Myst Island

Well.

That went well, I thought.

It hasn’t stopped raining since I got here. I don’t suppose it does. The lightning doesn’t let up either. There’s a lot of energy somewhere in this Age. Just not where it’s needed. Behind me, empty shelves, broken frames and a blank and very new brick wall blocking the fireplace. Bit of a tip-off, that. The map lies on the floor at my feet, whatever agency once connected it to the tower gone without trace. 

One wrong choice…

The island’s decaying, much faster than it should. These buildings are stone. Two hundred years should be nothing to them. A closed system, a higher rate of entropic breakdown…looks as if I was right, for all the consolation that is right now. It’s a pocket universe, like almost all the other Ages of the D’ni, a bubble blown in space-time, as big as needed and no bigger, created and sustained by the words. Day and night, atmosphere and gravity and all the rest, all Written or Implied rather than arising from natural laws.

Maybe the Age Book itself is decaying. As the words fade, the world dies. Gods, I hope not. Not a lot I can do about that if it is. Nobody even knows where the Age Book itself is. We’ve only ever seen Linking Books.

File that under long-term problems. There are more immediate ones. Somewhere on this island, there must be a way out.

The destruction in the Library, that was deliberate. Could the rest have been the same? Would they, whoever they were, have gone to the trouble of removing Books that were inaccessible anyway?

Time for a quick tour...

Later.--The ship is heeled over at the dock, its deck half underwater. That might be the easiest one to get to: just shinny along the mast and open the door.

The giant gear atop the rise is practically rusted through. A few good whacks with something hard and I might be able to punch through it. Rather get the power going again, though. Even now I have trouble with the idea of vandalising this place. Geothermal energy, that's how they usually do it at first. That's why this place is running down. Not enough geo to provide the thermal. The lock was clockwork, but to push that much metal around you need a bit of extra power. Or a heck of a counterweight.

The spaceship is open, but the controls and the keyboard are dead. Hmm. Get through that window down below, find out what those gennies run on and get some. Easy. Same goes for the oil or the gas or whatever heats up that boiler. And if I can't do that I'll drive spikes into that frodding tree and lift it out of the hole inch by inch.

Hang on, though. Is there really any point? None of the other Ages lead anywhere except back here. The only possibility of actual escape might be behind a dirty great brick wall back in the Library. Should I not rather be focussing on that? What have the other Ages got?

Resources. Channelwood has, well, wood. Selenitic has loads of stuff. There's a battery and a generator in Stoneship, for frod's sake. If I can't find the means to keep this Age going, well, it

WHOA. Tremor. 

That's never happened here before.

Okay, now I'm worried.

DAY 2

That last but one line I wrote yesterday has been bugging me all night. Well, I assume night: the quality of light got a bit worse, but nothing else changed.

How do I know there haven't been earth tremors here? I've never been here before. I've read up on it, of course, that's how I know where the Books are supposed to be, and there was never a mention of seismic activity in the journals, but this is more than just an assumption. It feels like certainty. And that worries me.

Also hungry. None of the trees are fruit-bearing even if they weren't dying from the inside out, and if there are living quarters on this island they're frodding well concealed. As they would be, of course, this being Atrus' place. Were all the D'ni as paranoid and puzzle-mad as he was? One imagines a D'ni salt-cellar, something like a Rubik Cube. Takes you half an hour to get the salt out, by which time the food is cold, and the lesson is to eat less salt.

Were they all mad?

I've seen one pure D'ni now, if indeed he was--I have no proof one way or the other--and he, well. But then he had been on his own for a longish time.

Frod, I'm hungry. I need to do something.

Later.--Shinny along the mast, he said. Easiest one to get to, he said. All right till the mast breaks under your weight and drops you into the drink. That water was cold, and deeper than I thought. And there are things living in it. One nearly got me. Lots of teeth. Where the frod did they come from? I managed to get back on to the dock, and I sat there for a good ten minutes just shaking. That wood is like balsa. It must be losing actual substance. I don't think the deck would even bear my weight. This is going to be tricky.

There's life here, though. Which means the Age is not dying, or not just dying. It's been sabotaged.

Someone knows where the Age Book is. Which mean*SQUIGGLE*

Sorry. I sneezed. There are germs here too, from the look of it. Great. Absolutely frodding marvellous.

I've got a piece of the broken mast here. I'm wondering if it'll come to a point...

Later again.--Got one!!! It's about five feet long and vaguely fish-shaped. I sharpened the piece of mast with my penknife and fashioned a crude spear, as they say, and then went and dangled myself off the dock till a shoal of them came along. This one was easy. I expect it'll get harder as they get cannier. I'm in the generator hut now. I'm going to try to get a fire going with some of the dead wood so I can try cooking it. I'm not desperate enough to eat it raw yet.

The intent was to trap me here. Which means that, as far as the trapper is concerned, there can be no way for anyone to get in to let me out. The doors you open with Linking Books don't close behind you. So. I wish I was more up on the fine points of linking theory. If you change the Age Book enough, does that affect the Linking Books? I don't think it does. They'll have had to go round and destroy all the Myst Linking Books they could find. 

But the Age Book has to survive. So they have to put it somewhere no-one will ever find it.

I'm chasing my tail here. Time to start that fire and try to gut this thing.

Later again.--Eeeeuuwww. There were things living in that fish. I scraped them out and stomped them, washed the carcass in the water (which probably didn't help) and then speared some chunks on my harpoon and held them over the fire for as long as I could stand. The result tastes horribly salty and rubbery, but I managed to get some down and it hasn't come up again yet. I may be able to live on this for a while. If I can find a vessel of some sort I can boil some of the water to get the salt out, maybe.

Froddit, Robinson Crusoe had less than I do, and he did okay.

Been down to look at the generators. The glass seems quite solid still, but I'm sure I can get through it. And if I can't make them work, I can cannibalise them for copper wire and rig up a kite to catch the lightning. One way or another, I am getting off this island.

I've got to.

???

woke up. dark. feel strange.

got to warn people. made wrong choice. got to tell them not to do what I did. not to trust

heard something. behind me. can't move. can hardly write. somethings down there. with the machines. theyve come to finish me off to punish me made wrong choice got to move

him. hes here too. standing in the doorway. silhouetted by the lightning. smiling down at me. just like on jnanin. know now why they all hated him. his sons saavedro even his father. so smug so self assured so convinced he was right. thats why dni fell. all convinced they were right. every one of them. got to tell people. pleaseif anyone finds this warn everyone not to be sure of asntthi

coming up the stairs. cant even turn round. Cant

DAY 3

Well, I'm calling it Day 3 even though I don't know how long I've been out, because it makes me feel better, okay?

I don't remember writing any of that last bit. Mind you, I also don't remember getting the model ship from the basin and propping it up outside to collect the rainwater. It's probably just as full of micro-nasties as anything else, but it tastes great. Stupid of me not to think of that sooner.

I'm weak and drained, but on the mend I think. I'm hoping it wasn't the fish-beastie, because I haven't got a whole lot else to eat here. I'll have to try and spear another one later on.

How would I remember how Atrus looked in J'nanin? I couldn't, obviously. I must have been fabricating memories from what I've read. I've never thought of him as being smug before. Illness does peculiar things to the brain. First, though, to the clock.

Or maybe in a little while. My legs don't seem to be in the mood right now. It occurs to me that if I can unfasten one of those levers, it might be enough to punch through the metal of the big gear, or the glass downstairs, or something.

I don't think there was anything down there. I think I just imagined that. Like I imagined Atrus or whoever it was.

I'll get up in a little while. Still too tired.

Later.--I went and checked out the clock. There's a trap in the ceiling that lets you look at the works. I don't know much about this stuff, but it looks as if someone tried to open the big gear without the power assistance I talked about earlier. The main axle jumped its bearings, and one of the cogs is cracked right across. There's no way it's going to work even if I could find the main power source and get it going again. It's vandalise or nothing.

The levers down below are just screwed in. I got the biggest one out easily, and it has a nice heft to it. Whether it's strong enough to punch through what's left of the big gear...

Thinking about all these artifacts. The skillset needed to build this lot, not to mention the raw materials and ancillary processing kit, would be astronomical. I'm inclining more and more to the theory that some if not all of it was Written in. I know the accepted wisdom is that you can't Write artifacts into an Age...but then there are those Moiety daggers, and by the time of the Revelation journals Atrus and Catherine were both happily and openly Writing made objects into Ages. Why not before that? Maybe Stoneship was an early experiment, before Myst.

That, or somewhere there's an Age which is all iron foundries and stone quarries and builder's yards, and everything took a lot longer than we think it did.

Missing Ages. Where did the food come from that Atrus and Catherine ate while they lived here? Who helped him with his building work while the boys were too young and Catherine was busy? If I know one thing, it's that Atrus never knowingly used the bahro. The very idea would have horrified him. The only way he could possibly do without this vast infrastructure is if he could Write stuff directly into an Age.

I wish I could Write a Chinese takeaway into this one. I'd settle for MacDonald’s, for frod's sake.

Ah well. Off for my daily date with Mister Bitey. Maybe I'll try a fricassee tonight...

And tomorrow, I'll get through that gear and see if the Mechanical Age Book is still there.

DAY 4

SUCCESS! 

I managed to punch a big enough hole in the side of the gear to crawl into the space inside, and there was the Book, untouched. I didn’t link straight through—it wasn’t actually easy, and I was shattered—but went back and gathered some more dead wood and stacked it in the generator hut to dry out, and then had a sit down. I’m not actually designed for high adventure.

But I am writing this now in the Mechanical Age.

Odd name for it, really, given that the only mechanical thing I know here is this fortress, and Atrus and his sons put that in to protect a people against armed attack by a fleet of mysterious black ships. Where the people are, is a mystery: the only land mass visible is the fortress itself. But that’s what he called it: the journal has a cog on the cover and everything.

Fortress. That’s another thing. I’m not a military type, but to my untutored eye this place looks about as defensible as a small stuffed plush rabbit. It doesn’t even have a door. Its one capability is to go round and round. There aren’t any weapons, or places where they could have been. I mean, I could see Sirrus and Achenar gutting it before moving on, but in that case there would be the remains at least. And yet, according to Atrus, this place held off an attack by the black ships. At least one.

What kind of wussies were they? “By the Great Horn Spoon, me maties, ‘t is a terrifying small fortress that goes round and round! Hard about, Mister Bo’sun, and make all sail for Tortuga!” I can’t see it somehow.

How much of what Atrus wrote is actually true?

Later.—Well, I’ve come up with a theory. Which, like all good theories, raises more questions than it answers, but it seems to fit all the facts.

It was a game.

It was a game Atrus played with his sons. There were no black ships, or if there were he made ‘em. Him being Atrus, of course, it was a serious game with high educational content. He and the boys built the fortress together, and when the time came for the attack he maybe stationed them on the outlying rocks and they went “Bang! Bang!” at the black ships till they turned tail and ran like the lily-livered cowards they were. Lots of useful engineering stuff there, not to mention strategic thinking, and nobody actually hurt.

Sirrus and Achenar, of course, were kings of their respective countries, and their throne rooms were outfitted to reflect this. I looked again at the note from Achenar in Sirrus’s hidey-hole. It’s a kid’s note to another kid, role-playing. I checked out the bottles in the rack. I’m not precisely sure what two-hundred-year-old wine should smell like, but it should have been more alcoholic than what I smelled. Two-hundred-year-old orange squash is nearer the mark.

Of course there are things in the rooms and the hidey-holes that must have been added later, when they were more, um, grown-up (the cage springs to mind—still makes me shudder), but the sheer profusion of toys should have been a tip-off. What mature psychopath is amused by a clockwork bird that turns its head and flaps its wings? This “fortress” was a playhouse. Again, there’s nowhere to live in it, and I’m pretty sure if there were a secret entrance I would have found it. They played all day and went home for tea. And Atrus wrote up a solemn, serious journal about it, which for some reason the boys didn’t burn when they torched the rest of the library on Myst.

Which deals a fairly decisive blow to the “Atrus neglected his children” theory, which never struck me as particularly plausible anyway.

Anyway. I had a reason for coming here. Off to do some more exploring.

DAY 5

Not too bad a haul from Mechanical Age. Various useful bits and bobs--it's nice to drink rainwater out of a glass instead of a two-foot-long wooden ship. No food, though. Well, if I'm right, there wouldn't be. But I think I'm getting the hang of cooking the fish-beasties; I was only sick once last night. And it's nice to know I have somewhere to go where it isn't raining.

My theory does rather cast a doubt on Atrus's other writings, though. How much of the rest of it was made-up stories? Perhaps he wrote them to amuse himself as well. Maybe he Wrote the Age and then made up a story about it. I'm unlikely to find out at this late stage, of course.

Stoneship has to be the next one. The Selenitic Book is virtual in some way and needs power, and the Channelwood Book is going to be physically the hardest to get to.

There are a lot more D'ni secrets here than just the Art. How did those pictures in the Library control the outer door and the bookcase? How did the map control the tower rotation? I checked it out this morning. It's just a map. No connections, no electronics at all, but the locations glow, and turning the tower on the map turns the tower in reality (or would if it was there). Doubtless there are those who would maintain that it simply links you into a succession of almost-identical Ages where the tower is a little further round, but I tend to think not. Call me bigoted if you like.

Tired. Schlepping stuff backwards and forwards. More tomorrow.

DAY 6

Stoneship Age, if I remember rightly, had a population of about ten, all of whom arrived out of nowhere, if Atrus’s journal is to be believed. Like all the Ages of Myst, it was empty when the Stranger arrived. It was his first attempt to Write an artifact into an Age, and he slightly miscalculated the spatial co-ordinates; an easy enough mistake to make, as anyone who’s tried to park a car in a confined space can testify.

I can’t recall how old the boys were when he first went there. That would have been a good index to how early in his development as a Writer it was. I wish whoever it was hadn’t nicked all the books. With Mechanical they were old enough to help him with the fortress. In Channelwood he decided they were old enough to be left on their own. 

Not that the question is of any importance right now. Stoneship has power sources. There are pumps somewhere that may run on the same fuel as the generators, and there’s that hand-cranked Wimshurst machine or whatever and the battery. I can use those. I have one source of electricity now, but the voltage is way too high, and I don’t know how to get it to deliver in a steady stream rather than one big burst. Had to take it, though. I do not believe in cages, especially electrified ones.

There must be another way to get to those generators. I really don’t like the idea of smashing that window. Every time I look at the big gear I feel guilty. Besides, I’ve tried and my lever didn’t even put a dent in it. It doesn’t make sense that Atrus couldn’t get at them to service them. I think he had his own way round this island, a D’ni way. I think there are tunnels.

Just got to find them.

Stoneship first, though. If I can heave the bit of mast on the dock back round, I think I can still use it as a ladder. Failing that, I may consider pole-vaulting.


Later.—Well, that took a few years off my life.

I stripped off (who’s going to see?) and left my clothes in the relative dry, and wandered down to the dock. After some groaning and heaving, I managed to get the broken mast positioned so that, had I been Burt Lancaster or someone, I could have strolled along it and leapt nimbly to the deck. Being me, I crawled along it with my eyes shut till I thought I was over the deck and then fell off. In a controlled fashion, of course, and being aware that the deck was forty-five degrees from the horizontal.

I wasn’t expecting the entire concern to start sliding further into the water.

As I scrabbled for something to brace myself on, I had time to wonder if D’ni Books were waterproof. I suspect they’re jolly resistant, but prolonged immersion would almost certainly start to remove the ink, or else what did Catherine ever do with Atrus’s cuffs? The water was creeping up around my knees. I stood in a sort of Colossus of Rhodes posture, one foot on the deck, the other on the rail, and flopped forward till I could reach the knob of the door with the Book behind it.

Yahvo, or whoever, was with me. The Book was on a chair, which was floating serenely upright. Not even damp. I grabbed the Book and threw it on to the path above the dock, grabbed the chair as an afterthought and threw that too, and started swimming as the ship slid none too gracefully beneath the waves and the fish-beasties started to close in. I just made it. And again with the groaning and the heaving. 

When I felt a little better, I went up to the gear and grabbed the Mechanical Book too, and stashed them both on the shelf in the Library. Then I took the chair back to my haven in the generator hut, made up the fire and sat warming myself till I felt dry enough to put my clothes back on. Silly affectation really, as I get soaked whenever I go anywhere on this island, but habits are hard to break. Besides, I keep feeling as if someone’s watching me.

There was another little tremor today as well. So far they’re fairly infrequent, and quite light: I could almost have put this one down to my imagination. It was, however, a sharp reminder that I don’t have infinite time here: maybe only weeks, or days. 

There’s a fun thought.

DAY 7

I don’t believe it. It’s raining as hard here as it is on Myst.

I don’t remember the journals saying anything about rain. Maybe the Stranger didn’t think it worth mentioning. Or maybe someone’s got to this Age as well. No, because the pumps and everything are still working. I don’t know.

On the other hand, the lads’ accommodations are completely watertight and quite palatial, and their power seems to be independent of the generator in the lighthouse. Which of course it would be. I can’t see Sirrus nipping out every ten minutes for a quick crank. Erm, if you know what I mean.

I imagine the Stranger, possibly scandalised by Sirrus’s decadence and Achenar’s brutality, only stayed long enough to find the requisite bits and then got out quick. Thus he didn’t spot the cunningly concealed secret doors in the walls that led to the ensuite bathrooms and wardrobes. 

My gods, there’s hot water. I may be some time...

Later.--Achenar seems to be about my size, and has some fine piratical outfits, big kid that he is. Was. 

I can’t describe how much better I feel now than I did an hour ago. Clean self, clean dry clothes, and I’m writing this reclining on the most luxurious bed I have ever encountered (Sirrus’s, of course). That’s it. I’m sleeping here from now on. There’s clean linen in a closet (haven’t found a washing machine, but one thing at a time) and a bath, with soap, and towels. For each room. 

It never made sense to me that there was no trace of the usual offices, or of the boys’ possessions other than a few remnants. They certainly didn’t have time to come back and strip the place, and I can’t see Mum and Dad doing it. Still haven’t found a kitchen, but that may be on the ship itself. 

And yes, dear journal, I know I ought to be checking out the pumps, looking for their fuel supply, seeing if I can demount the generator and the battery and still find my way down here, looking for stuff I can take back to Myst, all that good stuff...but I have spent the past week sleeping in my clothes on a packed-earth floor, propped up against a brick wall, with the smoke from an open fire getting into my eyes and lungs and the wind blowing rain in at me. I didn’t get a lot of rest. I’m going to make up for that. I declare today officially Sunday, and I’m frodding well having a lie-in.

DAY 8

Again, I’m assuming I didn’t sleep through more than one day…

Woke up feeling heavy and sluggish, and hungry (no fish-beasties here). Washed and dressed, including a stout waterproof overcoat, and went to investigate the room inside the ship.

I’m guessing that Anna must have told Atrus and the boys stories of pirates when they were young. The ship itself, in all its incarnations, is a surface-style sailing ship rather than a D’ni boat, and these clothes are just too much like pictures of Blackbeard and such to be coincidental. Kind of fun, though. Come next Talk Like A Pirate Day, I’ll be set.

Looks as if the room in the ship was where they ate. I found crockery and cutlery in a cupboard, along with the Myst book, which morphed out of a table in a most alarming manner and wouldn’t be parted from it. More mysteries. How did they do that? Still didn’t find a kitchen, or even a galley. It occurs to me that if you really wanted to be ostentatious in D’ni, you could have your home spread over half a dozen different Ages…

Eventually I stopped wasting time and went to investigate the pumps. It looks as if the bit under the umbrella is just the controls, which makes sense, but if I have to go tearing up the floorboards of an underwater place I shall be strongly inclined to let it go. I worked them a few times in an attempt to localise the sound—if I can hear them they can’t be buried that deep. Too many reflective surfaces, though.

Linked back to Myst and pronged a fish-beastie for lunch, and by the time I had got the fire going again to cook it I was almost too tired to eat. You know how your brain goes cotton wool when the blood sugar gets too low. I managed to force some of it down, though, and within five minutes of it starting to hit the system I had an idea. So I linked back and went to look at the rear end of the ship.

It was almost impossible to spot, but I found the catch that opens it up. There were the pumps, and the main generator. Well, there wasn’t anywhere else they could be really. I had to do some trogging back and forth to try to work out which pump led where, but eventually I managed to finagle them so that all the areas were kept dry at the same time. If I need to flood any of them, I can do it with the buttons, but emptying it again won’t automatically flood the other two. Which is a relief.

The generator was tougher. I couldn’t see any kind of fuel reservoir, or connection that might indicate one. What the frodding thing runs on I don’t know. But if it’s the same as the ones on Myst, and this one has chugged along nicely untended for two centuries, what do I have to do to get the others going?

I’d kill for some chocolate right now. Or even a cup of tea. Ah, the joy of raised expectations.

Anyway, by the time I finished with all that I was soaking wet again, so I went back to Sirrus’s suite and got myself clean and dry. I’ll sleep on the problem and see what emerges tomorrow.

DAY 10

I'm stymied. I can't figure out what powers that frodding generator, so I can't use it to power anything on Myst. I keep opening it up and looking at it, and it goes chug-chug-chug in a smug, sneering sort of way at me, and I shut it again and go back inside where it's dry and warm. I haven't linked back to Myst except to eat in two days. And I'm really getting tired of fish-beastie.

Fortunately, Sirrus's little stash went south long ago--the ampoules have a brown stain in the bottom and nothing else, and the pills have turned into a chalky agglomerated mess. I'm bored, but I'm too comfortable to move on. And, of course, I can't move on. Without power, those other Books might as well be on the moon.

Been thinking about infinity. It's an ungainly concept for human minds, especially when applied to real things. Mathematicians love playing with it; they have several flavours of infinity, and they add them and subtract them and still have infinity at the end, which is fine for numbers. When you start applying that kind of thinking to universes, you run into trouble.

There are those, for instance, who would say that there are an infinite number of deadMysts with me in them, and an infinite number where I arrived at a slightly different time, or did slightly different things, and an infinite number where I didn't arrive at all, and the same goes for everyone in an infinite number of universes. All part of the Great Tree, they say. To me that isn't a Tree, it's a thorn thicket, and a mess as well. Wasteful is what it is.

It may be true...but what then? What difference does it make to me? The only difference I can see is that if it's true, none of what I or Atrus or the boys did matters a flying frod. So Sirrus and Achenar destroyed a bunch of Ages. There are an infinite number of universes where they didn't, so what does it matter? Why bother making the right choice? If I don't, another infinite number of me's will.

I bet that was the source of the suffering the D'ni and their heirs caused. It wasn't thinking they were gods that made them mad, it was thinking they were meaningless, they were nothing. There was no reason for them to be good. The multiverse was just too frodding big. No-one would notice, no-one would care.

You have to believe that this is the reality, that you're it, that what you do matters. One Atrus Wrote one Myst, one set of sons burned one Library, one me made the wrong choice, and it matters. And one me is stuck here.

Gods, this is depressing. I'm going back to Myst to look for those tunnels.

DAY 11

I didn't make it yesterday. I went back to sleep instead. Four times. I'm sleeping too much, and I know what that means. So this morning I made myself come back here, and I'm sitting in my old haunt, the generator hut, watching the rain and fighting the urge to link back to Stoneship and go back to bed.

Yeesha was so wrong. The living heart of a people is important, yes, but cities and buildings are the outward expression of that heart, of all that was good as well as all that was bad. And people give life to things when they make them, to places when they build on them, and once they're alive killing them is just as much murder as killing a person. There was life in D'ni, even now, after all those years uninhabited, and it deserves better than to be dismissed. There is life in Myst island, even now, and I'm watching it ebbing away with no clue how to prevent it. Places have an importance and a soul of their own, and she can't see it.

Did she make the changes in the Age Book? Did she murder Myst? 

It wouldn't seem like murder to her, of course, any more than killing a bahro would seem like murder to an ancient D'ni. We all have our blind spots. But she hates the place, that much is clear. And any act of destruction done out of hate is murder, because only something living can engender hate.

If I ever get out of here, I'm going to find that Age Book, learn to Write, find the corrections and erase them. Even if it resets the island to bare grass and trees and rock, as long as it's living again, that would be enough...but I'd prefer to get it back the way it was when Atrus and Catherine were living here. It deserves to live.

I found a blocked-off arch, down below the path to the spaceship, which might be the tunnel entrance. The bit of wall blocking it looks to be movable...but the kicker is, what powers it? If I can't get into the tunnels to rekindle the power source, I can't get into the tunnels to rekindle the power source.

I need to find something that works. If there is anything, it'll be hidden behind something that doesn't. That frodding brick wall in the fireplace, the blocked arch itself, or...

Wait a minute.

DAY 12

I picked up my trusty lever, strode down to the dock and started hammering away at the door to the fore-chamber. Half an hour later I packed it in. I ached all over, my hands were blistered and the door was barely dented.

I'm pretty convinced that there's something in there. A way into the tunnels, maybe, or a clue or something. I may be deluding myself. I am not the Stranger, and this is not Myst as he or she knew it. No-one has set this puzzle up for me to solve--if anything, the opposite is true. I am meant to fail here. To grow old and die, futilely scrabbling at unresponsive switches and locked doors and bricked-up openings, trying to give life back to a corpse.

Well, all right. If that's what it takes. There's lightning enough. I haven't given up on those kites yet.

I had another bash a bit later, and I think given a week's concerted hammering I might get through that door. It certainly won't open any other way. On that basis I had a meal, came back to Stoneship and went to bed. I am now stiff as a plank, but quite eager to get back to work. 

What was I saying? Oh yes. Puzzling thing about the D'ni, their obsession with puzzling. Consider. You want to keep a Book safe, what do you do? Put it in a big metal box with a lock that only has two keys, give one to your beloved and keep the other yourself? No, you stick it in a room in a ship and then sink the ship, but fix it so that it comes up again when someone follows a certain set of clues. Does that seem a trifle over-complicated to you? Was it all of them, or just Atrus and his kin? They obviously weren't serious about burglar-proofing the Books, or the locked-box approach would have commended itself as simple, efficient and economical to boot. I'm sure Atrus could have come up with a key pattern no picklock could duplicate. Mind you, two of them are safe enough now, with the power off.

Don't suppose I'll ever know, anyway.

Later.--I'm through. I'm so tired I can barely see, I'm soaked through again and my hands are bleeding quite a lot, but I've made a hole the size of my arm and I can see the passage through it. And there are lights at the end. Something on this frodding island still works.

A tin opener would be favourite right now, but alas, I shall just have to keep bashing. Thank gods for the weak spot or whatever it was I found in the door. First of all I'm going to wrap up these hands before I catch something exotic from the rusty edges. 

I wonder if whoever reads this will know what I'm going on about. Will the secrets of the D'ni be common knowledge by the time someone links through to this island and finds my bones? Or will I simply be an anonymous lunatic, raving about magic books and alien creatures on a remote island somewhere?

I'm longing for dry clothes and a warm bed to die in, but I'm going to keep going till I’ve widened the hole enough to get through. Here we go again...

DAY 14

Note to self: you know that mental tunnel vision you get when you're really tired, when you can only focus on the thing you're doing and you can't stop doing it? Try not to let that happen.

I think a veil had best be drawn over most of the last day and a bit. Suffice to say I got through the door and into the fore-chamber, where I found the holographic imager and its control panel, both in working order, and absolutely nothing else. No other way out, no hidden panels that I could find, no stash of Linking Books and tinned food, nothing. I think I went a bit peculiar at that point. 

Anyway, I finally recovered enough of my senses to come back here to Stoneship, and today I'm sore and aching but reasonably sane, despite the huge disappointment. I hadn't realised just how much hope I'd pinned on getting through that door, on what I thought I might find in here. I should have known there'd be nothing more than the Stranger described in his journal...though the logic of that room, all by itself in the side of the island, defeats me. Maybe Atrus thought the imager was too dangerous to keep anywhere else, or something. I don't know.

However, I may have lost the battle but not the war. That room has power, which means it must get in somewhere. I shall follow the standard rule in these circumstances--press and turn and push and pull anything that will move--and find a way to make it useful to me. There are ninety-six number codes to try on the imager, and I notice there's a button round the back as well. The possibilities are finite, but many and various. 

I will not be beaten.

DAY 16 or 17—let’s say 16

I found something.

Just going through the combinations and pressing both buttons, one after the other. I think part of my brain melted a while back. But when I hit 37 (significant number) I found a message, and I'm pretty sure it's new. She was an old, old woman, but who else could it be?

"If the king put aside his crown to be a farmer, then the subjects will run wild and there shall be no law. If the farmer put aside his tools to be a poet, then the land will grow to seed and there shall be no food. If the poet put aside his pen to spend his days sleeping, then the ink will run dry and there shall be no words. And there shall be no poet, and no farmer, and no king.

"I was so wrong, and I have failed yet again. There is no easy answer to the problem of power. It may be that no-one can help, but if anyone can, it is the one who reads. May you find a way to free yourself. Consider the stars."

Thanks a lot, lady. Riddles as usual--I suppose she can't help it. But it seems I'm needed again. And now I have another reason to try and get off this island.

Later.--Just a few tries later I hit real pay dirt. The blocked-up arch under the path to the rocket is now unblocked. If I'm right it could blow this whole island wide open. Um, not literally, that is. I hope.

Still processing what Y. (if it was Y.) told me. She must have sent the message back through time somehow. Time travel has always been implicit in linking tech--every locus in spacetime is unique, and if you can describe a particular point on the time axis well enough to Write a Linking Book, then it stands to reason you can link to that point in the Age's history. It looks as though once the Book is Written, time in the two Ages is synchronised, but there's no reason why the linking point should be the same chronologically.

Which neatly kyboshes some of my earlier conclusions about the state of decay of this place. If this could be Myst two thousand or two million years in the future, then all bets are off. I'm thinking that it would be easier to Write to the past rather than the future, though, as Yeesha must have done to leave the message.

And she has the brass neck to expect me to help out again. 

And I will. Of course. Assuming I can get off Myst in the first place. I must be the biggest sucker in creation. No, let's be honest. What she said chimes with some of my more heretical thoughts, and I want the chance to see if I was right. There isn't an easy answer to the problem of power. Abdication is just that, putting your head under the bedclothes and pretending the monster isn't there.

Consider the stars...

DAY 18

That was a waste of time. I carried on going through the imager codes till I got to 82 and discovered I hadn't written down 54, 71 or 77. Clearly my brain was trying to tell me something, so I linked back to Stoneship and went to bed.

I woke up feeling a lot better. The fish-beasties are indeed starting to cotton on: I had to dangle myself in the water for a good long while before one of them ventured within puncturing range. I wish I thought there was likely to be edible food anywhere else in these Ages. Even if I find Atrus' and Catherine's kitchen, though, anything left there will be two centuries past its sell-by date, won't it?

When I finish this I'm going to go and see where that arch leads. I've been putting it off because I don't think I can bear another disappointment right now.

Consider the stars. Easy to say. I wonder if she happened to notice that there aren't any? The planetarium's just a little knackered at the moment, Stoneship and Myst are both eight-eighths cloud cover all the time, and I didn't see any stars in Mechanical Age either. If I remember the journals aright, Selenitic was shrouded in fog and Channelwood didn't have a day/night cycle. There's only one place I could consider the stars, and that's

Frod. That was annoying.

I came over all unnecessary there for a minute. I'm a reasonably harmless kind of person, but at this moment if I had to kill someone to get home I'd have a spirited try at it. Which is bad and wrong, I know that, but right now I could sympathise with Gehn. He only thought he was trapped, of course...his way home was right at his feet, and he covered it with metal and peered nervously at it through a telescope...but if he felt anything like this it would have been kinder to kill him.

Later.--I may have something. I MAY HAVE SOMETHING.

The arch leads to a passage which terminates in a room with another number board. Four digits this time, ten thousand combinations, so I won't be going through those one at a time. Round the back of it, though, there's a nifty little switch that closes the arch again...and opens another passage, leading directly under the tower.

Or it would, except there's been a rubblefall and the way's blocked. That's all right, though. Manual labour I can do. I've got somewhere to go to, something to work towards. I feel so much better.

I need to get back to work. More later.
DAY 19

It's actually day 22 or thereabouts. I keep doing this. I start doing something and I just don't stop. Working at something blocks out the heebie-jeebies, I suppose. Anyway, I made it back to Stoneship and collapsed again.

I'm a fair way into the tunnel. No sign of an end to the blockage yet, but I found a torn scrap of paper with writing on it. Hers, of course.

"...at last. They have accepted me as their counsellor. This time we will not fail. How can a people seek leastness when they will not relinquish their pride? For pride comes in so many forms. Even my father..."

I wonder where the rest of it is.

Not much to report for four days of solid slog. Maybe in another four days.

DAY 23

I'm through.

That was an awful lot of rubble. I had to carry it outside armful by armful. I pitched it into the sea, which must have startled the fish-beasties round that side. I can't tell you how I ache. But I did it. I got through. And yes, the tunnels do run all the way under the island.

I found the rest of that paper of Yeesha's. Mostly just crowing about having persuaded the D'ni survivors to give up the Art and all their technology and live simply. All very Thoreau, if that's the bloke I'm after. Well, good for her. Personally I think she's cuckoo, but that's just me. I can't see how it bears on the imager message, if indeed it does.

One of the tunnel branches ends up in a room that I think must be under the log cabin, and yes, the Channelwood book is there. Another curves round and comes out in a long room full of humped shapes in a row, with the glimmer of glass at the end. And another leads to a very nice if long-neglected set of living quarters, with steps up to the back of the bookcase in the Library. If the bookcase were folded down to access the passage to the tower, these steps would be completely inaccessible. No wonder the Stranger never saw any of this.

But it's the other tunnel that I'm interested in now. It terminates in a chamber right smack beneath the centre of the island. There's a machine there, with a dome, bolted securely over a hole in the ground. It's warm down there, very warm, and there's a tension. I think maybe I've been wrong. The geothermal energy isn't running out at all. It's been shut off. I just have to work out how to open it up again, preferably without blowing the island to kingdom come, and who knows what might happen.

Not tonight, though. I've been digging almost solidly for days, and my brain wouldn't strain cabbage right now. There's a control panel but I can't make sense of it. I'm going back to Stoneship and to bed while this still feels like progress. I think it is. I hope it is.

Oh, one other thing. Another piece of paper. Five odd-looking shapes, roughly shaded in different colours. No idea what that's for, but I'm hanging on to it. May come in handy, you never know.
DAY 25

I can't make sense of this.

The control panel is round, about two feet across, and around the edge are seventy-two (I counted them) round holes about an inch across and about half an inch deep. In the middle are three pairs of levers, surrounding a little display screen that shows three concentric circles each with a gap in it. Etched lines run up from each pair of levers to a sort of tree diagram with coloured blobs at the junctions. And along the bottom are five pins, stuck into holes, each one bearing a different colour and symbol: clock hands, crystal, flowing water, wind, and heat from a crack in the earth.

I can see kind of what I'm supposed to do, I think. I have to work out how to power each pair of levers, align the circles to the right bearing to open up one of the holes, and shove in the pins one at a time. There's a big red button and a catch-tray below, presumably to reset the thing if I get it wrong. It would be doable. If I only knew which pin was supposed to go in which hole.

I seem to remember that when the Stranger was on Selenitic he had to associate a compass bearing with each of these symbols. That could be it. Except that I don't have the bearings. I could find them, if I could get to Selenitic, but I can't get to Selenitic because I can't power up the frodding ship.

I must be missing something. 

Can't be the Selenitic bearings anyway: they were accurate down to tenths of a degree, and these would only work in five-degree increments. Frod it all, I can't be beaten now. I can't have come all this way, worked so hard, just to be stopped by a stupid puzzle.

Later.--I found the switches that power the levers. They're two-position valves, water-powered, and there's a tap above them which still runs when I turn it on. I've left it off because I don't know where the water comes from or how much there is left.

Spent rather too much time sitting feeling sorry for myself. I should link back to Stoneship and get myself cleaned up: I might feel better then. But it seems like too much effort, and once again I'm faced with the realisation that all this is just avoidance behaviour, running round in circles and burying myself in pointless busywork, trying to ignore the fact that my real problem, getting home, is as far away from a solution as ever. What does it matter if I power up the island? What does it matter if I get to Selenitic and Channelwood? The only way out of this set of Ages, if it's even still there, is behind a newly-Written brick wall in the Library fireplace, and to get through that I'm going to need either a fifteen-pound sledge hammer, or a pen. And the Myst Age Book, of course. Wherever that may be. Probably locked in a cupboard in the remains of Tomahna.

Channelwood runs on water power.

Channelwood (the valves)
Selenitic (the symbols)
Mechanical (the levers)

Stoneship.

What does Stoneship have to do with this panel?

That gives me a reason to go back there. Thank frod for that. Maybe my brain will work better after a bath and a sleep. It's a puzzle, froddit. It's soluble. It must be.

Still later.--Stomach cramps. I've been trying to ignore them, but they're getting worse and lasting longer. I'm also noticing that Achenar's piratical shirts and breeches don't fit me so well any more. I've had to make two new holes in his piratical belt, and I'm contemplating a third.

This could be a problem. If I don't find some other source of food I shall be too feeble to swing that fifteen-pound sledge I haven't got. The larders on Myst are bare, and there's no food on Mechanical or Stoneship. Not that it would be any good by now anyway. I said that before, didn't I?

Anyway, I can't sleep, so I've been thinking. Thoughts like: where was Everdunes' place of protection? Where was Tide's? There are only the four hidey-holes on this island, unless the tunnels go down even deeper. And they're clearly designed for the Ages that got put in them. As if only those four Ages were important. Or as if there were only those four Ages here. Atrus only says "most of my books have been destroyed." Doesn't say they were Age Books. The surviving ones on the shelves are journals. Maybe they all were. Maybe Sirrus and Achenar didn't destroy any Age Books at all...just plundered the Ages themselves.

I don't know. I should be thinking about trying to get that geothermal power generator started again. It's probably something wildly simple that I'm overlooking. The missing link is to do with Stoneship, I'm sure of it, but I've been through both sets of rooms, the ship itself, all round the outside of the rocks, and I can't see it. I

Oh gods, that was a bad one. Feel sick. Going to end up dying here. No help to Y or anyone.

I'm so sorry.

DAY 26

Not dead yet. Not feeling any better, but not dead yet.

My mind keeps going round and round. I've taken all this at face value for years and it doesn't make any sense. Atrus put the four Age Books in their "places of protection" after the burning of the Library: that much is obvious from the message. So where were they before? If they were on the shelf they would have been burned, surely. And how come the four journals that were spared the burning just happened to be those relating to the four surviving Ages?

Either the boys were very selective in their burning (the book of fireplace patterns got spared as well) or the Ages were never in any danger.

D'ni. Their minds were as labyrinthine as their caverns. I've always admired that, being a single-track thinker myself. The danger of madness must be correspondingly higher, though. Who knows what monsters you might run into round those twisty passages of thought... Atrus has always seemed the sanest and most straightforward of the lot, but suppose...just suppose...

The boys were bad lots. That much is obvious. But suppose they were innocent of the burning?

Suppose Atrus did it himself?

I can't believe that. If it's true it calls everything into question.

It's so hard to think through this. I wish it would just stop. I haven't eaten in over a day. If you call it eating. Still roasting fish-beastie over an open fire because the stove in the living area under Myst doesn't work without power. Only I haven't had the energy to go and catch the things, let alone all the cleaning and gutting and getting the fire going. Mystics do this to themselves to have visions and dream dreams. All I get is cramps and nightmares. I wake up in bed convinced the lights have gone out and I have to crawl across to the lighthouse and crank that frodding generator again, and then crawl through the passage to the compass rose. Sometimes I dream I'm doing it, and there are thi

Oh gods. Could it really be that simple?

Damn your twisty mind, Atrus. I've got to try it.

Later.--I am so stupid. It was obvious.

There's only one compass bearing in Stoneship. There's only one symbol in Selenitic that's relevant. I got back to the machine. I counted twenty-seven holes down from the top. I switched the valves and used the levers to align all the circles to one hundred and thirty-five degrees. Then I took the pin with the symbol of heat coming out of a crack in the earth, and put it into the hole. It went all the way in, with a series of clunks, and for a second I was sure it was going to reappear in the catch-tray.

Then there was a low thrumming noise that rose and steadied to a regular pulse, and the lights came on. I mean properly came on: they were giving off a dim glow before, just enough to see by. Now they're bright as day. The whole tunnel system is brilliantly lit. I went back up to the generator room. As I opened the door the lights came on beyond the glass, row upon row of them, and I could see right to the back where I'd left the door from the tunnels wedged open. I went back to the library: the lights were on. And as I picked up the map, it lit up with all the marker switch locations, and when I put it against the wall, it clung as if magnetised.

The machines are still mostly broken. There's still no food in the kitchen, even though the stove works and I'm sure the water from the tap will be drinkable any day now. I'm still trapped. But dear sweet gods, I did something. I made something happen.

I'm not helpless!

DAY 28

The rain's stopped. I didn't expect that.

I can see a possible reason for it, of course...with the geothermal energy not being tapped, maybe the heat spread back across the ocean bed, heating the water and causing it to evaporate faster and form clouds, and so on. I just wouldn't have expected it to happen this quickly. Not that I'm complaining, of course. My gods, the feeling of not being rained on...

Of course, this is probably going to knock my food supply on the head. As the sea cools, the fish-beasties will either die off or head further out. Not that that matters. I can't eat another one of those things anyway. I'm pretty much resigned to the fact that I'm going to starve to death. It's a good thing I was fairly well-covered when I arrived. The cramps have gone off a bit now, and as long as I don't try and do too much or move too fast I can still get around.

Oh, the surviving journals turned up as well: Stoneship and the others. They were in a cupboard in what I can only assume was Atrus's workroom. There was another one there, about an Age he called Rime, that I hadn't encountered in my reading before I set off. The back page has instructions (in graphic form) for opening the arch under the path to the spaceship, and a four-figure number which I bet you're supposed to put into that control panel I keep banging my head on. If I felt a bit better I'd go and have a look...but I'm very much afraid it's all a bit too late for that. I don't think I'll be visiting any more of the Ages.

Maybe if I'd been a bit quicker...solved the puzzles earlier...I don't know. What's done is done, anyway. I did my best, and it wasn't good enough. Barring a miracle, I'm pretty much done.

DAY 29

Clearly some part of me isn't quite ready for the quiet and dignified exit. I went to sleep in Sirrus's bed half convinced I wouldn't wake up again and, overall, reasonably reconciled to that, and woke up it felt like seconds later when I banged my head on that stupid thing in the tunnels. By the time the pretty lights stopped flashing I was in the kitchen clawing at the empty cupboards. I must have actually linked from Stoneship to Myst in my sleep.

Anyway, I'd just got control of myself when I stubbed my toe on two big stone jars in a corner of the room. I honestly can't remember if I'd seen them there before: the light had been a lot poorer and my general mental state hasn't been too brilliant of late. There was a tight wax seal round the necks, which were wide enough to get a man's hand in: I found a knife and prised the seal off, loosened the lids and opened them.

You have never smelled anything so heavenly in your life. One jar was full of a reddish-brown powder, the other of a creamy yellow powder, a bit finer. I put a moistened finger in and tasted each in turn. They could have been D'ni drain cleaner for all I cared at that point. The brown one tasted sort of like herby mushrooms; the yellow one didn't taste of anything much, but reminded me of flour.

Well, you can fill in the blanks. I took a handful of the brown powder, put it in a pan and added water, stirred it and heated it, and got a thin and slightly gritty soup. It took everything I had not to just guzzle down the lot and make more, but I know better that that. You have to be careful. I drank what I had made, slowly and appreciatively, put the lids back on the jars, waited just long enough to be sure it wasn't going to come straight back up, and came back to bed.

So, the brown stuff makes soup. The yellow stuff I think will make bread, or pancakes or polenta or something, but that's for when I'm feeling more compos mentis. The point is, I'm not going to starve. And the question is, why not?

As I said, I can't be sure those jars weren't there before, but I can't be sure they were. And even with the D'ni's fabulous skills at everything, I can't really see any of their food still being edible after two centuries, though I might be wrong about that. 

So, did someone link in and put those jars there when it became obvious that I was giving up? If so, who, and why? And why did they wait that long? Why couldn't they just get me out of here? Am I just a rat running through a D'ni maze for someone's frodding entertainment?

At this point, I don't care. I'm not going to die. To me this is a good. The rest can wait till I've got my strength back.

DAY 31

The yellow powder works as a thickener in the soup, and if you mix it with a little water first it comes out a lot less gritty and a hell of a lot nicer. I've tried mixing the yellow stuff with water on its own, and it looks as though it'll make a workable batter or dough, depending on the proportions. Some sort of fat or oil would be useful in that connection, but right now I'm perfectly happy with what I've got.

Looking back over this journal, I can't help laughing at my own bumptiousness. Oh, yes, I was going to bust out of this trap, any second. There ain't an Age Written that can hold me. Well, we live and learn. 

Now the generators are working, I need to reconnect the wires to the spaceship and power it up. I'm sure it will turn out that Selenitic has something I need. That, of course, will involve climbing a couple of fairly dodgy-looking ladders, so not just yet I think. Channelwood, of course, the one I thought was going to be hardest to get to, turns out to be just at the end of a tunnel. I think I'll bring the book back and put it with the others. No field trips till I'm a bit stronger. Actually, I'm quietly amazed at how much I managed to do before I realised I couldn't. I could write it up for the Reader's Digest. My Myst Island Hell. 

And still I have to try and make sense of Yeesha's final pronouncement in the imager. "Consider the stars." The clouds are clearing overhead, so soon there might actually be some stars to consider, but I still don't know what to do with them when I've considered them. Will they spell out a clue? Should I count them? Look for a constellation? Join up the dots? Or just gaze in wonder? I have absolutely no idea.

I've been reading the Rime journal. Looks interesting. I can't make out why I never heard of it before, though. Unless there's some deep and dark secret stuff there the DRC didn't want everyone to know about. Guess I'll find out in a while.

More later.

DAY 34? 35? Somewhere around there…

Last night I managed to produce a sort of slightly powdery dumpling with the flour-stuff. It disintegrated as soon as I put it into the soup, but I'm not disheartened. Tasted all right, which is what counts. I need something solid to keep my insides going.

This morning I scaled the breaker towers and reattached the wires. They should hold at least long enough for me to get where I want to go. I think I should probably hit Selenitic next, it now being the trickiest.

I wonder why it's a virtual book rather than a real one? I've never encountered any other instances of that. The D'ni always went for the ink-and-paper, even when they had holography down pat. Speaking of which. I've long been liable to pour scorn on the theory that Linking Books needed special ink and paper to work. I know the Guilds said they did. And the Church says the only way to experience god is through their priests. If the words have power, then the words have power, whether they're written in permanent blue-black, the blood of a virgin or cheapo green ballpoint. If it isn't the words, then the secret of Linking is just a chemistry problem. Maybe the special ink was boiled-down bahro. I don't buy it. Writing worlds is an Art, not a science project. You do it with your mind, and with language. The ink and the paper are incidental. All Gehn's failures on Riven were purely and simply crappy Writing, and the bad workman blamed his tools. That's what I thought, and mostly what I still think.

But...today I got to thinking about the Linking Panel. That strange little moving picture in the front of every Linking Book, the bit you actually touch to travel between worlds. That isn't part of the Writing. It mediates the Writing. Presumably there was an early stage of the Art in which you actually had to read the entire Book and try to conceptualise the Age in your mind, and if you succeeded you linked. Then someone came up with this idea for a front page that somehow did the conceptualising for you, provided a précis in pictorial form. Humans find it much easier to go to a place they can see.

And it hit me. That's where the special ink and paper come in. Possibly the Writer touches the panel first, when it's all black, to imprint the conceptual signature or whatever and link the panel to the Writing. I seem to recall that the first time you linked to a new Age the panel was black. And it might be that if the ink in the panel was slightly off, applying some kind of voltage might activate it, whereas the idea that words need power assistance is ludicrous.

So, I hereby admit to the world in general, freely and without quibble, that in this one instance, to a limited degree, I may have been...differently right.

So how does all this apply to Selenitic? What did Atrus do?

Maybe I'll find out...

DAY 37

Made it. I'm on Selenitic.

There was a pronounced smell of ozone, or it might have been burning, as I sprinted for the spaceship having got the generators set. I don't think those wires were attached quite according to code somehow. Fortunately I'd found the clue in the Selenitic journal. I hope it all stays together. I could quite fancy the odd organ recital when I get back.

Still no idea why Selenitic is a picture on a screen, or even how it works. Total mystery. There must be a reason, though. There's got to be a real Age Book somewhere, as there has for all these Ages, and there must be a reason why the Linking Book to this Age is not physically present on the island...

Anyway. Selenitic's not a bad place, if you don't mind dense fog. The trees have fruit. Kind of like an apple but more citrusy. If I'm not careful I'll be developing a balanced diet. I'm going for a wander.

DAY 38 or 39

That was jolly fun for all the family. I went for my wander, found lots of interesting things, and then missed my footing on a slippery metal ladder, landed at the bottom of a cylindrical shaft and did my ankle in. Not broken, thank frod, but swollen and exceedingly painful, so much so that I decided not to take part in the All Selenitic Gymnastics trials this year. At least I didn’t have to bother yelling for 
help. I just lay there quietly cursing and trying to move the offending limb. Not an experience I could whole-heartedly recommend.

In other news, I think I squashed a bat. I shall undoubtedly burn in hell.

Eventually it got so I could stagger to my foot and drag myself along the wall, only to discover that at the end of the passage I’d found was...another ladder. I’m sure Arnie or somebody could have dragged himself up by his arms, but I obviously haven’t got the right stuff. I amused myself by checking the walls for secret passages, but not this time. Atrus must have been feeling off colour that day. So my only ways out were two sets of round metal rungs. At least it wasn’t raining.

The bats came back after a while, milled around to find me still here, and in the end settled upside down at one end of the passage to regard me balefully with little red pinprick eyes. Or that part may have been my imagination. Gods know what well-worn instinctive behaviours I was messing up by continuing to occupy their habitat. 

I occupied my mind trying to design some intricate device to get me out. At one point I had a hypothetical length of rope going up one shaft, over a hypothetical pulley, along to the other shaft, over another pulley equally hypothetical, down the second shaft, round another h.p., and down the passage to me. The idea was that I could pull one end of the rope and be pulled up by the other end, and it seemed to work in theory, but I think I ran out of hypothetical pulleys, or something.

As soon as the pain went down to being merely intolerable, I had a go at climbing out. That was interesting too. I was sure I was going to black out and repeat my spectacular plummet with every other step. I think I did actually go away with the fairies for a moment when I got to the top. When I woke up, I did the rest of the way back to the trees on hands and knees, and that’s where I am now. I’d have liked to see what was at the top of the other ladder, but it’ll still be there when I have two functioning feet again.

Odd that this kind of thing never happened to the Stranger...

DAY 44
I don't know why I'm bothering with the day count any more. I've completely lost track of how long I've been here. I suppose it just gives me a feeling of sequence.

I can just about walk again. The ankle still hurts a bit, and I don't know what damage remains, but since there wasn't anything I could do about it, there's no sense worrying. I'm going to give it another few days before I start shinnying up and down ladders again, of course.

The bats eat the fruit off the trees. I could hear them guzzling all last night. Probably pollinate the blossoms as well: if they don't, I don't know what does. Or what keeps the bat population down. I mean, sixteen-stone explorers don't fall off ladders on a regular enough basis.

I'm tempted to return to Myst, but if I do that I'm going to have to fix those wires again to come back here. I know my connections won't have lasted. Better if I can do whatever I need to do here in one trip.

What do I need to do here? I have food now, I have a comfortable bed (though I am running out of clean linen--must find the Laundry Age), and being here isn't going to help me get home. Am I just going to all the Ages so I can say I went? Is that what it's become? 

What am I looking for here?

Answer: something the Stranger didn't find. A hidden room. A secret. Another way of looking at things. 

Some way of making the best of this ridiculous situation.

DAY 47

Excuse the shaky writing. I’m a little disturbed. Something happened on Selenitic and it rattled me a bit. I’m back on Myst now, but it’s taken me a while to get over the shock.

I was exploring. Wandering around, getting used to being mobile again. Planning to see what was up that other ladder. I must have put a foot wrong or something, because I felt the ground under me suddenly vanish, and there I was…waist deep in the rock. I could move through it, like wading through soggy mud but without leaving any kind of trail. When I came to steps I could climb them, but every time I did I sank a little deeper.

Then my head went under, and I saw

I saw the underside of the ground. And the water underneath. I was hovering in mid-air over the water, held by something I couldn’t see or feel. 

Fortunately, being a computer geek, I knew exactly what was going on. It isn’t just the Linking Book to Selenitic that’s virtual. The whole frodding Age is. It isn’t real like the other Ages. I don’t know what the frod Atrus did, or why, but those planes and polygons are unmistakable. Another game for the boys? Some kind of experiment in paperless Age Writing? Not a clue. I just knew that if I didn’t find my way back on top of the ground, if whatever was holding me up decided to let go…I probably wouldn’t stop falling when I hit the water. If ever.

The only thing I could think to do was try going down the shaft again. The change of level might give me the chance I needed. I waded up the steps, my heart going like a bullet train, till I was up to my nose in the seemingly solid stone, the little blue lights under the treads shining around me. I reached up for the lip of the shaft and pulled myself up and over—for a moment I thought I wasn’t going to make it—and then I was kneeling on bricks that bore my weight, and I was able to squirm round and put my feet on those treacherous metal rungs. I climbed down, and the floor was blessedly solid beneath me, and I didn’t even mind the fatheaded bats complaining again.

Somehow by this time I had lost my taste for exploring. I climbed the other ladder, did what needed to be done up there, my mind focussed entirely on doing what I needed to do to get the frod out of this Age. I made my way down and back up the way I had come, walked carefully down the steps and back along the causeway to the door, opened it and descended the stairs, and so by stages found my way to the Linking Book back to Myst.

SOME WARNING WOULD HAVE BEEN NICE.

Nothing. Nothing, not one word, in the whole damn journal to indicate this wasn’t an Age like any other. Of course, he wasn’t writing it for the casual explorer, it’s not meant to be a Michelin Guide, but that doesn’t stop me being futilely, irrationally angry. Which is how I’ve been for the past two or three days. I’m just calming down enough to be able to think about it.

Gods alone know what’s waiting in Channelwood. I hardly dare open the Book. I’ll have to, of course, but not just yet.

Did I mention finding Ti’ana’s grave? Well, I found it again. Actually, it was more a case of tripping over it. A little flat stone in among the trees, just where someone furiously pacing might catch his toe on the projecting corner and go base over apex. I hit my head on a tree and saw stars for a while, which you can imagine did a lot for my general bonhomie. I’m mentioning it because as I sat there rubbing my head and looking daggers at the innocent lump of stone, something crossed my mind and vanished again before I could get a clear bead on it. Something about that grave. It’s no good, it’s gone now. Hopefully it’ll come back.

Anyway, the whole Selenitic episode was a timely reminder not to get too comfortable here. This is a death-trap. The fact that I’ve managed to bring a little life back into it doesn’t make it any less trappy. I must find a way out.

DAY 48

Startling revelations about Channelwood so far: it’s noisy.

I actually linked out almost immediately after I’d written that entry saying I wasn’t going to. It’s funny how putting one’s fears down on paper can show up how stupid they really are. Courage is another word for embarrassment. I arrived on a wooden walkway among trees, and was immediately bombarded with water noise, wind noise, and the squerks and yawps of an unseen multitude of small beasties of the bird and/or frog persuasion. I thought for a minute I’d linked into a factory running full blast.

Behind me the walkway ran up to the only actual land I could see, a rocky islet with a windmill perched on top. The flexible hose running along the walkway beside me clued me in as to my next move, and sure enough when I got to the mill there was a tap to turn that started water flowing down the said hose. As usual, first move is to provide power to something or other…though I don’t know how much power the trickle I heard would produce. Second move, for me at least, was to wonder why it was turned off. As far as I could make out, the last people here were the boys, and they didn’t strike me as the kind of people who cancel the milk and papers and switch off at the fuse box before leaving.

The answer to my first question emerged almost immediately. The trickle was obviously only enough to power one device at a time, hence the junction valves at the branches of the path. Which raised the further question, why. Surely it wasn’t beyond Atrus’s power to whip up a more powerful pump. I shelved that question, too, and spent an hour or so exploring the area, finding a couple of wooden lifts and not much else. One took me up to a windowless box with a Myst linking book in it (hurrah!) and the other to a ramshackle collection of improbable shanties connected by rope bridges and even noisier than ground level. I flatly refuse to believe anyone ever lived in these things: they’re too small and too rickety, and the creaking would drive anyone insane in a day. Oh, there are lots of props lying around, including some more sealed jars like the two I found on Myst—I may take some back and see what’s in them—but it won’t wash. For one thing, where would people living here get the clay to make the jars?

There’s more to this Age—there’s a spiral stair I can’t get into, and another lift going further up that needs to be powered from below—but I’m starting to hear voices and gunfire in the noise, so I think it’s time to go home. I’ll come back tomorrow.

DAY 49

The water was turned off again when I came back.

Taps do not close themselves. Something with a hand was here.

Yeesha? Atrus? Angry ghosts? I don’t know.

Scared now.

Later.—I turned it on again, went up and linked back to Myst, waited half an hour and then linked back. It was still running, but I’m not remotely reassured. Suppose whoever or whatever it is turns it off when I’m halfway up? Or all the way up, stranding me among those fake huts?

Easy answer to that, of course. Find the way to open the staircase door. It isn’t down here, so it must be up there. I just have to nerve myself, go up and look for it, and not worry about what happens if the water gets turned off and I can’t find it. After all, worrying about being trapped in a place I can’t escape from…rather superfluous in my case..

Later again.—I brought the journal from Myst, and grabbed the Linking Book out of its box. I feel safer having it with me. I also brought a bundle of deadwood and made a sort of cage round the tap, trying to wedge it on. It wouldn’t stop whomever or whatever was turning it off, but it might give them pause. Then I ascended to the movie-set village and started exploring properly, using the map in the journal.

It didn’t take me long that way to get the door at the top of the stairs open, and once I’d done that and wedged it firmly, I just had to climb down. I’m sure the Stranger found this easy. Probably did it blindfolded on one leg. I discovered when I was already one turn of the spiral down that several of the rungs had rotted, and the entire construction, which seems to have been designed rather like my makeshift cage round the tap, was a good deal shakier than it looked. I managed to get to the bottom and open the other door without bringing the entire concern down, but it wasn’t easy. And when I finally emerged and made my wobbly way back up to t’ mill, the cage was scattered and the tap once more off.

You realise, of course, that this means war.

DAY 51

I have just spent the most boring two days of my life, sitting in a corner of the mill waiting for someone or something to come and turn the tap off. My mood was not noticeably improved by the discovery, after the first six hours or so, that I had forgotten to turn it back on.

I say two days, because I had to link back to Myst a couple of times, and it was dark both times, and of course when I came back the tap was off and there was no sign of anyone. There are certain things I don’t want to do in this water if I can avoid it. Just in case. Anyway, whoever or whatever it is seems to be able to outwait me indefinitely. I broached a couple of the jars from the bogus village, and one contained some reasonably palatable shelled nuts and the other, gods be praised, salt. I have been missing salt for so long you wouldn’t believe it. So I haven’t gone hungry, though a little thirsty from time to time. I’m going to strip this place of its jars and check them out back home, assuming I can sort out this little problem.

Anyway, the reason I might have been uncertain of the days is that this place appears to have no day/night cycle at all. I’m sure I’ve seen a picture somewhere of Channelwood by night, the moon shining through the trees, but so far the light hasn’t changed a bit. It may of course just be very very long…

Another thing of possible interest is: who’s replenishing the stocks of fresh food in Channelwoodland up there? No kind of nut that I’ve encountered lasts two centuries. I could just about believe it of the soup mix and the flouroid stuff, but this is natural produce, and unless the clay of the jars has some magical property, these nuts aren’t more than two weeks old, a month at the outside.

The obvious conjecture is that this Age is still inhabited, but the inhabitants are in some way invisible to me. Maybe I wasn’t so far off the mark with my angry ghosts. They could be all around me as I write this. On the whole, though, I don’t think so. At least I hope I don’t, because if I did I might be compelled to run away screaming and waving my arms in a very silly manner. They might, of course, be amphibious, lurking under water watching me with beady eyes, possibly on stalks. But in that case, why are they still storing food up top? No, it doesn’t work. 

I’m going to have to make some alternative arrangements about doing what a man’s got to do. This is going to take longer than I thought.

DAY 53

Well, I suppose it was bound to happen. I nipped up to the fake village and found a jar that sloshed in an intriguing manner, and on broaching it I discovered a very cheeky little vin ordinaire which turned out to have a kick like something with extremely large feet and a foul temper. So one thing led to another, and quite soon I was intriguingly sloshed myself. I'm fairly sure I sang. I believe I challenged the angry ghosts to a game of strip Scrabble. And I know I fell asleep, because when I woke up with a fiendish headache I saw a shape just disappearing behind the pump. I lunged after it, or at least the top half of me did, but the bottom half wasn't playing and the upshot was I fell forward and into a trapdoor that I hadn't noticed in the floor.

I didn't injure myself this time, mainly because the other chap broke my fall. He rolled over under me, and I found myself looking into a very familiar face.

It was me.

Before I could say anything he pushed me off him, opened a book on his belt and linked out. It was a bit like the Relto book I had had when I was working with the DRC, but enough unlike that I could tell the difference. Bigger, for one thing.

At which point I took no further part in the proceedings for a while.

When I came to I was lying in a rough-walled passage lit by what looked like D'ni fire marbles. I pulled myself to my feet and wished I hadn't, but my head was a bit clearer and the wall was nice to lean against. A rope ladder hung from the wall behind the trapdoor, which was shut and resisted all my attempts to push or pull it open. I was stuck. 

With nothing else to do I wandered down the passage, which sloped fairly steeply. Channelwood is mostly swamp, apart from this one rocky bit, so I was surprised to find it quite dry underfoot. As I went deeper, there began to be paintings on the walls in the popular Early Primitive style. I saw figures that might have been Atrus, Sirrus and Achenar, or possibly the Archbishop of York and two deep-sea divers with several pairs of arms apiece. I saw the village in the trees, with more deep-sea divers hovering over it on a flying doughnut. I also saw a figure that reminded me strongly of representations of Yeesha I had seen.

At this point it came to me. Nobody ever did live in the village in the trees, at least not this one. It was a cargo-cult thing, a village made for the gods to live in, presumably bringing their own furniture. The natives kept it stocked with food in case the gods ever came back.

But in that case, where did they live? Where did they get the food? And what was all that stuff in Atrus's journal? More fiction? Or did they put on a show for him?

I was at about this point when the passage bottomed out and opened into a round chamber about fifteen feet across, with a central dais about three feet high on which lay the answer to most if not all of my questions. It was a Linking Book, open to the panel. I started towards it, and suddenly found myself over my knees in water, which was seeping in through a crack in the ceiling.

This explained a lot.

Later.-- Some people might have just leapt into the Linking Book willy-nilly, but not yer umble idiot. Clearly the people of Channelwood were alive and well and living in another Age, equally clearly they were in the habit of nipping back here to keep the god-village stocked up, and clearest of all, if they linked into a room full of water they wouldn't be too happy about it. I knew I had to get that tap turned off and make sure it stayed off. I went back up the passage and assaulted the trapdoor for several minutes before my brain groaned into life and I started looking for hidden catches.

It was about a quarter of an hour later that I accidentally sagged against the rope ladder and the trapdoor came down and caught me on the back of the head, occasioning a certain amount of rather unimaginative swearing. Put weight on the ladder and the trap opens. Neat. I climbed up and turned off the tap, and for good measure disconnected the hose. Then I went back down and watched the water level for long enough to be certain that it was draining, just a lot slower than it filled.

The question of the person who looked like me was one I wasn't prepared to deal with just at present, so I concentrated on the problem of the water. From the look of things, Atrus had driven the end of his pipework into the stone beneath the swamp, possibly to avoid disturbing the indigenous wildlife with artificial currents or something equally worthy. At some time in those intervening two hundred years, through erosion or seismic action or sheer perversity, the bedrock had developed a fault. So, instead of seeping into the water table, the water started pouring into these people's book room, or did when I bumbled in and started turning on taps all over the place.

There were several outflow points. If I could work out which one was causing the trouble, I might still be able to use the system to a limited extent. I went back up top and tried to gauge the direction of the passage as it related to the maze of pipes and pathways across the water, but without much success. Of course, if I turned the tap back on I could follow the sound of the water...

I went back to the chamber, which by now was nearly empty, and investigated the floor. There were several narrow slots round the base of the dais, most of which were partially blocked with limescale. Of course... I thought, and then, no, hang on. Was this place supposed to fill with water?

Anyway, I had my answer, and a handy knife about my person, so I set to and scraped. Within a very short time I had widened all the slots considerably. I was just finishing off, on my hands and knees with my face near the ground and certain other features in the air, when there was a LLLLLLLLLLINKKKKK sound and something sharp poked me in a place I'd rather not indicate too precisely...

DAY 54

The spear was quite understandable, when you think about it. I could have been doing anything down there. And it's not too surprising that they hadn't thought about checking the drain holes: when you see unexpected water coming in, your first idea is to stop it, not give it a way out. Anyway, once we'd cleared that up and established that I wasn't Zaroosh or Awkaynah come back to plague them, we got on reasonably well.

There were three of them, pretty much as Atrus described them, maybe a little better dressed. The new Age obviously suited them, and for a long time I couldn't see why they would bother keeping a link open to this place at all. Then one of them used the Book to link out, and came back a few minutes later with an elder who seemed to be their expert in dealing with mentally defective foreigners, and after a longish session with much gesturing and pointing at the pictures, I got the idea. They were still expecting their real gods to come back, today or tomorrow or next century, and they didn't want them to think they'd been abandoned. So they came back to tend the village in the trees and keep it stocked with goodies on a regular basis. It was all rather sweet and touching, and I'm afraid I welled up a bit. All this solitude has done nothing at all for my stiff upper lip.

Then I made a sort of questioning gesture towards their Book, and the spears came into play again. There was no ambiguity about it: I was quite welcome here, but no stranger was going to do to their new home what Awkaynah and Zaroosh had done to this one. I wasn't happy about it, but I honestly couldn't blame them. Then the elder made a wait-here gesture, and he and two of the others linked out, while the last one watched me nervously from behind his spear. I made placatory faces and waited, wondering what was coming.

Later.-- I waited, under the nervous eye of my guardian, for what I guessed was about twenty minutes but might have been longer. Then the elder linked back, flanked by the other two staggering under the weight of a sort of gargantuan rucksack arrangement festooned with jars and bottles and unidentifiable things wrapped in cloth. Somehow they got it horizontal and began manhandling it up the passage, and the elder sternly beckoned me to follow. It nearly broke my heart watching them trying to get the thing through the trapdoor, but I knew they wouldn't take kindly to interference from me. I supposed this must be the next consignment for the gods. The elder followed me up the ladder and waved at me to follow the laden pair down the path, which I did, somewhat confused. Was I going to be some kind of sacrifice? This lot didn't strike me as the type. I hoped.

Half way along the first wooden walkway the two stopped and set down their burden, just in time I thought, as they were both blue in the face and gasping. I turned round and saw that the elder had come up behind me, and that he was holding the Myst Linking Book, which I'd left in the mill when I fell down the trapdoor. He pointed at the rucksack, then at me, then at the Book, which he was holding out over the water.

I got the message. I was being asked, politely and with a sizeable bribe in the form of food, to leave now and never come back. Of course, I could theoretically bring another Myst book through any time, but I got the feeling that would be regarded as dirty pool.

I put on the rucksack and nearly toppled off the path-it was heavier than I was, and that's saying something-and then, once I'd steadied myself, took the Book from the elder, smiled and risked a half-bow which almost sent me over the other way, held the Book out at arm's length over the water and touched the panel.

The library on Myst was warm and welcoming, and I managed to shrug out of the rucksack before it collapsed my spine completely. There followed a happy hour or two of unpacking and discovery. I found cured meat, dried vegetables, several varieties of the soup mix, even some loaves of bread, and a good supply of fruit and nuts. Maybe this was where Catherine did her provisioning. The only shadows over my good mood were the feel of the Linking Book as it started to slip from my vanishing hand, and a hard decision I had to make. I've loved books all my life, and been blankly horrified at the kind of mind that can contemplate destroying even one. Now I had had to drown one, and I was pretty much in honour bound to consider deliberately destroying another.

At last, having stowed the food in the cupboards below, I took the Channelwood Linking Book and went outside. The clouds had cleared, and it was a bright warm day. I stood on the dock, hefting the Book in my hand and trying to reconcile myself to an act I couldn't help but find abhorrent. Atrus had laboured over this Book, with all the care and diligence he brought to every task. All right, I wouldn't be destroying the Age, just my way of getting there...but even so, it was a thing of beauty, the work of a craftsman, and the fact that he would not have hesitated one second before chucking it into the waves made it no easier.

In the end I couldn't do it. I couldn't even tear out a page. It occurred to me that I had seen myself there, and since I hadn't been there before yet, the me I saw had to be a future me. Maybe this was the only Linking Book left, in which case I'd be preventing myself from going again, messing up the future. This was a bare-faced rationalisation, not to mention flimsy as frod, but it was enough to justify taking the Book back to the library and putting it carefully on the shelf next to the others.

I remembered that night of delirium soon after I'd arrived, when I thought I had seen Atrus looking down at me. Maybe that was me too. Gods know I hadn't been seeing any too clearly. Beard, glasses...it could have been. Maybe I'd been the one helping myself all this time. That would make sense, or as much sense as anything did.

I went back outside. The sun was setting. I stood among the nice quiet trees and breathed the air, glad to be back here. And as I looked up, something caught my eye. I went closer to the nearest tree and peered up at the bare branches.

My gods. There were green buds. The tree was coming back to life. They all were.

There was a clear enough explanation, of course-the constant rains had been leaching nourishment out of the soil, and now they had stopped, the ecosystem was fighting back. Still there was something mystical about it, something that couldn't be tidily put into a scientific box. 

If I'd done nothing else, I'd helped to achieve this. It made me feel very good.

Anyway, it's time to end this entry. I've just had the best meal of my life, and now I'm linking back to Stoneship to bed. Tomorrow, at last, it will be time for Rime.

DAY 57

As it turned out, tomorrow it was time for a stomach ache and various internal confloptions that lasted till yesterday evening. Nothing serious--I just overate and unbalanced my bodily fluids or something. Bilious attack, they used to call it when I was at school.

Anyway, today, having dressed as warmly as Achenar knew how, I finally tapped the four-digit code in the Rime journal into the control thingy in the tunnel, and the whole concern rose smoothly up into the ceiling and disappeared from view. I shall draw a veil over precisely how long I stood there like a lemon before it dawned on me that that was my lot, but it was even longer before I realised that what had gone up might well have come up somewhere else, and retraced my steps to the Library. There, in a sort of hexagonal whatnot, were two Linking Books, one on top of the other.

Two. I wasn't expecting two. I looked at the top one. It looked almost exactly like the Nexus Books I had seen in D'ni. (The Nexus was an intermediate Age that the D'ni used to link from place to place within the City. You went to the Nexus, selected a location and it dispensed a Linking Book to take you there. All because there used to be a rule that you couldn't link within an Age. More of a guideline, really.) The other was the one I was looking for. It looked cold, which was the main theme of Atrus's descriptions of it in his journal. I tucked the strange Nexus Book into the pocket of my fur-lined piratical coat and linked through.

Cold it was. The bitter wind struck through the layers of clothing as if I had draped myself in tissue paper. Various structures confronted me, but only one had a door at ground level. I made for that one, teeth already chattering fit to splinter, got in and shut the door behind me, which helped a little but not much.

There was a stove in one corner, a Myst Linking Book (which was a relief, as I'd forgotten to bring one) and another door. Neither of the last two would open, due to being frozen solid, so I looked for the controls of the stove. If anyone can give me a good reason why Atrus would have wanted to plumb in a gas stove in this particular way, five pounds or local equivalent is theirs for the asking as soon as I get to my bank. It just seems like pure sadism to me. Anyway, I got it going, checked out the Myst Book and explored beyond the inner door.

Atrus may not have been insane in the full-on, I-am-a-GOD-do-you-hear-me sense of his dad and his sons, but there were some kinks in that man that people just don't notice. A clear obsession with secrecy and hiding things, far beyond any necessity. That and/or sadism, as I said. Anyway, I found my way at last to the final room, and the crystal viewer he had written about. I tinkered with it a bit, mostly without success, though there was a code on a nearby desk that produced some interesting results, especially at this point in time. And it was then I remembered that I had found a similar drawing of five crystal shapes, roughly scribbled over in various colours, back in the blocked corridor on Myst.

Of course I didn't have it with me--I've changed my clothes a dozen times since then. I linked back to Myst and then to Stoneship, spent a frantic half hour searching the pockets of dirty laundry I really must bring back to Myst and wash, and finally found the paper. Back to Myst, back to Rime, and with a trembling hand I entered the sequence of shapes and colours on the viewer and pressed the button.

A brilliantly lit picture burst on the screen, and I gazed in sheer dumbfoundment. I had never seen this place before...and yet I knew, somehow, where it was. Where I might have come, if I hadn't been so frodding eager to see the famous Myst island.

"Releeshahn."

The voice, echoing my own thought so precisely, brought me round so fast my head swam. An old, old woman, faded tattoo across half her face, regarded me sadly, picked out in shimmering points of light.

"The Age my father Wrote for the survivors of D'ni," she continued. "The Age he Wrote to atone for the evil of his sons, his father, his grandmother...his daughter. The Age you would have seen, if you had stayed to hear me out.

"I know you think you made the wrong choice, and in a way you did, but only for yourself. What you did, there in K'veer, was the right choice. You ended an age-long curse without ever fully understanding what you were doing...and then you ran away to seek the glories of the past, before I could reward you with the glories of the future."

Her mouth twisted cynically. "All glory is faded now.

"I know you think you made the wrong choice...because you told me so. We have spoken, oh, many times. I seem to be cursed forever to be making amends for my own follies, as my father made amends for the madness of others, and you seem to be cursed to be forever helping me. You, and the others. You were among those who freed the Least. You were among those who took the final journey, reweaving the scattered threads into one. And you have brought life back to Myst, the place I cursed in my foolish anger...and, yes, in my pride. There is no end to pride. It must simply be lived with, and mastered.

"And now I have one more service to ask of you, and I do not know if you will succeed. It may be the hardest task of all...but you have come this far. I believe you can do it. I believe you can undo the last and greatest of my mistakes.

"Come to Releeshahn. Use the Book of Gorkorvahk'tee. See what I have done...and stop me from doing it."

The figure winked out. Behind me the impossibly beautiful image shone from the screen.

DAY 58

I really don't know if I'm up to this.

It's nice to know that what I actually did in K'veer was the right choice after all, but the fact remains I then stupidly went and marooned myself on Myst. Not an auspicious action, you might think, for someone on whom Yeesha seemed--seems!--to be putting so much responsibility.

Then again--"among those who took the final journey"--I thought I was the only one on that particular quest. It was sheer chance that took me down to K'veer that day, and I certainly didn't see anyone else lurking about. And "reweaving the scattered threads"? What's that about? I'm remembering what I wrote a while back about there being an infinite number of deadMysts and an infinite number of me's. I can't believe that now, any more than I could then. As usual with these things, I'm left with more questions than I started with.

Well, one way to find out. I'm back on Myst now (and it's looking better every day--if the buildings would only spontaneously mend themselves you wouldn't know that anything had changed) with the Book of Gorkorvahk'tee on my lap. What Gorkorvahk'tee is supposed to mean, I have no idea--my keen linguistic brain tells me it's a D'ni word, which of course we would never have guessed would we, and I have a feeling that 'kor' means book and 'tee' may be a plural suffix. So, the Book of Something Something Books. I look at the linking panel and it shows me the same as an ordinary Nexus book: a smallish room, with an endless toothed belt running round the wall supplying power to a column at one end. There's a holographic screen, which when activated shows a list of destinations. You select one, and a ring of Linking Books inside the column goes round to the right point and shoves the chosen Book out through a slot in such a way that it opens to the panel. (The list of destinations in the City Nexus Age was in English. I wonder why that never struck me as odd before now.) I think the decoration on the walls is dark green instead of dark red in this one. Also, it's fairly obviously hand-made by someone who hasn't had to do it often: there's unevenness in the page edges, the spine's slightly skew-wiff. This looks like a one-off.

But it's the only way I know to get to Releeshahn, assuming it actually will take me there. And I'll go. Soon.

I'm just so scared I'll blow it. I'm not the Stranger, moving purposefully from Age to Age and doing precisely what's needed. I'm just me. I won't see what needs doing, or I'll miss a trick somewhere, and whether or not there are millions more of me doing the same thing, I get the distinct impression that it's important that I do it. Insanely important.

There are two slips of paper stuck into the Book of Gorkorvahk'tee, both with a similar sequence of numbers on them. One has a blue spot, the other a green spot. No idea what to do with them, though blue and green ring a faint bell.

I should feel good right now. I brought Myst Island back to life, I saved my own life into the bargain. I learned things about these Ages no-one's known since the D'ni fell. I have a way out, and a job to do, and I know I didn't blow it completely last time. So why do I feel so damnably wretched?

Oh well, here goes.

DAY 59

I am such a wimp. It took me two hours to work myself up to using the Book, after I wrote that last line. It helped that the Book had a belt loop, which I guessed (rightly) meant it was one of the new Yeesha-style Books that go with you when you link. If my guesses were right, I would need it with me coming and going.

Anyway, after a great deal of pusillanimous prevarication, I finally nerved myself and touched the panel.

The place I ended up was indeed very like the standard Nexus room, the only difference being that the screen imager was larger and there were a few extra controls: six switches with display windows each showing a D'ni number, and a thumb-wheel. I touched the screen to activate it, and a list of names appeared: Ages, dozens, maybe hundreds of them. Names in English lettering again. It was a question, but not one I could usefully address at this point. I scrolled down through the list, seeing some familiar names among the unfamiliar, till I found Myst. It was time to check my guesses.

I touched Myst's name, and the button at the top of the screen rose with a psssh of air. At the same time, the numbers in the display windows changed. I made a note of them, and then pressed what I hoped was the appropriate switch and rotated the thumb-wheel, watching the number in the window grow smaller. Then I pressed the button.

The floor dropped under my feet, and I felt the whole room descend like a lift and come to a smooth stop. The ring of Books in the column rotated, and a Book popped out and opened itself. The picture in the linking panel was dark, lashed with rain and lightning. I touched the panel, and linked.

He was there, as I'd expected. I looked down at the barely recognisable figure, hunched on the floor of the generator hut, pale and sweating and blotchy with fever, the remnants of a meal of raw fish-beastie on the floor beside him, some of it recycled. Poor devil. I fetched the ship from the cracked basin, dribbled rainwater between his lips till he coughed and swallowed. Neither of us popped out of existence. The universe did not implode. There was no reason, after all, why it should.

Awareness trickled into his eyes, and he made an inarticulate sound-shape and tried to fight me off. I stood a moment longer, looking down at him, and then propped the ship carefully just outside the hut where it could continue to catch the rain, and linked back to the Nexus.

This was how she did it. Technology, not magic. Ingenious--an Age written somehow at right angles to time, a lift shaft running from past to future with a Nexus room moving up and down within it, and gods only know how many Linking Books arranged in doughnut rings one above the other, all the way up, all the way down. Who Wrote them all? Yeesha, presumably, the same way she Wrote x thousand identical Relto books. Maybe there's a trick to it. Or maybe that is magic.

I linked back to Myst present day, by resetting the numbers to the ones I had noted. I had some hard reading to do in this very journal. At various points along the way so far I had received help from some mysterious agency, revealed in the course of events, and now confirmed, as (apparently) me. Since I now had the means to provide such help, it was obviously payback time.

And then?

I had my freedom now, more freedom than maybe anyone else in history but Yeesha herself. She had handed me my way home on a plate, and not just home but anywhere I cared to go, anywhen. In the sure and certain knowledge that I wouldn't use it. Not yet anyway. Not till I had seen for myself what had gone wrong with her dream.

Not till I had seen Releeshahn.

DAY 62

I don't have the words.

I've just come back from Releeshahn, about five hundred years up the line from where I am. I can't believe it. Five hundred years. Less than two generations, an eye-blink to the D'ni. How could 

[a great extent of the journal damaged and illegible]

saw farm tools and carts rusting in overgrown fields. I started to [illegible} quickened my pace, as if by doing that I could quicken the village into life.

I slowed down again when I saw the man. He was sitting on the ground just outside one of the huts. At first I thought he was dead, but then I saw his hand move. As I watched he leaned forward, took hold of a tuft of grass, pulled it from the ground, raised it to his face...put it into his mouth and began to chew, slowly.

I drew level with him, a cold emptiness yawning in my stomach. His clothes were the tattered remains of D'ni robes, his body and limbs filthy and emaciated. As I came into his field of vision he turned on me the empty, placid eyes of a domesticated beast.

"He is the last," said a thin, cracked voice behind me.

I spun round, which is a lot easier in books than it is in real life, and nearly fell over.

"The grass will sustain him," said the old, old woman in the white robes. "When there is no more within his reach, he may move. Or he may sit quietly and starve to death. A lot of them did that. All of them are dead now, except for this one."

"But," I began, and ran out of words.

"They listened to me," Yeesha continued. "I told them to grow a new D'ni, over none, under only the Maker, and they listened. They abandoned the Art. They abandoned the sciences. They abandoned everything that meant mastery, that might lead to pride. It was easy. Why till the ground, when every growing thing here is good to eat? Why make clothing, when the air is like a caress and even the rain is gentle as a kiss? Why do anything, when all that is needful comes as a gift from the Maker?"

"Oh, come on," I protested. "That's the oldest cliché in the book. The old man-is-born-to-suffer shtick--"

"You talk of clichés?" she said scornfully. "You dare? Do you think this is a game?" Her voice broke in a spasm of coughing. When she finally stopped, her lips were flecked with bloody foam.

"I'm sorry," I said. "Really."

"It was not the bounty of this Age that killed them," she went on, breathing deeply and raggedly. "It was my poisoned dream. Oh, I wrought well. I finally achieved the end of my great quest. My people at last truly sought Leastness, and--" she coughed again, hackingly "--and they have found it."

I just stood there as the full horror slowly sank in.

I'd never bought into the whole "pride is bad" powerlessness trip. I mean, yes, pride can lead to abuse of power, but it doesn't have to. I'd even been a bit smug when I'd seen Yeesha's message on the imager on Myst. I'd expected to find a sort of stagnant mediaeval farming community, maybe regressed to primitive pantheism, that I could sneer at from my lofty technological superiority and secretly envy when I went back to my world of traffic and pollution and nine-to-five grind. This was so much worse than I had imagined.

I'd been right. 

And it hurt. Oh gods, how it hurt.

Yeesha was watching me keenly. I had to say something.

"Surely," I stammered, "surely there must have been some resistance--"

She chuckled dryly. "Oh, there was. There was a great deal of resistance. And I met it and broke it. You did not see me then. I was a fire, I was a wind, I was a desert bird speaking with the tongues of men and of angels. I knew, you see, that the Maker was speaking through me. My words were his words, my goal his goal. Have you never known people follow a madman to their deaths because they believed?"

I thought of Jonestown, and that comet cult.

"I made them see," the old woman went on, "that all their objections arose from pride and greed. I made them give back everything they had, everything that made them D'ni. I made them glory in ignorance, in helplessness, because all knowledge was a source of pride. I could not stop. I was so sure--" She coughed again, for what seemed like about an hour, but probably wasn't.

"Wait a minute," I said suddenly. "What about you? He can't be the last if you're still--"

She cut me off. "I died over a hundred years ago. I came forward." Her smile was as cold as death. "I wanted to see the paradise I had wrought. I have no desire to go back. Not now."

"What can I do?" I asked, meaning it. 

"Undo what I have done. This branch of the Tree is dead. It will never bloom again. My people must be the living sap that sustains a new branch. The water flows ever downward, but the sap must rise. You must go back, and make that happen."

She was asking me to go back and argue with her younger self. Make a new future that she, the Yeesha before me, would never see.

"How am I going to persuade her--I mean, you?" I said. "I'm more likely to end up joining the cause myself. She'll never believe me."

The smile was warmer this time, but still chilly. "Likely she will not. She will assume that you speak out of pride and greed, that you desire the D'ni's secrets for yourself. As of course you do."

She had me there.

"After all," she went on, "I played upon that greed and pride when I called you all to the Cleft, did I not?"

She was interrupted by the man on the floor. His eyes had tracked slowly to her face, and now he opened his mouth, still full of half-chewed grass, and stretched out a hand.

"Eeeeeee," he said. "Aaaaaaa. Eeeee. Aaaaa. EEE-aaa."

Yeesha ignored him, but her old eyes were filling up as she went on. "But you must try. You must do everything in your power to turn me from the disastrous course I have chosen."

"And if I can't?" I said, knowing somehow what was coming.

"If there is no other way," she said, barely above a whisper, "then do not condemn me to live the wasted life I have lived. Rid me of it, and the world of me, before I destroy my people again."

DAY 63

We talked a bit longer. Well, she talked, and I stood there going "guh" like a drowning goldfish. And after a while she smiled, a real smile this time, and put out her hand, and I was back here.

Talk about your wasted opportunities. I had so many questions I'd wanted to ask her, and when it came to it I was too busy going "guh."

The whole deal with the bahro, for instance. She'd always implied that they were enslaved by the D'ni, and I'd conjured up mental pictures of bahro workers toiling on the old plantation, bahro butlers bringing mint juleps, bahro chefs and chauffeurs and charladies, and it didn't fit somehow. Then again, if you're coming to a new world to "seek Leastness," you don't bring your slaves with you. It rather spoils the effect.

That the bahro were central to the discovery of the Art of linking seemed beyond doubt, which put their part in the history way back before the founding of D'ni anyway. But how were they involved?

Anyway. 

One of the things she did tell me was that the Time Nexus has limitations. There's a limit to how far back you can go. It's to do with the age of the Age, if you see what I mean, and it creeps forward all the time. So while I'm sitting here wibbling about side issues, my window of opportunity is closing on me. I might only have days in which to go back before the limit passes the point at which it all becomes irreversible. I might only have hours. I might have missed it already.

Of course, she didn't happen to mention whether this limitation was intrinsic to the mechanism or imposed by her to hurry me along. Which is comforting in a way: if she'd been completely forthcoming I might have thought I was going "guh" at an impostor.

She wants me to kill her. And there's just no way I can.

I mean, even if I could kill a person, there's no way I could kill her. And not just because I'd be torn to pieces by a ravening mob of D'ni survivors and/or human explorers. Not just because of the look I know Atrus would give me, just before he trapped me in my own non-existent Prison Age.

No. Absolutely not. There has to be another way. There is another way.

I just have to find it.

Later.-- And just like that, I had it. Such is the fecundity of my rotten little mind. I'm not going to describe my plan here--little touch of Atrus paranoia creeping in--and I'm not going to use it till I've tried what sweet reason can achieve. Because if this works...to be quite honest, killing her would have been kinder.

Of course, that is an incredibly patronising and demeaning thought. She doesn't need my kindness. Which is good, because she ain't going to get it.

The day after tomorrow I go back to Releeshahn, using the second date code. I should arrive there in the early days, while Yeesha is still a newcomer. It has to be then, because I need tomorrow to do my preparations. This plan involves a lot of hopping between Ages.

Gods, I hope I'm doing the right thing. I must be. That future Releeshahn is just wrong. The D'ni deserve a better future than that.

DAY 66

Well, I'm here.

Preparation took me a little longer than I envisaged. Some of those links were a little tricky, and I almost didn't get back. But I got everything I might need if I have to use plan B. I linked into Releeshahn at night, and made my way down the path to the village. I tell you, this Age is without parallel for sheer beauty. Whatever happens, I'm glad I got to see it in its prime after all.

Yeesha had pointed out the ruin that used to be where she lived, so I knew where to go. A fire marble was burning inside. I pressed the panel in the middle of the door, and it slid open.

She looked up from her writing, startlement turning swiftly to suspicion. "Who are you?"

I considered "Darth Vader from the planet Vulcan" and decided against it. Yeesha may have possessed several fine qualities, but a sense of humour was not among them. "I am a messenger," I said.

"You are not D'ni," she stated. "I know all the surviving D'ni. How did you get here?"

"You sent me."

"I?" Suspicion began to darken into anger. "Is this some stupid joke?"

"Is it remotely funny?" I countered. "No? Then probably not. I was sent here from the future by your older self to warn you."

"Warn me? About what?"

This was going to be the tricky part. "You are telling the D'ni to abandon all art and science, to live simply in harmony with nature. You believe the Maker wishes this. You are mistaken. Your actions will--"

"I am not mistaken!" she flared up. "Knowledge leads to power, and power to pride. The only way to conquer pride is to be powerless. To be Least."

"Does one conquer an enemy by running away?" I'd been working on that one for days.

"When the enemy is undefeatable, yes. If it is the only way to survive." 

So much for my big gun. "What if I were to tell you that the D'ni do not survive? Even following your guidance?"

"Then it is the Maker's will that they should not. But I think you are lying." She got up and approached me. "I think you are misled by your own pride. You are a surface dweller, standing here in the clothes of my brother--" (damn, I'd forgotten that) "--trying to seduce me to the ways of power again. But I will not be seduced."

"You're using power over the D'ni to make them follow you!"

"No." She was sure now, and able to be gentle in her certainty. "They follow me because they see my reasons are pure. That I speak for the Maker. If the D'ni resume the ways of pride and power, if they seek to understand the universe, if they use the Art to enslave other Ages, then they will fall again."

"And your answer is to have them just lie down so they can't fall any further, is that it?" I was losing it, and I knew it, but her smug certainty just irritated me.

"Only that which seeks to rise above its appointed state can fall. My grandmother was right in what she did, though she never knew it. She was the instrument of the Maker, restoring the D'ni to their proper position. It is now my task to see that they never overreach themselves again."

"Ti'ana didn't cause the fall of D'ni!" I shouted. "It was--"

"My grandmother was the instrument of the Maker," she repeated, overriding me without effort. "Later she fell into error, and my father with her. But she is dead, and her mistakes are buried with her, and my father has seen the light of truth and no longer tries to teach his errors."

I felt presences behind me. I really shouldn't have shouted. "Now you have a choice," Yeesha said. "Use the book at your side, leave this Age and never return, or my friends will take it from you and you will be imprisoned for trial. Choose now."

"You're going to regret this," I said. "Either way, you're going to regret this."

And I linked out. And ten minutes later my time, I linked back in.

Plan B it is, then.

Later.-- I'd got a pretty good idea of the layout of Yeesha's place while we had been arguing. Now I just needed to get in there while she wasn't.

I concealed myself among the luxuriant bushes and waited. Fortunately, the backpack I'd been given on Channelwood was all natural colours and blended in reasonably. I needed Yeesha to be away for a fair while.

The sun passed the zenith and began to decline. Yeesha emerged from her house, carrying a stout walking stick, and headed away from the village. Some few D'ni working on a newly constructed house hailed her and she waved back.

I'm reasonably good at the stealthy. I made it to Yeesha's house without being noticed, flattened myself against the wall in what was probably an unnecessarily dramatic manner, and slipped inside. 

A little while later, I made my way out again, likewise unnoticed, trailing a length of string. It's a good thing the D'ni have great concentration. I secreted myself in a different clump of bushes, waited a fair while to make sure no-one had noticed anything out of the ordinary, and then tugged on the string.

There was a crash from within the house, and the end of the string came free. I reeled it in quickly, as two of the construction workers came to see what the noise was about. Neither of them noticed the string.

They came out again quite quickly and in some consternation. I watched, trying not to enjoy my own cleverness too much, as one of them went to a slightly bigger house and knocked on the door.

This was the hardest part. The enjoyment curdled. I felt sick inside as the two D'ni led the tall, stooping, white-haired figure to his daughter's door and showed him what was inside. I heard his gasp.

"Yes," he said after a long while. "They are his. There is no mistaking that seal."

"What does this mean?" one of the D'ni asked him.

"I don't know," he said. "I can only suggest that you ask Yeesha when she returns...but it looks to me as if she were planning to continue Writing Ages."

"But she says--"

"I know what she says," Atrus snapped. "I don't understand this any more than you do. Talk to her. I'm tired now. Take me back, please."

It was done. And I hated myself.
Still later.-- I actually dozed for a while, there in my hiding place, so I missed the furore when Yeesha returned from her walk. The arguments, the accusations, the impassioned pleas. I think I'm relieved, actually.

Of course I had to go and see her again. She would have to know. I waited till dark, and crept to her door again.

She was sitting at her desk, but not writing. I saw the things I had planted, thrown haphazardly into a corner: the inkwell, the pen, the stock of blank Books with Gehn's seal on them.

"Of course," she said lifelessly. "It was you."

"Call out and I will be gone," I said, my hand on the Time Nexus book. "And no-one will believe you."

"They will never follow the path of Leastness now." She was beyond tears. "After all my work, all my struggle...I have failed yet again, and finally."

"You failed because you were wrong," I said. "You can still make a difference."

"Don't taunt me," she said, with an echo of her old fire. "Have a little dignity in your triumph."

"This is no triumph for me," I said. "But it can be for you."

"How could it possibly?" she spat. "My people will never trust me again."

"They will. I may not be as wise as you, but I know people, and you have the gift of leadership. You just need to lead them in the right direction."

"And what direction would that be?" she said. "The way of Ri'Neref? Of Shomat? Of Kadish?"

"The way of Yeesha," I said. "The way that conquers the enemy not by running away, but by engaging with it every moment of every day and never giving in. The way that faces the seducer as an equal, not a victim. The way the Maker truly intended when he gave the D'ni their perilous gifts."

"How can you know what the Maker intends if--" She stifled a sob. "If I do not?"

"I don't," I said. "But I believe the Maker plays fair with his creations. I don't believe he gives a hungry child an apple and forbids her to eat it. I don't believe the Omniverse was made so that we could sit in the middle of it touching nothing for eternity. Your people are on the way to godhood, a good distance ahead of mine. They've hit dead end after dead end...but that's no reason to turn back."

"What are you saying?" She was starting to be interested.

"That there is no easy answer to the problem of power," I said, quoting future-Yeesha back at her. "It's there to be used, and its temptations fought and conquered, every moment of every day. No-one can do it once for everyone, not even you. Each single D'ni, each single human, has to engage with the universe, face its seductions and its traps, and try to finish each day with more victories than defeats. There will be defeats. You're mortal, and fallible. But you know from your own experience that you can wield power and not fall victim to pride. Trust your fellow D'ni to have that strength."

"They will never follow me," she said, but she was weakening, or maybe strengthening.

"Give them time," I said. "And if I may make one suggestion...when they start to Write Ages again..."

"What?"

"Tell them--no matter what you believe--tell them that they are creating new worlds and new people. Tell them that they are, each one of them, solely and ultimately responsible to the Maker, as secondary creators, to see that those worlds and those people live freely and follow their own paths. That all created things are equal, no matter who creates them. Tell them that they matter, that they are significant, and that their actions, good or evil, will have consequences."

She thought about this for a long time. Then she nodded. "I see what you are saying. I will think about it." She looked up at me. "If you are telling the truth..."

"What?"

"If you did come from my future, and if my counsel did have the consequences you claim...then I know what I would have told you to do."

"And?"

"I will not thank you," she said. "Yet. Now go, quickly, before someone sees you."

I linked out, and back to my slowly reviving Myst Island. Something had clicked in my head, and I had to check it out.

DAY 67

I'd made it sound a lot easier for Yeesha's benefit than it was going to be. I'd put up a fairly hefty black on her behalf with those books of Gehn's. The thing was, I hadn't known anywhere else I could lay hands on Age Writing kit. Atrus's workroom on Myst was pretty much cleared out of anything useful. And that seal did rather, um, set the seal on the whole thing.

I'd got the idea when I remembered seeing an image of Riven in the crystal viewer on Rime, even though it had been destroyed two centuries ago. I still can't explain that. I was quite familiar with the written record on Riven, having gone through it quite closely a while ago trying to find any evidence at all to support the popular opinion that Gehn was a nutter. (I didn't find one atom, which didn't surprise me at all.) Obviously the Time Nexus didn't contain any links to Riven...but it did have a link to Tay, and from there I was able to find a Riven Book, and a stock of those handy little crystal lenses that Atrus had based his viewer on. Then it was just a case of hitting the window of opportunity, linking to Age 233, and sawing through the bars of Gehn's frodding security cage. The Swiss Army came to my rescue once again. This knife has been worth every penny I paid for it. 

Anyway. I'd done the dirty deed, I'd discredited Yeesha's simple-life plan and suggested another approach to her. Now I had other fish-beasties to fry. Something she had said had hooked a long-forgotten thought out of my subconscious, and I needed to check it out.

I went back to Ti'ana's gravestone. It was still sticking up an inch or two above the ground. That hadn't seemed right at the time. Usually, if you put a stone flat in the ground, you make it flush, so that clumsy oaves like me don't trip over it. Unless...

I hadn't got a spade so I used my fingers. I grubbed up the earth all round the stone till I could feel the bottom edge and lifted it out. Then I dug down into the bare earth underneath it, till I found an oilcloth-wrapped bundle. I dug it out, lifted it up and laid it on the ground. Then, with shaking (and quite painfully scraped) fingers, I unwrapped the layers of cloth and paper, and found a book. A very big, very heavy book.

I think I cried when I saw the four letters on the cover. No, scratch that. I know I did.

Yeesha had said that Ti'ana's "mistakes were buried with her." From her skewed point of view, Writing an Age was a mistake. She had made the changes to Myst that made it a trap. It would have seemed symbolic to her to bury the Book with its Writer (although Catherine had had a hand in it as well--but presumably one's mother was excused her share of the guilt). 

I finally had my way out.

I mean, yes, I had the Time Nexus, I could have gone anywhere it would have taken me, and there was a link to the Cleft in there. But I had made a promise to myself. I was going to get out the straight way, if I could. I was going to find the passage where that brick wall had been Written in across the fireplace, and try taking it out. I didn't know whether anyone had ever tried correcting an Age Book from inside its Age, and on reflection I wasn't too keen on making the experiment myself, so I linked back to Stoneship.

I'm here now. I've got the Book open on the bed in front of me. I can't read D'ni to save my life, but I'm pretty sure that there aren't any corrections in the body of the text. There is, however, a page right at the end covered in a different handwriting, both sides. The previous page ends half way down, but this later writer chose to start a new page. Almost as if it was intended to be torn out.

In a moment I'm going to do it. I'm going to take out that page. Then I'll try linking back using the Age Book, and see what effect, if any, I've had. If I'm right, the fireplace will be open, and I can input the code and find the Linking Book to K'veer. If not, I'll still have the Time Nexus.

If something goes wrong...if when I link in I find the vacuum of space, or the Star Fissure, or some deserted, windswept island where no human or D'ni has ever trodden...and someone finds this journal, I hope at very least they'll find it interesting reading. If there's a moral, and there are probably several, I don't know what it or they might be. Don't be afraid of power, perhaps. 

Or maybe it's that you can make the best of any situation...but you have to make it.

Here we go.

MAKING THE BEST--THE END

