel were lying down on the ground a few feet away from the far edge of Atherton. Dr. Kincaid and Vincent, and

         all of the other adults, had forbidden them to go all the way out there by themselves. But Edgar had convinced Isabel and

         Samuel to come with him, so here they were. Only Edgar wasn’t there anymore. He’d kicked his feet over the edge, turned over,

         and climbed down the curved side of Atherton.

      


      A rope made from the twisted bark of the first-year fig trees ran between Isabel and Samuel. It was tied around a boulder

         that sat heavy and immovable twenty feet back.

      


      “At least he’s got the moonlight,” said Samuel. “It will help.”


      “I don’t know why he insists on doing this,” said Isabel. She knew Samuel would understand her frustration. “With the lake

         in the middle, Atherton is flat. Why can’t he accept it? I realize it’s a lot for Edgar to get used to, but I don’t understand why we can’t convince him that

         Atherton’s not made for climbing anymore.”

      


      Isabel touched the rope to see if she could feel Edgar’s weight on the other end. She could not.


      “I didn’t believe he’d go through with it. I’m beginning to wonder if he’s lost his mind.”


      “You do know why he’s down there, don’t you?” asked Samuel. The mere thought of Edgar hanging on to the bottom of Atherton

         made Samuel feel like throwing up. He was the least likely of the three to take risks that might get him killed.

      


      “Because he loves to climb,” Isabel replied, “and it’s the only place left on Atherton where he can do it.”


      Samuel had been thinking a lot about this very topic.


      “I think that’s only part of the answer.”


      “He climbs for the thrill of it,” said Isabel. “There’s something in the climbing that makes him feel more… I don’t know…

         alive. He tells me that all the time.”

      


      Isabel had moved forward and was now even closer to the edge than Samuel. Her head peeked out over the rim of the world. Samuel

         had made a point of holding back a few feet, but now he moved forward on his elbows, careful not to rise up too far into the

         watery current of gravity. He came alongside Isabel and glanced down.

      


      Gazing over the edge, Samuel marveled at what he could see in the soft grey light. He’d seen it before when they’d come to

         look at night, but every time it surprised him. A distant orange light, the source of which he could not see, cutting through

         long chasms of stone on the bottom of Atherton.

      


      “I think Edgar climbs for another reason,” said Samuel, regaining his voice as he held the rope running between them.


      “Why else would he do it?”


      “I remember the first time I met Edgar,” answered Samuel. “He had climbed all the way up to the Highlands before it collapsed.

         I thought he used magic to trick me into believing he’d done the impossible. But later—when he came back a second time—I stopped

         wondering how he could climb so high, and began asking myself why he had done it.”

      


      “And you’ve been thinking about it ever since?” asked Isabel.


      Samuel nodded. “It’s too dangerous to do it just because it’s thrilling or even just because he loves doing it. I think something

         else drives him. Maybe Edgar began climbing as a means to an end. What if it was only ever about finding things, never about

         the climbing itself? What if he was always searching for something?”

      


      Samuel took a deep breath and looked out into the stars.


      “What if he’s still searching for something?”


      Isabel shook her head and sighed. “I just wish he’d find safer places to search for whatever it is he’s looking for.”


      Isabel thought of how she, Samuel, and Edgar had become totally inseparable after the fall of Atherton. As the world had gone

         from three levels high to three levels deep, it seemed to have tried to destroy them with falling rocks, fierce quakes, and

         a billion gallons of rising water. Somehow the three of them had not only survived, they’d each played an important role in

         the evolution of Atherton.

      


      But Edgar had never stopped feeling restless.


      The rope between them moved ever so slightly and Isabel leaned out, craning her neck down in search of Edgar in the darkness

         below. For a while she’d been able to see him clearly, but he was too far away now.

      


      She noticed that the rope seemed to lie differently than it had when he’d started. Gravity pulled every thing in toward the

         bottom of Atherton, so the rope didn’t exactly hang straight down. It curved inward with a big looping shape. She could not

         see its end.

      


      “Edgar?” said Isabel. She couldn’t yell his name too loudly. The village was only a half-hour walk away and voices carried

         something fierce on Atherton. What if someone were out looking for them? She said his name once more, a little louder, and

         then she scampered away from the edge and began hauling in the rope. It was much lighter than it should have been. The rope

         was a hundred feet long and as it piled up beside her she grew more and more afraid.

      


      “Keep pulling!” said Samuel, still lying at the edge of Atherton. “I don’t see him!”


      Soon the end of the rope came over the edge with a soft snapping sound. There was no one tied to the other end.


      Edgar was gone.
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      The rocky terrain of Atherton’s outer shell was a perfect place for Edgar to regain his confidence. Giant rocks and fissures

         provided plenty of hand- and footholds. And the surface was bursting with sharp edges and protruding masses of grey and brown

         stone. The gravity on Atherton pushed against his back so his legs and arms didn’t dangle out into the air. And yet, if he’d

         let go altogether, he felt certain he would freefall until he smacked into something hard. The thought of crashing into the

         bottom of Atherton made Edgar extra cautious as he continued down the curved side of the strange world he lived on.

      


      One thing had made the going slow and tedious: the rope tied around his midsection, which had bothered him from the start.

         It kept getting in his way, wrapping around an arm or a leg and forcing him to rethink his position. And what was worse, the

         rope kept snagging on sharp rocks and jerking him to a stop as he descended. He actually felt unsafe with it tied around him.

      


      He didn’t want to scare Isabel and Samuel, so at first he’d managed to untie the rope and put it between his teeth. But it

         kept snagging, pulling his head back, and soon he’d decided to let go of it altogether. He opened his mouth and let the rope

         swing lazily against the rocks.

      


      “It hangs almost like someone’s holding on,” Edgar said aloud. “Maybe they’ll think I’m still attached to it.”


      He looked down at the vast space left to be explored.


      “Just a little farther…”


      Samuel had only been half right when he’d guessed about what drove Edgar to climb. It was true Edgar had first begun climbing

         so long ago because he’d had a distant memory of something hidden in the stone walls above him and he wanted to find it. But

         somewhere along the way the climbing became something more.

      


      There was something amazing about holding on to Atherton itself, like he was truly part of Atherton. Whenever he reached the top or the bottom of a climb he felt sadness at having to let go. It was like cutting

         himself away from the world.

      


      Tonight Edgar wanted to go far enough to see where the orange light came from. There were two men Edgar had asked about this:

         Dr. Kincaid, the often secretive old man of science, and Vincent, Dr. Kincaid’s protector and companion. Both men had lived

         in the Flatlands long before Atherton’s violent collapse. They’d had years and years near the edge without anyone else around.

      


      When he asked the two men about the light, they responded with what seemed to Edgar like rehearsed shrugs. Either they didn’t

         know where the light came from or they wouldn’t tell.

      


      The light glowed brighter as Edgar traveled down a certain fissure, but he couldn’t guess how much farther it would be to

         its source. It looked like it might be a long way.

      


      Edgar had come to where the sides of Atherton curved more sharply toward the bottom. It would be tougher going from here on

         out with a far greater chance of losing his grip. Still, Edgar decided to go a little bit farther, because Samuel had been

         partly right, too. Edgar was searching for something—he was always searching—and he had a deep feeling that climbing would bring him to something more.

         His heart told him that Dr. Harding, the maker of Atherton and so much more, had left him something else. He remembered the

         voice of Dr. Maximus Harding:

      


      I made you, Edgar. Just as I made Atherton.


      Edgar held this thought firmly in his mind as he felt his aching hands and forearms. Maybe he’d pushed hard enough on his

         first attempt at scaling these new, unknown places.

      


      I don’t want them to worry, Edgar reasoned to himself. He touched the side of Atherton with what one might describe as affection. “I won’t be gone long,”

         he said aloud. “You’ll see me again.”

      


      He started back toward the flat surface of Atherton, racing up the side with alarming speed and skill. Edgar wanted to return

         in the light of day so that he could see the surface and better make his way to the very bottom. His fingers tingled with

         excitement at the thought of spending an entire day exploring this hidden world, a world only he could see.

      


      This place is mine and mine alone, he thought.

      


      When Edgar came to where he thought he should see the rope hanging and did not find it, he climbed faster. They had discovered

         him missing. Edgar felt terrible that Isabel and Samuel might think he’d fallen or been trapped below.

      


      As he neared the top he glanced up and saw the silhouettes of two small heads—but a moment later they were gone.


      By the time he had finally pulled up his head and shoulders and looked over the top edge of Atherton, Samuel and Isabel had

         moved back by the rock, their arms folded over their chests. And what was worse, the old, stooped figure of Dr. Kincaid stood

         with them—and he did not appear the least bit happy.

      


      Edgar scrambled the rest of the way back onto Atherton and walked toward the three figures in the dark. “It’s not as hard

         as I thought it would be,” he began, hoping to head off questions before they started. “And I didn’t go very far. Honestly—it

         was easy.”

      


      “We were worried about you,” said Isabel. “I mean really worried. How could you leave the rope like that?”

      


      Edgar wanted them all to understand that he felt safer when he was climbing than almost any other time. “You don’t need to

         worry about me. At least not when I’m hanging on to a rock wall.”

      


      “Not very different from walking, right?” asked Samuel. He was closer to the truth than he might have imagined. As he and

         Isabel came toward Edgar they all smiled at one another at last.

      


      That is, until they saw that Dr. Kincaid had turned away and begun the journey back home without them. There was a grave tone

         in his voice when he uttered the only words he would say on the long walk.

      


      “All of you come with me. I have something to show you.”


   

      CHAPTER 2


      THE DARK PLANET


      There was a fire burning at the entrance to the cave Dr. Kincaid lived in. Soft light drifted into the opening that led inside,

         but Dr. Kincaid’s closest companion was nowhere to be found.

      


      “Where’s Vincent?” asked Isabel. “He wouldn’t just leave a fire burning like that, would he?”


      Dr. Kincaid ignored her question. The long walk in the middle of the night had made the bottoms of his old feet ache. He slumped

         heavily on a wooden bench and waved his walking stick in the direction of a row of low, fat boulders on the other side of

         the fire.

      


      “Sit down—all of you.”


      Edgar, Samuel, and Isabel did as they were told, wondering just how much trouble they were in.


      “Vincent likes to scout at night,” said Dr. Kincaid, returning to Isabel’s question now that the pressure was off his feet.

         “He’s been going out later and longer, but he’ll return before dawn.”

      


      The old man breathed a deep sigh and looked at the glowing embers. He laid the walking stick across his lap and tapped it

         slowly. Lately he’d been carrying the walking stick everywhere he went and, as far as Edgar could tell, Dr. Kincaid never

         let it out of his sight. He seemed to have gone from merely old to ancient in the space of a year. His hair was whiter than

         it had once been. His big ears flopped more freely and his eyes drooped heavily over a long nose. He was nearing the grave,

         and what remained of him was in rapid decay.

      


      But when Dr. Kincaid finally spoke, his voice sounded as crisp and strong as it ever had in its nearly ninety years.


      “I might have known you’d do something like this. I suppose I should have expected it. But for some reason the idea of you

         climbing off the edge of the world—I guess I tried to avoid thinking about it.”

      


      Dr. Kincaid fumbled around in his mind for the right words. He began pulling on one of his ears as he looked at Edgar.


      “I thought your searching was over.”


      Edgar raised his eyes from the fire. When the two locked eyes, Dr. Kincaid knew.


      “But you haven’t stopped searching, have you? You know we haven’t come to the very end just yet.” The way Dr. Kincaid spoke

         was almost spooky, like he was unearthing thoughts he wasn’t sure should be out in the open.

      


      “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Isabel.


      Edgar touched her hand and discovered she was trembling. In the stillness before the fire Edgar ran the words over in his

         mind. You know we haven’t come to the very end just yet.


      “Tell us what you mean,” Samuel said. “Where is the very end?”


      Dr. Kincaid thought about how he should answer. He always struggled with communicating clearly.


      “Far away, down there.” Dr. Kincaid turned the bottom of his walking stick toward the ground and tapped it twice on the dirt.

         “The Dark Planet turns darker still.”

      


      Something about those words broke Edgar’s heart. The Dark Planet turns darker still. He was speaking of the place where Dr. Harding had made not only Atherton, but made Edgar as well. The planet far away in

         the distance that looked so grey and bleak.

      


      “Minute by minute, hour by hour, the Dark Planet is dying,” continued Dr. Kincaid. “Somewhere in the backs of your minds you

         all know this.”

      


      “That sounds terrible,” said Isabel.


      Dr. Kincaid felt like a failure as he thought about his past. “In a way, this is completely my fault.”


      “What’s your fault, Dr. Kincaid?” asked Samuel.


      Dr. Kincaid seemed on the verge of revealing a dreadful mistake he couldn’t quite bring himself to confess. “I convinced everyone

         I could control him, even after he became more and more secretive,” said Dr. Kincaid.

      


      “You mean Dr. Harding,” said Edgar.


      “I still thought I could trust him, even after he made you.”


      This stung Edgar somewhere deep inside. The thought of being made was always confusing for Edgar, because he had no idea what

         having been made by a mad scientist meant. How had he been made? What was he, really, if not a normal child of normal parents?

      


      Sensing he’d said something that might hurt the boy, Dr. Kincaid tried to be clearer.


      “Don’t misunderstand what I’m saying, Edgar. Once you were here, I was very happy he’d made you, but that doesn’t change the

         fact that he knew it was wrong. He was encouraged to make a great many things. But making human beings was strictly forbidden.

         It was a line we were never supposed to cross.”

      


      Dr. Kincaid smiled then, thinking of something he could say that might encourage the boy.


      “You were the only one, did you know that? He never made anyone else.”


      “You hid me, didn’t you?” asked Edgar.


      “Yes, we hid you,” said Dr. Kincaid. “The commander couldn’t know. No one could know. The whole project would have been in jeopardy. We had to keep you a secret. And that proved very difficult. There

         was so much work to do, and Dr. Harding had no idea how to raise a child. He was always, in so many ways, a child himself.

         He wanted you, so he made you, but he didn’t think about what it would mean, how it could compromise every thing. So I helped

         him take care of you.”

      


      Isabel and Samuel looked at Edgar. They couldn’t believe what they were hearing. It all sounded so unimaginable: a boy not

         born but made, like Atherton had been made.

      


      “There were some very close calls near the end. Dr. Harding was—well, he was having a lot of problems keeping track of every

         thing. He became angry at times. His behavior could be hard to predict. At some point he decided he wanted to show you to

         the world. You were his greatest creation, greater by far than even Atherton—that’s what he used to say.”

      


      “I agree,” said Isabel.


      “Me, too,” said Samuel.


      “And Atherton was the perfect place to hide me,” said Edgar. “From anyone who might find out. Even from my own father.”


      “Dr. Harding was not your father,” said Dr. Kincaid. “He was your maker. There’s a big difference.”


      “It doesn’t seem different to me,” said Edgar, wanting more than anything to be normal like everyone else.


      “I’m sorry, Edgar, but you’re wrong about that. I don’t want to scare you or hurt you, but you must understand—I brought you

         to Atherton and hid you from Dr. Harding precisely because you were made. Dr. Harding never would have hurt you, but Dr. Harding was of very limited power on the Dark Planet.”

      


      “But he was the greatest scientist who ever lived!” said Isabel. “He must have had power to burn.”


      Dr. Kincaid looked at Isabel with a sort of sad smile. “Being smart doesn’t make you powerful, young lady,” he said. “Ambition

         and greed, those will make you powerful. And there were plenty of both at Station Seven.”

      


      “What’s Station Seven?” asked Edgar.


      “So many questions,” said Dr. Kincaid. He held up his walking stick as if to say enough was enough and he would talk about

         what he pleased whether they liked it or not.

      


      “Dr. Harding crossed a line that was not to be crossed when he made you. There were people I couldn’t protect you from, people

         who would have had other plans for you if they’d found out. So you see, it does matter that you were made in a special sort

         of way. It matters very much.”

      


      “I still don’t see why it makes any difference. So what if I don’t have a mother? I had a father.” Edgar pointed to a wicked

         scrape on his arm he’d gotten while climbing. “I bleed just like everyone else. I’ve got skin and bones and a brain. Who cares

         how I got here?”

      


      Dr. Kincaid’s mind was scrambled with conflicting ideas. The next part was very hard for him to say, but the truth was the

         truth and the boy was old enough to know for himself.

      


      “Sometimes a maker unmakes. Things are taken apart and examined, remade, changed, tinkered with. Resurrected. It’s what scientists do, Edgar. And there were plenty of scientists at Station Seven who would have done just that if they’d

         discovered you.”

      


      Edgar was appalled. And that word—“resurrected”—what did that mean? Had he died and come back to life, is that what it meant?

         Had he been broken down into pieces and put back together again? It couldn’t really be true. “I don’t want to talk about this

         anymore,” said Edgar.

      


      Dr. Kincaid quickly changed course.


      “We couldn’t reveal your existence, Edgar. Atherton was assumed by many—most, actually—to be a catastrophic waste of time

         and resources. There was great excitement at first. Isn’t there always at the start of something new and promising? But after

         decades of work and trillions of dollars with no end in sight, nearly everyone stopped believing. The Dark Planet was dying

         and the satellite world of Atherton was nothing but a fantastic idea that would never amount to anything useful.”

      


      Dr. Kincaid’s shoulders slumped noticeably, as if the weight of tremendous pressures Edgar knew nothing about had settled

         over him all at once.

      


      “But I never stopped believing in the power of Dr. Harding and the making of Atherton,” said Dr. Kincaid. “Even after all

         the mistakes—and there have been many, to be sure—a hope still remains.”

      


      Dr. Kincaid grew more animated as he came to the heart of the matter. “I am sure of one thing.”


      With a groan he stood and edged closer to the fire. His watery eyes sparkled in the light of the flames. “There is a way to

         discover the true reason why Dr. Harding made Atherton. And for you, Edgar, to find out all you could ever want to know about

         your maker. Your father, if that’s what you choose to believe.”

      


      “Tell us! Tell us what you know!” said Isabel.


      Then Dr. Harding said something that almost surprised himself at the sound of it, something he had long given up all hope

         of achieving.

      


      “We could reconnect.”


      Samuel was the first to understand what Dr. Kincaid meant. He’d been thinking about it already without saying it out loud.


      “You mean with the Dark Planet? Reconnect with them, so they know where we are.”


      “But how would we do that?” asked Edgar. “What does that even mean?”


      Dr. Kincaid turned more animated still and began pacing back and forth.


      “There was once a way to do it—to actually go to the Dark Planet—but that way was cut off.”

      


      Dr. Kincaid glanced toward the entrance to the cave. Hidden inside was a locked, round door, and behind the door lay a secret

         place. The children had known it was there but were under no circumstances allowed to enter.

      


      “Inside Atherton. That’s where the path used to be.”

      


      Edgar still had his hand on Isabel’s and he felt it shudder. Isabel had journeyed through the inside of Atherton with Samuel

         at her side and nearly lost her life.

      


      “Deep inside Atherton—deeper than any of you have ever dared to go—there used to be a path, a tunnel if you will. In its place

         is a pile of rubble no man or beast could break through.”

      


      “And at the end of the tunnel?” asked Edgar.


      “The docking station,” said Dr. Kincaid. The words had no meaning for Edgar, but he felt the power they held over Dr. Kincaid.

         “I have long been certain we could never go there again. But tonight has made me think differently.”

      


      “What do you mean, differently?” asked Samuel. For once Isabel seemed unable to open her mouth. She was holding Edgar’s hand

         tighter, because she knew what Dr. Kincaid was getting at.

      


      “I know what he means,” said Isabel. “He means to send Edgar by another way.”


      The words stabbed Dr. Kincaid. Did he really mean to put Edgar in great danger in order to have a chance at reconnecting with

         the Dark Planet? It went against every thing he believed, and yet, knowing Edgar could climb as he did, Dr. Kincaid couldn’t

         help but imagine the unimaginable.

      


      “It’s all right,” said Edgar, standing and moving toward Dr. Kincaid. “The truth is, none of you can stop me. So long as there

         are places on Atherton where I can climb, I can’t even stop myself. So if I’m going to climb down there anyway—and trust me,

         I am—I might as well be of some use.”

      


      “But do we want to reconnect?” asked Samuel. “What if they come here? What if they destroy Atherton like they destroyed the Dark Planet?”

      


      It was an excellent question and a real concern. It hung in the air for a good long time before Isabel broke the silence.


      “Are there children on the Dark Planet?”


      Dr. Kincaid didn’t hesitate when he answered.


      “There are many, many children.”


      Isabel, Samuel, and Edgar glanced at one another. They all seemed to be thinking the same thing.


      “It’s up to you, Edgar,” said Isabel. More than anyone else it was she who would worry. “I think you’re probably right. No

         one can stop you from climbing, not even your closest friends. And if you won’t listen to reason, then let’s at least make

         the risks you’ll take worthwhile. Maybe there’s something down there, something that can help.”

      


      Samuel nodded but didn’t speak. He wished more than ever that he, too, could climb so that he could see the docking station

         for himself. He longed for adventure of the kind Edgar would have.

      


      Dr. Kincaid sensed there would be no better time to reveal a little more about what Edgar was planning to undertake. “We need

         to talk with Vincent. There are things down there Edgar will need to avoid.”

      


      “What kind of things?” said Isabel.


      Dr. Kincaid wouldn’t answer. He simply smiled with a renewed spirit and departed into the night to search for Vincent.


      As his figure turned to shadow he called back, “To bed with all of you! Come back at the crack of dawn for a plate of Black

         and Green and the beginning of what we must do!”

      


      And then he was gone.


      Isabel, Samuel, and Edgar were left to wonder what sorts of creatures might be hiding on the underside of Atherton.


   

      CHAPTER 3


      EDGAR’S SECRET REVEALED


      Morning came stark and glaring through Isabel’s window at the crack of dawn. She bolted from her bed and peered around the

         corner of her tiny room.

      


      “I was beginning to wonder when you’d wake,” said Isabel’s mother. Isabel turned with a start and saw her mother looking through

         an open window.

      


      “You scared me,” said Isabel. She tried to run her fingers through her long, tangled hair without much success. “Where’s father?”


      “He’s already out in the second-year grove tying up the remaining rows, but he’ll be back for breakfast.”


      Isabel’s mother held up a basket. Inside Isabel could see ripe, juicy figs and a loaf of bread. Not long ago fresh figs were

         rare indeed and bread hadn’t even been known among the  people of the grove. How quickly they’d all become accustomed to such

         extravagance.

      


      “I want to stay, but I can’t,” said Isabel. Even she couldn’t resist tearing a piece of the bread loose and fetching one of

         the many figs. “Dr. Kincaid wants to see us this morning about something. Edgar and Samuel are going to be there, too.”

      


      “Your father expects all of you in the new field by mid-morning,” said her mother. “Don’t be late.”


      Isabel smiled and nodded as her mother handed over the basket of food.


      Her mother stepped aside and Isabel darted past, taking a bite out of the fresh fig and the piece of bread.


      “Clean your teeth along the way. And don’t come back for dinner if you haven’t washed up.”


      Isabel half trotted, half walked down a line of first-year trees as she finished the fig and bread. The first-year trees were

         barely taller than she was, but they ran in long lines all the way down to the edge of the lake. She stopped at one of the

         trees and snapped a little twig off, something she would never have done to a first-year when mean Mr. Ratikan was running

         the grove. But the lake seemed to feed the trees like never before. They were vibrant and healthy and didn’t mind being picked

         at now and then.

      


      She used the twig to scrub her teeth, working it into the corners and along the sides. When she was finished she put the twig

         in her mouth and chewed on it. The twig turned a little soft and Isabel could feel her teeth growing squeaky-clean as the

         bark lifted bits of bread and fig. She spit out the twig and ran for Dr. Kincaid’s cave.

      


      As Isabel came nearer the water’s edge she could see way out into the middle. It was the bluest water one could imagine, bright

         and sparkling, teeming with new life. Cleaners, once dangerous creatures that roamed on land devouring every thing in their

         paths, now lived in the great blue lake at the center of Atherton. Some of them were getting big—really big—but those stayed

         very deep in the lake and didn’t taste very good, or so she was told.

      


      Isabel glanced down the shoreline and saw the herds of sheep on a long, grassy plain. She made her way toward Dr. Kincaid’s

         unusual home and ascended the path between the cluster of giant, egg-shaped rocks until she reached the opening of the cave.

         In place of the fire was a table set for five. Edgar, Samuel, Dr. Kincaid, and Vincent were waiting for her to take her place

         at it.

      


      “I told them to wait,” said Samuel. He was struggling to speak through a big, sloppy mouthful of Black and Green. “But they

         wouldn’t listen.”

      


      “He took the first bite!” said Edgar, who had also just taken an enormous chunk of black meat slathered in green pudding.


      Vincent stood and pulled out Isabel’s chair. His long, thinning hair was pulled back in a tail. His nose had been broken and

         had healed wide and flat against his face. “An excellent hunt last night. Please, join us. And by all means, take as much

         as you like. There’s plenty more inside if we run out.”

      


      Isabel sat and filled her plate with fresh Cleaner from the lake. It wasn’t much to look at, but Black and Green was everyone’s

         favorite food. Better than rabbits or sheep or bread. Even better than figs.

      


      Dr. Kincaid took his walking stick and twisted its top hard and fast. With a click, the end of the stick popped free.


      Edgar felt a sudden pang, remembering how the sculpture of Mead’s Head had operated in much the same way within the House

         of Power. He looked toward the lake and wondered how far below the surface Mead’s Head now lay, and how many Cleaners were

         swarming around it.

      


      “Are you absolutely sure about this?” asked Vincent. His eyes spoke volumes as he stared at Dr. Kincaid. This is a foolish idea. It won’t work. There is still time to change your mind.


      “Of course I’m sure,” said Dr. Kincaid. “And besides, it’s already decided.”


      He stole a glance at Edgar and the boy looked up. He was slurping down a handful of green pudding and only nodded with excitement.

         He appeared to be trying to bulk up for a long journey.

      


      “Ahhhh, here we are then,” said Dr. Kincaid.


      He had removed a piece of rolled-up paper from the inside of the walking stick.


      “You’re full of surprises,” said Edgar. “Is it a map?” asked Samuel. “Does it lead inside Atherton?” There had long been a

         dispute between Samuel, Edgar, and Dr. Kincaid about going back inside. The way was locked, though, and the boys didn’t know

         the combination. Samuel was overwhelmed with curiosity about the inside and wanted to show it to Edgar. It was the one place

         in the world he knew better than Edgar, and he knew his friend would love it inside.
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