
David Green looked out over the fog-shrouded hills.  Something large and presumably hungry issued a bellowing roar, and several birds took flight at the disturbance.  Peaceful green plants swayed gently in the cold wet air.  Looking down, David realized he was barefoot, but that didn’t seem to matter.  All was quiet in the primeval valley.  This was a good place, clean, untainted.  David felt a peace he had not had since childhood.  Looking up at the wan sunlight filtered though the clouds; David noticed a strange streaky light passing through the clouds nearest to the sun in the sky.


A low rumbling, and an increase in the wind.   Down in the valley, there was a rustling.  More animal noises, more birds taking flight.  The rumbling increased in pitch, becoming a roar, and then a scream.  David clapped his hands over his ears in terror and pain.  The world was tearing itself apart.  The streak of light grew once, twice, and exploded in jagged rays of light, like the cracks in a giant mirror.  White-hot light spilled out.  The sky was bleeding light.  Out of the heart of the obscene tear in the sky, something silvery and glittering passed, and faster than he could notice it, it tore into the valley with a shriek.  


The silvery object dug into the ground at the edge of the valley opposite to David, a huge cloud of debris and vegetation erupting.  David covered his face with the sleeve of his bathrobe (and what was he doing standing outside in his bathrobe, he wondered again) and lay down onto the springy turf below, and winds buffeted him.   A giant mushroom shaped cloud swept into the air, and the roar in his ears increased.  David was swept back off the small mossy perch where he was standing (and how had he got there, he asked himself) and into a crevice in the cliff face.   Barely small enough to enclose him, it nonetheless shielded him from the waves of debris long enough for him to glance up at the sky, which though no longer actively on fire, was strangely warped, the clouds moving over the shrinking gash in the sky and visually distorting, like a fish eye lens.    


The winds began to die down; the gash shrank to a twisty line, and then to a series of bright, star-like points.  David emerged from his crevice in the rock face, and stared down into the valley.  The fog had been blown back slightly, and accorded him a better view of the valley below.   A huge gash had been torn into the valley below.  And tucked into the torn earth was a large silver disc.    The sense of wrongness flooded David.    Squinting, he saw small figures moving towards the disc.  He began to climb down into the valley for a better look, ignoring the small rocks and twigs against his bare feet.   A short time later, he found himself moving through the ferns at the end of a huge crater in the valley floor.   The figures resolved into the form of several small dark skinned men wearing soft leather clothing and holding spears.  They milled about the disc nervously, prodding the earth newly turned up in the face of the disc.  David had a sudden stab of anxiety, feeling he was as alien to this valley as the huge silver monstrosity half buried several hundred yards ahead.   


The small group of men turned, and visibly started as they faced David.   He couldn’t help but feel sorry for them, even as they approached spears bristling.   This was their valley, and they had already had to face with a giant silver disc, and a plaid-bathrobe clad intruder.  The largest of the men approached him.  Unblinkingly, he stared at David, showing clear eyes over a tangled beard and deerskin wrap.   A small bag hung around his neck, colored an earthy red.  David nervously held up his hands, and using the tone he used on strange dogs, began to stammer out an apology.    The other tribesmen moved forward to surround him.   The silence was broken by a loud garbled voice and all the current inhabitants of the valley glanced up to see a large hatch opening in the wall of the disk.  The voice got louder and more frenetic.


“Stock up today, because prices like this won’t last!  Free wheel balancing and tire rotation for life available with purchase of four tires!  With prices this low, we must be crazy!”


David sat up in bed with a start, still glancing around in fear of tribesmen with spears and unexplained silver disks.  He reached over and turned off his alarm clock, which was still blathering about tires and how his life would be better with them.   He climbed out of bed, and shuffled towards the shower.  By the time he rinsed the shampoo off and was applying shaving lather, the dream had faded to only a memory of the valley being disturbed, and something about the tribesman with the red pouch and full beard.  After brushing teeth, putting on shirt and tie, grabbing a travel mug of coffee, and a granola bar for breakfast. And rushing to the garage (by this time he was running late) he could no longer remember anything beyond a general feeling of disturbed peace. He climbed into a late model white sedan, and drove out onto the expressway towards the office park.   Turning on his car radio, mindlessly humming with a selection of pop hits, David pulled onto the expressway, to begin the commute which defined his life, five days a week, fifty weeks a year, until downsizing, retirement, or death.


In the normal tie up near the industrial park, David noticed out of the corner of his vision something shiny glinting off the hood of the luxury sedan next to him.  It flashed back to something he had floating about at the edge of his consciousness.   The fear.  The disk.  The tribesmen.   He started, and spilled a good amount of his coffee onto his lap, and the car behind him began honking furiously.   He shook his head out of the revelry, and pulled into the driveway of Olive City Inc., slowly circling, looking for a spot.    Swerving quickly, David pulled into a spot.  A honk and a stream of cursing followed.  David glanced in his mirror to see the buzz-cutted figure of Pat, the mailroom clerk shaking a fist out of the window of his jeep.  David raised one hand in apology, and climbed out.    He saw Pat pull into the furthest space, and ominously tapping his forehead and glaring at David.   His mail would be late today, but with the number of gun magazines found in the mailroom lately, David didn’t feel like pressing his luck by complaining.   The coffee in his lap had dried, mostly, but the faster in the office the less chance of a lecture about proper career attire from the office manager.  That and the comments coming in fifteen minutes late would no doubt bring.  


David walked into the bright airy reception area, and sparing a smile for Emily, the pretty receptionist who was always nice to him, he poked his head around the corner for the production offices, nervously scanning for the face of Mona Collation, the office manager.


“She’s in a meeting with Mr. Spahn.  Here.”  Emily handed him a moist towlette, which sort of spread the coffee around his khaki work pants.


“In a mood?  On the warpath?”


“I’d lay low for the first couple of hours.   She’s all bent out of shape about some new hire they’re moving to production.  She had some cousin of hers all set to take the position, but Spahn didn’t want one of her efficient office drones.  Said some crap about thinking outside the box, new paradigms, the usual.  That isn’t helping much, is it?”


“I’ll soak them tonight.  Who’s the new hire?”


“He’s out of the New Mexico office.  He’ll be in your cubicle area once he finishes Spahn’s personality tests.”  The personality tests supposedly weeded out the crazies, but just as David was about to express his doubts, Pat Markinton, mail clerk and rumored militia member stalked in.  Even in work clothes, there was something of the Green Beret about him.


“Take my spot again Green, and we’re going to have a problem.”  Despite the lack of assigned spaces, Pat always gravitated to the same spot.  Something about sniper sight lines, and being able to see the car from the mailroom.   Clutched in his hands was a thick paperback book, “Jane’s Firearms Identifier.”


“Sorry Pat, I’ll be more careful in the future.”


Emily handed Pat a manila inter-office envelope.  “Mona wants you to collect everyone’s requisition q-47 forms today.”


“I got her q-47s right here...” Pat trailed off and wandered off to the upstairs mailroom.


“He’s a little ray of sunshine isn’t he?” Emily said brightly, pausing to pick up the wet-nap which David had unsuccessfully tried to throw in her wastebasket.  “Just stay away from Mona and you’ll make it through another Monday, David.  I think you want cold water to remove the coffee stain.”


“Thank you.  I’m off to hide in my cube now.”  David peered around the corner, and darted to his section of cube.   No sooner had he sat down, and flipped on his monitor, when he felt a shivery someone is staring at me kind of feeling across the back of his neck.  He turned to find the polyester clad figure of Mona, the office manager glaring at him.


“Mr. Green, we begin the office day at 9.  Not 9:15.  And what’s that on your pants?  “


“Sorry, coffee mishap.  And I’ll be on time tomorrow.”


“I’m not sure if you realize how many people would want that production job.  Don’t let it happen again, and we won’t have to find out.  You have a new cube-mate, from the New Mexico office.  Try not to let your bad habits rub off on him.”  


With a smirk, Mona turned on her sensible orthopedic shoes and stalked out of the cube.  Fuming, David began paging through the arcane code that was his daily grind.  The hours ticked away, and at 11, he joined the herd of bleary-eyed workers in the small break room.  He dropped eighty cents in the snack machine, and a danish moved slightly and failed to drop.  He poured another cup of coffee with a sigh, and leaned against the wall next to one of the other office drones, who was blathering on about baseball and how he could have coached that damn team better.  He glanced up to see a new face walk over to the snack machine, and with a deft little kick, knock his danish down.   The new worker was in black slacks, and white shirt, and a strange little angular tie, with some sort of art deco design, loosely knotted around his neck.  There was a strange expression on his face, sort of bemused, and his hair was a spiky black mess, just coifed enough to escape office rules. He had a vaguely Hispanic look to him.  He took his danish and a cup of coffee and wordlessly sauntered out of the break room.  David thought of protesting, but let it go.  Something in the new worker’s demeanor kept him quiet.   Give him a month commented the baseball sage, he won’t walk so proud.   Mona poked her head in and tapped her watch.  Everyone shuffled back to their cubicles for another couple of exciting hours of coding.  David turned to follow the masses, and walked into his cubicle.   Sitting in the good chair, was the dark haired stranger.


“David Green?  I was told you’d get me up to speed. “ He held out a hand, “Alex Faure.  Damn glad to meet you.”  His grip was firm, and his palm was callused.  “Looks pretty standard to me.”  He had opened up a window of code.  “What’s up with the psyche test?  I’m not going to go postal anytime soon, and if I were, I wouldn’t tell them.”  David tried to comment, but Alex continued, “So, basically I’m doing the same things I was doing in Truth-Or-Consequences.  You made an error here.” pointing to one line.  David stammered, “Uh, okay, nice to meet you.”   Leaning forward, a red leather pouch fell out of Alex’s collar.  David stared, but Alex wordlessly tucked it away.   He turned and rolled his chair to the second workstation, and began typing furiously.  Chattering away all the time about the New Mexico office, and how much nicer people were here, and this and that.   Still stunned, David began typing away at his own code, his head swimming in disbelief and the memory of his dream, which had come back and struck him dumb.  The saucer.  The tribesman.  And why in the world did Alex have that pouch?  No words came.  He turned back to coding.


The day went on and on, as days will do in the buzzing fluorescent hive of the office, and every time he thought of something not related to coding, or the office, he turned his mind away.  Only so much, he thought.  I don’t 
need to upset reality.    He ate a tasteless lunch of microwaved ramen, and Alex mostly ignored him, tapping furiously away at his workstation in the other end of the cubicle.   The days reached the mid-afternoon lull, and David found himself drifting half-asleep through lines of code.  He began imagining a tropical island, tall coconut drinks, and (rather improbably) Emily from reception lying next to him on a tropical deck chair.  He was jolted from this revelry from a shriek from the next cubicle over.


Prairie dog style, office worker heads popped up over the dividers, glancing around at the sudden disruption.   Perched on a chair, the coder next to him, Sanjay, was standing up and babbling, “A mouse!  I saw a mouse!”


“I thought that was a sitcom thing, to get up on the chair like that,” remarked Alex dryly.  “I mean it’s just a mouse.  What’s it gonna do?  Eat a crumb, chew a cable.  It’s not going to steal your job, overthrow your government, or disprove belief in your gods.  Sheesh.”


Mona stalked over to Sanjay’s cubicle, glaring at the coders until one by one they shrank back into their cubicles.  She walked into Sanjay’s cube.


“Now, Mr. Patel, where did the mouse go?”


“He ran behind my station and into the wall socket hole!  I refuse to work under these conditions!  I demand to speak to Mr. Spahn!”


“Now, Mr. Spahn doesn’t need to worry about a little mouse.  We’ll take care of this ourselves.”  She peered under the desk and into the recently opened network cable hole in the wall.   She went off to the mailroom, and returned with Pat, and a large d-cell metal flashlight.  Sanjay Patel was sitting cross-legged on his swivel chair peering nervously at the network hole.  Pat stuck his head under, muttering that this wasn’t his job, his job was mail, and if they wanted an exterminator, they should just hire one, and not take the mail person away from mail duties, and would they please get someone to take a look at the third floor copier, since the toner was turning all the copies into a shadowy nightmare.  



David turned back to his computer and tried to ignore the commotion, but Alex seemed quite interested, and carefully watching Mona to make sure she was being occupied by Pat and his litany of complaints, he peered over the cubicle wall, and noted with interest the commotion.  Pat was now entirely under the desk in the next cube over, and Mona was shouting commands at him.


“Can you see where it went?  Do the cables looked chewed?”


“I can’t see anything.   The cables are a mess.  I don’t think I have to be here.  Tell Mr. Spahn to get an exterminator...” He continued muttering under his breath.


With a sigh, David tried to focus on a line of code, but his vision blurred, and with another heavy sigh, he realized he needed to download another piece from the net.   He opened a browser and tried to access the command database, but the screen hung, stupid hourglass uselessly shifting. He glanced up to see Alex giggling at the sight of Mona joining Pat under the desk, Sanjay Patel having run for the safety of the men’s room, and the swearing continued.


“Damnit Pat, put the light here.  I have to tell hardware which cable is messed up or they’ll never fix it.”


“Excuse me, but if I don’t figure out where the mouse went, I’ll never get back to the mailroom.  Where is Miguel?  He should be doing this?”


“Miguel is undergoing Regional Review”


David popped his head over the cubicle wall and said, “Hey, Is the network down?  I can’t reach the libraries.”


Mona jerked suddenly and predictably banged her head, squealing, as Pat dropped the flashlight, and a small gray streak exited the cubicle, and secreted itself behind a row of cardboard file cabinets.  “Mr. Green, please tell networks!  I’m busy!  We have a serious mouse concern here!”


Alex, grinning ear to ear, rested back in his chair, and idly pressed a few keys.   “My net’s down too.   The mouse committed an act of sabotage!  Brother Mouse, you killed the net!”  He began rocking back and forth with suppressed giggles.  David, grateful for the break, wandered down to Networks, but seeing no one in their section, wrote a yellow post-it note and added it to the dozen already attached to the networks monitor. He went back to his desk to wait.


After an hour of doodling, unfolding paper clips, and rolling post-its into little sticky tubes, the entire floor was let loose an hour early.  Networks had been located in the upstairs break room tracing cables, which had also apparently been mouse chewed.   There was nothing to be done without the network working.  The entire floor shuffled off to their cars and drove off into the day, a little confused, but willing to leave if that’s what was asked of them.   David grabbed a couple of things he idly thought would be worked on at home, and began walking to his car.   


As he climbed into his car, he heard a sputtering roaring noise coming from the far end of the lot.  He glanced up and saw Alex pulling away on a faded Triumph motorcycle, spewing a little smoke.


The evening faded into obscurity.  He flipped on the television, glanced through some junk mail, and pretended to look at the work files he had gathered, but instead, left on a corner of his kitchen table, while he watched sit-coms, and began to doze.  He started awake around 2am and walked to his bed, in passing moving to turn off the TV.  He paused for a second, lost in nostalgia, as he recognized the characters on the show, one of the early 70s black sitcoms that made life in the projects look like fun.   It had been a particular favorite of his and his sister when they were young, though he never exactly understood why.  He shook his head, and snapped off the TV.   He collapsed, in his clothes into nearly dreamless sleep.   Just as he faded away he remembered Alex’s red leather pouch and had a little jerk out of sleep, but he was too tired to worry about it, and he was sure in the morning he’d forget all about it.    Which he did.


The next morning, he did his morning things, and made it to work early, and with no coffee mishaps. Carefully skipping Pat’s spot, he pulled in towards the end of the lot, noticing Alex tapping on his motorcycle with a wrench.


“Hey Davey-boy.  Know why the British took so long in inventing the toaster?   They couldn’t find a way to make it leak oil!”  He made one final adjustment, and put the wrench back into a saddlebag.  “Let’s hope there are no more vermin-caused outages.  Networks down, company profits down, down-sized...”


Alex joined him, as they walked into the office.   David was a little annoyed, since he was hoping to get a quick talk in with Emily, maybe ask her out or something, which would be hard to do with Alex yakking away about the finer points of British engineering, which he was currently doing.    As it turned out Emily was not at her desk, and instead an annoyed Pat was sitting there, leafing through Guns & Ammo magazine, and sipping tea.   He glared at Alex and David.


“Networks are back.   And they’re planning to spray the entire building with poison to get the mice out.  We’ll all end up sterile or insane!   Of course they’re not worried if we all get gassed, so long as no more mice cause network failures.  And I’m stuck here, which is not even my job.” he muttered the rest under his breath.


David piped up, “So, uh, where’s Emily?”


Pat glared at him.  “Regional review.  They’re making me stay here when I’m not doing mailroom work.  And they have the nerve to criticize my tie! I swear, one of these days...” he trailed off again, fingering the black and white skull patterned tie.   Alex grinned at this, earning another scowl from Pat.  David and Alex walked to their cubicle.


Just before the normal morning break, after a couple of hours back-tracking over the work left unfinished due to the network outage, a voice came over the office public address system.   Alex cringed as the nasally voice of Mitchell Spahn, regional manager, filled the office.


“Hello, and good morning associates.  We appreciate your patience and hard work while we repair the networks.  We have contracted a licensed exterminator, and will be dealing with the mouse issue very soon now.   Please continue to work while they spray the office.   We thank you for your contributions to making this a successful company in these turbulent economic times”


David heard a snort from Alex who said quietly  “Please stay still and avoid breathing the extra chemicals, as we will be charged by the ounce for them.”   At this moment, Sanjay sprang out of his cubicle and began pacing up and down the office, calling out “Mona!  Mona!  I must insist you do not spray!  I am allergic to poisons of every variety! ”


Mona stepped out of the sales office, and glared at Sanjay.  “Mr. Patel, please return to your cube.  I’m sure the exterminators will be using non-toxic materials.”


“I will call OSHA on this office should they use one bit of poison!  I am multiply chemically-sensitive!”


Mona looked frantically at the entrance to the office, where three burly men in gray uniforms were striding in, carrying large chemical spray canisters.   One, seemingly the leader, wore a baseball cap with an amusing illustration of a man in a top hat smacking a rat on the head.  He glanced at Sanjay pacing and fuming around the office and glanced at Mona, as if waiting for her instructions.


“You see?  That is not organic spray!  That is kill-me-with-choking fumes spray!  I will not tolerate this!  I cannot work under these conditions!”  Sanjay began panting a bit, growing more agitated by the moment.  The exterminators approached Mona, and they paused, waiting for instructions.

Sanjay stormed into the executive suite yelling about lawsuits, while Mona glared at the office, and smiled in a “look at the crazy” way at the exterminators.


“Ma’am, if he’s MCS then we can’t spray.   My boss’d never forgive me.  We’d get our asses handed to us by OSHA We don’t need another lawsuit.” The Exterminator in the red cap said, as his two lackeys put down their canisters and leaned against a nearby desk.


“Please gentlemen, no one is suing anyone.  Just go ahead and get to work.  We’ve suffered enough disruptions already.”


“Nothing doing.   We’re going to have to leave now.”


“You do your job”


“Lady, I ain’t giving no one a fit.  Our regulations state that if someone is sensitive, we can’t spray.”


“He’s not sensitive, he’s an idiot!”

The exterminator folded his arms and said, “You call my boss, he’d tell you the same thing.  You wanna call him?”  He pulled out a phone and held it towards Mona, who was growing more flustered and red-, faced by the minute.


“This office really is fun,” commented Alex quietly to David, as they peered over the cubicle walls.  “The drama just goes and goes.”  At this comment, Mona stormed out of the office and into Sales.   Sanjay and one of the junior executive types in a blue suit emerged from the executive offices, and fixing a smarmy smile reserved for the help, the executive approached the exterminators.  “We apologize for the commotion.   I’m afraid we have to find some other way of dealing with our rodent issues.  Had we known of Mr. Patel’s condition, we would never have contacted you.  I apologize for your time.”


“Sorry is nice to hear, but we’re on a four hour minimum.  You’re paying for our time whether we do anything or not.”  The executive glared at the exterminator, but cowed by the large man’s demeanor, he said nothing just then.  Reconsidering his tone, he offered “well, can’t you try to do something without the poison?  Like hit it with something?  Or a mousetrap or something?”  The exterminator looked at his partners and snorted.  


“Okay.   We’ll place some glue traps around where it was seen.  But I ain’t promising nothing.  We’ll just have to hope it runs into one.”  They shuffled back outside and returned a short time later with a handful of traps, which they began placing around the office.  The executive, stomped back to the realm of real offices with walls, and Sanjay nervously watched the exterminators placing glue traps under his desk.


“Is that hypoallergenic glue?” He asked meekly.  At this the exterminator snorted once, and began to shake his head slowly.  Sanjay let it go, and tried to get back to work.  Alex, still enjoying the spectacle, slowly sank back into his chair, and began idly playing solitaire.  “My net’s down again.”  David turned to his screen, which had also gone blank and refused to move from the hourglass icon.   They killed time, waiting for the hopeful dismissal, but nothing was said, and Networks was once again empty when David went to check.


“Hey Miguel,” David called to the handyman, who was using an industrial stapler to attach bits of steel wool over the drilled out network holes.  “You seen anyone from here?”  Miguel looked up, a pleasant looking Latino man in his forties.  His tool belt clanked softly at the motion.


“No, David.  I think they are with Mr. Spahn for Regional Review.  They told me to cover all the holes for the mousies.”


“Alright, thanks, Miguel.”


Mona poked her head into the networks area.  “David, why aren’t you at your desk?”




“Network’s down again.”


At this, Mona shook her head furiously. “Go. Back. To.  Your. Desk.  Let Miguel finish working.”


“I’m almost done, Miss Mona.” Miguel said.  “You know, my daughter has a wonderful cat.  We could bring it here and let it loose.  Senora Bon Bon could catch the mousy, quick.  She caught a big squirrel just yesterday.”


David slunk back to his desk just as Sarah; the marketing manager popped her head over the networking cubicle and brightly said, “Hey Mona, You know the network’s down?”  Mona glared with ferocity at Sarah, and Sarah wandered back to Marketing, oblivious.  “Miguel, I give you permission to go get the cat, and let it loose at lunchtime.”  Mona said, undercurrents of stress radiating off of her like a heat lamp.  “I don’t want to hear anymore about the network or the mice.  I just want everyone to get back to work!”


David and Alex went to the Chinese buffet for lunch, an unremarkable but filling noodle dish and some sweet and sour pork, and returned to the break room for the last ten minutes of lunch, where Miguel was sitting holding an animal carrier, and surrounded by gawking staff members.  He was trying unsuccessfully to coax the famous Senora Bon Bon out of her carrier with a cat treat.  Soft protesting mews emerged, and David saw fluffy white fur, through the thickets of onlookers.


“She’s scared of so many people.  She’ll come out if we leave,” opined Miguel, and the crowd thinned out and reluctantly returned to their desks.  As they were leaving, David noticed Alex staring at the carrier case oddly, as a small white cat poked her head out and stared back, still agitated, but seemingly fascinated by Alex.  It was an all white cat, with short hair.  Alex moved as if to approach the cat, but it started and hid behind the vending machines as Mona stomped into the break room.  “Mr. Green, Mr. Faure, lunch is over!  The networks are back, and please go back to your desks.  Let the cat does its job.”


With nothing to do, they wandered back to their cubicle and began the endless process of coding, picking up where they had left off.   Alex was much less chatty, but David attributed that to the noodles, which were sitting a little heavy on him also. He dutifully tapped away at the keys until nearly 8pm. The office had grown very quiet. Alex had apparently already left, so quietly that David heard nothing, immersed in coding. David shut off his monitor, exhausted and walked over to the break room, feeling the craving for a soda before leaving.  As he approached the break room he heard voices echoing oddly through empty cubicles.  He stopped, and listened before walking into the break room.  He was sure he was alone, but then Alex’s voice emerged in soft tones.


“Exalted Glory?  That’s the name?”


A soft melodic voice answered, “Yes.  He asks forgiveness, but there are things he must do.  He does not blame you for the glue.”


David walked in the break room, “You still here, Alex?”  He glanced around, but Alex was sitting by himself on the floor, looking towards the cat.

No one was in the room.  Alex looked up startled, and said, “oh, David.  Yeah, stuck late.  I’m heading out soon.  Just chatting with Senora Bon Bon.”


At this, the Cat looked at Alex squarely and said, “You must bring him along?  I know he doesn’t look like he’ll be much use.”  David shook his head.  Was the cat talking?  He must be losing it.  He goggled at the white cat.   The world swirled beneath him and as he spiraled into dark unconsciousness, he heard Alex saying, cryptically “I’m sure he has his purpose.   I’ll need some help from you though.  Can you bring me a paperclip, Senora Bon Bon?  From Mr. Spahn’s Office.”  The Cat nodded and solemnly walked away.   David passed entirely out, and woke up several hours later in his bed, still dressed, heart beating a mile a minute.


Everything in the room had a strange glow behind it.  Head pounding, David carefully climbed out of bed, and into the kitchen to grab a glass of water.  The apartment, normally nothing more than a generic place to sleep, and store a few possessions, radiated light in all directions.   The digital readout on the oven made no sense.  Grabbing a glass of water, David drank ravenously.   The apartment slowly stopped moving, and glowing, and doing anything more than it usually did.   Was everything that happened a dream?  Was he losing his mind?  These thoughts rushed through his head.  Was the cat talking?  That’s not possible.  Not Possible.  Not Fucking possible.  This thought was interrupted as he noticed the blinking red light on his answering machine.  He reached over and pressed play.


“Hi David, this is Alex.  I’m sorry you had to see and hear my little tête-à-tête with Senora Bon Bon.  Things are happening that you have no idea about, but I really need your help.  I will come get you later tonight.   I’ll explain as much as I can.   You must come see me.  Call me back when you get this message.” He listed a local number and hung up.


David shook his head.   An explanation would only make things worse.   Insanity, sure, you could deal with that.   It’s all chemicals now anyhow, thought David.  A few misplaced neurotransmitters, some discussion of your childhood.   Cats aren’t talking.  Dreams of cavemen and flying saucers are not real.  Any explanation would make things worse.  He was going to drink another glass of water and then crawl into bed.  If he couldn’t sleep, he’ll slam a bottle of nighttime cold medicine and bloody well knock himself out.


He glanced at the clock again, and this time it displayed a very readable 2:45am rather than the strange alien symbols it displayed earlier.  He walked back to his bedroom and began pulling off clothing.  He had gotten both shoes off and was starting on his socks when he heard a pounding on his door.  Despite the sense that nothing good could come of it, he walked warily towards the door and peered through the eyehole.  He saw, not really unsurprisingly, Alex standing outside in a battered leather coat, holding a pair of motorcycle helmets.  No choice thought David.   He opened the door, and Alex held up one hand.  “No, don’t say anything.  Put on something warm, and we’ll go discuss this elsewhere.    It’s not safe to talk here.”


Giving up on fantasies of cold-medicine induced unconsciousness, David pulled on his shoes and a jacket.  He tried once or twice to ask something, but Alex would say nothing, just shaking his head and repeating.  “Not here, not here.”  They climbed on Alex’s decrepit Triumph, and after a couple of false kicks, the bike started up, and they rode out onto the interstate.  The cold air blowing onto them as they sped along served to fully awaken David.   The road was dead still, only the occasional truck thundering in the opposite direction.   Alex pulled off the road a short time later, into a nondescript industrial park.   They drove into a small warehouse lot, and parked.  Alex killed the engine, and gestured to David to follow him to a small unmarked door.  A muted pounding rhythm came from inside.  Alex tapped on the door, and a peephole opened.   


“Yes?” David saw a small ray of light through the peephole, and the pounding resolved into some sort of electronic music.


Alex held up a small dark flier, covered with ankhs and skulls.  The peephole shut, and the door swung open, revealing a small entrance hall lit up with black lights.   A dark haired short man gestured them in, shutting and barring the door.  “You have the invitation.   The admission is $20.  Each.”  A slight eastern European accent tinged the man’s deep voice.   Alex reached into his wallet, and David half expected a moth to fly out, as a receipt for a Thai restaurant fell out, but no money was revealed.


“Er, “ started Alex.  “David, could you help me out?  I’ll make it good later, promise.”   David reached in his wallet, and found two twenties, handed them to the doorman.


“I can’t believe you woke me up and made me go to an underground club.” 


“Don’t worry, we won’t stay long.  I made the meeting here because I knew they’d never come in here.  They hate this noisy crap.”  They walked through a dark curtain and into the warehouse, where more black lights lit the room in an eerie purple light.   Moving lights played across the walls and ceilings, and throngs of black-clad dancers moved about in time to the pounding rhythms.  A definite gothic style was evident, by the frilly dresses and shiny PVC clothing and despite the hour and the bizarre circumstances, David felt slightly underdressed in his casual jacket and rumpled work clothes.   Lots of leather and spikes seemed to be the fashion, along with facial piercings, and thick black tattoos.   Alex led them through the dancing throng, who seemed to take no notice of the two men as they walked though the converted warehouse.    He stopped briefly to get two drinks at a bar from a person of indeterminate sex with a shaved head and tight leather pants.   He led them to one of a group of small tables in the back of the room, separated from the main dance floor by thick black gauze.  The music was still loud, but muffled enough that David could hear.  On the table was a fairly modern laptop computer.  David sipped his drink, and found it a fairly tasty whisky.  Alex grabbed the computer and began typing away furiously.


“Now, this is a charming spot, and a good drink, but I didn’t get pulled out of bed and shook down for $40 so I could watch you code in some spooky warehouse party.”  David took another sip, and prepared to launch once more into a demand for an explanation, when Alex turned the laptop around, showing a picture of none other than Senora Bon Bon.


“No time for complaints.  We have to get going right away.  I won’t pretend that I have all the answers you’re looking for but I know one thing.  Without your help, thousands will be worse than dead in a week’s time.”  Alex paused to sip his drink.  “I know this is more than you ever thought you’d have to deal with, but I never would have involved you, if it could have been avoided.”  The computer whirred briefly, and the picture of Senora Bon Bon came to life on the screen.   Goddamn it, the cat was talking again.


“Good morning David.  Forgive this intrusion, but we need you to accompany David back to the home office in New York to retrieve something that was stolen from Alex, and that could doom us all.”  Senora Bon Bon paused, and turned to face Alex.  “Please explain further, Alex.”


“Your boss is not who you think he is, David.  Mitchell Spahn is an ancient being, far older than you could conceive.  He has taken something from my people, something we need to continue a struggle that has been going on for eons, and which if lost, will doom billions.  “


David’s head swam, and he felt himself blacking out once more.  Alex quickly grabbed the lapels of his jacket, and slapped him across the face, hard.  “Don’t black out.   I know you’re just trying to deal with the expansion of reality as you know it, but we have literally no time.   The more time we waste, the further ahead Spahn is.  And I need you to track him.”  David slugged down his drink, and the world stopped spinning.


“I’m not anyone special. I’m just a coder. I can’t do anything special.  I’ve lived a normal life, had a normal job, and wanted nothing more than anyone else.  I want to watch sitcoms and drink beer, and not have to deal with talking cats or evil minions.   Mitchell Spahn is a boring blowhard who runs a moderately successful software company, not some sort of lovecraftian horror.”  David jumped up and prepared to run.  


Senora Bon Bon hissed, and Alex firmly sat David back down. On the screen, Senora Bon Bon continued, “What you want has become irrelevant.  Alex and I have responsibilities, and whether or not your little ape-brain can deal with this voyage, we need you along.   Alex, please show him why we need him.”


Alex reached into his shirt, and pulled out a small red leather bag.  Out of it, he pulled a small unfolded paper clip, and handed it to David.  From another pocket he pulled out a battered Atlas of the world.  He opened it to a map of the United States, and pointed.  A green glowing line started from the northern Californian city they were in.  It pulsed in a way that made David’s skin crawl.  It continued a short way, into Nevada.


“You can see a line, can’t you?”


“A green one.  Heading East, but I don’t see what’s special about that.”


“We can’t see it.  No one can.  Spahn is traveling East, and only a sensitive can follow that line.  I can do a few tricks, and I know a few people and places, but I can’t track him.  I need to get Spahn, and somehow stop him from reaching the home office.”


“The home office in New York?  He could be on a plane and fly there by morning. “


“He can’t travel by human agency now, he’s grown too different, and dares not show his face to the world above.  His superiors would never allow him to risk their plans.  There are other paths, below, where he could travel.  We must follow him. He’s taken something of great power from me, and we need to get it back.  If he gets to New York, all is lost.”  He looked sadly at the screen.  


Senora Bon Bon continued, “You can track Spahn.  If you can get close to him, you can retrieve what he has stolen.  I can send help along the way, but I cannot follow.  Our agent have already slowed communications by dismantling the network.”


“The mouse did that.”


“As I said, our Agent, Exalted Glory, has disabled the networks.  Without being able to transmit his location through the nets, Spahn is weakened.  He cannot easily summon aid; he cannot send defenders.  This is not to say he is helpless, nor the journey without dangers. Without you, we cannot stop him.  Alex will be your guide and protector.  He will make sure you survive long enough to stop Spahn.  Make no mistake, David.  You are not safe.  Even now, agents are searching for you.  I must go” The screen went blank, leaving nothing but the standard background. Alex jumped up and moved outside the curtain, and returned a few minutes later with two more drinks.  


“I know you have a million questions, but we can’t take all night.  The music here is intolerable to the agents following us, but they can use other means to get to us.   Drink your whisky.  I find it makes the impossible a little more bearable.”  He downed his in a quick gulp.   David moved to follow and gagged on something slimy floating in his drink.  He felt his gorge rising. 

“Aggh, what the hell was that?” he sputtered.


“An oyster.  It’ll disguise your aura briefly until we can get back to Olive City tonight.”


“We’re going to work?”


“We need to go below, and that’s the nearest entrance.  We’ve got to hurry.”


“Why me?  And what did they take from you?”


“I’ve explained it.  You can track Spahn.  And they took the bones from me.”


“The bones?”


“I’ll explain later.  Look, just try to relax and go with the flow.  Everything going on here started billions of years ago, and it will continue billions of years afterwards.  We’re just one little point in between.”


David wished he could pass out, but the whiskies lent a mad manic energy to his mood.  He handed the paperclip back to Alex who shook his head, and said, “hold onto it.  No, better yet, let’s attach it.”  He rushed out into the dance floor and returned with a punk looking girl with spiky blue hair and numerous bits of metal hanging out of her face.  She looked disdainfully at David, and pulled out a small hollow needle.  She took the paperclip from his hand, and carefully bent it into a small open ring using a tiny pair of pliers.  She threaded the open ring onto the needle, and before David could protest, she thrust the needle into his earlobe, and quickly closed the paperclip ring into a loop.   


“You’re straight right?  I put it in your left lobe.” she commented, running an alcohol wipe over her needle and the pliers.  “You owe me big time Alex.  Big time.”


Alex looked cowed. “But of course, Stacy darling.  I’ll see you next week and you can take it out of my hide.”  At this he grinned, and obviously trying to prevent it, so did she.


“He’s kind of square, but he’s still cute.   I don’t like the look of his aura,” said Stacy.  “Did you give him an oyster?”


David flushed at this.  Stacy smiled again, and said, “Let me see your palm.”  She took his left hand and traced the lines.  “You’ve led a boring life, but that’s about to change.  You have some interesting ancestors though.  That’s in your favor.  And you’ll be going further than you ever suspected.”


Alex shut off the laptop, and said, “This is lovely and all Stacy, but please, we’ve gotta motor.  Next week, I promise, I’ll pay for this and more.”

Before Stacy could comment, the music shut off with a terrible screech of scratched record and a voice came over the PA.  


“This is a bust!  Patrons not wanting to get arrested should leave out the back door ASAP.”  Large halogen lights came on, and David and Alex joined the throng of black clad revelers running out of the warehouse.  The glamour afforded by the dim lighting was lost, and most of the people in the club looked pale and unhealthy.    David saw the DJ lugging a crate of records out of the back door, just as two uniformed policemen dashed into the club, brandishing truncheons, calling out, “Stop!  This is a raid!  You are all under arrest!”  Panic ensued, and the whole club erupted into people running every direction.  More cops entered, and began clubbing people left and right.   One approached the table, and Stacy kicked over the table and began to throw chairs.   David ducked behind her, and goggled at Alex, who adopted a sort of fighting stance, his hands in two small triangles.  He kicked a couple of chairs out of his way and launched into the thicket of cops.  He struck left and right, and the cops fell to the ground twitching.   He struck quickly, but accurately.  It was strange to watch Alex disable these big beefy cops with a light pecking touch of his hands.   He kicked another table in the way of the remaining officers, and ran back to where Stacy and David huddled. Stacy led the two of them outside and into a small Citroen 2CV, took off with a screech, the car’s small engine roaring under the strain of three people.  The car had an herbal smell, and the radio was playing something morbid.


“Damnit, my bike is back there,” swore Alex.


“Sorry, you want me to turn around?” asked Stacy, shifting gears furiously.


“Why are we rushing so much?  They can’t arrest you for an underground party.  We’re all of legal drinking age,” noted David.


“Legal and then some.  But those cops are not under their own control.  I saw puppet strings leading off them.” explained Alex.  


David started to protest, but decided to just go with the flow.  Yeah, what the goddamn talking cat said.  Alex began directing Stacy back onto the interstate, and somehow, they managed to swing into the parking lot of Olive City Inc. without being stopped by police a few minutes later.  Stacy parked the car, and lit a cigarette.  “Have fun boys.  Don’t work too hard.  Good luck David.”  She winked through a haze of smoke, and grimaced as her car misfired. “Oh, my baby is crying.  Time to take you back to mechanic Jacques.”  They climbed out into the misty dawn, and began walking towards the entrance.  Stacy pulled out, tires screeching and muffler booming.    Her car turned the corner, and the silence was somehow deafening, after the noise of the club and the car.


The two men approached the loading dock’s roll-up metal door.  David looked at his watch.  “Miguel and the cleaning staff aren’t here for another couple of hours I think.  How are we going to get in?”


“We’ve got an in.”  Alex knelt down and unscrewed a sprinkler head.  A short jet of water spurted out, and then died away.  Alex stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled, shrilly and loudly.   A small gray head stuck its head out of the now empty pipe.  


“Hello Alex.  Hello David.”  It peeped.  “I am Exalted Glory, and it will be my pleasure to assist you two gentlemen inside and in pursuit of that nefarious fellow.”  The mouse ducked inside the pipe.


“I must be getting used to all this crazy shit, “ said David.  “I barely felt dizzy at the sight of the mouse talking to me.”


“It gets easier as things go along,” pointed out Alex.  “The whisky didn’t hurt either.”


“One thing I don’t understand.  I mean, one more thing.  Is Miguel in on this too?  He brought the cat in the building.”


“Miguel is a nice guy, and a great handyman, but as far as I know, that’s it.  Senora Bon Bon must have given him the idea in some subtle way.  She’s been in on this since the beginning.   A long long time.”


“Good to know I’m not the only non-affiliated one.”


Alex turned to him.  “You’re involved too, and have been for a long time too.  I suspect you have something very odd branching off your family tree.”


“I doubt it.  Boring Wasps as far back as we remember.”


“Well, before that, then.   You never know which boring Wasp really came from enlightened Tibetan High Priests, or crystal skull makers from Hy-Brasil.  More in heaven and earth than in your philosophy, Horatio.”


Having nothing to say to that, David simply relaxed, and waited with Alex.  A short time later, the metal roll up door engaged, and with a clanking of metal began to open.   Alex and David walked inside the dock area, and into the shipping and receiving area.  Exalted Glory climbed up on the wrapping table, and quivered its whiskers.  “The alarms are off, and the network is also down.”


“Why thank you little mousy.  Can I get you something?”


“I would not refuse something from the vending machine.”


Alex and David walked into the break room, and got a candy bar and two cups of coffee from the drink machine.   They walked back to shipping and receiving, where Alex opened the wrapper and placed the candy bar down on the table.   Exalted Glory eagerly ran to the bar and began gnawing away.  In between the first few bites he peeped, “Thank you Alex.  The Truth or Consequences office said you are an honorable man.  I must take this back to my hole, and hide, for the sun will be rising soon, and I do not want Miguel to be cross with Senora Bon Bon for letting me escape.  Farewell gentlemen, perhaps I will see you again.”  He dragged the candy bar off the table, and scampered away, pulling the candy bar in his teeth.


“What a nice little mouse.  I find I get along well with rodents.”  David stared at Alex a little oddly, but for much less time than he would have yesterday.   “He’s got a point though.  If we get caught in here once the office opens, we’ll be put to work coding, with no way to catch up to Spahn.”  Alex shut the rollup door, and the two of them walked towards the stairwell.   David Followed Alex down the stairs into the maintenance and old file storage basement.   The room had a musty smell of old paper and cleaning supplies.  There was a battered rolling chair, with a radio and small table set up.  Alex took a seat, and motioned for David to do the same.


“Now what?” asked David.


“We wait for Senora Bon Bon.  We need her to open this gate.”


“What gate?  This is the lowest level, isn’t it?”


“Ah, David.  You’ll have to stop jumping to conclusions or we won’t get anywhere.”  


A small pitter-pat announced the presence of Senora Bon Bon.    She looked up at David and said, “You’re not much, but I guess you’ll have to do.  Once you get Underneath find Prosperous Memory.  It will be able to find you a safe house Underneath for a bit.   You’ll be able to get some help there.   I can’t tell you where to find it.  We’ve let Prosperous Memory know you’re coming, but what form It will manifest is a mystery to us.   We’ve never had to bring it through to this side before.  We don’t dare try to contact the other side again.  We think a transmission may have been intercepted already.”  


The cat walked to a pile of obsolete computers and file boxes.  “You need to open this file.  Number #23.   There will be a key in there.”  She pointed with her paw.   “And this computer.  Turn it on and open File #23 on there.”


David opened the box while Alex turned on the aging computer.  The dust made David sneeze.  Senora Bon Bon looked around nervously.   “Hurry!  We’ve been detected!”  She began to pace nervously.   David found what looked like a Victorian key, in the very last folder of the box the cat had pointed to.  Alex meanwhile was typing furiously.


“Damnit, I haven’t used an apple 2 in years.  I can’t remember the damn Apple DOS commands.”  He pulled out another floppy disk, and shoved it in the slot.  “Thank God someone was playing video games on this, or it never would have been set up like this.”  Once the new disk was in the drive, the screen went blank, then lit up announcing that this disk was cracked by Zaphod Glitch and the Santa Monica Crew.    A file menu came up, and one was cryptically labeled file #23.  Alex said, “Got it.”  He activated the file, and the drive began to whir noisily.


Senora Bon Bon jumped behind a stack of file boxes, hissing furiously, hackles raised.  “Too late! “ she screeched.  “They’re here!”


“Who’s here?” asked David.  “I don’t see anyone.”  Just then, the stairwell door burst open, and a huge stream of small black binder clips poured into the room.   Unbelievably they began to clump together, forming a roughly man shaped figure. It stood and simply grew, pulsing, making a bizarre and unsettling clacking noise.  


“Come on, come on damnit!” Alex smacked the computer uselessly.  He jumped to his feet as the monstrosity began lumbering towards David, who ran to the other side of the room.   Alex began to assume a fighting stance. Senora Bon Bon shouted at Alex “Get back!  You can’t disrupt it!  It has no chi!”   



David scrambled to the wall and grabbed a small sledgehammer hanging there with a pile of tools.  He ran forward and swung blindly, connecting square with the chest of the binder beast.   The sledge sank in, and the binders scattered out the other side.  In an obscene bear hug, the thing puts its hands around David, who struggled, even as the clips began pinching him.  “YAAAAAGH!” he shouted,  “It’s got me!”


Alex picked up a monitor from the stack of junk computers and tossed it into the feet of the beast.   The tube blew out with an explosion, and the feet dissolved into individual clips.   The whole mass fell down and swept over David like a crashing wave.    He struggled violently, and managed to free himself from the tide of binder clips.   He furiously brushed binder clips off his shirt and jacket, and jumped over to where the cat and Alex were crouched.  Alex threw another monitor, which blew apart in the thick of the mass of clips, showering the room.  The cat hissed, “It’s going to reform in a second!   You can’t blow it apart.  You need an energy flow!  Wood or Water!”


“What the hell do you want me to do?” demanded Alex.  “Pour it a drink?”  He looked around frantically, and grabbed a hammer.  He climbed up on a stack of boxes and smacked the sprinkler head in the low basement ceiling.   With a roar, streams of stagnant brown water sprayed down into the room, soaking everyone, including the hissing cat.  The apple’s monitor exploded.  The binder clips were caught in the stream of rusty water rushing into the grate in the floor.  No longer forming into the man shape again, they twitched and snapped as they were swept into the center of the room.


“Now what?” asked Alex.  “We’ve blown out the gate computer.  How are we going to get it open?”  Senora Bon Bon climbed to higher ground on a stack of old training manuals and pointed to the wall.  Where there had been moldy concrete, a gate had opened, leading to an ancient looking black iron cage elevator. 


“There!  You must have opened it just before the water shorted out the machine!  Hurry!  There will be people investigating, and if you don’t get in soon, it will close!  Good luck!”  She called, as Alex and David jumped into the elevator.  Alex punched the single button, marked “Underneath.” and with a groan and shriek, the ancient device began to move slowly downwards.  Above them, a clanking, creaking noise and darkness fell as the door in the wall closed once more.   A flickering green light at the top of the elevator gave the only illumination, and the two men, exhausted slumped to the floor.


“Might as well relax,” said Alex. “I’ve never taken this entrance, but I know it’ll take at least an hour before we’re below.”


“Where are we going?  Who built all this?”


“It’s been here for a long time.  A really long time.   It’s no accident Olive City company was built here.  This is the entrance to the real Olive City.  It’s been here for millennia.   There’s a few ways in this part of the world. “


“But there were no people in California who were building elevators and cities underground 10,000 years ago.  They were fishing and gathering berries or something.”


“Ah, no people you’ve heard of.”


“What are you talking about?”


“ People have been around for a hundred thousand years.  The first civilization generally accepted developed in Mesopotamia around 5,000 years ago.  What were people doing the other ninety-five thousand years?  And are you sure no one came here first?”


“I’m not going to discuss this anymore.  I’m afraid you’ll put a pyramid on your head and start quoting Erich Von Daniken.”


“That jerk?  He got it all wrong.  C’mon just relax.  We might as well try to get some sleep while we travel below.  Nothing to look at except the wall going past.”


David nodded and put his head on his knees.  The fight and the unreality were taking their toll on him.   He soon drifted off into blackness.   Nothing was important he thought.  Nothing tonight was real.  He’d wake soon, and laugh about the weird dream he had.  Probably brought on by bad Chinese steam table buffet.   He thought briefly of the receptionist, Emily as he fell completely asleep.  She’d laugh when she heard this weird dream.


The smell of sea air hitting his face.   The foggy light of morning.  He was standing on a huge ship, like a cruise liner, but without the deck chairs or swimming pools.  Small dark men in gray woolen togs moved about the deck.   He glanced around.  How had he arrived on this ship?  One of the sailors wearing some sort of cap with insignia shouted at him in a language he had never heard before.  David stammered a reply of non-comprehension, and he found himself grabbed roughly and taken into an observation room high above the main deck.  Everything was polished silver, gauges marked in a strange cursive script.   A man with a thick red beard smoking a foul smelling pipe turned in a swivel chair away from the instruments.  David guessed he was the captain, by the deferential pose of the other sailors.  He looked at David, but no anger showed in his face.  He smirked, and snorted, filling the cabin with more smoke.   He shouted an order at the men, and they bowed and left the cabin.  


The captain studied David curiously.   He was a huge man, broad shouldered and muscular.   He looked at David’s raggedy office clothes, and dislodged a black binder clip, examining it curiously.  He began to guffaw again, and took another pull at his pipe.  He motioned to another swivel chair, and turned back to his instruments.  Not knowing what else to do, David sat, cowed by the powerful seaman.  One of the lights began to flash on what David guessed was the control panel.  The seaman grew grave and looked out the window at the sea.  The ship began to rock and pitch.   Off in the distance, David saw land approaching, rich and green, even through the fog.

On the deck, David saw the sailors moving about, carrying a small dingy.   Orders were shouted, and the small boat was placed in the water.   The captain grabbed David’s shoulder and walked with him out onto the deck and into the small boat, where they were joined by several other seamen, each clutching a long staff with a crystal in the end.   



Propelled by something, the men did not row, but the small craft sped steadily along towards shore.   As they approached the beach, David noticed a group of small dark-skinned men holding spears on the beach, pointing to the small boat.  The boat slipped neatly through the waves and glided onto the beach.  The tribesmen approached warily, and the sailors climbed out, brandishing their staves.  The captain, carrying no weapon, but instead a small box, strode confidently forward and approached the man David took as a leader of the tribesmen.  He greeted him in the same strange tongue, and the Chief (as David thought as him) nodded solemnly.   The captain handed him the box, and the chief opened it, revealing a skull made of crystal, perfectly formed.    The chief held it up to the light, and despite the foggy day, it gleamed.   The sailors roughly shoved David to his knees, and the chief shined the light of the skull onto David.   In the depths of the skull, David saw a green peaceful valley that looked disturbingly familiar.   Deja Vu washed over him as he saw the silvery disk slam into the ground and blow debris over the valley.  He tried to turn his head, but the sailors held him fast.  The skull’s image moved in closer, and he saw a hatch open, melting open, no signs of any mechanism.  A small figure emerged, and as the strange view of the skull moved closer, David saw the face of his boss, Mitchell Spahn.  He began to struggle, and the image was replaced with a searing hot white light.  He felt himself burning up, and without any warning it suddenly stopped.


   He opened his eyes, and found himself back in the elevator with Alex, who was shaking him awake.   The light shining in was weirdly tinted and disturbing, and much too bright.   David rubbed his eyes, and slowly he saw the elevator door had slid open.


“David wake up, we’re here.”  Alex and David emerged from the elevator into a huge carved out space, the walls curving away showing a space miles across.   The illumination came from a huge bright line in the ceiling, a gash bleeding light into the giant cavern.   Some short distance away several small buildings lay in irregular, organic looking patterns.   Behind them a number of larger buildings rose, buildings that would not look out of place in any fairly modern city.   The strange illumination lent strange greenish shadows, and in the distance, people milled about.  Their dress was unremarkable, and the people looked fairly normal as well.   A small stone path led to a small kiosk, where a guard sat in a khaki colored uniform.  He looked up at the two men in an unremarkable way, the view of a toll collector sensing business approaching.  They walked up to the booth, and Alex waved.


The guard held one gloved hand up, and demanded something in a rough language that David could not identify.  In guttural tones, Alex responded.  The two men went back and forth in this fashion for a short time.


“What’s he say?  And what language is that anyhow?”


“He says we can’t come in without the toll.   I’m trying to arrange credit.  And I don’t think you’ve heard this language before, but it’s near as makes no difference to Basque.”  At this the Guard looked up and smiled.


“Oh good.  I can talk to you like normal guys“ he said.  “That stuff hurts my throat.  Welcome to Underneath.”  Oddly the guard had a strong New Jersey accent.  Alex and David goggled at the sudden incongruity.


“You speak English?” asked Alex.


“What else would I speak?  I’m from New Jersey.  There’s a bunch of us from there here in town.”  The man cocked his hat back.  “We call ourselves the greater Newark Local.   I gotta get your toll still, but if you feel like a drink, you can drink on our tab.”


“What’s the toll?” asked Alex.


“Well, usually we’d get precious stones, or gold, but I’d settle for that watch.” pointing to David’s wrist.  David shrugged and handed it over.  He’d lose his job for sure if he didn’t report in today anyhow, so what did it matter what time it was, especially underground.   


The guard admired the bright sparkle of David’s fashionable analog watch, then tucked it away.  He motioned for them to pass, adding, “I owe you guys a drink. Come by the Weehawken Pub later today, and I’ll hook you up.”  Alex and David shrugged and looked at each other.   It made as much sense as anything.  They waved to the guard and walked down the small path into the village below.  


The path was cobbled in small round white stones, which had the look of river polishing.   It wove gently back and forth, and to each side of the path small cottages emerged.     The inhabitants looked out their windows at the pair oddly, but without any real malice.   David noticed a small open-air market where the villagers moved and gathered foodstuffs in baskets.   He saw piles of albino fish and mushrooms, and people haggling in the time honored tradition.    He saw a pregnant woman with two small children in tow hand a woman selling small cakes a handful of shiny stones, and in return receive a small cloth sack filled with cakes.   In general the people were wearing clothes of rough gray cloth, and on their feet they wore sandals of something that looked like pale leather.  Many of the men wore straw hats against the glare of the long illuminated section of sky.  Everywhere the buzz of language was constant, usually the rough guttural language Alex had spoken to the gatekeeper, but traces of what sounded to David like Spanish or French could be heard as well.    They wandered the village aimlessly, approaching the larger buildings a few hundred yards past the open-air market.


“How do you suppose the New Jersey-ite got here?” asked David.


“I know there are tunnels under New York City that go down hundreds of feet,” answered Alex.   “The homeless live in the abandoned subway tunnels there.  It’s possible they connect to Underneath.” 


“And why do you speak Basque?”


“I learned it a long time ago.  Never thought it would come in handy here, but there you go.  No knowledge is ever wasted.”


The two men approached an old man on a bench.   Alex addressed him in Basque, and the old man responded in kind.  The old man removed his hat in a strangely reverent gesture and gestured towards one of the larger buildings in the distance.  He nodded to a question posed by Alex, and smiled a toothless grin.   He clasped Alex’s hands and pumped it vigorously.  He then turned to David, and croaked, “You Go.  They help.  They help.”  He shook David’s hand in the same enthusiastic way, grinning all the while.


“Nice old guy.” said Alex.  “I asked him where we could find some help down here.   He picked up what I meant, and showed us the local safe house.  We can rest and eat there.    You’ll need your strength for the journey ahead.”  They walked to the entrance of the building the old man had pointed to.   The lobby was unguarded, and lit in perfectly unremarkable fluorescent office lighting.   A directory in strange curly writing was on one wall, and the doors of an elevator.   There was an apparently unmanned security desk in the front, and the two men approached it.    


“Stop right there, buddy.”  Another New Jersey Voice.   They looked behind the desk, and a very small figure in a gray uniform addressed them.   He could barely see over the desk while standing on his office chair.  David was amused to note what appeared to be a coffee stain on his pants leg.   The guard was a tiny little fellow, with a ‘Trondant Security’ patch on one arm and a revolver on his hip.  “Who do you need to see?”


“We’re here to see the Local office.   I don’t know the floor. “


The guard considered this and shook his head.  “No good.  I need a name.” He pointed to the directory.


In a frustrated tone of voice, Alex replied, “We can’t read that.  We’re from Above, California.  Can you ring them or something?  We’re expected.”  The guard frowned, and grabbed an antique dial telephone.  


“I wouldn’t do this normally.   If you’re not who you say you are you’ll be in a great deal of trouble.”  He dialed three numbers, and began to address the phone in Basque, the strange words made stranger by his piping little voice.   He nodded, said his farewells, and hung up the earpiece of the phone.  “They say you can go in.  Top floor.  This symbol in the elevator.”  He made a snaky motion of his tiny hand.    They nodded to the little man, who scowled but settled back out of sight behind the desk.


They entered the elevator, and pressed a button with a strange little snake on it.  Except for the alien writing, the elevator looked no different from any that David had ever been in. The elevator silently began moving.  



“I must speak to our office about the surly help here.” noted Alex.  The elevator came to a smooth stop, and the doors opened to a lavish marble lined room.  Huge slabs of stone supported small crystals, which glowed in a variety of colors.  A small stream wound through the large open room.   Strange statuary lay in seemingly random places throughout the huge room, which appeared to take up the entire top floor of the building.   The whole room had a smooth organic feeling, one pillar of marble flowing into another, in a way that was dizzying.  A wonderful smell of honeysuckle filled the air.  Above the ceiling was a huge curved frosted glass dome, and the light of the crack in the sky filled the room in soft light.


“Geez, a stately pleasure dome.  Put on my skates, we’re in Xanadu,” commented Alex, who despite his typical sarcasm seemed as awestruck as David at the splendor that lay before them.   Many beautiful men and women in gauzy costumes lay about on cushions scattered throughout the room.   Several strummed on small lyre like instruments, or lazed on the cushions smoking from golden hookahs.   


A golden hair child of twelve or so, sex impossible to determine approached them and said in strangely accented English, “welcome to the local office my good fellows.”   He/She gestured to a small table that was set with bone china glasses of what looked and smelled like jasmine green tea.  They sat and drank tea, while the child darted off to another part of the dome.  S/He returned with a short fat and bald man in an exceedingly ugly hounds-tooth checked suit.  The man was grinning; exposing a series of crooked nicotine stained teeth, and smelled faintly of cigars.  His ears stuck out in a comical way.  


“Nice place, innit?” he demanded in a Cockney accent.  He stuck out a meaty hand. “Names Higgins.   From the London Office.   Don’t go for this excessive finery, but the locals seem to like it.  So, you’re the wonder pair wot’s gonna get Spahn for us?”  He looked them up and down in an appraising manner.  “Well, you’ll do,” he concluded.


Alex put down his tea and slightly cowed by the rich surroundings, asked, “Senora Bon Bon sends regards and asks you to please offer us your hospitality, and assistance for the journey.   She assures me that she can make good on any help you might be able to provide.“


“Oh, really?  How is my favorite pussycat?  Is she working with Exalted Glory still?  Be me pleasure to help you lot.  We’ve prepared a traveling basket for you.”  He clapped once, and the child returned with a small basket, with straps.    “There’s a bottle of liquid refreshment.  Like Manna from heaven.  It’ll eliminate the heebie-jeebies the Underneath can produce in those from above.  Keep you from getting hungry too.  A few maps of Underneath, the most likely direction we think Spahn is heading. Also, there’s a weapon here.”  He pulled out a short length of pipe, with an iridescent end.  Strange curly characters wound up and down the length of it.   “Point this and think of blue fire to launch an attack.   It’ll bring down an elephant, so it might not handle Spahn if he’s really all that we suspect, but it should make the local punters think twice should you get in a scrape you can’t handle.   Better than nothing.  For Spahn, we’re going to need an army.   We’ll be sending an army along to help you, but we’ll need to send a scout along to do some recon.   And that’s where our little friend Zilcoxi comes in.“


Higgins moved the basket around, and pointed to a small solid piece on one corner of the top edge, in the basket’s lid.  A tiny gem glistened, and David thought he could see a small light emanating from within the tiny compartment.   Higgins reached down and slid open a tiny door, less than two inches across, and to David’s astonishment, a tiny round figure poked out and climbed out on top of the basket.  It was less than an inch high, about the diameter of a marble.  It had tiny spindly legs, which looked like black wire.   David could make out what looked like a small mouth, and tiny eyes.   Around what seemed to be its waist, a tiny scabbard hung.   The tiny creature waved one hand in greeting, and made a small peeping noise.  He raised his tiny sword, and adopted a triumphant pose.


“That’s what our army is composed of?” asked David incredulously.  He shook his head in disbelief.   “I could fit a battalion in a dresser drawer.”  Alex held up one hand, and shook his head.   


He said, “No, we’re very lucky.  Zilcoxi is a great warrior.  His bravery and skill as a general has spread his fame throughout worlds.  If his battalion is on our side, I feel much more confident about our chances for success.”   David still looked skeptical.   If Spahn was all-powerful, what could even a million little marble sized imps do?


“Exactly.” noted Higgins.  “And besides, it’s not just Zilcoxi. And his battalion.  They are riding a great and powerful spirit.   The battalion will ride him into battle when you find Spahn.”   He scooped up the tiny creature in one hand, and whistled, three piercing tones.  Zilcoxi put down his sword, and took a tiny sparkling object from his belt.   He held it to his lips, and a beautiful melodious tone rang out.   He jumped off Higgins hand and back on top of the basket.   



David saw a blurring in the air before them, about five feet above the marble table around which the three men sat.   The blurring formed into a shimmery shape that pulsed and moved.   David felt vertigo sweep over him, and he heard a sound like a wind chime distantly tinkling.   Colors cycled through the haze in the air, through all the colors he knew, and then a couple he couldn’t imagine or describe.   He felt a vibration, and all throughout the huge room, he heard a hush as the people there stopped what they were doing and turned to face the mass of color and light.


GREETINGS AND WELCOME MY FRIENDS David heard in his head.  YOU MAY ADDRESS ME AS PROSPEROUS MEMORIES.  I WILL BE CARRYING THE BATTALION TO STOP THAT WHICH HAS INFESTED THIS WORLD.      David clutched his head at a pounding pain that began at the back of his neck and racked his head in agony.  He felt nausea and the room swam.  I APOLOGIZE FOR THE DIFFICULTIES I MAY BE CAUSING YOU.  SENSITIVE INDIVIDUALS FIND MY PRESENCE PAINFUL.  I WILL BE TRAVELLING ALONG WITH YOU UNTIL WE HAVE APPREHENDED AND NEUTRALIZED THE THREAT.  YOU WILL NOT SENSE ME, AS I WILL BE (ELSEWHERE/WHEN).  David had a brief mental image of a direction not up, down, left or right, and not even when, but something beyond this.     I WILL RETIRE (ELSEWHERE/WHEN) AND RETURN THEN.  The room swam, and in an audible pop, the presence vanished.  David found the nausea and pain ebb away suddenly, and he collapsed to the floor.


Higgins barked an order to three or four of the youths present, and they placed David flat on his back on top of a cushion.   The child took out a small crystal decanter from inside the basket and poured a drop of sweet smelling oil into David’s mouth.   His body felt electrified, and he found he was able to rise to a sitting position.  In fact, he felt he could have leapt to the moon.   He jumped to his feet and began twitching with energetic motions.


“Easy there,” said Higgins in a soothing voice.  “You’ve had a bit of a shock, but the Manna should erase the effects.  I’m sorry I had to resort to showing you Prosperous Memories.  I had no idea you’d react so strongly.   If you’re that susceptible to other world beings you should be able to find Spahn easily.”  He carefully repacked the basket, and slid shut the tiny compartment where Zilcoxi was hidden.   He reached into a pocket and handed Alex a small bag of gemstones.  “This should keep you flush in any town Underneath where you travel.  And one more thing. “  He reached around his own neck and retrieved a small Jade Idol on a plain metal chain.  “This will let you speak to Zilcoxi should you need to.  It’s rumored to do other things as well, but I can’t tell you for sure.”  He placed the chain around David’s neck.  “Good luck my friends.  Time is of the essence if we are to stop Spahn.”  He turned to David, “You are our greatest hope.   I realize that life Above has not prepared you for the challenges of this journey.  We must send only the four of you.   I wish we could spare more people, but the Rift must be protected.”  He pointed cryptically to the dome, and through it to the tear in the sky.


“That is where Zilcoxi and Prosperous Memories came from.   Should it fall in the wrong hands, who can say how powerful Spahn and his organization will become?  We must stay here and keep the Rift safe.  There is a stalemate of power that will be upset should Spahn get the Bones back to their head office.   I bid you both farewell and Godspeed.”  He coughed softly and lit a small fragrant cigar.  The children around them rose to their feet and slowly bowed their heads.


Feeling awkward, Alex and David took the basket and strapped it to Alex’s Back.   They walked back into the Elevator, where Higgins pressed a button, and waved to them, leaving a scent of smoke in the elevator.  As the doors closed, David felt a sudden terrible sense of loss that cut through even the euphoria he felt.   The waves of unreal feeling swept through him, and he clutched the side of the wood grained elevator until it passed.  A soft chime rang, and they walked out into the lobby, and then once more out into the village underneath.  They followed a winding path of the same smooth white stones as it wended its way through small houses and strange little shops, and here and there a strangely out of place modern building like the one they just left.   There were other travelers on the path, who regarded the two men curiously, but with no malice.   A woman walked by, two small girls in tow, and smiled as her offspring chattered merrily in Basque at Alex and David.


“What they say?” asked David.


“They said, ‘His tail is funny.’”


“Tail?”


“I don’t think they’ve ever seen a tie before.”


They continued on, and the further they traveled the fewer small houses of stone were in between the larger skyscrapers.   After an hour or so, they were wandering between skyscrapers the entire time, the white stone paved road giving way to something very much like asphalt.   The villagers got fewer and fewer, being replaced with men on bicycles and horse drawn carts, looking odd beside the hyper modern buildings.   


“Weird to see carriages between skyscrapers.” observed David.


Alex pointed up.  “There’s a roof.   Internal Combustion would choke them before long.”


“How are we going to catch up to Spahn then?”


“They have other ways to move down here.  You can’t build skyscrapers without trucks.   I bet they have all the secret fuel sources and engine technology Detroit bought up in the 70s.”


“Now you’re just being paranoid.”


“A paranoid is a person who has all the facts.  William Burroughs.”

Having nothing to reply to this, David was silent, and walked along.  He stopped and pointed at a small brick building nestled between two of the skyscrapers.


“Look, Weehawken Breweries.   Isn’t that where the guard told us to drink on his tab?”


“I’m not sure I trust that, but it might not hurt to ask some questions.   Maybe we can find a carriage going east.   It’s about time for a beer anyhow.”


“It’s 10am, Alex.”


“Like I said.   If you don’t want one, you don’t need to drink.  Me, I need a drink.”  Alex shrugged and they entered the pub.   A delicious rich yeasty smell filled the room.   Inside it was dimly lit by light from the Rift passing through thick colored stained glass of an abstract pattern set into the ceiling.  Despite the hour, the room was filled.   Chattering in English and Basque, a throng of beefy men with the thick arms of laborers drank and joked, slapping each other on the arms and pushing each other around in a good natured way.  A pleasant middle-aged woman with rich chestnut brown hair, and wearing an apron pulled beers from a series of large oaken barrels along one wall.  Large overflowing wooden mugs were passed around freely.


“Good morning boys!  Time for breakfast!” she called, in the same New Jersey accent as most of the patrons.  She pulled two mugs, and Alex reached into the basket, and shook out a small stone.  She looked at them in wide-eyed astonishment.   


“I can’t make change from that much.  Got any metal money?”  


“Afraid not. “ replied Alex. “Just buy a round on the house from us.  We’re looking for anyone heading East, in a quick way. We can pay.”


“Honey, I’m sure you can.”   The barmaid rang a rude metal triangle.  “Round on the house!” she yelled, and the bar raised their beers as one and roared approval.  Alex lifted his mug, and said, “To the health of all you good folk!” then added something in Basque.   The crowd roared again, and David and Alex received many hearty poundings on their arms and shoulders.  David rubbed his sore arm, and sipped from his beer.   It was delicious, thick and hoppy.    He drank deeply, and it was refilled.  Alex was pounding one after another, but it didn’t seem to affect him much.   He was chatting sociably in Basque to a strange little man wearing an aviator’s goggles, and overalls of rough gray cotton.   The man grinned, and nodded happily.    David started in on his third beer, nursing it slowly to avoid complete drunkenness.


“I think we’ve found a ride.  This guy can take us as far as this.”  Alex pointed to his map.   It was a perfectly ordinary highway map.  Under his finger was the town of Elko, Nevada.    David unfocused his eyes, and looked at the map again, and he saw the glowing green line extend into Utah, just shy of Salt Lake City.   He touched the end of the line and said, “There.  That’s where Spahn is.”


“He says he has the fastest wagon around.   It’ll beat trying to walk to Nevada.    He claims he can get there in a half-day’s drive.  I don’t know how Spahn is traveling, but if he’s trying to stay inconspicuous he won’t be traveling Underneath any faster than that I think.”


David nodded and asked,   “Why does he care?  I thought he was super powerful.  Why should he try to not advertise his presence?”


“If the local places he’s traveling through knew the nature of what he’s carrying, they’d try to steal it.  They’d fail, but it’d bring every thug out of the woodwork for thousands of miles.  He could stop them all, but it’d slow him down too much.  The head office needs him there ASAP.”


“So why not travel above?  He could catch a flight to New York that’d get him there in less than a day.”


“Spahn is no longer even remotely human looking.  I don’t know how or why, but he’s begun some sort of metamorphosis brought on by contact with the Bones.  There’s no way they’d let him on a plane. He’d cause chaos if he were spotted Above.  He’s stuck traveling Underneath and he’s moving quick, but if we can catch a few more quick rides, then we can catch up to him.”   A soft peeping erupted from the basket.  David felt the idol grow warm and pulsing about his neck.  He had forgotten he was even wearing it.  He looked up, confused by the sudden images in his head.   Then it resolved, and he grinned, in spite of the bizarreness of receiving messages in this way.


“Someone wants a drink,” he said.  Alex grinned, and opened the small compartment in the lid.   Zilcoxi scrambled out, and jumped onto the bar.   The bar maid looked down and grinned.  


“A little one!  I haven’t seen one in ages!”  She reached behind the bar and poked around in a drawer full of random junk.  She came up with an eyedropper, and a small saucer.  She dropped three tiny drops of beer from David’s glass onto the saucer.   Zilcoxi climbed onto the saucer nimbly, and perched beside the three tiny drops of beer, carefully lapping the beer like a tiny dog.   He peeped happily.   


“He says thank you. “ translated David.  The Idol ceased pulsing and hung around his neck, a warm lump of jade once more.  The patrons failed to notice.


A wizened old black woman walked into the bar, and the bar maid glared at her.   The bar maid snapped,  “Daisy, you are not getting one more free drink here.   Pay up, or get out.”


“May I read a fortune for a drink?” she asked, voice lilting in a soft Caribbean accent.   


“No one wants to hear it.  You pay and you drink.   You don’t, you gotta go.” The bar maid folded her arms and glared once more at the old woman.  Alex looked up, a strange little smile on his face.   He raised a finger.


“Give her one on my tab.  We’ve paid for it, right?”


The bar maid scowled, but nodded.  “She’ll stay all night if you let her.  But I’ll let you buy her one.   Then she’s gotta go.”  She pulled another beer and slid it across the bar to the old woman, then stomped off to the other end of the bar to talk to the men gathered there.  Daisy took a long pull at the beer, and belched, delicately.  She turned to David and Alex.


“I thank you nice gentlemen.  I see you’re traveling, and in good company,” pointing to the staggering figure of Zilcoxi, who had finished his drops of beer and was doing a strange little dance on the saucer.  Daisy took David’s hand and dipped it gently into his beer.   She flicked the drops on the surface of the bar.   She moved her little finger through them and nodded gravely.


“Big evil.  Heading East.  You follow it.   You’re out of your world, and in a place where all is new and strange.  You follow one you barely know, but you have no choice.  You’re like a leaf on a pond.   It drifts with the currents.”  She moved the drops around with her finger.  “There is much danger to come.   You will find what you seek, but not in the place where you seek it.  And there is love in your future, if I am not mistaken.  And in a hundred years I have only been wrong once.”


She grabbed Alex’s hand, and dipped it into his beer.  She flicked the drops off onto the bar as she had done with Alex, and then started violently, knocking his beer across the bar, splashing all over a nearby patron, who jumped up and roared with rage.


Daisy stammered, “You...you...so ancient!   I am a child next to you.”  She slid to the ground, eyes wide with shock.  The patron who had been splattered with beer, grabbed Alex in one hand and David in the other.  He was easily twice the size of his companions, and they were all at least half a head taller than Alex, and probably outweighed him by a hundred pounds.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he roared, as beer dripped off him.   Daisy looked up and scrambled away into the corner, where the tiny Basque driver was also unsuccessfully trying to hide.   The bar filled with silence as the enormous man shook the two of them.


“Goddamn Above-landers coming in here, flashing your money, acting like you own the place!  I think someone needs to teach you fancy lads a lesson!”  David could feel the man’s hot breath on his face, and his guts twisted in a knot of anxiety.   Alex looked calmly at the man, and smiled a rueful grin.


“Now there fellow, No insult meant.  Let me buy you a beer, and see if we can’t find something to dry you off with.”  The man roared at this and threw David across the bar.   David tumbled in a heap of glasses, spilling beer everywhere all over a gang of burly men, who jumped up and began roaring, and the bar erupted in chaos.   He covered his head, and scrambled behind the bar, and began ducking as one fist after another was swung towards him.  
In the midst of this chaos, he glanced towards Alex, who did something faster than the eye could see.   The beefy man holding him was flipped entirely into the air, and came crashing down on a rude table, adding to the chaos and the noise.  The man staggered to his feet and grabbed for Alex, who neatly slid sideways and stuck the man three times across his chest stomach and shoulders.  Alex’s hands were curled up, fingers pursed into weird little shapes, like hand-puppet dinosaurs.  The man clutched his gut and with a gasp fell to the ground moaning.   The cronies intent on pummeling David stopped trying to grab him from behind the bar and turned as one angry mob to face Alex.   


He smiled the same half smile, and moved into a stance, his hands in tight vertical fists held loosely in front of him.  In a blur he moved forward through the mob, striking like a serpent, and dodging their clumsy blows, bouncing them off each other, knocking their feet from under them.  In a matter of seconds, a half dozen men lay in pain on the sticky floor.   Alex swiveled around and smiled again.   He flicked his head to the side, making an audible crack, and lowered his fists.  This time no challengers moved forward.  He nodded, reached behind the bar and helped David climb over.  He grabbed the basket, and held it at a level where Zilcoxi could climb into his little traveling compartment.   Zilcoxi paused to shake his tiny sword at the silent throng, peeped indignantly and then climbed into his nook, sliding the tiny door shut behind him.   Alex reached into the main compartment of the basket and retrieved another tiny sparkling gem, which he put on the bar.


“For the damage.  Please buy the house another round on us.”  The barmaid stared in disbelief, but quickly pocketed the gem, secreting it in a pocket in her apron.     Alex turned to the little Basque man, who was dumbstruck, and said a few quick words.  The man climbed unsteadily to his feet, nodding and bowing.   David tried to look apologetic, failed, and grinned.   Alex moved to the old lady, still whimpering in the corner, and helped her to her feet, but she refused to meet his gaze.   He whispered something to her, and she looked grave, but nodded.    The three men walked out of the bar.


“Damn Alex, you’re some kind of badass, aren’t you?” remarked David, unable to contain his admiration.


“I’ve done this once or twice before.”


The little Basque man smiled, and shook their hands.  “Phillipe. “ he said.   He pointed to a small round hatch set into the concrete next to the bar.   He indicated that they should help him open it, and with a grunt, the three of them moved the hatch open.   A rickety ladder led down into darkness.  Phillipe lit a wooden match and lit a small lantern he pulled out of a small knapsack, and climbed into the hatch, waiting for David and Alex to follow.  The ladder of rusty metal led down fifty feet or so to a small dank walkway beside a flowing stream.   The air was thick with the smell of river water, and on the walls of the tunnel, thick moss grew.   Phillipe knelt beside the stream, and pulling a small silver watering can out of his knapsack, proceeded to fill it with water from the stream.   He led them along the stream for a few hundred feet and then paused before an ancient looking wooden door bound in rusty iron.   He opened this with an ancient thick silver key, and with a click, and then a groaning noise, the door swung open, revealing a larger room.   Phillipe held up his lantern and pointed in, and they entered.


The room was enormous, with a sloping ceiling like a cathedral, and yellow road lines painted leading into a large tunnel that ended in darkness.   A large cloth tarp covered a mass the approximate size and shape of a tractor-trailer semi truck.   Phillipe reached over and with a flourish pulled the tarp off revealing a huge streamlined silver car.   


It was unlike anything David had ever seen, vaguely fish shaped in front, leading to a huge bulbous rear.   A high cabin sat in the very front, and small portholes led along the side.  It was as shiny as a mirror, reflecting the three men, the sides like flowing mercury in the flickering lantern light.  Phillipe beamed at their astonished expressions, and with a bow he opened a hatch along one side.   He led them into a sumptuous cabin, filled with soft purple velvet on every surface except the portholes, which glistened like crystal.   The back was a large open area, and boxes and packages of every size and shape filled this area, held in place with a large web of purple netting.  The front half was a cabin with a large bench, and streamlined controls.  Phillipe climbed into the center of the bench seat, and flipped open a small compartment, into which he poured the water from the silver watering can.  He gestured to the bench seats and indicated the men should sit down.  Alex and David sat down, finding the benches exquisitely soft to the touch.    Flipping a couple of levers, Phillipe grabbed a large silver rod attached to a silver sphere set into the dash, like a machine gun turret in the belly of a world war 2 bomber plane.  He revealed a red button glowing at the end, and with a grin pressed it.   The vehicle, silently leapt forward into the tunnel, and a single headlight turned on the front of the strange carriage, illuminating the tunnel ahead with an eerie green glow.  The three men were pressed into their seat with the sudden acceleration, and the tunnel whizzed past.  Phillipe grinned and asked Alex something.


“What’d he say?” asked David.


“He asked if there are such splendid carriages where we come from that run on water alone?” David shook his head slowly, grinning.  


Alex said, “See, I knew Detroit hid the design for a water powered car.  I knew it.”


“I will doubt you much less in the future.”


“Hmmph.”  Alex grinned and stretched out on the luxurious couch.  Philippe said something else in Basque. Alex translated, “Might as well relax, it’ll be sixteen hours of tunnel to look at before we hit the next town.”  David nodded and closed his eyes, exhausted again.


David found himself sitting in front of a major chain drugstore he remembered from his childhood.   He reached up and saw that he was wearing a Styrofoam cowboy hat and a red bandanna.  On his hips was a pair of plastic silver revolvers.   He remembered this outfit from his fifth birthday.   He was moving slowly back and forth on a mechanical horse that sat in front of the drugstore.   He sensed he was waiting for something, maybe his parents or his sister inside.   After the strangeness of Underneath, he was glad to be back somewhere sane and normal.   He realized he must look ridiculous, an adult riding a mechanical horse, and dressed to play cowboy.   He sat where he was though, as he sensed he was supposed to be there.  Why this was, he couldn’t have said, but the thought of leaving the horse filled him with panic. 


A squeal of tires made him look away from the door of the drugstore.   A large red sports car had parked, wheels up on the curb.   A door slammed, and an attractive red headed woman in stylish black clothes stepped out.  David looked up, and was shocked to see his ex-girlfriend, Jessica, who had walked out on him a year earlier.


“You really screwed up this time, David.”


“Jessica?”


“Who else?   Look at you.   Riding off into the sunset.   Do you even realize how foolish you look?”  David looked down at his cowboy outfit, and noticed that the bandanna was now white.  Oh.  Dreaming again.   Got it.


“I’m dreaming.  It doesn’t matter.”


“Listen David, I’m not talking about this dream.   I’m talking about this journey.   What the hell do you think you’re doing?  Who are these nuts you’re working for?  Why aren’t you back at work, where you belong, coding and acting like a grownup?”


“Er...” David had no reply.


Jessica continued, anger flashing in her eyes.  Damn, she still looked great though.  She always did when she chewed him out, for some reason.


“Listen, this set-up is so improbable, you’d throw a book across the room if it tried to get you to buy this.   You’re not some magical wizard who can do things no one else can do.  You’re a twenty-something programmer who doesn’t clean his apartment enough, and refuses to grow up.”


“Now really...”


She interrupted him.  “Now you’ve thrown away a good job and a hope for a future to follow some bar-brawling drunk, god knows where, to accomplish God knows what.   What do you care if your boss goes to New York?   Do you even know what the Bones are?   Why are you participating in this?  Has it never occurred to you that this is some giant freak-out, designed to get you out of a boring adult life?  How do you know you’re not strapped to a bed somewhere pumped full of anti-psychotics?”


The idea had its merits David was forced to admit.   Just thinking about the sight of Prosperous Memories manifesting, or the cat talking to him, or the little dancing imp Zilcoxi was enough to make him doubt his own sanity.    Were there really cities underneath the regular world that no one noticed, and where people spoke Basque or English with New Jersey accents?  This was all so ridiculous, he was going to take off this cowboy outfit and get in the car with Jessica, and let her take him to therapy, and then go out and buy her expensive dinners like he refused to do back in his real normal life.  He started to climb off the mechanical horse, but a glint in Jessica’s eye caught his, and he stopped. 


“What’s wrong?” she asked.  “C’mon, get off the horse.  I’ll take you home.”  Under him the horse started violently, once, then again.   With a wrenching noise of metal popping and tearing, it moved free of the pedestal, painted eyes glowing with golden fire.     Jessica screeched, and morphed into a cloudy nightmare mass of greenish slime.   An inhuman roaring noise erupted wetly from a huge maw as the hideous beast moved towards him.   The dime-store horse, now reared up, a huge stallion, and David felt the weight as he realized his guns were an authentic pair of Colt six-shooters.     The slime beast rose above David like a giant crashing wave, and only the horse leaping free prevented it from being engulfed in the wave of slime.  He pulled his six shooters, and fired blindly at the hideous green mass.   The slime spattered and hissed as the bullets hit it, but the beast kept coming.   He dug in his heels and the horse responded by galloping furiously into the parking lot, leaping the red sports car like a hedge.   The slime followed at a frenetic rate, and grew larger, engulfing everything in its path.     The horse raced forward, flanks pounding, and white flecks of foam escaping from its mouth as it raced away from the growing green tidal wave rising up behind it.   The drugstore, the parking lot, everything that was so normal and sane before was engulfed in green slime.   The horse stumbled and fell, and David felt himself lifted up and swept away into the giant wave of slime.   He sat up with a start, and found himself lying on a purple velvet bench back in Philippe’s carriage.


“Easy there David, we’re almost there.    That looked like a doozy of a dream.”  Alex handed him the crystal flask, and he sipped gratefully, the horrid visions fading away as the sweet energy filled him once more.


“It wasn’t much fun, no.”


“I think you’re picking up on the energy left behind by Spahn.  Kind of a psychic slime trail.”


“Eww.”


The carriage slowed slightly, and the featureless tunnel gave way to another small village, this one more southwestern looking, small square buildings of something like adobe.    Faded neon signs of strange characters lit several of these, and around the streets David saw people dressed like Mexican peasants, in brightly colored ponchos and wide hats.   Oddly enough, the rift was visible here in the sky, but muted slightly, lending a twilight air to the small town.  A man looked up at the approach of the carriage, and waved, his face lighting up in a broad smile.   He motioned to a space beside one of the buildings, a low stone ridge functioning as a makeshift-loading ramp.   Several men of dark skin and a native American appearance ran up, as Phillipe parked next to this and opened a large door on the side of the sleek silver vehicle.   The men began unloading the packages into small wooden carts, which when filled were rolled into the nearby building.  He shook Philippe’s hand vigorously, and grinned at David and Alex.  He chattered away happily in Basque to Alex and Phillipe, pausing to shout orders in what sounded like Spanish to the three men working.


“He says his name is Garcia, and he welcomes us to his village. He says we may drink and eat in his restaurant, and that if we like, we may gamble and try to win fabulous prizes.”


“Let’s give it a miss, Alex.   Can you ask him about people heading east?“  Alex asked him something, and the man shook his head.   He pointed toward the other side of town, and added something in Basque.


“He doesn’t know anyone driving or riding east.   He says there’s a train that heads that way, but they don’t take passengers.   I’m guessing we might be able to hop on it somewhere.”  Alex asked him something else, then added, “He says it’ll be here in an hour or so.  We might as well eat something while we wait.”    Phillipe waved as the last package was unloaded, and jumped into his carriage.   Garcia handed him a clay jug of water and a handful of gold coins.   Alex said something to Philippe, and handed him one of the small red gems from the bag.  Phillipe grinned hugely, clapped him and David on the backs, and jumped into his carriage, flipping a U-turn and heading back the way he came.   Garcia grinned, and motioned for them to join him as he walked into the adobe building.   


Inside it was thronged with life, and loud conversations in Basque and Spanish.   The walls were covered with garish paintings of Aztecs and pyramids, and the room was lit by electric lights in wrought iron chandeliers.  The crowd was mixed in age, women and children along with the men.    David noticed many natives, wearing beaded clothing, as well as the Basques in the gray cotton outfits that he had seen in the last town.    People were eating and drinking merrily, and the food smelled delicious.  David saw plates of steaming corn tortillas and beans, as well as grilled meats and bright red salsa.    Many people were drinking red wine, and in one corner, people were gathered around a large spinning wheel mounted on the wall.    It clicked as it spun, eventually settling on one character being on top between two markers.  The winner was a young man in the native beads and leather pants worn by many of the natives in the room.   He let out a whoop and gathered up a pile of the golden coins scattered about the table.   They took a seat at a table, and Garcia poured them big glasses of the sweet red wine most of the crowd was drinking.    A large platter of tortillas and beans was brought out, and David and Alex tucked in.   Garcia wandered off, and began chatting with people at the other tables, passing through the crowd and greeting people as they entered.


“Nice little place he has here.   I haven’t had tortillas this good since I moved from New Mexico,” said Alex, scooping up more beans.   David’s mouth was full, so he nodded, saying nothing, but enjoying the freshly made tortillas also.   Alex said, “We should try to get change for one of these gems.  I’m tired of overpaying everyone, and we’ll run out eventually.”  He crammed one more tortilla in his mouth, finished his wine, and walked over to a small booth near the gambling wheel, and returned after a short time with a stack of gold coins.


“The clerk said they’d take these nearly anywhere underneath he knew about.  Here. “  He handed David a coin.   “Go try your luck on the wheel.”  David walked over to the wheel, and paused, looking at the large flat board divided into sections on the wheel.   It was more or less like roulette, it seemed, and you would win more if you bet on the less frequently occurring spaces.   He placed it on one of the medium odd symbols, and people around him also dropped coins down.   The wheel spun, and his symbol came up, the woman spinning the wheel happily exclaiming something, as she pushed a large stack of the gold coins towards him.   David gathered it up, grinning, and turned to walk back to the table.  Alex poured another glass of wine and grinned.   


“You can’t walk away!  You’re on a hot streak I bet!” a large gentleman in the Basque costume said.  His voice was pure California, not a trace of accent.  He had long flowing curly dark hair, thick glasses, and a wide grin.   He sipped his wine, and pointed to the stack of coins in David’s hand.   “C’mon, I have a feeling about this.”  He pulled out a coin of his own and dropped it on the board.  David shrugged and added one coin, and then seeing the look of disgust on the player’s face, added a second.  Seemingly Mollified, the gambler turned and grinned at the Spinner girl, who smiled and announced something, ‘no more bets.’ guessed David.    Round and round the wheel spun, and another symbol came up.   Unceremoniously, their money was scooped up and handed to another player, who cheered and poured more wine.   


David looked at the large man, “Feeling didn’t work, eh?”


“Never mind that.   I’m putting my whole stake on this one.  Match me!”


“Thanks friend, but I think I’d better go.”


“No, really, you’re on a hot streak, I can tell!”


David sighed, and though he was sure he was wasting the coins he had won, he threw a few down on the same space as the gambler before him.


“More!   I can tell.  This is the one!”


“I’m not gambling any more than this.”  


The gambler looked frantic.  “Here, I’ll throw something in to make it more worth your while.”  He pulled out a stone disk, about the size of a half-dollar coin.  “This is very valuable.  If you put your stake in, I’ll throw this in.”


“Why do you care so much?”


“I just have a feeling that you’re going to win, and I’d feel bad if you missed out.”   


“That’s all?”


“Pretty much.”


David turned around and saw Alex standing behind him, holding a glass of wine, and looking at the wheel, a distant look in his eyes.   He motioned to the square the gambler had picked.  “Go ahead, David.  Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”    David shrugged, and stacked the coins on the square, and the gambler dropped the stone disk alongside it.   The spinner girl waved her hands over the board, and spun the wheel.  The wheel spun around, clicking furiously through the characters, and finally settling on the character just next to the one they bet on.  The gambler looked despondent, and Alex shrugged.   David felt a sudden stab of nausea, and the wheel spun one more click, right onto their square.  He heard a voice in his head.


I WANT YOU TO TAKE THE STONE DISK.  I SEE ONE POSSIBLE SITUATION COMING IN THE FUTURE THAT IT WILL HELP YOU.   Prosperous memories? thought David.   I WOULD NOT HAVE INTERFERED HAD THE DISK NOT BEEN INVOLVED.  I SENSE IT WILL BE IMPORTANT.  I WILL GO BEFORE ANYONE NOTICES ME.  David felt the presence fading before him, but he noticed one or two people looking his way oddly, including the gambler, who jumped up and down with glee. 


“Goddamn, I thought we were sunk for sure!  Whoo-hoo!  My feeling is never wrong!”  He scooped up gold coins and began filling the pockets of his gray trousers.  Alex just grinned knowingly at David, and put the stack of coins in the traveling basket.  The gambler handed David the stone disk and said, “Well, my word is good.   Enjoy my little good luck charm.”


“We should get going, David.” said Alex, and the two of them walked out after throwing a coin to the girl on the wheel, who grinned and waved, and a couple more to Garcia, who waved and warmly bid farewell in Basque.

The gambler followed them out, grinning with glee and taking frequent pulls from a bottle of red wine he grabbed on the way out.  He followed David and Alex through the dusty streets, repeating drunkenly about his feelings and how he never lost when he obeyed them. The three men walked to the edge of town, to a lot overgrown with thick bushy moss.   At the edge of the lot, two narrow rail lines led off in the distance.   Alex knelt and placed one ear to the track, and grinned.


“I hope they slow down enough to jump on,” he said.  “I hear it coming.”


“You’re from Above, right?” the Gambler asked them.  “You wanna be really careful in the next town.  The people there aren’t always friendly to strangers, not like here.   There’s some really weird people down there.  I used to live Above myself, but I hadda leave.”


“Why’s that?” asked Alex absently, as he stared down the tracks, looking for the train.


“Got blacklisted in Vegas and Reno.   Couldn’t make a living gambling anymore.  Heard about Underneath from an Indian in a crappy bar in Winnemucca.   He owed me a favor, so he showed me how to enter from the Grand Canyon.“


A rumbling grew, and in the distance, a silver train gleamed, moving nearer.   David and Alex knelt beside the tracks, basket firmly strapped to Alex’s back.  The Gambler finished his wine and tossed the bottle, shouting, “Have a good trip!   Take care!  I’m off to celebrate!” as he stumbled back to Garcia’s bar.  The train whooshed past, luckily slowing down just enough that they could jump into an open car.   It smelled a little funny, like fake leather, but it was fairly clean.   


“I hope there aren’t railway bulls here,” commented Alex.  But no one seemed to appear, and if anyone on the train took notice of the new stowaways, they said nothing.  Alex pulled out one of the maps, and traced his finger along a small dashed line.


“I think this is the line we’re on.   It looks like we’re going to cross through a town here.”  He compared it with the Above map.   “Under Salt Lake City.”  He held the map out to David, who blurred his eyes, and saw the green line running to Salt Lake City. 


“Spahn hasn’t gone past the city.   We might be able to catch up with him there.”


“I wonder why he hasn’t gone past there?  He should have been way past there by now.”  


“I guess we’ll find out when we catch up to him.”  They looked out through the open door of the boxcar to the landscape outside.  It was weirdly flat and desert-like.  The wan light of the distant rift cast strange shadows over the small scrubby moss of the cavern floor.  They settled in for the ride, and watched the scenery roll past, a small building here and there giving way to a huge flat plain of whiteness.   They nodded off watching the eerie landscape roll past.   An hour passed, then another one, indistinguishable from the first.


After an interminably long time, the train wound its way into another tunnel.    Slowly, it slowed to a stop, and the two men jumped out quickly.   In the distance, a small group of people was seen with flashlights.  Alex and David scrunched themselves up against the tunnel wall, but there was nowhere to hide, the tunnel walls curving smoothly away in both directions.  Alex whispered, “Well, I guess we have to talk our way out of this.  You think they’ll buy that we got on the train by accident?”


The group approached them, and surprisingly, they were dressed in fairly modern casual clothing that would not look out of place in any city in America.   They shone their lights on the two men, who smiled nervously.


“Well, welcome strangers. “  One of the men began.  “Don’t worry, we were just curious about you.  We’re not going to hurt you.”  He held out a hand and said, “Martin Hill.” David and Alex held out their hands, and slowly shook the man’s proffered hand.


“We’re just travelers,“ started Alex.  “We’re just heading East.   We mean no trouble.  The train came by at the right time and in the right direction.  We apologize if we’ve caused any trouble.”


“Nonsense,” began Martin, and his cronies murmured agreement.  “We so seldom get travelers.  And almost never English speakers from Above.  You are from Above, right?”   Alex and David nodded.


Martin continued, “Please, come join us for a lemonade.  We are always interested in hearing the news from Above.”   He smiled warmly, and the group of men was led past the shining locomotive into a small set of stairs leading up.  It led into a room lit with ordinary electric chandeliers, a tasteful room of wood paneling and muted watercolor flower prints.   The room had the air of a generic hotel room.   The other men filed out, and Martin gestured to the chairs, and returned shortly with a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses.  They sipped their lemonade, and found it delicious.  Martin poured them fresh glasses, and said, “We come from Above originally also.   We’re from Salt Lake City.  We came down maybe ten years ago, my church and I.    I am a minister.”


He continued, “The world above has always offered too much in the way of sin.  We could not raise my flock there, and remain pure.  My father and his family led us down to our own small home here.   We built the train to travel and trade with the other towns underneath, and no more do we traffic with the world above.  We always hope to win converts to our church in the towns below, yet sadly the sin is thick below here.  Are you men of faith?”


David looked at Alex, who was barely restraining his anger.   David, thinking quickly said, “We are of faith, perhaps not the same as yours, but we also strive to live a moral life.”


“If you would see Heaven you must give up the base pleasures of the earth.   Drink not the demon liquor, nor dally with games of chance, or women of loose morals.   We would happily end your wandering, and have you join us here in a life pure and good, in God’s favor.”  David saw Alex clench his fists beneath the table, but the minister did not seem to notice.  He continued, as if from memory.


“Even the faithful above allow too much contact with stimulants, intoxicants and dancing, and all things that turn men away from God.   They break his laws, and wonder why the strife on earth increases every day.”  His words flowed as David felt a warm feeling surge through him.  The words continued, flowing and David wondered why he felt so odd, so relaxed.   A warm haze filled the corners of his vision as he saw Alex try to leap up, and gracelessly, with none of his normal agility, slump to the ground.   David blacked completely out, the last thing he remembered the men from the railway tunnel came in, and roughly grabbed him and Alex, and dragged them off somewhere.  David blacked out completely.


He felt a hand shaking him.  He looked up, and Alex was there, a bit blurry.  “They drugged us.”  As his vision returned to normal he saw they were in something that looked like a doctor’s operating room, with medical charts on the walls, and a soft padded examination table, on which he was lying.  There was a second one next to him, and above the tables were the sort of bright light used in surgery.  The walls were painted an industrial green.    David staggered over to the door in the corner, but found it locked.


“I tried that already,” said Alex.  “I woke up a little earlier.  I think my body is more used to toxins.”   He rolled up a sleeve. “They took blood for some reason.”  David checked his arm, and found a bandage there also.  Blind panic shot through him.  


“What the hell are these nuts going to do to us?”  He looked frantically around.  He quickly lifted his shirt to make sure there weren’t any other mysterious ailments.   


“They took the basket.  I don’t know if they know about him. “  Alex added in a whisper, gesturing with two fingers to indicate a tiny size.  “I don’t have my gems, or the Blue fire tube.”    David checked his pockets and found his wallet and the stone disk gone.   The paperclip earring was also gone.  They must have missed the Idol or not cared, he thought, as it hung heavy around his neck outside his shirt.   Alex showed that his spirit pouch was gone also.


There was a crackle of static, and from a loudspeaker in the ceiling he heard, “Please awake gentlemen.  We are sorry to use deception, but our need is very great.   The great patriarch is dying, and needs a liver transplant.   One of you must abuse his body with alcohol, so his liver is insufficient for our needs.”   David looked at Alex frantically, who nodded grimly.   “The other will do, though he is also not totally pure.  We will pray for you, and after your death, we will convert you, so that you may have a place in heaven.  We awoke you to tell you of the glory your death will bring.   Our patriarch will live because of your sacrifice.”  David felt chills.   Alex positioned himself by the door, adopting the now familiar fighting stance.    


“This is an electric lock.”  He hissed to David in a whisper.  “If you can send a message to Zilcoxi, he might be able to get the controls open.   Hurry, I think I smell gas.”  David held the idol in his two hands and concentrated furiously.  He tried to send an image of the door, and a button being pressed opening it.  He received a message back indicating comprehension, and the idol vibrated slightly, indicating that he was still secure in his little compartment.   David caught a quick image of a room with control panels.   He sensed Zilcoxi was listening and watching carefully for a moment to sneak out.   The smell of gas was overpowering, and once more the speaker crackled.


“Make peace with God, for you shall meet him shortly.   We bid you farewell, and thank you for serving our flock. “  David and Alex slumped to the ground, fading to black once more.   He caught a glimpse of the door opening with a pneumatic hiss, but no one entered.   The gas slowly cleared the room, and nauseous, David threw up.   Alex staggered awake, and he also looked a bit rocky, but they stumbled out of the room into a small control room, with a camera set up showing the operating room.   All around the room, the flock lay stunned.   Standing proudly next to a button marked ‘door’ was a triumphant Zilcoxi, waving his sword.


“Zilcoxi knocked all these men out?” David asked incredulously.


“He’s pretty much a badass too,” replied Alex, grinning.


“He’s less than an inch tall.” 


“I suspect he had some help from Prosperous Memories.  It’s a good thing the beings like him are pacifistic or it could be much worse.  It’s generally accepted that a 4th dimensional being can turn you inside out, like a sock.”  Alex shuddered.  “I’m glad he simply elected to knock them out.”


They gathered up their basket, and inside found their personal effects, including the bag of gems, the flask of manna and the Blue Flame tube.  David placed the paperclip back in his ear, wincing a little at the soreness of his earlobe.  With a little pop, it pushed through again.  Zilcoxi climbed back into his section of the basket, peeping happily as they thanked him for his bravery, and thanking Prosperous Memories also, staring up into the air where they imagined him floating at right angles to reality.


“Let’s get going.  The sooner we’re out of this place the better.”   He paused before the unconscious figure of the minister, and gave him one vicious kick to the ribs.  “I never could stand missionaries.”   Alex shrugged and grabbed one a flashlight David looked up in horror, but said nothing.   They walked out of the control room and into a staircase leading up.   


“We should stay away from the train.   There’s got to be another way out,” said Alex.  The stairs led to a small anteroom, and through a large barred door, they found themselves in another long tunnel, this one much less polished, with the irregular contours of a natural looking cave.  In the distance, they could hear water dripping.   Having no idea which way to go, they set off trying to put as much distance between the train stop and themselves.  


The cave meandered one way and another, and in the dim light of the flashlight, they grimly admitted they had no idea which way they were going.  None of the maps in the basket seemed to indicate a cave of any sort.   For a couple of hours, they wandered more or less aimlessly.   They saw nothing that looked man made, and often they had to stoop below overhangs or climb over loose gravel.   Eventually, the cave widened into a vast flat plane, the roof sloping away out of range of the cheap flashlight they had. They walked for a few hundred yards, and stopped before a great gray mass, that smelled musty, and stretched out further than they could see.


“It’s like a giant mushroom,” remarked David.  “I read about these.  There’s one in Montana that covers hundreds of square miles underground.  I wonder how big this one is.”  He grabbed a protuberance and tried to climb up to see if he could make out a top to the giant fungus.  With a sickening squelching noise, a huge chunk fell out of the fungal mass, and unceremoniously he fell to the hard cave floor.  Rubbing himself where he fell, David looked in astonishment to see the inside of the giant fungus was hollow, ribbed with the same gills as in a mushroom.  Under these, he saw a long hollow space, leading to another cave a short way below.   He could hear the sound of water rushing.  Alex shined the light into the opening in the fungus, and a short climb below was a rushing river.   Alex looked at one of the maps and tried to compare it with his road map.


“Call me crazy, but I think this might be heading in the right direction.  Can you see Spahn’s trail?”   David glanced at the map and saw the green glow, following an irregular path that snaked up and down.  It was further along than when he last looked.


“It looks like he could very well be following a river.” David said, tracing the line with a finger.  “He was stuck here for a long time while we were riding on the train, but he’s moving again, but in a weird way.”  Alex looked thoughtfully at the river below, and grabbed the large chunk of fungus that had broken off.


“I have a unique travel suggestion,” said Alex.  He took the chunk, and began scooping out the meat from one side, tossing it aside.   When he was finished, it resembled a canoe, with just enough room for the two men and the basket.   “Let’s follow this river, in a mushroom boat.”  David shrugged.  It made no sense, but it was too late to worry about such considerations now.   David climbed down to a rocky ledge next to the river, and caught the mushroom boat.   Alex climbed down, the basket strapped to his back.   “I hope it’s going the right way.”  He held the mushroom boat steady, and the two men climbed in.   It bore their weight, tipping a bit, but as soon as they let go of the bank it shot off, following the rapid currents, and shooting down the river at a dizzying speed.


“I wish we had a pole or something to guide it,” observed Alex, who genuinely seemed to be enjoying himself.   The strange mushroom boat shot through the darkness, and the river widened considerably, slowing down but still flowing in the same direction, the ceiling opening up.    David marveled at the crystalline sparkles along the wall reflecting the light from the flashlight, which was growing more and more dim as they sped along.  It sputtered out and died a short while later, and to their astonishment, the walls glowed a pale wan light.


“That must be phosphorescent lichen,” observed Alex.   The dim light was just enough to see the next twist and turns the river followed.  After a little seasickness, David found himself excited about the trip, certainly the strangest he’d ever taken.     The scenery continued unchanging for the next few hours.  They took drinks from the manna bottle, and watched the glowing walls flow by.  David giggled, suddenly.


“What’s so funny?” asked Alex


“Would this be considered a mushroom trip?”


Alex groaned and said nothing.   They rode on in silence, enjoying the surreal splendor of the beautiful cavern as they rushed though in their weird little boat. They both dozed lightly, David waking up first. He caught a flash of light in the distance ahead.


“Look.” he said to Alex pointing ahead.  “We’re coming up to something.  Looks like a fishing village.”   They saw lanterns hanging from small shacks on stilts in the dark water.   As they approached, they saw little skiffs tied up to small docks, and small bridges leading between the huts of the village.  There was an eerie silence surrounding the village, as they approached ever closer.    David checked the map, and pointed to a small dot.


“It says Village of the Turtle.  We’re heading in the right direction, thankfully.”  He paused and followed the line of the river with his finger.  “We can take this all the way to Under Chicago, almost.  I have a contact there who might be able to help us.”  He squinted his eyes and looked ahead to the flickering lights of the village.     


“We should have seen someone by now.” Alex said, a worried tone in his voice.    The village was fairly small, maybe twenty small buildings linked with wooden walkways.    David saw fishing poles lashed to a handrail, and more lanterns burning with a soft golden flame mounted on poles attached to the walls.  There was no sign of life though.   They managed to catch hold of a rope dangling in the water from one of the small skiffs, and they used it to snag one of the bridges passing over them.  With a grunt of effort, Alex pulled himself up, and helped David out of the mushroom boat, which they managed to pull up onto a small pier.   It looked ridiculous and waterlogged, but it had gotten them this far.   Alex pointed to a sign of strange characters on the wall of the building nearest to them.


“I can read a little of that.  It’s like Mayan writing.  It says, “‘Village of the Turtle.’”  David shivered suddenly, though the air was no colder than anywhere else in the caverns.  “These are very powerful people.  I’ve heard of them before.”  Alex continued.   “The Natives talk about them even as far away as South America.  They were supposed to be the enlightened ones who taught people how to fish and hunt, and where to find food.”


They cautiously approached a door made of woven fabric, and Alex called out something in a strange tongue.  There was no reply, and they poked their heads into the room, and into a scene of horror.  In the middle of the room, a flickering fire threw shadows across piles of bodies.  Dark skinned natives lay scattered throughout the room, throats slit, and blood pooling on the floor.   In the hands of one elder woman was a long staff with a crystal in the end.  She wore a ceremonial headdress.   David gagged, and Alex pointed to one wall in which, in obscene red dripping letters was scrawled:


“I don’t care who you are.  I have the Bones.  You can’t stop me. David, you’re fired.  Spahn”


They stared at the carnage in silence.    Alex reached over and examined the crystal staff held by the elder.   He pointed to the crystal end.


“This is burned out.   You could blow through a battleship with one of these at full power.    Spahn must be even stronger than we thought.  She must have hit him over and over, and barely slowed him down.    That’s why he wasn’t moving on the map.  They were holding him off here.   They must have realized what he was doing.  They knew he wasn’t supposed to have the bones.   This village paid with their lives to try and stop Spahn.   We’ve got to get after him.”


“What are the Bones anyhow?  Why do they make him so powerful.”


Alex looked gravely at the carnage, and answered. “The Bones are a sacred relic of a tribe like this one, an enlightened people.    They allow the focusing of energy from an ancestor.   The ancestor spirit of an enlightened one is pure energy. If properly harnessed, it could ignite a star.   If misused, it could doom a world.  Spahn is focusing this energy through himself.  How he’s able to do this, I don’t know.  He must be bursting from the absorbed energy.  If we’re not careful, we could ignite him, and game over planet Earth.”  They walked out back onto the dock.    The soggy mushroom boat lay limply over the small pier.     They walked quickly about the town and checked for survivors, but each room they checked was the same grisly scene. 


Alex wiped a tear from his eye, and said, “These people lived in peace for thousands of years, and in one night were slaughtered.   They’re certainly not the first to have that happen to them, but for nothing else I want to make Spahn pay.”  He gestured at one of the boats.   “We should take one of these boats.  It’ll last longer than the mushroom.  They’ve got no more use for them now.”  Sadly, they climbed into one of the small boats.


“Hey, what’s this?” asked David, noticing a plate with crystals set into it mounted near the bow of the small boat.   A small character was beside each of the crystals. Alex moved to the front, careful to not capsize it.  He examined the plate carefully.  


“I can just barely read this writing, but I think this could be controls for some sort of engine.”  He held his hand over one of the crystals, and it glowed with a red light.   Silently, and swiftly, the boat began speeding forward.


“How could this work?  This is a tiny wooden rowboat.  There’s no room for an engine,” said David, once more stunned at something that had no business working, but did nonetheless.


“How doubtful you are.   I told you these people were enlightened.”

The little boat rapidly picked up speed, and by playing with the other crystals, Alex was able to steer and slow the little craft.   At full tilt, the walls shot by in a blur, but with only the faint light of one of the lanterns pilfered from the village to guide them, they feared colliding with something in the dark caves.  

The river stretched before them, reflecting the light from the lantern.   They adopted a medium speed; fast enough to cover some ground, but still slow enough to dodge obstacles.   They settled into shifts, one steering the boat while the other rested, and the hours passed, one after another.  In the dim light, there was little to see, and they grew rapidly bored with the tedium of steering the boat.   Checking the map, they saw the distance shortening between them and Spahn, but he was still ahead a considerable amount.   Tracing the lines, they saw he was just about exactly underneath Chicago.


“I have a contact below Chicago who might be able to help us get ahead of Spahn.    We might be able to head him off with a little help from my friend.  He can help us travel faster than we can do on our own.    Anywhere Spahn travels through is not going to be friendly to strangers, and I’d rather not have to fight any more than we have to. “   Alex checked the maps.    They had several hundred miles to go.


David tried not to doze, and sipped Manna, and steered the boat.   Several more hours of this went by, the river more or less featureless, and they saw no signs of human life or habitation throughout their long journey.   Alex took over his shift, and David fell asleep.


David found himself back in his office cubicle, working on a perfectly normal line of code.    He sensed something wrong, and was alarmed to realize that he had forgotten his pants at home.   How he had gotten into the building, was a mystery.   He tried to gather papers to cover himself, but his cubicle, normally a huge repository of random forms and bits of scrap paper was surprisingly tidy, and free of paper debris.    He heard voices from outside the cubicle, and a feminine voice calling his name.   Mona, the office manager, was asking if he could come out and talk to her about some details of the project they were working on.  He ducked under his desk and held his breath, praying she wouldn’t notice him and his pant less state.     She walked right into his cubicle.


“David?  What are you doing under the desk?” she demanded.  He quickly swung his body around so that his legs were under him.


“Er...checking the connections for the network.”


“Mr. Green, you come out from under there.   We have a serious problem with the quality of your work!”  David thought to himself, she’ll have a serious problem with the absence of my pants.  The absurdity of the situation struck him anew and all at once he realized that he was dreaming.   Right, then.  Time to wake up.   He found himself unable to wake, but by concentrating, he made a pair of pants appear.   He climbed out from under the desk, and triumphantly stood in a pair of blue jeans.


Mona began blathering on about accuracy reports and the lack of requisition forms, and then she suddenly trailed off.  “Mr. Green, this is not Friday.   I must insist you head home and change to proper career attire!”

Sure whatever you say, thought David, and in a blur he found himself in his car, driving home.   This is just a dream he thought.   It’s refreshingly normal, compared to my recent waking life.  Maybe he could stop and get an ice cream somewhere.   He pulled into an ice cream shop that didn’t exist in real life, but that he was sure would be there.    He walked in and ordered a chocolate cone from the clerk, whom he noted with amusement, was the current president of the united states.   He took a big bite, and it tasted funny.  Looking down, he saw maggots squirming around in the cone.  Disgusted, he spit out the ice cream and tried to wake.   The president grinned and began to expand, growing greenish and transparent.   A pseudo pod erupted from the main mass and surrounded him.   A great maw opened in the body below and open, revealing jagged fangs.   David kicked and struggled, but was unable to free himself.  Just as he dropped into the mouth, he sat awake with a jolt, causing the boat to shift from side to side.


Alex looked up and saying nothing, handed him the manna bottle.   David took a swig, and let the warm safe feeling flow through him.   Alex said, “More psychic trails?”  David nodded.   Alex pulled out the map, and pointed to the river.  “There’s a small island up ahead.   We should stop and stretch our legs for a second.”  They sailed on in the darkness until the lantern light revealed the island.   They slowed the boat, and Alex tied it off to a stalagmite conveniently located near the rocky edge of the island.   They climbed out and walked away from the boat onto the interior of the island.   They could see by the curve of the shoreline that the island didn’t seem to be terribly large, but a large pillar of rock jutted up, about ten yards high, in the center of the island, and obscuring the view of the other side.   They walked several hundred yards to the base of the huge slab of rock.     David felt the idol around his neck throb, and he opened the compartment in the basket where Zilcoxi was perched.   He peeped happily, and climbed down Alex to the rocky ground of the island.   He peeped again, a worried tone, and David sensed danger, though he couldn’t make sense of the imagery.    Something about the rock pillar in the center of the island.


 David started to tell Alex, but at that moment something huge shifted behind the pillar of rock, and a threadlike line shot out from the pillar.  It struck Alex, who froze, and fell to the ground twitching.   The line remained attached to Alex. Zilcoxi peeped louder, and drew his sword, running forward, and he began sawing at the line.   More and more tentacles sprang forth from the rocky mass, narrowly missing David, and alarmed, David jumped back.  Zilcoxi sent him an image of the Blue fire tube in the basket, and crawling low, David grabbed the metal tube.   The lines began firing off the pillar even faster, and then the entire pillar rotated, revealing a huge toothed mouth, and two huge red eyes. The lines began writhing, and several of them wrapped around Alex faster than Zilcoxi could cut them free.  Alex was dragged towards the great maw of the huge rocky pillar.    


David pointed the tube towards the pillar and thought of blue flame.   Blue fire shot of the tube, and he was so shocked he nearly dropped the weapon.   The pillar was knocked back several feet, and the lines holding Alex released.   Improbably, spindly legs like tree roots emerged beneath the pillar, and the whole mass began to slowly scrabble towards Alex’s prone figure.   The lines glistened with liquid, and they too slowly moved towards Alex.   David thought of flame again, and aimed more carefully towards the maw of the beast.   The blast of blue flame knocked the pillar over entirely, and it began to leak a greenish ichor that smelled strongly medicinal.   David saw the tiny figure of Zilcoxi scramble off of Alex, and towards the upended pillar.  


 The lines twitched and feebly flopped about, but faster than David could see, Zilcoxi dodged them one by one until he stood in front of one of the eyes, which was at least four inches across.   With a ferocious cry, Zilcoxi poked the eye over and over with his tiny sword, drawing more of the greenish ichor, and nearly sweeping him away.   A horrid gasping hissing cry came from the pillar, and the lines coming off of it flailed wildly.    Zilcoxi covered the distance between the two eyes swiftly, and he proceeded to blind the other eye in the same manner.  The pillar gave one more gasp, and expired, greenish liquid running off in little rivulets.


“Zilcoxi, you impress me more and more every time I see you in action.” said David in awestruck admiration.  He scooped the tiny figure up and carried him to the river edge, where the tiny imp carefully washed the greenish liquid off of his sword and his tiny body.  He peeped a question, and David received the image of the bottle of manna, and pouring it over Alex’s prone figure.  He retrieved the bottle, and carefully poured it over Alex.    Large ugly welts appeared in three or four places on his exposed skin where the lines had struck him.   Alex slowly opened his eyes, and weakly sat up.


“I thought I was done for,” he stammered.   He turned to the corpse of the pillar.  “You two brought that down?   Consider me impressed.”  He unsteadily climbed to his feet, and taking the bottle of manna, drained it dry.   The color returned to his face, and the welts faded somewhat.  He stretched and wiggled his fingers.  “That was thoroughly unpleasant.  The worst thing was I could still feel and see, but I couldn’t move.”  He shivered.  “I thought we were all going to be eaten.”  He knelt down and said to Zilcoxi, “Your reputation does not lie.   You took on an enemy that was a thousand times bigger than you.”  Zilcoxi peeped modestly, and David sensed he was trying to downplay his role in stopping the giant beast.  He climbed into his little compartment and shut the door.   David sensed a little bit of embarrassment at the praise.  Alex turned to David and indicated the tube.  “And nice shooting, Tex.”  They walked back into the boat, and launched it into the water, sailing around the island and down the rocky tunnel.


Ahead of them they could see rapids, and the little boat was buffeted side to side, but it amazingly failed to turn over.   They shot down the tunnel on the river, going faster and faster, while Alex steered between the jagged rocks that protruded from the river.   After about an hour, the river slowed down, and they had to activate the motor again. The river fed into a large lake, and they shot across it.   The cavern ceiling swept upwards and out of sight.  At the other side of the lake a small village stood, and they saw the distinctive glow of electric lights.   Behind the village they saw large modern buildings, and amazingly behind the skyscrapers were another huge set of buildings, three or four times larger than the skyscrapers in front of them, of super futuristic design, all brightly lit.   Connected by huge cables, huge airships floated near the tops of the building.    


“Welcome to Under-Chicago,“ said Alex.  “We’ve been making astonishing time on the river.   I think something a little funny happened with the distance.  There’s no way we could have made it from Utah to Chicago in less than a day.”  He paused and looked at his watch.  He asked David what time it was.  David checked his wrist, forgetting he had bribed the guard at the gate with it, and frowned.


“What’s wrong with your watch?” asked David.


“It’s running backwards.  I think it’s broken.”  Alex shrugged.   


“It’s a good thing.  We’ve bought some time.  How far from Under-Chicago is Spahn now?”  David traced the glowing line with a finger.


“He’s not very far off.   I think we could catch up to him in a day unless we get held up here very long.”


“We’re going to have to lay in some supplies.  We’re out of the Manna and I suspect the closer we get the sicker you’ll get.    We need to keep you hale and hearty until we reach Spahn. “  They drove the small boat up to the edge of the river, where a small dock jutted out.   They once more tied the ship to the dock with a line, and climbed out onto the dock.  


“Say good-bye to our good little boat.   I don’t think the river goes much further.”  They looked back sadly one final time and walked up the dock to the tiny village that lay in front of the great metropolis.    David was struck by the progressive increase in the size of the buildings.   Under California the buildings were varied in size and style, but it here they lay neatly grouped by size, in three distinct levels of building.


“This is one of the oldest Under-Cities around,” observed Alex.   “The little buildings have been here since the first great north American civilization, the Celtic Mound Builders.”


“What?   Before the Indians?” asked David.


“Yeah, they built giant dirt pyramids across the Great Plains, and worked Copper.   They just kept building underground.”


“How come no one noticed these cities before?  It seems like the sort of thing someone would be interested in.”


“People won’t notice something new on their block.  How often do you run across people in a city who don’t know anything outside of their neighborhood?  Lots of people know about Underneath.  This has been occupied for thousands of years.    The people here in these cities see no need to bother the aboveground dwellers.  It’s like an exclusive vacation spot.  The minute you let word out to the general public, every moron in a Hawaiian shirt with a Polaroid is down here taking pictures.   They keep it exclusive and let the people in, in dabs and dribbles.   The people who need to find Underneath are drawn to it.”    


They walked through the twisty streets of the small village.   The town was bustling with activity.   The people were a wide range, from the Basques and Natives of the other cities Underneath, to a selection of typical Urban dwellers that would not look out of place in any major city.    Many languages could be heard, as they strolled through the busy marketplace.  Goods were piled up on blankets, or distributed in kiosks.   David stopped to admire the work of a large dark man banging out jewelry out of copper plates.   Next to him, a fishmonger called to the crowd, shifting between tongues to advertise the mounds of slimy white cavefish he had sitting on blocks of ice.   Scattered through the crowd were buskers and street performers of all types.   Alex grinned and pointed to a juggler tossing flaming torches.  Next to them, a black man sang a mournful ballad, accompanied by a bohemian looking young man strumming a banjo.  David stopped to haggle with a man riding a large pedicab, propelled by pedals.   He tried three or four languages, the man finally responding in a strange tongue.


“What language is that?” asked David.


“Nahuatl.   It’s an Aztec tongue that isn’t too popular above ground, but I heard some of it coming in.   Another thing I never thought I’d use, but stuff gets preserved down here. “


They climbed into the back of the cab, and the driver began pedaling.   They moved away from the shore and into the denser parts of the city.  The small village homes of stone gave way to more modern buildings of concrete and brick.  After about twenty minutes, they were in a bustling thoroughfare.   Small silent cars zipped about on the street; dodging bicycles, push carts and shopping trolleys pushed by hand, and pedestrians.  It was a sort of organized chaos, pedestrians and bicyclists sharing the roads with the sleek and shiny self-propelled cars and trucks.   The shops developed a more upscale look also, with jewelry and clothing shops replacing the cruder handicrafts in the village.   Alex pointed to a showroom of the shiny silver vehicles, which brought back memories of Philippe’s grand carriage.   The pedicab pulled to a stop in front of a large featureless gray building.  There was a raised bas-relief of a vaguely man-shaped figure with an octopus shaped head.   In ornate Olde English type letters it read, “Ry’leh Public Works.”  There was a square of red-velvet ropes, in front of a small black door.     Alex handed the driver some of the gold, and he waved and rode away.


“I used to know someone Above who told me to look him up here if I ever made it to Under-Chicago.  This was a long time ago.  I hope he’s still around,” said Alex.  They climbed over the ropes, and pushed on the door, but it was locked.  Alex rang a small bell, and a tiny loudspeaker crackled.


“Club’s closed for another hour.  Come back then.”


“Christopher!  It’s Alex!”


“Who?”


“Alex Faure!  Remember me, from Florida?”


“Hang on.”  There was a buzzing noise, and the door slid open.   A short, plump black man with dreadlocks came out holding a black metal truncheon.  He looked at them grimly, but then the light of recognition dawned on him, and he smiled hugely and grabbed Alex with a happy cry.


“My brother!  I didn’t recognize your new name!”  He hugged him.   “It has been a long time!   Welcome to the club, come in, come in.   I’m Christopher,” he said, pumping David’s hand.  “Any friend of my brother here is welcome.”   He led them into a small dark anteroom, and then into a huge wide-open space.   It was grossly lit with white halogen work lights, but under these lighting truss hung with stage lighting instruments.   The room was a large semi-circle, nearly a hundred yards across, with a large raised platform roughly in the middle.   Small cocktail tables lay here and there, and on stage was an astonishing array of sound equipment and musical instruments.


“Forgive the mess, but we had an all day show yesterday, and they haven’t shown up to retrieve their gear.” said Christopher, gesturing to the stage.   “What brings you to Under-Chicago?” he asked, turning to Alex as he led them behind the stage and up a winding staircase to a glassed-in control booth filled with more sound equipment.  The room had a smoky smell of cannabis, and every surface was covered with vinyl records.    He gestured to a couch in one corner, pushing aside more records.   He opened a small refrigerator, and offered them perfectly ordinary cans of lager.


Alex relayed a quick synopsis of their travels as they drank the offered beer.   “And so, after nearly getting devoured, we hit some weird rapids and wound up in the lake here.”


Christopher nodded grimly.  “Those villagers.  Damn, that must have been hard.   They kept to themselves, but every now and then one would come to town to trade.   They accomplished amazing things.   Their Boats could do strange things with time and space.    That’s how you got here so quickly.   I’m gonna send someone to go pick it up. “  He stepped over to a dial telephone, and made a quick call, detailing the location of the Dock where they had tied up the ship.  He gave them a couple more cans of beer.


“I think I might be able to help you two.   You both look like you need some rest.   There’s also a place you can clean up a bit.  I have to open up the place here and get the night crew working, but you can rest in here,” gesturing to the couches. “It’ll be quiet until the dance floor gets going, but that’s not for a few hours.  There’s a shower in that room.” pointing to a door in between the stacks of records.   “I can take you tomorrow to the train to Under New York.  It’ll get you there in no time.  I have to run an errand Above, and you might be able to help me.”


“We would be happy to repay your hospitality,” said Alex.


While Christopher went downstairs and busied himself getting the club ready for the night, Alex relaxed on the couch, and David went into the weird cramped little bathroom next to the control booth.  After a confusing time with the ornate and intricate taps, he managed to make the shower work.   The warm water coursing over David washed away the grime of their long journey.   As he stretched under the shower, he tried to recreate what day it was, and how many days earlier they had left, and found himself unable to think clearly.   He dried off with a thick towel, which by its embroidered name had apparently been pilfered from the Skylark Inn.    He dressed in his now ratty and filthy office clothes, and stretched out on the couch in the control room.  He fell into a mercifully dream-free nap while Alex took his shower.


He was awoken by the arrival of a cheerful looking girl with a blue mohawk, lugging a stack of records.  She began playing one record after another, all fast aggressive punk rock stuff.   She introduced herself as “Ratgirl” and apologized for waking them up.   They yawned and stretched, and looked out the window at the rapidly filling club below.  The work lights were out, and the moving lights flashed over the throngs of people drinking and milling about the tables of the club below.


“If you think this is hard to sleep to, the techno Djs come on in a couple of hours.  BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM,” she chanted, giggling, as she cued up another record.   Christopher wandered in, and fussed around with some of the sound gear, trying to correct a malfunctioning speaker.   After swearing a little and fumbling with an enormous tangle of wires, he apparently achieved success and came to sit with them in the booth.


“Tomorrow, You two can help me with the errand I was talking about.  You see the one thing I can’t get here is new music.   I have to go hit some record stores.  And they won’t take money from Underneath.   I have to work a day job, and it’s unpleasant.  You two can help me earn a little record money.”



“What do we have to do?” asked David.


Christopher pointed straight up.  “We’re nearly directly underneath the McCormick Convention Center.   There’s a computer convention up there.  The equipment is set up, but I need a couple of assistants to help me run the room.   I have passes for you that no one will question, and we’ll head up in the morning.   There’s a commuter airship that’ll take us up.  There’s a whole bunch of people down here who work up there sometimes.”


David felt an odd nostalgia wash over him, as he seconded Alex’s agreement.  They descended to the main floor of the club, and drank and listened to records for a while.  Alex and Christopher sat and chatted comparing stories of their pasts.   The two of them had apparently known each other somewhere in Florida called Homestead, a great many years ago.  David let his mind wander as he watched the patrons of the nightclub stumbling around in a big mass on the dance floor, banging into each other moshing to the rapid beats of the music.  They reminded David of the first nightclub, however many days ago that was.  They tended towards dark clothing and bright hair.     They were as diverse as the crowds in the village outside, though they tended towards the younger ages in the spectrum.  David found himself left out of the conversation, so he wandered around the club people watching.  He saw the crowd change as the music did, shifting away from the loud hardcore music and into a more techno beat.   The crowd that came in was less punk rock leather and piercings, and more club-beat kids in baggy clothing and sneakers.    The music was giving David a headache, so he took his drink and wandered back up the stairs, the security guard nodding at him as he ascended the staircase.   


He found Alex on the couch making out with the punk rock DJ from the earlier set.   Alex looked up guiltily, flushed and sweating.  His pupils were huge and he was flushed and sweating.   His giggles indicated a very strange frame of mind, but David couldn’t hazard a guess what he had taken.  He sighed and walked back down into the club, finding a seat at one of the tables.    After another hour nursing his drink he climbed back up to the booth, but Alex and the girl were gone.   A new DJ had taken over, playing more ambient smoother sounding electronic music, and David put his feet up and relaxed, eventually falling asleep again.


David found himself standing in a lush green valley once more.   Immediately he recognized the location as being where he saw the saucer crash.  There was a terrible smell of burning and the sky was filled with smoke.   All around, the charred stumps of trees surrounded him, and bodies of the tribesmen were scattered to and fro, as if tossed by a giant hand.   The Saucer was no longer imbedded in the ground, just the giant rift where it had torn up the earth.    In a daze he walked around the small rocky area, but there were no apparent survivors.    He looked down at one tribesman lying face down in the mud, who appeared to be wearing modern-day clothing.   Not really knowing what to expect he carefully turned him over, and gasped, seeing it was Alex.   The shock of seeing him in the middle of all this destruction shocked him into realizing he was dreaming once more.    He concentrated, and tried to wake, but found he was unable.   


“I’ve had enough of this crap!” he shouted into the valley.


YOU ARE POWERLESS TO STOP ME echoed through the valley, He covered his ears in pain, but was unable to block out the roar of sound.  Looking up David saw the saucer slowly hovering, emerging through the foggy mists hugging the one peaceful valley.   Reflected in the underside of the saucer he saw the distorted face of Mitchell Spahn.


I WILL REACH THE HEAD OFFICE IN LESS THAN THREE DAYS, AND NOTHING YOU DO, NOTHING THAT PATHETIC SPIRIT CAN DO, AND NOTHING THAT UPPITY SAVAGE CAN DO WILL STOP ME.   David felt his head ache from the reverberating words. Emanating from the saucer, a green mist began to fill the valley, mingling with the fog to cast a greenish tint to the light falling on the valley.     YOU ARE POWERLESS.  WE WILL CONTROL THE RIFT, AND FROM THERE WE WILL CONTROL THE WORLD BEYOND IT.


David covered his ears once more and tried to run, but the ground was covered in greenish miasma, and he could see nothing, and could no longer tell where the valley floor lay.   He found himself floating freely, the roar of Spahn’s words echoing in his ear.    He began to feel terribly ill, as vertigo overtook him.  Wake up wake up wake up he kept thinking, an insane mantra in his head. Wake up wake up wake up.   In a last ditch desperate move he reached into his shirt and found the Jade Idol, and concentrated, trying to summon help.


Jagged yellow lightning shot through the mists, and he found himself standing on solid ground once more.   Spahn roared his displeasure, but the lightning crackled around him, dissolving the mist.  In a strange display, the saucer shrank smaller, as it seemed to be sucked away into a tiny point. In the sky, silhouetted in a tiny frame, he saw Christopher, his head covered in an outlandish metal hat with wires radiating off of it.   Behind him, Alex stood, a dazed expression of worry on his face 


“David!   I’ve repelled the psychic attack.   Concentrate.  We’re trying to wake you up!” he heard Christopher shouting as the mist began fading away.   The vertigo knocked David to his feet, and scrunching up his eyes, he mentally willed himself awake, over and over again.


David opened his eyes to find himself on the couch in the DJ booth, with Alex leaning over him.   Behind him, Ratgirl stood, smiling with relief as she saw David awaken.    Christopher stood off to the side, a metal colander on his head, with wires leading from it to a strange home-brew device with blinking lights and coppery antennae sticking out.  He pulled this off his head, and wiped sweat from his brow.


“Thank God we were able to tune into that amulet,” he said.  “Spahn was trying to pull your spirit into himself.  He would have done it too, had we not been able to find you with my dream projector here.”   Alex clapped him on the shoulder with relief, and the danger apparently over with; he dragged Ratgirl down into the club.   Christopher handed him a cup of herbal tea, which tasted bitter, but settled his racing thoughts.  David stared at the ceiling and tried to think of nothing, as the DJ spun one record after another into the night.


A few hours later the Djs stopped spinning, and the crowds filtered out of the club.  David sat up.  He looked around, trying to figure out what time it was.  He looked at a digital clock on one of the recording decks, but it was in strange characters he couldn’t read.   Alex stumbled back into the control booth, where he fixed David with a dazed grin then fell onto one of the couches and passed out.    David wandered into the next room, where Christopher was fiddling with some more electronic bits and pieces.   A huge television screen displayed static.  Connected to it was a series of black metal boxes, and a small control panel with glowing red and green lights.   


“I’ve nearly got it,” he said, poking at something with a small screwdriver.


“What’s that then?” asked David.


Christopher pointed to the control box.  “I think I’ve found a way to breach the line between the real and the unreal.”  David stared at him, but held his tongue.   He’d seen too much lately to try and point out the lack of any sense that this idea made.   Christopher lit a suspicious looking hand-rolled cigarette, and kept fiddling with things in the room.  He continued working as he smoked.


“Yeah, I wish I didn’t have to go above, but you two will save me a lot of work.  I’m the crew chief on this job, so no one will question you being there.   You probably need a little time above.   You’ve seen far too much down here.”   He swore briefly as he dropped his screwdriver.  He retrieved it, and tossed the screwdriver onto an table overloaded with piles of tools and random electronic bits and pieces.   “You’ll get to New York in less than a day via the Underneath Express.   Plenty of time to figure out what you’re going to do about Spahn.”


David nodded.   He was about to ask if Christopher had any ideas, when a loud crash came from downstairs.   They rushed into the control room, and saw a small army of uniformed guards bursting into the main floor of the club.   The security staff moved forward to fend them off, but they were pushed back rapidly, getting hit by three or four guards at a time.  The cleaning staff and other workers fled in terror, as the guards rapidly swept through the club.   Alex woke up and groggily stumbled to his feet just in time to see three guards wielding truncheons storm into the booth.   He shook off his tiredness and launched himself into one of the guards, striking him and ducking so that the other guards struck each other.   The rough night appeared to have taken its toll on him, as he stumbled slightly, and the next guard coming up the stairs was able to strike him a blow.  Alex turned at the last minute, but the breath was still knocked out of him.   


Christopher pulled out a metal tube from his pocket, and with a quick flick of his wrist, three segments of tightly coiled spring emerged.   He swung this and savagely knocked the remaining guard in the head, apparently rendering him unconscious.   He helped Alex to his feet, and the two of them positioned themselves to the side of the door to the booth, and they struck the guards as they entered.   After three or four guards were dispatched in this manner, they grabbed David and ran into the room filled with electronic equipment.    Christopher slammed shut the door and bolted it, but loud bangs indicated they had been spotted.    The guards pounded the door furiously.


“Those are Spahn’s men, I’d bet.   There are no cops allowed into this village.  They must have been summoned when we kicked Spahn out of your head,” said Christopher, who grabbed the control box.  “Time to hide out where they’ll never find us.”  He tuned the television to a late night sit-com from the 70s, the very same one by coincidence that David had seen the other night, about life in the projects.   There was a blinding flash of light, and the three of them had the unpleasant feeling of being swept away into a whirlpool of swirling light.


The three of them came to in a modest apartment, decorated with shabby furnishings.   Two teenage boys and a girl, wearing oddly dated 70s fashions jumped up and exclaimed suddenly, pointing at the strange invaders to their world.   Reacting quickly, David and Christopher grabbed Alex, who was staring into space blankly and ran out into the hallway.   They climbed into the fire escape stairs, and ran down the stairs, pausing at a landing.   Seeing no pursuers, they sat down breathing hard.


“Where are we?” demanded David.


“Near as I can tell, we’re in the sitcom,” said Christopher.  “We’re in a fictional Chicago project in the 1970s.  I guess my device worked.   I’d stay out of the main apartment, or we’d be seen by the viewers at home.   Can’t be too many people watching in the middle of the night though.”   He paused to slap Alex’s face gently.  “C’mon now, you’re safe, wake up.”


Alex opened his eyes blankly and said, “I love this show.”  He groggily sat up, and they waited, perched in the stairway in a fictional housing project in a fictional 1970s television show.  


“We must have scared the holy hell out of the normal characters.   Three men suddenly appearing.   The viewers must have wondered what the hell was going on.” said David.  “I can’t believe we’re sitting in a television show.   I always wondered as a child what was going on outside the apartment where most of the show took place.”    He knocked the graffiti splattered wall with a knuckle, and it felt as solid as any ordinary wall.  


“I think they’re busy dealing with their plot problems,” said Christopher.  “They haven’t come out here to investigate.  Of course, I’m not sure they can move outside the will of the scriptwriter.  This really is a pre-deterministic world.  This stairwell only exists so they can make jokes about the elevator being broken.”  He pulled out the control box.  A small screen lit up, showing a scene of his workshop back in the nightclub.  The guards, having bashed the door open, were knocking things over, searching frantically for a way they could have escaped.  They stormed out of the room angrily.


“I hope they don’t change the channel,” said Alex, who seemed to have recovered slightly.  “I’d hate to be stuck in a home shopping network.”


They sat and waited in the stairwell for another half hour or so.   “What happens between the shows?   They have to have some time to establish the back story between episodes,” asked David.   “I wonder how time works here.”


“This is the first time I’ve gotten this to work.  It’s all a mystery to me.  It’s keeping you two safe, anyhow. I’m glad to see my Kugelmass converter works, for television shows anyhow,” said Christopher.    “Let’s see if we can go back the other way.”  He pressed a button, and the same weird swirl of light enveloped them, and they found themselves standing in the wreckage of Christopher’s workshop.    They warily walked back into the control booth, but the guards seemed to have left.    Christopher found one of the bartenders downstairs who had escaped injury, and she confirmed the guards had left after ransacking the place.    All throughout the club tables were overturned, and the room smelled strongly of booze from broken bottles.   Christopher went through the club, gathering up staff members.    He promised everyone double normal wages if they would stay and help clean up.   Checking a pocket watch, he swore.


“Damnit.   We need to get on the airship heading above.   C’mon, we’ll use the back door.”   He climbed back up to the control booth, and grabbed a tool bag and a coat and tie.    He paused, a funny look on his face.  “Here Alex.“ he said, handing him an extremely ugly tie.  “You’ll need it in the convention center.”   Alex looked bemused, but tied it around his neck, and picked up the basket, apparently unnoticed behind the couch.   


They climbed out onto a steel deck behind the club, and shimmied down into the street via a rickety ladder.   Christopher flagged down one of the shiny silver cars whizzing around, and they piled into the backseat.


“Where to, Mack?” asked the cabby, Pure New York accent.  He was a small dark East Indian man.


“Above Airship.   And step on it, please.” replied Christopher.  The cabby grinned a wicked grin, and though still strangely silent, the taxi shot forward, dodging traffic madly.   David felt his stomach drop, as the acceleration forced the three of them back into their seats.   The buildings shot by in a blur.  They quickly left the small buildings of the village, and had entered the part of town with huge skyscrapers.   They whizzed through traffic, the cabby activating a horrifyingly loud air horn as he dodged the motley collection of vehicles that passed for traffic down here.   


The cab skidded to a halt in front of one of the huge glittering towers.   They climbed out, and David paid the driver with gold coins.  The driver smiled, turned up his radio and sped off silently, save for the mournful music coming from his stereo. The building had no windows, but it gleamed like silver, and had huge klieg lights swinging around its vaguely art-deco contours.


“Geez, call Flash Gordon, his rocket ship is here.” said Alex, looking up.   David craned his neck back, and saw the airship tethered above.  It was a beautiful craft, the same glittering silver as the building, with rows of electric lights along the bottom.     Christopher grabbed the two of them, grinning at the wonder in their faces, and pulled them into an ornate lobby.  They joined a group of beefy look construction worker types who were carrying lunch boxes, and shuffled into a huge cage elevator.   It rose quickly, without stopping, and after a couple of minutes, they emerged onto the roof of the spectacular building.  The view was truly breathtaking, the lights from the buildings swinging to and fro and the sky filled with silvery airships.   Below them they saw the lake, reflecting the lights of the town.   


“How high are we?” asked David.


“About a mile.  This is one of the largest caverns in all of Underneath,” said Christopher.  Pointing up he said, “And there’s another mile above to go before we reach the elevator up.”


“Who are all these people?”


“They work in the Convention Center.  Lots of people go between Above and Underneath. “  They filed onto a small bridge, and David felt his stomach clench as he made the mistake of looking over the side of the railing.  Forcing himself to look straight ahead, they marched into the bottom of the airship.   A conductor walked through the ship collecting money from all the passengers.   People handed him gold coins or paid with normal American currency.   He took money from Alex for the three of them, and handed them silvery tickets with pictures of the airship on them.  Once everyone was aboard, the ship lifted silently, and the bridge retracted.  Out of portholes, they could see the buildings shrinking below them.   Alex dozed off again, but David could not tear himself away from the magical sight of the lights of Under-Chicago.   The trip took only fifteen minutes, and soon the door opened again, and they joined the procession of workers walking down a gangplank onto a strange platform carved out of the ceiling of the cavern.   Below them Under-Chicago glittered prettily.   The workers, inured to such sights, walked directly onto an industrial freight elevator.   Alex paused and looked over the edge for a while.   After a short while, They boarded the elevator, which smelled of sweaty workers and 3-in-one oil, and with a tremendous jerk, it slowly began climbing.  The front door was a cage, and they watched the rock move past slowly.   Eventually, the rock gave way to brick, and after ten minutes or so, they emerged in a service hallway.   


All around them people worked, in charge of their little tasks.  People cleaned, or rolled equipment around.   Small electric carts rolled to and fro.   A group of waiters filed past rolling carts with food on them.   David tried to keep track of where he was going, but Christopher led them through one stairwell after another, one service corridor after another.  They finally emerged at an underground loading dock, which stank of diesel.   He walked over to a service desk, and after haggling with the dock master (not to mention slipping him a $20), a small panel truck rolled up, and beefy teamsters began to unload metal cases of audio-visual equipment.


They followed their equipment to a large meeting room, which had been turned into an impromptu storage warehouse, where Christopher met with a large group of technicians.  He began assigning people tasks, and away they rolled, men in suits carrying projectors and cables.  He handed David and Alex name badges that read ‘a/v technician.’ He gathered a small cart of equipment, and instructed Alex and David to follow him with it.   They ended up in a small meeting room, where Christopher set up a small screen and a video projector.  Another technician came by and set up a microphone, then rolled his cart away.  David and Alex sat at a back table, where Christopher told them to stay.  


“Just plug people’s computers into the projector.  Alex, just turn the mic up or down.  I have to go set up more rooms.   You guys are saving my life.“  He ran out of the room.  Alex leaned back and promptly fell asleep, leaving David the task of plugging in computers.  The first few presenters came and did their thing, droning on about computer database programming and coding.  David tried to listen for a while, enjoying the reference to his past life.  After awhile it all blurred together, and he merely listened for the applause indicating the speaker was over, so that he could run back up to the head table and plug in their computers.  He finished getting the third or fourth speaker ready, and settled back to nap when he was brought up short.


“David?” a pretty young woman asked him.  He jerked awake with a start and goggled.  


“Emily?” He stammered.  “What in the world are you doing here?”


“I’m working the Olive City booth, along with Mona.  We all wondered what happened to you two.” indicating the sleeping Alex.   “You vanished without a trace.  Are you living here in Chicago now?”


“I’m sort of between things now.  A friend of Alex’s hooked us up with this job.  We’re just doing a favor to pay him back for putting us up.”


“I have to get back to the booth, but I want to see you.  Are you staying in town? I’ll be here for the next week working this convention” She pulled out a business card and scrawled a hotel room number.  “Give me a call.”  She waved and headed back to the main floor of the convention.


“I’m leaving tonight, but I will call you.”  The sight of the receptionist jarred him.   Suddenly, real life came crashing down around him.   He realized looking at the pudgy programmers surrounding him how little any of them knew about what was really going on.  If everyone was to be believed, the world could end in days.   And yet people were still just sitting here, in a dark room with bad air, thinking about their computers, or their stock options, or their secretaries.   He nudged Alex, who sleepily opened one eye.


“You missed Emily.   She’s working the Olive City Booth,” said David


“They’re here?” asked Alex.  “We should try to sneak out after lunch.   I hope she doesn’t say anything to the wrong people.   We’re supposed to be sort of incognito.”  He looked worried.    The rest of the meeting passed without incident, and the room broke for lunch.   They wandered back to the storeroom, and found Christopher arguing with a client about the price of labor.  The client stormed away fuming, threatening legal action.  Christopher shouted behind him, “Go ahead.   This is a union town.  You pay union wages or you don’t get your show here!”  The other techs in the room cheered.


Alex approached Christopher and tapped him on the shoulder.


“We’ve got to split.   I’m afraid we’ve been spotted by someone who could accidentally give us up to Spahn’s people.” He handed Christopher his tie.  Christopher gravely nodded, and shook Alex’s hand, then pulled him in for a rough embrace.    


“Don’t let four hundred years pass before I see you again.”


“Perish the thought,” said Alex.  Christopher turned to David and shook his hand firmly.


“Take care of yourself.  You’re welcome in my club anytime.   You watch out for my man here.” pointing to Alex.  “I have faith that you’ll do just fine when the moment comes.   You’re far stronger than you realize.  And I never will watch TV without thinking of the time we hid in a fictional stairwell.”  He turned and walked back into the real world, where people had audio-visual needs.  They walked quickly back to the service corridor, and into the elevator.   No one questioned them, and they wormed their way back into the lower service corridor and onto the elevator.   It slowly took them back down to the platform where the airships docked.    David took off his badge and left it on the elevator.   They looked down at the twinkling lights of Under-Chicago.


“Boy, that was a boring job,” observed Alex.


“It’s even worse if you stay awake.” observed David dryly.  They got in the much smaller line leading to the airship going below.   They took their seats and waited for the journey below.   The airship was much less crowded on the trip down than it had been ascending.  They landed without incident at the silvery building, and took the elevator ride down.  At the base of the building, they attempted to catch the attention of one of the speedy silver taxis, but failed.   Finally a horse drawn cart manned by a blonde teenager in a purple hooded sweatshirt stopped. He addressed Alex in a strange tongue, and Alex replied in the same language.  The tired nag began to pull the brightly colored cart through the busy streets, apparently taking no notice of the traffic whizzing by on both sides.


“What language is that?” asked David.


“It’s a native tongue, something like Shawnee, with a little Gaelic thrown in.”


“Why does a blonde teenager speak Shawnee?  And why Gaelic?” 


“I think the local Underneath culture was based around the Mound Builders, who probably had Celtic roots.  I think he’s descended from them.”

David nodded, again impressed by Alex’s linguistic abilities.  The youth, glad for the company, chatted with David in the same strange tongue.  Alex laughed at something he said, and translated for David’s benefit.


“He says there’s a Polar Shift coming, much sooner than the one everyone predicts in 2012.  This one won’t be a cataclysmic event though.   The main event will be that unpopular people will have success with the opposite sex.”


Not knowing what to say, David sat back and enjoyed the unique perspective of the city from the horse drawn cart.  The cars that passed them were of a variety that operated silently, without exhaust fumes, so the ride was much more pleasant than it would have been otherwise.   The cart eventually pulled up to a strange looking octagonal building.   Alex handed the Driver the remaining gold coins, and he smiled hugely, and shook their hands vigorously.   He chattered something at them, and then rode off, waving good-bye.


“He says he’s going to buy his horse a wife so he can double his productivity.” translated Alex.  They boarded an escalator that descended below the street level, and arrived in a chaotic underground train station.  There were platforms in every direction, and people rushing too and fro.  The signs were all in a strange runic alphabet, so Alex led them to an information booth.  A bored Asian woman in a bellhop uniform, with a nametag that read, “Poto” sat in the booth, absent mindedly tossing cards in a cap.   She looked up as they approached.   


Alex addressed her in one of his many languages, and she replied in perfectly flat Midwestern English.  “Train to points East is on the north platform.”  She looked conspiratorially at them, and added in a soft voice.  “If you’re gambling men, I’ll bet you the price of your fares that you can’t beat me at Rock, Paper, Scissors.  If you win, I’ll give you the tickets, gratis.  If you lose, you pay double.”  Alex looked at David who shrugged.  


“Okay, what have we got to lose?” replied Alex.   He counted, one, two, three, then held out his hands indicating Scissors as Poto held her hand indicating Rock.   Alex shook his head, and opened his pouch.   He was all out of gold coins, so he handed her one of the smaller gems.  She sighed and looked at it.


“I can’t change this.  Look, stop in Cleveland at the Mechanical Novelties Museum.  My twin sister works there.   She’ll be able to change it, and get me the money.   There’s a stop-over there for an hour today anyhow.”   She handed them their tickets, they bid her thanks, and made their way to the appropriate track and platform.  


They boarded their seats, which were incredibly comfortable.  An old man in a purple suit collected their tickets, punching holes in them with a silver punch.  The inside of the train was done in antique wood paneling, with beautiful copper trim on all the exposed surfaces.  The locomotive pulling the train was as silent as the autos above, with beautiful swooping lines that evoked art-deco rocket ships.  When it began it moved silently and swiftly.  There was nothing to see out the windows of the train, as it pulled into a black tunnel.  David clutched the jade idol, and asked Alex, “We haven’t checked on Zilcoxi in awhile.   Is he still in there?”  He reached over and tapped the door of Zilcoxi’s little compartment.  A soft peeping emerged.   


“I wonder what he does in there,” asked Alex.  David received the image of something that looked like a giant television screen, but that had the properties of a telephone, but one that operated at immense distances of time and space.  He felt the warm glow of Zilcoxi talking to his family.  He never realized it, but the images he received suggested that Zilcoxi regarded hundreds of other little spirits like himself as family.  He felt a warm glow of happiness in seeing himself and Alex considered as part of that family.  David tried to explain this to Alex, who also agreed that it was an honor to be so well regarded by the little spirit.


“I never knew he came from such a large family,” said Alex. They sat back and relaxed.   A young woman came through the train pushing a cart of refreshments.  Alex bought several cans of ale, and handed the girl one of the gems.  She flushed, and stammered something in the Shawnee tongue.    Alex waved his hand at her, and answered, pointing to the rest of the passengers in the train.


“I think we just bought the train a couple of rounds again,” said Alex.

The train took on the feeling of a party, as passengers all around began chatting and drinking.  David took a can of ale and sipped, relaxing and watching the other passengers.   Alex struck up a conversation with a beautiful dark haired girl in a native costume of beaded leather.   She giggled and sipped her beer.  The conductor came by, carrying a beer, and he clapped Alex on the back.   Alex smiled and nodded, his attention drawn away by the girl he was chatting up.   The conductor sat in the seat next to David, and smiled a crooked grin, lighting a foul smelling black cigarette.


“You are so serious.” he started, in a thick eastern European accent.  “You have money, a good friend, a beer.  There are beautiful women here.” pointing to the Native girl.  David, embarrassed, tried to play dumb, nodded, and turned towards the blackness outside the window.  The conductor leaned forward and said, “You might be mad your friend is talking to the girl.  You think he should take things more seriously, maybe not drink so much.   I see in his face the rise and fall of empires.  I am a baby next to him.  You think of that great age when you are worried about his actions.  He’s survived thousands of years.  Think about that when you think he’s drinking too much.  But there is something coming for you as well.”  He quickly grabbed David’s tie, and in a cunning little flip of his wrist, he untied it.  He held the fraying fabric up to the light.   “Ah, yes.   I see great things in store for you.  Your eyes have been opened wider than you could have believed.  There are things beyond what you had known, no?”  David looked at the old man, and nodded.  The old man’s eyes twinkled, and he finished his cigarette, stubbing it out in an ashtray attached to the arm of his chair.  He tossed David the battered tie. “Don’t worry, there’s a woman in your future too.”  He laughed a phlegmy laugh and rose, heading back down the aisle.  


Alex and the native girl continued chatting, and David retied his tie.  The trip continued, one can of beer after another, and soon enough a speaker crackled, and announced in several languages that they were arriving in Under-Cleveland station, and that the train would be delayed for an hour.   Alex and David left, the native girl giving David a smile and Alex a hug, as she grabbed her backpack and moved off into the crowds.  This station was even busier than Chicago’s, with people darting to and fro.    Alex watched the native leave with a sigh.


“Oh well, it’d never work out anyhow.”


“Why’s that?” asked David.


“She wants a responsible man who doesn’t fight and is good at lawn care.  I figure I lose on all three counts.”  David snorted at this, and they climbed up the platform stairs.  Above the platforms was a large mall like row of shops and restaurants.   At the opposite end of the hall, a sign announced in three languages, “Mechanical Novelties Museum.”  They dodged the rushing crowds, and found themselves at the doorway of the museum.


The room was several hundred yards across, and filled with a blaring cacophony of sound.  People milled around the museum, but on the whole it was fairly empty.  All around were coin-operated machines of every stripe.  There were player pianos and mechanical drumming machines.   A strange wheeled device played eerie electronic music.  Moviola and Zoetrope machines promised forbidden scenes of what the butler saw.   Other machines were more mysterious, with less apparent functions.  There were fortune-telling machines that dealt cards, and others that predicted futures by biofeedback.  There were slot machines and a mechanical horse race.   They watched an old man excitedly cheering on one of a series of wooden horses racing around a tiny track.  He cheered as his horse came through in first place, causing a shower of small gold coins to shoot out of the machine.   There were video games, ranging from the ordinary ones seen at any convenience store to bizarre ones with titles like Devilfish and Joyful Road.  They wandered through, constantly getting their eyes caught by whirling mechanical objects, bright lights flashing, and constant noises.  


At the back of the room, opposite the entrance, was a token booth.  Inside, a bored looking Asian woman in a bellhop uniform with a nametag that read, “Cabenga” sat and absentmindedly drew pictures of bunny rabbits on a train schedule.  Alex approached, and handed her one of the gems.


“We were told to pay you by your sister Poto.  She said you could make change.  We owe you twice the cost of two tickets from Chicago to New York.”


“I am so sick of being her bank,” she muttered, collecting the gem.  She banged a cash drawer, and counted out two tall stacks of gold coins.  “These are good in all the machines except the stone one.  No refunds.  You have a half hour until the train boards again for points east.”  She resumed drawing rabbits.  They took the stacks of coins, and wandered through the museum, admiring the many brightly colored and intricate machines.  Alex dropped a coin in one marked, “The opium den” and a little curtain rose, showing a small mechanical figure lying on a couch, putting a little pipe to his mouth.   A closet opened, and a skeleton appeared, prompting a little electronic shriek.  A snake moved out from under a rug, and some little Chinese figures whirled in place and bowed.   The whole tableau was weirdly lit by a red light bulb.  After a minute or so, the curtain slammed shut.  Alex laughed, and handed David a stack of coins.  He wandered off to look at some other machines.


David dropped one coin into a slot machine, but lost his money.  He was drawn to another little mechanical machine that was the scene of a state fair depicted in toothpicks.  After depositing a coin, the Ferris wheel spun, and a little band played.  Tiny dancers moved to the music, and tiny animals moved in their little pens. A tiny midway came to life, with carnival workers moving around games of skill, and tiny marks throwing balls.   He looked at a label describing the construction, and was shocked to learn it had been built by convicts.  He moved on, and was considering a fortune-telling machine, when he received a throb from the idol around his neck, and a flash of claustrophobic panic.  He ran over to Alex, who was watching a flip movie.  He looked up with a bemused expression.


“The butler obviously liked looking at the young boy gardener undress.” he said, shaking his head.


“Where’s Zilcoxi?”  Alex swung the basket around, and they saw with alarm that his little compartment was open, but Zilcoxi was nowhere to be seen.  The idol throbbed again, and he received the image of something strange, like clear globes in a pile.  He was perplexed by this, but then it dawned on him, and he smiled.  He led Alex over to a rack of gumball and toy machines.   In one, containing tiny bits of fake jewelry, they saw Zilcoxi trapped between two plastic bubbles.  He peeped softly, his little voice muffled by the thick glass.   They fed coin after coin into the machine, and finally, an indignant Zilcoxi popped out.  He cracked open one of the bubbles and retrieved a tiny silver tiara.


“If you wanted a souvenir that badly, we would have bought you one,” said Alex.  Zilcoxi peeped indignantly at this, and sent a message to David, who laughed.


“It’s a present for his wife.  She likes shiny things.”  They scooped up the remaining prize bubbles, and placed them on top of the machine.  Zilcoxi climbed up Alex, and perched up on his shoulder, when he let out a small peep.  They were turning to leave, when they noticed a strange carved stone block next to the gumball machines.  Carved into the face of it was a series of pictograms that looked familiar to David for some reason.  There was a small coin shaped slot in one corner.


“Don’t put a coin in there, she said it didn’t work.” said Alex

David dug around in his pocket, and pulled out a small stone disk.   


“You think?” he asked Alex, who shrugged.  The symbols on the coin seemed to match those on the stone block.   Cabenga left her booth and was putting the prizes back in the gumball machine.   Alex asked her about the monolith, and she shook her head.


“It was here when we built the museum.  Never could figure out what it was for.  Never could move it.”  David looked at the slot and at his stone coin, and following pure instinct; he slid it into the slot.  The room filled with silence, the lights dimmed, and everyone turned to face the stone monolith.   A low rumbling started, and a golden light shone from the pictographs on the front of the great stone block.


The rumbling resolved into a many-voiced choir, so loud and pure that the room rumbled under the sheer volume of it.   A golden light began swirling around the block, and David felt a stab of nausea.   The lights swirled in a stunningly beautiful way, becoming a sort of whirlpool of light.   Great glowing cracks appeared in the face of the stone block, and the heavenly chorus grew ever louder.  The swirling light transfixed everyone in the museum, and it resolved into a multi-color shimmer in the air.


THANK YOU FOR FREEING ME echoed through David’s head.  I HAVE BEEN TRAPPED FOR EONS.  I GO NOW TO VISIT MY CHILD PROSPEROUS MEMORIES (elsewhere.)  I APOLOGIZE FOR YOUR DISCOMFORT.  David turned and retched.   In a beautiful swirl of color, the spirit vanished, with an audible pop.   The lights turned back on, and the cacophony of the machines began anew.


The crowd stood stunned, and slowly began to shuffle out of the museum.  Cabenga wiped a tear from her eye, and Alex gently put Zilcoxi in his little compartment in the lid of the basket.  The stone mass was cracked, with scorch marks up and down the front facing.   They thanked Cabenga, who smiled and wished them a pleasant trip.


“We should hurry, or we’ll be late for the train,” observed Alex.  Just at that moment, a dozen khaki-uniformed soldiers walked into the museum, truncheons out.   They pointed to the two men, and advanced forward.  Alex set the basket down and quickly flew into action.  One soldier after another was knocked back, as Alex wove deftly in and out of the path of their swinging clubs.  With a strange wiggling motion, he dodged one blow, and then curling his hand into the strange triangular form he used, he struck one soldier on the arm, causing the soldier to drop his baton, and fall to the ground moaning.   One by one the soldiers fell, and the last one ran to the entrance, and issued a strange hoarse call.


A ventilation grating fell from the ceiling above the entrance to the museum, and a huge snake slithered into view.  The soldier pointed to the two men, and the snake advanced.  It was at least fifteen feet long, and as thick as David’s leg.  David scrabbled in the basket for the Blue Fire tube.

Cabenga, looking in horror at the snake, dove into her booth, and pounded a huge red button.  An alarm klaxon blew, and before the snake got ten feet, an unseen hand picked it up, and swung it like a rope.  A maniacal giggling filled the air, and the lights flickered.    The snake hissed, and arched as if to strike, but still suspended in the air, it was unable to move.  It began to spin around and around, and finally whatever strange force was holding it in the air released it, and it collided with the soldier.   It wrapped around the soldier, and squeezed the breath out of him, even as he tried to command the snake in the same strange tongue.   The snake relented, and slithered out into the main shopping area, prompting screams from the crowd, which surged away like a wave trying to dodge the huge slithering nightmare.  It moved out of sight, and they heard the screams from down the mall.  The lights flickered once more, and then returned to normal.  A ghostly shape moved through the air, and out into the shopping area, in apparent pursuit of the snake.


“Damn, you’re some badass, but nothing beats Poltergeist Security,” said Cabenga, climbing back in her booth.  “Please feel free to stop by again when insane soldiers and giant snakes aren’t trying to kill you.”   She smiled a weak smile, and locked the booth door.   Outside, the screams had died down, but David could hear people chattering in multiple languages and pointing to another ventilation grate, where the snake had apparently fled.   Alex picked up the basket, and they ran to the platform, and hopped on the train just in time for it to pull away.


“Well, Cleveland was fun,” observed Alex brightly, though his expression revealed that he was still disturbed from the fight.  He pulled out a beer from the basket and drank deeply.  “I expected Spahn could send soldiers to get us, but I never knew they had control of giant snakes too.  This could get very ugly in New York.”  He finished his beer and opened another,

David shivered, and looked at the other passengers.  They settled down a bit and David lay back, suddenly exhausted.  He dozed off just as he saw Alex strike up a conversation with another girl, this one a pretty black girl in tight leather clothing.


“Yeah, I saw the snake.  It was after me and my partner...” he heard Alex say to her, as she gasped and leaned forward.  David closed his eyes, and very rapidly he passed out.  When he looked up and saw himself on a low rise covered in jungle scrub, he blinked twice, and immediately recognized that he was dreaming.   He concentrated, and thought of the Blue Fire Tube, which appeared in his right hand.  Nothing was going to sneak up on him this time, he decided.   He looked down on a beautiful village of stone blocks, which lay on a gentle curved bay.   The air smelled pleasantly of salt water, and cooking from the market square below.  Long stretches of stone walkways and pyramid shaped buildings were cunningly arranged around the market area.  Dark skinned people in colorful costumes moved about the city, shopping from a large open-air market in the square.    Cheerfully wandering around the busy market square, the people smiled often as they haggled over foodstuffs and small articles.  They wore beautiful clothing of many colors, and elaborate silver jewelry.   From his perch over the city, David could see the smoke of cooking fires, and small shacks extending to the edge of his vision.   They did not seem to see David, perched up on the small hill, and continued their daily business.     A small commotion started, and people turned to face the bay.   The water had risen up in a huge swelling wave.  People began to panic, running away from the bay, but it was in vain, as the water swept over the city.   David gasped, as the water level rose, flooding the village entirely.   The rushing water swept people and debris far inland, and the gentle hill on which David was perched was turned into an island.  He leaned over carefully, and tried to make out survivors, but the swirling mass of debris rendered the water opaque.   A small reed basket floated by, and by sheer luck, David was able to grab it without falling into the water.   In it was a squalling infant, a boy, with dark spiky hair and a red leather pouch around his neck.


“Geez, like Moses.” said David, trying to calm the child down.  He still realized he was dreaming, but something told him that this wasn’t coming from his head, but that he was picking this up, tuning it in like a radio.  A low humming filled the air, and once more, the silvery saucer swung through the air, hovering over the water where the peaceful village had once been.   The baby stopped crying, and began babbling something in a strange language, pointing to the saucer.


David willed himself to wake up, but it was in vain.   The saucer hovered above him, and a greenish ray emerged from below.   He felt the basket with the baby in it being torn out of his grasp and sucked into the underside of the saucer.   A voice appeared, seemingly coming from the saucer.  “The flood must have no survivors.  No one must know of our arrival here.”   David found himself picked up into the beam, being sucked up into the saucer.  He grabbed the basket and pulled it to his chest.  With a start, he realized he was still carrying the Blue Fire Tube.  He carefully aimed it, concentrating on blue fire.  A huge flame shot out of the tube, enveloping the saucer.  The beam shut off, and he and the basket were dropped around ten feet back onto the hill.  The saucer wavered, and sped off, smoking from a huge gash the blue fire had ripped in it.


“Well, saved your life again Alex.” he said to the baby, knowing with the strange certainty of dreams of the eventual future identity of the baby in the basket.  In the distance, a boat appeared, and sped towards the hill.  He recognized it from one of his earlier dreams.   It approached closer, and he saw men on the deck in white uniforms, preparing a small skiff for launch.  A large red haired bearded man emerged from what David took to be the control deck, and boarded the skiff.   He was joined by two of the sailors, who adjusted something causing it to be lowered by ropes into the water.  It buzzed forward silently, with no apparent means of propulsion towards the small hill.  The bearded man pulled up beside the hill, where he held up one hand, and pointed to the basket.   He had a kindly looking face, and stunning blue eyes.   He smiled a little half-smile, and gently took the basket out of David’s hands.   The infant Alex began to cry again, and the captain rocked him gently back and forth.   He turned to David, and nodded.   The dream faded slowly away, and David found himself on the train once more.   It must have been night, as the train was quiet, and the lights dimmed.   Alex was nowhere to be seen, but he had left the basket.   David stared out the window at the nothingness of the tunnel going past.   He shivered a little, and just waited for the train to get to New York.  Eventually, he slept again, this time with no dreams.


Somewhere under Pennsylvania, Alex returned, alone.  He looked sheepishly at David, who woke up at the commotion caused by Alex stumbling back to his seat.  He smelled of beer.  He opened the basket and retrieved another can of ale, and handed one to Alex.


“Eat, drink and be merry et cetera.” he said softly.  “I don’t mind admitting I’m scared out of my wits about what’s coming New York.  I hope you don’t hold my little celebrations against me.”


“I don’t.   I might be a little jealous at your success with some of these ladies, but beyond that, I don’t mind.  I’m drinking more than I used to myself these days,” replied David.


“Just so we understand ourselves, we might not be coming back.  You don’t want to kid yourself about that” Alex looked grave, and took a large swig of beer.


“My old life is gone.   How could I continue writing code and watching sitcoms now?   I’ll never be able to regain the blissful ignorance, now that I’ve been underneath.   It’s like stretching a shirt.  Reality will always be too loose for me now.    I’m thinking of finding a strange small place to hide underneath, where I can work on learning Basque or something.  Maybe I can get a job tracking people.”


“We should open a Bounty Hunting service,” said Alex, snickering.


“All we’d need is paperclips and maps.  We could track people anywhere.”


“Our organization could always use you,” said Alex, grinning,  “We have lots of paperclips and maps.”


“How’d you get involved with them, anyhow?  Why are they even here?  It seems Zilcoxi and Prosperous Memories should be on their side of the Rift.  Our world is not quite ready for them.”


“As I understand it, the rift was open long before those on the other side had figured it out.  Zilcoxi’s people mistook it for a star.   It took the arrival of Prosperous Memories people to explain to them what they thought was their sun was a tear, that came through to Underneath, here on earth.   I think the technical term is an Einstein-Rosen bridge, or maybe a White Hole.   I’m not clever enough at physics to explain it very well.   For whatever reason, Prosperous Memories’ people find such things fascinating, and congregate around them.   I learned of the Rift a long time ago, when I was still living in South America.   The first people underground spread the word through the civilizations in Mexico and Central America.  I became interested in it the first time I saw it.   Someday, I want to walk through it, when I’m tired of this world.”


“Forgive me for asking, but since we might die and all, how old are you?  People keep getting all squirrelly around you and octogenarians like to remind me that they are but babes next to you or some such nonsense.”


“I’m pretty old. I stopped counting around when whats-his-name came over from Spain to begin the raping and pillaging of America.”


“Columbus?”


“No, the one in Florida, looking for the Fountain of Youth.  Never found though, the big jerk.   I could have told him, but I didn’t think he deserved it.  A short lifespan is about all that kept those pirates from taking over even faster.  I think I had been around at least 10,000 years by then.”


“Is it still there?  If I survive this, maybe we could take a road trip down there.   We could even take an airplane or a car like normal people.”


“If we survive this, it would be my pleasure.   I might need some help in the next few hundred years.”  The thought of living for thousands of years was too much to take in all at once.  David tried to think of watching the world turn, the endless cycles of life becoming meaningless.   He shook his head.  


“I’ll have to think about that,” said David.


“You do that.  I’m going to try to get some sleep.”   The train chugged on and on.    David wondered if the sun was up in New York.  Traveling underground for days at a time threw off his rhythms.   The constant consumption of alcohol probably didn’t help too much either.   He pondered this while he opened another beer.  The train shot on silently.  


David opened the basket and looked at the maps, absent-mindedly imagining what each town Underneath was like, what strange things that were lost above existed there.  He thought he might like to find some way to travel it, without the constant threats on his life, without the constant pressure to keep moving.   Maybe when this was over he would drink from whatever mystic spring had kept Alex alive since before the Great Flood or whenever.   He could travel all over.   And when this world began to bore him, he could return to the Rift, and somehow travel through it, to see what lay on the other side.  A world of tiny spirits and things made of pure energy that existed on higher planes.  He hoped they wouldn’t make him sick over there.


A sudden stab of noise pierced the silent morning.   A horrid screeching sound, and the train lurched to a stop.   The alarmed murmur of passengers, questioning the conductors, looking to see if anything was outside the windows.   An announcement from the speaker in one language, then another.  Finally, in English, “We apologize for the delay.  Something has damaged the tracks ahead, and we cannot continue.   We will be sending another car on the other side of the break.   It should arrive in a few hours.   Please contact Underneath Transit for a refund on this trip, good for travel Underneath.   Again, we apologize.”


“Son of a bitch, I know who damaged those tracks,” swore Alex.  He grabbed the basket, and said, “We can’t wait for the other train.   We’ll have to try something else.”   He motioned for David to follow, and they walked to the exit.


“Alex, what are we going to do, walk the next few hundred miles?”

Alex pushed the doors open, ignoring the protests of one of the Purple Suited conductors, and walked out into the tunnel.  He walked along the train, past the Shining Locomotive, and stopped at the broken tracks, a few hundred feet ahead of the front of the train.


“If this had been a train from Above, there’s no way it could have stopped in time. “ Alex said, pointing to the train behind them.  The tracks looked like something had ripped them up, and pulled them violently apart.  They lay at crazy angles.  They continued unmolested a few yards ahead.  David noticed something, and his blood froze.  He silently tapped Alex on the shoulder and pointed.  Etched in the wall, as if chiseled with something, was the following: I WILL GET THERE FIRST.   YOU WILL NOT SUCCEED IN STOPPING ME.  NOTHING CAN STOP ME.   BY THIS TIME TOMORROW, WE WILL USE THE BONES, AND TAKE THE RIFT.  THEN THE WORLD ON THE OTHER SIDE SHALL FALL BEFORE ME.   


David looked away, and collapsed to the ground.   Vertigo swirled around him, and his vision grew dim.   A greenish miasma swam before his eyes.  Crazy disjointed images filled his brain.  Crystal Skulls, and bleeding flowers.  Something like a map of the world, with darkness spreading like a stain across it.  The Rift gleaming above the city turning blood red.   An army of the dead rising from the earth and shambling towards the Capital building.   A woman strapped to an altar, a sacrifice made, and something huge and hideous crawling out of a sunken city underwater.   A spirit creature like Prosperous Memories being held in a lattice of threads, a screaming sense of agony flying off it.  David blacked completely out, and came to with Alex gently slapping his face.


“C’mon David, Wake up.  We gotta keep going.  C’mon.”


David groggily rose to his feet, and shook his head violently.   “What just happened?”


“I’m just guessing here, but I think you’re picking up Spahn again.”  Alex looked down the tracks, to the tunnel vanishing in the fading spotlight of the locomotive.  “There’s got to be some way to get past this break.”   He looked at the torn steel, and shook his head in frustration.  David felt the idol begin to throb, and he had a vision of Zilcoxi leading his battalion, not into battle, but into construction.   David slid open Zilcoxi’s compartment, and the little spirit jumped out and ran to the edge of the tracks, where they were bent.    He peeped furiously into a small device, and then blew three notes on a golden horn that he carried on his belt.    David felt a familiar nausea, but it was far less that usual.   A small golden portal appeared, streaming light into the dark tunnel.   One little spirit appeared after another.   It was comical to watch a long line of spirits emerge from the golden portal, and congregate around the break.   Soon hundreds of marble-sized and shaped spirits surrounded the tracks, peeping furiously as they pointed and discussed the broken tracks.   Several dozen ran back through the golden portal, and returned carrying small bits of some golden metal.


“They’re gonna fix the track?” asked Alex, incredulous.  “It’ll take a million of those tiny pieces of metal to replace the steel tracks.”  Zilcoxi peeped indignantly at Alex, as the spirits began assembling a small scaffold at the edge of the bent track.   Two of the spirits returned with tiny drums, and they began to beat a weird rhythm, as the others held bits of metal to the edge of the tracks.   A reddish glow emerged from the torn edge of the steel, and in a strange display, the steel there began emerging, growing like a time-lapse film of grass.   Inch-by-Inch, new steel was being grown, flowing in a rhythm keeping in time with the strange music made by the hundreds of little spirits.  They frenetically ran alongside the newly emerging steel, as if to encourage it.   It was a strangely beautiful scene, and in far less time than they had expected, new shiny steel rails had been grown, and linked to the old rails in one smooth continuous flow of steel.   Zilcoxi peeped proudly, and David received the information that these new rails could not only bear the weight of the train, no, ten trains, but would outlast the original rails by a thousand years.   He also gave a stirring peeping speech on how much smoother and more level his people’s new rails were than the original steel ones.   Zilcoxi peeped an order, and his spirits tore down the strange construction device they had assembled, and the scaffolding, and one by one they streamed through the portal, a comical little stream of marble shaped workmen, peeping a happy song, proud of the work they had accomplished.   Once the last one had entered, the portal shut, the golden light fading away.


Alex ran back into the train, and emerged with the Engineer and a couple of amazed Conductors, and proudly showed them the shiny new tracks that had replaced the broken ones.  The engineer, not believing his eyes, ran a hand over the new steel tracks, and nodded, proclaiming them good.   Zilcoxi peeped with pride, and climbed back into his compartment in the basket lid.   The conductors grinned hugely, and they hurried back onto the train.  An announcement buzzed over the speakers


“Thanks to the assistance of three of our passengers, we will be able to continue our trip.  Let’s have a big hand for Alex, David, and Zilcoxi!”  The car erupted in applause as the train began slowly moving forward, and then picked up speed.   There was no bumpy feeling as they passed the section of new track, and the train shot forward into the tunnel, back on schedule again.

David felt a sudden optimistic feeling, and a new sense of faith in Zilcoxi’s people.  If they could accomplish such wonderful things with building, then he was sure any enemy they fought would have ample cause to fear them.    Alex summoned the girl with the drinks cart and bought the train another round, which was joyfully received.   The train was back on schedule.  Next stop, Under-New York.


They pulled into New York, 10am local time, after an uneventful few hours travel.  They disembarked with the rest of the passengers.  The air in New York was stifling hot, and there was a tense feeling amongst the people in the station.   Large numbers of people seemed to be agitated, muttering about something that had happened earlier that morning.  They left the station, and walked out into the streets Under New York.   Unlike Under Chicago, the streets were strangely quiet.   The buildings if anything were more impressive, with tall spires reaching up to the cavern roof.   Electric streetlights and sweeping klieg lights lit the city as brightly as day.   There were a few people out on the streets, but nowhere as many as they had seen in Chicago and Cleveland.


“This is weird.   I’ve never been here before, but as I understand it the streets below New York are as busy as those above,” commented Alex.   They flagged down one of the silent silver taxis, which stopped and let them aboard.


“Good Morning gentlemen, and Welcome to New York.” said the man, a debonair West Indian man.   “Where will it be my pleasure to take you this morning?”    Alex dug out a map, and pointed to a spot marked with a large X.  The driver nodded, and silently pulled into the street, moving rapidly.  “Just a moment, Sirs, and we will arrive momentarily.  Please hold on.”


“You know, I’m slightly astonished at your service,” said Alex.  “You’re far more polite than your brethren driving cabs above.”


“I tried to do so there, but was unable to stand the pace.  Life below is one of rarefied pleasure, and simple happiness in driving from place to place.”


“I’m glad you found your niche.  It’d be a nicer city above if some of the cabdrivers adopted your style.”  Alex handed David the street map, who unfocused his eyes and followed with one finger the glowing green line.   
“Here.  Spahn is heading right here.”  The spot he pointed to was slightly ahead of the marked spot.   The legend over the area David had pointed to read “Grand Central Station.”


“He’s heading to Grand Central Station.  Driver, we’ve changed our mind.  Please take us to Grand Central Station, as fast as is possible.”


“Oh Sirs, I will do my best.  Please hold on.  I can get us there in mere minutes.”  The cab leapt forward as if stung, pressing Alex and David against the chairs.   The streets were strangely empty.


“We are fortunate, Sirs, as the traffic is unusually light.” the Driver smoothly navigated around a corner, dodging the odd vehicles as if they were standing still.


“Have you heard anything about why that might be?” asked David.


“There was an incident in Midtown.  Some sort of explosion.  People were advised to remain in their homes by the authorities.  I could not abandon my post knowing that there were visitors arriving who required transportation.”  The driver grew grave.  “I do hope you are enjoying the ride.”


“We have to give this guy a really large tip,” whispered Alex to David.


The Silver Taxi silently pulled up next to a colossal stone building.  In contrast to the hypermodern skyscrapers, this one had no fancy trim, no lights, and not even any apparent windows.   Huge slabs of green stone framed a small door.    The scale of the building was enormous, easily twice as wide as any of the other buildings Underneath, and equally as tall as the taller skyscrapers.


“Grand Central Below.  Thank you for riding in Cold Fusion Cabs.  Please ask for Neville should you require a cab during your stay in Under New York.  He handed them a card.”  Alex shook out a gem and handed it to Neville, who goggled at it.


“But Sirs.” he stammered.  “This is far too much for such a short ride.”  He tried to hand it back to Alex, who waved him off.


“You can meet us here in three hours.   If we’re not waiting out front, keep the change.  A polite cabdriver in New York is something to be rewarded.    If we are here, you can drive us somewhere then.”


Neville drew himself up to his full height.  “I will be here in three hours.  I hope I can have the pleasure of serving you once more.”  He sped off silently.   They paused, awed by the size of the building in front of them.


“This doesn’t look like a train station to me, “ said David.


“I don’t think it is.  I think it’s called Grand Central Below since it’s directly under the Station Above.  I think you can pass to above from here. “  They entered the small doorway, and found themselves in a sort of open-air lobby.   The inside was composed of the same greenish stone, with darker stone forming pathways.   Large banks of white lights shone down a cold light upon the lobby area. The Ground floor was one enormous room.   Pictographs covered the walls.   Though written in an unknown alphabet, the sheer scale of the carvings was impressive.   The stone deadened their footsteps as they crossed the wide open space walking towards what appeared to be a bank of elevators.  It was easily ten degrees cooler in this building than it was in the stifling streets outside the building.  The room was eerily quiet, and they saw no one.   They felt alone, dwarfed by the scale of the room.


“This is a really creepy building,” said David. “Why is everything so big?  And why is it so cold?”  Alex shrugged.   They approached the bank of elevators.  A large map of the building was etched into the wall.  David did his finding trick, and noted on the map one floor where there was a green glow.  The light was so bright he had to shut his eyes.  He could still see the after-flash of the line after uncrossing his eyes and opening them.  


“Here.  He’s very close.” They counted the floors.  He was on the Thirty Ninth Floor.   Alex moved to the elevators, and pressed the summoning button.   All of the elevators made a hollow bell sound, and the doors opened.  In each elevator was an operator in a greenish uniform.  And each operator had been torn apart, in as savage a method as possible.   The walls of the elevators were spattered with blood.  David had to look away until mercifully, the doors shut on the grisly scene.


“Spahn was definitely here.  This is his handiwork,” said Alex grimly.   They moved towards a door set into the Elevator lobby.   Large carved stone stairs led up.   The walls held small fixtures of the same baleful white light.


“I guess we walk.  I’d rather stay out of the elevators.”  David nodded in agreement, and they began the long climb up the stairs.   One flight.  Two flights, after Seven or so David stopped counting.   David kept up a slow trudging pace.   Something about the stairwell was draining him.   He began to think of nothing except left foot right foot left foot.  One stair after another.  One bright white light blinding them. The pace was torturous, and they finally had to stop.  


“Floor 15.” said Alex, panting.  They sat down to catch their breath, and the stone was chilling beneath them.  “I’ve been looking at the way the stones were carved into steps.   The steps are a little too large for people, the same way everything is scaled too large.”


“What about the elevators?” asked David.  “They looked normal.”


“I think they were added later.  All this stonework looks odd to me.  Like this predates the rest of the city.”


“If people coming from above didn’t build this huge building, who did?”  At this, Alex shrugged.  They began trudging forward again, getting into the mindset.  David had a wild fantasy of simply walking the rest of his days.  No life above.  Nothing else.  Walk.  Left Foot Right Foot.  One stair, the next.   A sudden hissing noise brought them up short.   


A gigantic green snake moved into view at the 17th floor landing.   It reared up, hissing furiously.   As they backed off, trying to avoid it, it followed them, in a hostile manner.   In any second it would be in range to strike.  

Alex moved into position, his hands in tight vertical fists.   David scrambled behind him, grabbing the basket, pulling out the Blue Fire Tube.   The snake was joined by a second one, but before they could worry about that one, the first struck.  Moving at supernatural speed, Alex dove sideways, and grabbed for the head of the first snake.   He bashed its head into the stone wall, and it writhed in agony.  It began to wrap around Alex, squeezing.   David fired off a shot from his tube at the other snake, blowing it back up the sitars to the next landing.   Zilcoxi flew out of the basket, and launched himself at the snake that had Alex in its coils, and he furiously stabbed at the snake with his tiny sword.   Despite its tiny size, the tiny blade was wickedly sharp, and David caught a glimpse of red blood flowing out of many small wounds.  Its grip loosened slightly on Alex, and he was able to bash the snake’s head against the wall once more.   The second snake moved into position, and David thought of blue fire again, launching another salvo, this one pressing the snake against the stairs.   A hideous meat cooking smell filled the stairwell.   Just like chicken, thought David, who ran over to Alex, and together they were able to open the snake’s coils enough to free Alex.   Zilcoxi had sliced huge parts of the snake, a dozen little slash wounds, and he was covered in blood.     The snake writhed once more in agony, throwing the little spirit around, but he dug his sword in and held on tightly until the movements subsided.   He scrambled away from the snake as it finally hissed once more and stopped moving, just in time to avoid being crushed by the bulk of the huge serpent.


“Spahn must be onto us,” said Alex, trying to shake the snake blood from his hands.   “Expect more to come.  Zilcoxi, You sit here on my shoulder.  We need to surprise Spahn with the Army, so don’t summon them until we reach the thirty ninth floor.”  They began the trudge up the stairs once more.   


“So what should we expect up there?  More soldiers?  More snakes?”


“I think it will be much worse than that,” said Alex.  “This is the head of the Organization here.   They’ll stop at nothing once they have the Bones.  Expect heavy resistance.”  They mostly stopped talking for a little while to save their breath.   Alex kept naming the floors as they advanced, and at the twenty-fifth floor they stopped to rest again.  The stairs were draining them.  The tread between them was too large to be walked comfortably, so they were forced to climb using hands and knees.   They sat for a moment.   A strange buzzing filled the stairwell, and they braced themselves for another fight, Alex falling into his stance, and David raising the Blue Fire Tube.   Zilcoxi peeped a warning, and via the Jade Amulet, David translated.


“Zilcoxi says he knows this sound. They’ll be attacking in swarms, in the air.   He says for us to stand back to back and keep our eyes covered as much as possible.”


The buzzing grew louder and louder, and the air filled with tiny flying U-shaped insects.  They had no apparent wings, and hovered in huge swarms.    They had two sharp fangs, and while they were only an inch or two high, the bites were painful.   David closed his eyes to slits, and sprayed fire in the direction of the thickest portion of the swarm.   The swarm dissolved, and individual insects swept around them.  A sickly smell of burning insect filled the stairwell.   Zilcoxi leapt into the thick of the swarm, jumping from insect to insect, cutting them down.  He was about the same size as they were, so he held fast to one of them, and by pulling on it was able to make it frantically fly into the swarm’s thickest point, where he sliced insect after insect.  David frantically tried to tell him to get out of the way so he could spray fire into the swarm again.   He opened his mouth, and the tiny biting insects flew into it.  He sputtered and choked, spitting out insect parts.   Alex was swinging one of the maps as an impromptu flyswatter, but for every insect he dispatched in this manner, more approached.   He also was driven to his knees, as the Insects furiously bit his face, going for his eyes.   Zilcoxi was killing insects left and right, but he barely made a dent in their overall number.


“Get down and cover your ears. Keep your eyes tightly shut!” came a Spanish-accented voice.   Thought they couldn’t see through the haze of insects, David and Alex fell to the floor, and Zilcoxi bounced his way down to nestle between them.   There was a hideous sizzling noise, and the room was bathed in a malevolent-looking red glow.  All around them insects fell like snow.   Clearing their eyes and looking up, David and Alex gasped.


“Miguel!” shouted David.  “What the hell are you doing here?”  The handyman smiled.  Still wearing his clean blue jumpsuit from work and his tool belt clanking with tools, he smiled widely.   In one hand he held a device that looked like a hairdryer, with an array of red glass where the hot air should have been coming out.


“I had to come.  My kitty ordered it.” he gestured down the stairs, where, comically wearing a spiked collar, Senora Bon Bon ascended the sloped stairs.   She nodded to them.


“Good work, gentlemen.  Now comes the difficult part.  Once we ascend to the thirty-ninth floor, we must take care not to shatter the container that the Bones are in.   I have learned they are storing the Bones in the World Bowl of the African Kingdoms.”  She looked gravely at them, which despite the circumstances almost made David erupt in nervous giggles. Alex looked grave, and explained to David.


“If we shatter the bowl, we will cause great cataclysms all over the world.  Something about the bowl resonates sympathetically with the world at large.   As the bowl fares, so does the Earth.   That must be insurance to prevent us from simply destroying the Bones.”


Senora Bon Bon nodded again, and continued.   “If they are trying to extract the power of the Bones, they will have to hook it up to a spiritual extractor machine.  This will give us the time to catch up to them.  We still have no time to waste.  Forward March!”   Zilcoxi peeped at this, raising his sword, and scrambled up onto Senora Bon Bon, who flinched, but allowed the small spirit to ride her into the coming battle.    The five of them climbed the stairs awkwardly, but tried to maintain a good pace.


“That was awesome how you stopped those bugs, Miguel.” said Alex.  “What did you hit them with?”


“Deadly Orgone Radiation.   I can switch it to make it rain, should we need to.  I’ve been interested in Reichian devices since before I come to this country.”   


“Miguel, you’re full of surprises.”   They kept walking, and at the thirtieth floor they paused, hearing a pounding noise.   They drew their weapons, and Senora Bon Bon flicked her ears forward.   The strange pounding from above continued, rhythmically repeating every few seconds.   


“Against the walls!  Now!” shouted the cat, and they flattened against the walls just as a huge round mass came bouncing down the stairs.   It swiveled two giant eyestalks at them.  It was the size of a small car, and roughly spherical.   A huge gaping mouth with three huge fangs opened and it made a leap for the closest of them, which turned out to be Alex.   He sidestepped and launched a vicious kick at one of the eyestalks.  The huge beast roared in pain, and bounced blindly against the far wall of the stair landing.   It came flying back towards the group of them, and Senora Bon Bon leapt up swiftly, just missing getting crushed by inches.   She clawed her way up onto the round part of the creature’s body, and held on as it swiveled around, trying to smash anything it could reach.   Its gaping maw dripped a foul smelling saliva, and the clawing of the cat seemed to enrage it further.   Alex jumped up once more, and struck at the uninjured eyestalk with a furious blow of his hand, fingers pursed in the odd way that he had.   The beast roared with pain, and rolled forward, attempting to crush Alex beneath his bulk.  The cat scrambled to stay on top of the beast, claws digging in, and the beast screeched in agony.   Zilcoxi climbed down off the cat, and began sawing at the beast’s eyestalks.   


“Get Back!” shouted David, brandishing the Blue Fire Tube.    The others scrambled back, the cat leaping away, with Zilcoxi jumping up and riding her, hanging onto her collar.  He activated the tube, and sprayed the huge bulk of the beast with the blue fire.     A horrible shriek emerged from it, and it rolled blindly past them down the stairs.   They watched the bulky thing roll away, and out of sight.   


Determined now not to be stopped, the group kept climbing the stairs.   Drenched with sweat, David panted as he climbed the huge green stairs.  The stairs seemed to be growing even further apart, and to scale them required even more effort, which was taking its toll on all of them.   Only the cat climbed them quickly, springing from stair to stair, with Zilcoxi clutching her collar like a tiny jockey.   By the time they reached the thirty-fifth floor landing they all were exhausted.     Reluctantly, they paused for a second, and then started up the stairs again.   They heard a shriek, and saw the cat, who had run ahead, bounding back to the landing.   They sprang to their feet and pulled their weapons once more.


“There is blood all over these stairs!”   She climbed up Alex, and into the basket, her head poking comically out from under the lid.   They breathed a sigh of relief, laughing somewhat.


“What?” she demanded.


“We thought you were being killed, not just concerned that you were going to get dirty.” said Alex


“If you cleaned yourself with your tongue you’d be particular about what you stepped in too,” she retorted.    They kept climbing, gingerly touching the blood-covered stairs.  They all were exhausted and disgusted, but determined to get to the thirty-ninth floor.   The last four levels were without incident.  They stood in front of the door on the thirty-ninth floor.


“Ready?” asked Senora Bon Bon.  The group pulled out their weapons and nodded.   Alex grabbed the doorknob and swore loudly.


“What?” asked David


“Damn thing’s locked. “  They tugged and kicked at the door, but it refused to budge.   Miguel reached into his tool belt and removed a small pick, with which he poked at the lock trying to get it to spring open.


“Didn’t the building designers worry about fire?” asked David.


“I don’t think such things concerned them when this building was made.” said Senora Bon Bon


“When was that?”


“Sometime in the late Pleistocene.” she said.  “The Runes in the Lobby are not the work of any human hand.”  Miguel sprung the lock, and they pushed their way in.   They entered a perfectly normal looking office corridor.  Florescent lights, soft muted colors on the walls, even a perfectly hideous abstract print on the wall.   On each side of the hall were offices that looked remarkably similar to those they had left so many days ago.    


“This is not what I expected here.” said Alex.  


“This IS the head office. Why shouldn’t it look like any other office?” said Senora Bon Bon.  “I think we’re looking for the largest room in the place.”   They found a diagram of the office layout on one wall.  David squinted at it, and blinked at the blinding green light coming from a room at the opposite edge of the building marked, ‘Auditorium.’  They started off down the hall, warily, looking for the least sight of anything out of the ordinary.


“So, Senora Bon Bon, who was building office buildings before the Ice Age?” asked David, clutching the Blue Fire Tube.


“Shush, David.  We need to stay on our guard.” the cat replied, padding silently on the brown industrial carpet.  They came to a wider area that opened up into the familiar cubicle farm of the modern office.   This too was completely deserted. Alex stopped and poked his head in a cubicle and emerged with a plain wooden chair.  He grunted once, and broke two of the legs off.  The sudden crack made everyone else jump.   He shrugged.


“I thought I might need something a little tougher to hit people with,” he said, a little sheepishly.   They followed signs marked, ‘auditorium’ into a lobby area, with soft padded chairs and a sofa.    Two large double doors lay closed before them.   They braced themselves, and kicked these open, rushing inside


Senora Bon Bon said, “Now, Zilcoxi!” He picked up his golden horn and blew three notes.  David fell back, gagging, as a golden portal opened at the base of the couch.   This time, instead of the small round opening, a long rectangular block of light appeared.   Marching in tight formation, thousands of the little marble shaped spirits appeared.   They carried staves with crystals in the ends, and each had a tiny sword strapped around their round middles.


The auditorium ended any pretense of normalcy.   Over every surface, runes had been scrawled in blood.   A huge array of machinery lay clustered over the stage area.  Wires and cables led in huge snaky nests in every direction.  In the center of the room a huge semi-circle had been cleared, and a large round dome of burnished copper lay, with snaky bursts of lighting shooting off of it.   A sort of altar had been lain at the foot of the dome, with black candles lit surrounding a raised platform.   Strapped to the platform a pretty young woman in office casual clothing lay limply.  David realized with a shock that it was Emily.    


On top of the Dome, a hideous green energy surrounded a vaguely humanoid figure.   The energy shooting off the dome swirled around him cloaking him in a web of energy.   In his hands he clutched a small red and black earthenware pot.    All around the base of the altar, hideous creatures writhed and moved in time to a pounding rhythm coming from large speakers wired into the grid of machinery.  David saw a couple of the pillar beasts, one of the hideous bouncing fanged things, several huge snakes, and several of the khaki clad soldiers.     With a shock, he recognized the black robed figure clutching a huge knife as Mona, his former office manager.   Behind the dome, he could see a hideous green light emerging from an indistinct curtain of light.   The colors shifted and looked wrong somehow.  With a shock, David realized that the room was far vaster than he realized.


The battalion of Zilcoxi’s people marched into the room in tight formations, their staves glowing with blue light.   They converged on one of the pillar shaped beasts and swarmed like ants over it, using their staves like spears, puncturing the hide of the beast.  They swarmed and attacked the stinging tentacles in small groups, cutting of and rendering the stings useless.    The various beasts turned and roared, and began to charge forward.  Out of the greenish glow marched more and more amorphous blobs, which resolved into more of the khaki-clad soldiers.   Alex launched himself into the thick of the soldiers.   Miguel put down his DOR blaster, and pulled out a large pipe wrench from his tool belt.   David raised the blue fire tube and moved to aim it at the thick of the machines. Senora Bon Bon turned to David and yowled, “Put that down!  You’ll kill us all!  The bowl cannot be cracked or the world will respond in kind.”  Not knowing what to do, he ran behind Alex and Miguel, who were knocking out soldiers left and right with their chair legs and pipe wrench.    


David grabbed a truncheon from one of the unconscious soldiers and clumsily swung it at one of the huge green snakes, which hissed and reared back.   Faster than David’s eye could follow, he found himself wrapped up in the bulk of the snake.  It began to squeeze him, and his vision began to fade to black, as he was unable to breathe.  Just before completely passing out, he heard the snake shriek and loosen its grip.   He lay on the floor gasping, scrambling to safety.  In a hideous display of gore, the snake flew into the air, and impossibly, turned inside out, entails and bones flopping about before it fell to the floor, twitching and spreading gore about the floor.   David dry heaved, as the familiar lights of Prosperous Memories appeared in the air.  YOU MUST TAKE CARE DAVID.  He heard in his head.  LEAVE THE BATTLE TO THOSE WHO CAN FIGHT.   He saw the lights blaze brightly, then narrow to a small beam.  His head filled with hideous screeching white noise, and he saw Prosperous Memories sucked through the air into a crystal skull held in the hands of Mona.   She held it above her head, chanting, Prosperous Memories was engulfed into the skull, causing it to glow with fiery light.  Mona saw David and held the skull above her head.   David felt himself growing warm, then scorching hot.  He began to itch all over and felt himself rise into the air.  He swung his arms and legs frantically trying to grab hold of something and pull himself to earth.   All the while, the hideous burning continued, though he saw no flames around him, nor any burns.   All at once, gravity returned, rudely dropping him to earth.   He saw the black robed figure of Mona swiping at the small white figure of the cat, which had turned into a ball of swirling claws.   She clumsily struck at the cat, trying to dislodge her from her face, and dropped the skull, which rolled away under a row of chairs nearby.   Mona managed to grab the cat and throw her away.   She shouted something at one of the snakes, and it slithered up, and began to grapple with the cat.   



David felt the burning subside, and found himself without injury, though he was still feeling sick to his stomach.  He grabbed the truncheon, and scrambled on hands and knees to where the skull of crystal lay.  He looked into it, but was unable to see any sign of Prosperous Memories.  The golden glow had faded.   He struck it very hard with the truncheon, which bounced off and flew away, causing a shooting pain to shoot up his arms.  The skull remained unmarked.  He threw it down, leaving a severe dent in the wooden auditorium floor.   He ducked behind a row of seats and watched the battle progress. 


David felt a little bad that he wasn’t much use in the battle.   If not for his foolish attack on the snake, Prosperous Memories might not be trapped in the Crystal Skull.  He looked down and scrambling under the seats was a small gray mouse.  It looked up and him and said, “Hello David Green.  I met you when your journey began.”


“Exalted Glory, right?  I’ve only met one mouse who could talk.”


“That is correct David.  I too am hiding from the battle.  I am no warrior either, merely a peaceful mouse in the service of our organization.”  
They sat and watched the battle. Exalted Glory perched on top of one of the seats.    Rationally, David knew he would only be in the way, but years of watching violent war and kung-fu movies made him think he should have been able to conduct himself better.   Maybe if he survived he could go and take some classes somewhere.  He turned to the battle before him.


Alex and Miguel were concentrating on the soldiers, who kept streaming out of the greenish glowing portal behind the stage.   Alex dispatched the soldiers with grace, the natural movements of knocking one out leading to another falling.   He looked a little ragged, but no one seemed to be able to touch him.   Smoothly flowing from one combatant to the next, they fell before him and his improvised chair leg clubs.   If he was good with just his fists, with the weapons he was a machine, as the soldiers swarming him learned.    They attacked him in groups of two or three, and he dispatched them just as rapidly.   Alex had wisely set himself in a spot where he could only be attacked by a small group of soldiers, the bulky machinery preventing them from reaching him in the opposite direction.


In contrast, Miguel was taking on one soldier at a time, skillfully blocking the truncheon blows with his pipe wrench.   If Alex was speed and grace, Miguel was simply powerful.  He swung the wrench to deadly effect, and the soldiers fell.   He was not as quick as Alex, but he worked steadily and efficiently.  He was also holed up in a narrow passageway between large machines, so he was even more protected than Alex against attacks from the rear.    There was something strange about the soldier’s movements, as they jerkily kept coming forward to be struck down.   David saw no expression in their face, no sign that they were thinking.   They could have been wind-up toys for all the volition they showed.   The soldiers piled up at the foot of the stage, and Alex and Miguel took advantage of their unconscious numbers as a sort of barrier, using the rapidly piling up bodies as shelter from the attacks of the others.   They managed to climb up on the stage, and keep the machinery at their backs, letting the fallen forms of the other soldiers pile up below.


Zilcoxi was indistinguishable from the thousands of other spirits who had by this time managed to fell one of the great pillar shaped beasts, and was moving on to the large spherical monster.   They swarmed like ants over the creature, and stabbed at it using their staves as spears.   They were tiny but tenacious, and David saw with some satisfaction that they were incredibly tough, in the manner of insects.   Even as the bulk of the huge beast rolled over them, the soldiers quickly retrieved their weapons and continued fighting.   Like a school of fish, they used their numbers to confuse the huge prey, and as it struck towards one group of stabbing figures, another moved in the opposite direction.   They spread out and used one group to finish off the huge bouncing beast, and the others to attack the remaining snakes and the other pillar.   They swarmed further.   A few members of the battalion were starting to show some damage, leaving sad little smears of blood on the ground, but the great majority seemed to be unharmed and willing to keep fighting.


Even Senora Bon Bon was accomplishing something.   She continued to harass Mona, who had given up any sort of mystical attack and was now trying to choke Senora Bon Bon.    The cat whirled around and clawed frantically at the office manager.     Mona’s robe and face showed streaks of blood, as she frantically tried to catch the cat.    David thought absurdly of the damage he had received a year or two ago trying to bathe his girlfriend’s Siamese. 


“I want to help somehow,“ said David to the mouse.  “Can we get Prosperous Memories out of the skull?” pointing to the crystal skull.


“I know of no such way.  I think I might be able to help the cause if you can get me to the machine.   I have some ability in disrupting machinery and networks.”  David scooped up the little mouse and stuck him in a jacket pocket.   He retrieved his dropped truncheon, and surveyed the battle.   The left side of the stage was covered with swarming soldiers, as they rushed to their doom trying to get Miguel and Alex.    The middle of the stage had Mona and the cat grappling on it.   In front of this was a third of Zilcoxi’s battalion, struggling to dispatch one of the huge snakes.   The right side of the stage was taken up by the rest of the battalion, dispatching another pillar shaped beast and the bouncing horror.  There was no clear path, and David noted with alarm one of the snakes was moving towards him.   He picked up the skull and clumsily threw it at the snake, missing by a good yard.  He ran up the aisle towards the back of the auditorium.  The snake began moving towards him again.  A crazy idea came to him.   He whipped out his blue fire tube from his inner jacket pocket.   Exalted Glory stuck her little head out of his pocket, “No David, You must not fire!  You’ll crack the Earth Bowl!”


“Not what I’m doing.   Hang on!”  David reversed the tube so the firing end stuck down.  He clutched it between his legs and activated it.  The blue fire shot out with great force, and David and the mouse flew across the auditorium, over the combatants, slamming into the bank of machines.   
David, stunned, lay in a crumbled pile.  He was conscious, but he couldn’t move his arm on the side his shoulder had struck the machine.   He had dropped the tube, and it rolled away with a clunk.  The mouse scrambled out of his pocket, and dove into a tiny crevice in the machine.   David tried to move, and passed out briefly, as the pain in his shoulder engulfed him.    He came to a couple of seconds later, and carefully crawled along the stage until he was in front of the altar.  He saw Emily, eyes glazed over, hanging from a rack of some sort.  She had round plastic discs taped all over her head and shoulders.   He clawed feebly at these, breaking their connections with a small popping noise.   He tried to loosen the leather straps, and with great difficulty, managed to loosen one.


Directly behind them, the green figure holding the clay pot roared with displeasure, even as the enrage continued to course through him.  He raised one hand, and a beam of green light struck David, launching him back into the air and into the first row of chairs.   His shoulder struck something and David heard a snap, then passed completely out.


He came to find Senora Bon Bon perched on his chest, licking his face with her sandy tongue.


“What happened?  Did we win?”


“Idiot.” she said.  “You’ve only been out for five minutes.  It’s still going on.”    She nudged a small bottle towards him.   “Drink this.”  He poured the sweet liquid down his throat.


“What happened to Mona?”


“She took off trying to fix something happening to the machine.  I was able to sneak back and bring you this manna.  Luckily the battalion brought a few supplies through before the portal closed up.  How’s the arm?”  David moved his arm gingerly.  It was sore and stiff, but he was able to move it without unbearable pain.


“Prosperous Memories was sucked into the skull,” he said.  “How can we get it out?”


“We’ll have to bring it back to the head office under Olive City.  They can do it there.  Our main concern now is getting Spahn disconnected without damaging the Earth Pot.” She pointed with one paw at the green figure.  “Spahn hasn’t absorbed all the energy yet.  Exalted Glory is damaging the machine quickly, but she needs some help.”  She nudged the skull towards Alex’s basket.   David dropped the heavy crystal skull into the basket.   He surveyed the battle.  Things appeared to be going well.   Alex and Miguel were obscured behind the thicket of soldiers moving to attack them, but the pile of unconscious soldiers had grown.   All of the major beasts had been eliminated by the battalion, and now they were scrambling towards the soldiers, trying to give Alex and Miguel a hand.    Mona was frantically adjusting things next to the altar on the stage.   The energy flowing off of the figure was wildly flowing through the air above them, forming aurora and long streamers.   Spahn looked furious, but he could not move.   He was shouting orders at Mona, who was trying to get the energy flowing smoothly once more.


The machine began to sputter, and the aurora above the seats grew wild colored and chaotic, spraying fizzing streams of energy in all directions. The green glowing portal behind the machine sputtered out and died.  


“No more soldiers will be able to come through.  I’m sure between the battalion and Miguel and Alex the remaining ones will be dispatched shortly,” said Senora Bon Bon, nodding her head with satisfaction


 Mona shrieked as Spahn pointed to her.  Another green beam of energy launched from his hand.  She flew across the room, and lay, apparently knocked out on a row of seats several rows back.  The energy in the room pulsed and swam across the ceiling.  Jagged bolts of multicolored lighting shot across the room.   Spahn carefully put down the Earth Pot and climbed down to the altar.  David jumped up, not knowing what he could accomplish, but knowing that he had to try to stop Spahn.   More jagged lightning sprayed across the room.  David was hit square in the chest by a giant magenta bolt.


All his hair stood on end, and a feeling of great power shot through him.  The roar of the crackling energy, the shouts of the battle, everything went silent.  David found himself suspended in air.  The room spun around, and in one timeless moment, David found himself looking at the entire scene of the room, not from above, but from another direction, one he couldn’t point to, and couldn’t have explained, but one that made perfect sense from where he was watching.  He found himself able to move by power of will alone, and he floated from the front row of seats to the altar in the middle of the stage in an instant.   He reached up and grabbed Emily, and by moving her in the same strange direction he was currently moving, was able to free her from the altar, without undoing the straps or removing the remaining contacts attached to her.  He floated well into the audience, and gently lay her down on a row of the seats.  Stepping at right angles again, he found himself standing on top of the machine, in his hands the Earth Pot, containing the Bones.  Spahn roared with displeasure, and swiveled around, spraying huge beams of energy into the roof of the auditorium.   David experienced the same sense of being outside of time, and he moved sideways again, and gently set the bowl down next to his basket in the front row.    There was a terrible ripping noise, and something shifted, and David found himself standing normally, in normal space and time, on top of the machines once more.


Spahn blinked and roared bestially.  He looked around confused for a moment, and the second of hesitation was enough time for the remaining members of Zilcoxi’s battalion to swarm up the stage and engulf Spahn, covering him in tiny marble sized and shaped figures.  Tiny glowing lights flared as the spirits stabbed at Spahn with staves and swords.  He roared once more, and green energy shot out in every direction, scattering the spirits all around him.  He launched himself up in the air, and blasted the back wall with a tremendous bolt of green energy and flew out the back of the auditorium into the dark skies of Under New York. 


With a flourish, Alex and Miguel, drenched in sweat and looking exhausted, dispatched the last of the soldiers.  Miguel put his pipe wrench back in his tool wrench, and Alex threw down his chair legs.   They climbed down, jumping over the pile of unconscious soldiers, and sat down in the front row.   Breathing heavily, Alex said, “We have the bones.   We win, right?”


“Not necessarily.” said Senora Bon Bon, walking up the aisle.  “Spahn absorbed much of their energy.  He could still challenge the Rift.   We’ve got to follow him.”  The Battalion of little spirits swarmed down off the pile of soldiers, and Zilcoxi peeped orders to them.  They assembled into ranks once more, their tiny staves glowing purple.   


“Zilcoxi?” asked the Cat.  “Can you blow your horn? I know we can’t summon Prosperous Memories, as it is trapped in the skull, but I think there might be another.  It might be able to help us follow Spahn.”


“We freed another one of those things in Cleveland.  Maybe it owes us a favor,” said David.  Zilcoxi peeped in agreement, and blew one long tone on his trumpet.   A shimmer appeared in the air, and David noted with some satisfaction that he was not made ill by it.  The assembled group heard in their heads:


I HAVE COME.  YOU MAY CALL ME JOYFUL REPOSE.  I THANK YOU ONCE MORE FOR FREEING ME FROM MY PRISON. I WATCHED MUCH OF THE BATTLE, AND AM PLEASED YOU WERE ABLE TO STOP THE BONES FROM BEING COMPLETELY USED.   I AM NOT STRONG ENOUGH TO SEND YOU ALL FOLLOWING AFTER THE ONE CALLED SPAHN.    I CAN SEND THE TRACKER CALLED DAVID AND THE WARRIOR CALLED ALEX.   


Alex looked blearily at the spirit and said, “I may be a fighter, but I’m exhausted and pretty much powerless against one such as Spahn has become. David cannot fight Spahn.  How are we going to stop him?”  He gestured at the gaping hole in the wall.  “He’s still immensely powerful.” 


THE ONE CALLED SPAHN IS LEAKING POWER.   IF WE CAN CATCH HIM SOON, HE CAN BE STOPPED.   HE WILL HEAL SOON AND REGAIN HIS POWER, BUT AS FOR NOW THIS FIGHT TOOK MUCH OUT OF HIM.   The Spirit flowed over to Miguel.   THIS MAN HAS A DEVICE THAT CAN STOP HIM WHILE HE IS WEAK.  Miguel nodded and handed Alex the DOR pistol.  Alex picked up the basket, and moved closer to David.


BRACE YOURSELVES, DAVID AND ALEX.   I WILL MOVE YOU (ELSEWHERE.)   The remaining fighters looked gravely at David and Alex.  Without a word, David and Alex felt themselves moving at right angles to the world they knew.   They floated outside of everything.   Joyful Repose floated next to them and thought at them, NOW TRACKER DAVID, I WILL SHOW YOU THE CITY FROM A NEW ANGLE.   TELL ME WHERE YOU SEE THE ONE CALLED SPAHN.


Reality shifted once more, causing David’s head to swim.  Suddenly, he was, not above exactly, as he was in the battle, but aside from everything.  The city looked miniature, like a model.  He saw people moving around, and buildings and cars, but he could also see inside things, and around things.   He crossed his eyes and his vision blurred.   A green glow emerged, and he could pinpoint the source as coming from a small spot above the huge green building they were in moments ago.   It was moving rapidly upward, and from this strange viewpoint, he could see it entering the tunnels that laced the city above.


“He’s entering the tunnels below Grand Central Station, the one above I mean,” said David.    He felt a rushing sensation, and found himself and Alex alone, in a dark tunnel. Joyful Repose was no longer with them, and they could not hear his words in their heads.   There was the sound of water dripping, and they could see long conduits leading in each direction of the tunnel.  Small white maintenance lights led of as far as they could see in each direction.   They looked in both directions, and Alex turned to David.


“Which way, tracker?”


“I’m not sure I like being called that, “ muttered David.   “We don’t have a map here, I don’t know how I can find Spahn like this.”


“Just concentrate like you usually does.  I think the closer you get to him the easier it will be to read his trace.”  David crossed his eyes, and he could see, faintly, small drops of greenish light leading off to their right.   He wordlessly pointed.  They began to walk down the corridor, Alex leading holding out the strange DOR gun in front of them.


“Well, it comes down to this,” muttered Alex.  “Leave the hard work to the two guys who’ve been chasing Spahn since California.   Trust everything to a couple of exhausted travelers and a handyman’s home-brew Orgone Cannon.”   


“I would have felt safer with the battalion helping us along myself.” said David.  He concentrated again, and the trail glowed softly, the spattered dots of light growing brighter.   They listened, but they could hear nothing more than their own breathing, and the steady drip of water.   The path reached a branching corridor, and David pointed to the left hand side.  They kept walking, a sudden rumbling noise came from above, and they threw themselves down, bracing for the worst.  As rapidly as it arrived, it vanished again.


“I think that was just a train,” said Alex.  “We must be getting closer to the normal subway levels.”


“I thought he had to avoid the outside world,” said David.


“I think he doesn’t care anymore.  He had to stay below when he was bringing the bones, so nothing could interfere with him.  The organization he represents doesn’t want to be detected.  Without the bones, he’s failed, and he’s no longer is any use to them.   They will destroy him if he returns to them.   He’s heading above, knowing they won’t follow him.”


“What’s he trying to do?”


“He’s running for his life.  He’s like a scared animal.   He’s more dangerous now than ever.”   They paused, and the tunnel rumbled as another train passed, they guessed.    The tunnel widened up ahead.   They came to an open area, filled with broken masonry and scrap metal.   It resembled a normal subway station, but one which had fallen into disuse.   They cautiously snuck through the piles of rubbish.   They heard a scrambling noise, but it turned out to be several large rats scurrying away from the sounds of their footsteps.   David focused his eyes again, and a bright trail led out of the wider station area and into a black tunnel.  They looked at each other.


“How are we going to follow him into that?” asked David “It’s pitch black.”  The maintenance lights ended in the abandoned subway stop.  Alex looked at the DOR gun, frowning.


“If I remember correctly, Reich got Orgone to glow blue.  There’s got to be some living things along the walls of this tunnel.”  He fiddled with a knob on the strange device, and pressed the trigger.  The walls of the tunnel glowed an eerie blue light.    From somewhere, water began to drip.  There was not enough light enough to do much more than allow them to avoid hitting the walls, but they hoped it was enough.  They ducked into the strangely glowing subway tunnel.


They walked along the tracks, gravel crunching beneath their feet.  It was even quieter here than back in the maintenance tunnel, and the rumbling from the trains above was muted.    David followed the green tracks, which were glowing a stronger green than previously.   A sudden noise made them jump.   A dark figure ahead of them threw up one hand and launched a bolt of energy towards the two of them.   It lit the tunnel in a greenish glow, and struck Alex square in the chest.  He returned fire and collapsed with a thud.   He dropped the DOR pistol and gasped.   


“Alex!” shouted David.   He grabbed the DOR pistol and frantically turned the knobs, trying to get it to fire.   He pulled the trigger, and the dripping water in the tunnel grew more intense.  


Alex wheezed and said weakly, “No, you have it set to cloud busting.”  He reached up and switched a dial.  “Go Get him David. He’s grown weaker.  I would have been blown apart like the wall back there if he was still at full strength.  Come back and get me when this is over.”  His head fell limply against the gravel.   David gritted his teeth, and though terrified, was determined to track down his ex-boss.


“Did I hurt your little friend?” David heard echoing through the tunnel.  “An Eon ago I swore I’d destroy all who saw me come to Earth.”


“Damnit Spahn, It’s over.  You’ve lost.  Your own side won’t take you back,” shouted David.   There was no reply, but a second later another green bolt shot through the tunnel.  David pressed himself flat against the slimy tunnel walls.  The bolt had missed by inches.  He pressed the button on the gun and energy shot out, causing a hideous sizzling noise.  The blue glow on the walls ahead of him dimmed slightly.   He fell to his knees and crawled into the darkness, trying to hear over the sounds of his breathing.   The gravel cut into his knees.  Another green bolt of lightning flew over his head.  He pressed himself tighter into the earth below, and remained silent.  Maybe he could fake out Spahn.


“I will rule this world yet!  I will take the Rift and rule that one too.  No tiny spirits and fourth dimensional beings will stop me!  I am Fifteen Thousand Years Old and Middle Management!  None can stand before my power!”  Another green bolt of lightning flew through the air above David’s head.   In the brief flash of light, he saw the greenish figure of Spahn ahead of him in the tunnel.   David, crouched on the ground fired the DOR gun again, and he guessed he must have hit since he heard a shriek, and saw a greenish glow erupt, silhouetting the figure of Spahn a few hundred yards ahead.


“Damnit David Green!  I fired you already!”  Another bolt of green energy came flying down the tunnel.   David jumped up and pressed himself against the tunnel wall.  The spot where he was lying glowed green and gravel sprayed against him.   The greenish light glowed fainter, so David hoped his power was being sapped.  He fired the DOR gun once more, and heard Spahn shriek once more.   


“I will rule this world!  I am your boss!”


“Not anymore, You just fired me!”  He raised the gun for one more shot, and it erupted out of the front of the gun.   The blast hit Spahn squarely, knocking him down, the gun shattering into a cloud of flaming debris.  The bits of the gun not immediately vaporized fell down and began to burn, filling the tunnel with a flickering orange light.   David dropped the remaining bits of the handle and ran forward to the prone figure of Spahn.   All traces of the greenish glow had left Spahn, and in the small light provided by the burning gun, Spahn looked every bit like the boss David once knew.


“I’m recommending you be demoted at your regional review.” Spahn whispered and then expired.  David gasped as the figure of Spahn aged before his eyes, turning into a mummified skeleton, and then crumbling to dust, all in the span of seconds.   David had a surreal thought about his old job and how now he wouldn’t ever have to drive to work or spill coffee on his pants again.  He had achieved the Monday morning fantasy of millions of workers worldwide.  He had murdered his boss.


  He stumbled back through the darkness to the abandoned station.  Blindly following the sound of the trains, he made his way back through the tunnel where he found Alex bathed in a blue glow.   He tried to listen for a pulse or the sound of breathing, but he heard nothing.   A slight cough erupted from Alex, and he whispered, “Homestead Florida.  Go to Homestead Florida, and drink from the Spring under the Coral Castle...” He gasped once more, and then was still.  David tried pounding on his chest, and giving him mouth to mouth, but he heard nothing. He sobbed in the darkness.  Another life of fifteen thousand years had come to an end underneath Grand Central Station, bathed in the glow of Orgonic Energy.  He picked up the basket, and rose to his feet. David blindly stumbled through the tunnel, no longer caring about anything.   He stumbled back into the cold pale light of the maintenance tunnels and the abandoned subway stop. 


He sobbed and took tunnels left and right at random, and found himself on train tracks again.  A huge whooshing noise jerked him from his reveries, and he pressed himself flat against the wall as a subway train, a perfectly ordinary number 5 to Brooklyn Manhattan subway rocketed past him.  He saw through the windows flashes of commuters on their way through their normal lives.   He waited for the train to pass, and followed it into the platform.  He climbed up the platform, blinking at the sudden bright lights of the platform.  The other people on the platform, in true New York fashion, looked at him once, then turned back to their newspapers and headphones.  He shuffled over to a bench and collapsed, causing nearby patrons to wordlessly shift over.   He listened to the strange sounds of someone playing a Chinese stringed instrument somewhere further down the platform.   Another train pulled up, and not knowing what to do, he climbed aboard.    The other patrons looked at him and gave him room as he slumped in a seat.   Something incomprehensible came through the speakers, and he looked at his reflection in the window opposite his seat.  A wild-eyed figure wearing tattered business casual clothing, tear streaked filth on his face.   He reached in his pocket, and absurdly found the Audio-Visual tag from Chicago in his pocket.   He clipped in on, grinning maniacally at the other passengers.   He rode the subway down to the Broadway-Nassau station, where, acting purely on instinct, he climbed out and walked up the stairs.  All around him commuters went one way and another.   He leaned against a payphone between levels, and sighed, trying to figure out where to go now.  He started suddenly as the phone rang.   Oh well, that was a sign.  He picked it up, and answered, “Broadway-Nassau Station, David Green speaking.”


“David, It’s Senora Bon Bon.”  He grinned.  His life had gotten so interesting.  His best friend had just been killed, and now he was getting phone calls from a cat at a completely random payphone in the Manhattan subway system.  “We were able to track you by the amulet you’re wearing.   Is Alex with you?”


“No, I’m afraid he isn’t.”  David trailed off.


“And Spahn?”


“He’s dead, kitty.  Just like Alex.”  He choked back a sob.  There was silence for a second.  


“You’ve done an excellent job, David.  Alex gave his life to save our world.   Come back to under Olive City.   We’ve arranged for a ticket to be waiting for you at JFK.   Take the A-train and the shuttle.  Get off at the ATA terminal. We’ll send someone to pick you up when you get to California.”


“I’m not sure why you still want me, but why not?  I’ve got nowhere better to go.”   David hung up.   Well, a destination is a destination he thought blankly, as he trudged down to the A train.    He felt numb, waiting for the train, walking onto the train and sitting down, patrons sliding aside to avoid sitting too close to him.   He realized he hadn’t had a shower since Chicago, and realized he must look like a crazy bum.   He rode the train, enjoying the view as it exited the tunnel in Brooklyn.   He watched the city roll by, so normal and ordinary after his Underneath adventure.   He longed to grab someone and ask them if they knew what was going on below them.  He realized that would fit his role as crazy homeless person, and snickered.  He wished Alex was here to tell that joke to, weak as it was.    An hour or so passed, and he climbed off at the Howard Beach/JFK stop, and climbed downstairs to catch the shuttle.   He climbed aboard the shuttle, and passengers moved aside, letting him board.  The driver looked dubious at allowing this unshaven ragamuffin on his shuttle bus, but he calmly and rationally told the driver he wanted the ATA terminal.   A true New Yorker, the driver shrugged and motioned him aboard.  They drove in silence into the airport, stopping to let people off and on.  David noted that cars were much smellier and louder than Underneath, and vowed that he would someday own one of those water powered carriages he rode in Underneath.    He walked to the ATA counter and asked for his ticket, showing the Service reps his driver’s license.  He marveled at the picture, that blank clean-cut smiling nobody smiling there.  The air hostesses looked a bit askance at him, and asked him if he had any luggage.  He pointed to his basket and said he was going to carry it on.  They found his ticket, and directed him to a gate.  He took it and thanked them, and shuffled off towards his gate.


Except for a brief moment when the Security agents searched his basket and found the Crystal skull, he made it to the gate without too much trouble.  Not finding any reason to not allow him on the plane, he boarded at the appropriate time and place, and took his seat.  He resolved to thank Senora Bon Bon for getting him a ticket in First-Class, though the other First class passengers seemed none too happy to see this disheveled figure.   He ordered a bloody mary (he figured out it was morning sometime back on the A-Train) and reclined his seat once the plane had taken off and he was allowed to do so.  He stretched out and closed his eyes and fell asleep.


David found himself floating along a peaceful sea.  With amusement, he noted he was in the bit of carved out mushroom he rode through the underground river between Utah and Chicago.  He made the leap quicker than ever - he was dreaming.   He looked up and saw Alex sitting behind him, drinking a can of cheap beer and trailing one hand in the water.  David smiled, glad to see his friend.  They lay back and soaked up the sun, floating in their strange pale mushroom boat.  Alex launched into his lecture mode, and David leaned back and listened with amusement.


“You see this.” pointing to the distant shore.  “That’s the modern shoreline.  Below us was the village I was born in.   The waters came suddenly.   Luckily, there was a ship of the ancient sea kings, the ones my people called Viracocha.   I was the child of a traveling sea captain and a native woman.  Explains my thirst for beer, and my love of boat travel.  Even extends to mushroom boats.”  He paused and took a long swig of beer.


“You did a really good job David.”  He continued.  “Without you Senora Bon Bon and the others would be running in circles. They would have lost the Rift.  Once they lost the Rift, the world on the other side would have fallen.  With that world down, and the limitless energies there, where could Spahn and his allies be stopped?”


“What is on the other side of the Rift?  Besides for Zilcoxi’s people and the spirit folk like Prosperous Memories, and Joyful Repose?”


“I couldn’t tell you.  Must be something special, to keep civilizations fighting over it for thousands of years.   Spahn’s people came from out in space, drawn by the Rift itself.   Our organization came from the other side, lead by Prosperous Memories’ people.”


“It’s nice that you’re here spelling all this out for me, but what happens when I wake up?  I left you dead in an abandoned subway tunnel beneath New York.”


“Yeah, that sucked, huh?   I can’t tell you. Maybe I’m not here.  I’d like to think that with all the crazy things Prosperous Memories can do that maybe they can pick up my spirit and bring it to their side.  I’m a willful sort.  I doubt anyone could bring my soul where it didn’t want to go.  And where I want to go is through the Rift.  You’ve got to admit, Zilcoxi’s little people could build a hell of a world.”


“Yeah.   I still can’t believe this isn’t some fairy tale.”


“This is no fairy tale.  This is real life floating over the ruins of a civilization lost to the great flood everyone talks about.   Even real life can’t ignore the signs of it forever.”


“Assuming they can tear themselves away from their sitcoms.”


“True.”  The two men floated in silence, enjoying the beautiful day, the lovely sea breeze, the comical notion of their mushroom boat.  David felt a calm certainty that he would remember this dream, and come what may, that he knew he would be able to say good-bye to Alex.


“Alex, I wanted to thank you...” he started, unsure how you thank someone who was dead.


“You’ve got nothing to thank me for.   We keep telling you, you were drawn to us.  You would have made it Underneath by yourself.   You’ll make it into the Rift too, someday.”  He finished one beer and grabbed another.


“So the fountain of youth is under the Coral Castle in Homestead, Florida?”


“Didn’t you have to suspect there was something worthwhile in Florida?  It’s got to be something more interesting than DisneyWorld and God’s waiting room.”   David nodded solemnly, and watched the waves crashing on the shore.   He caught a glint of silver out of the corner of his eye.   The saucer swung back around, but it looked fake.   Alex snorted and pointed out a fishing line tied to it, and they both laughed as it whipped back and forth tied to it.   The aluminum foil around one edge was coming loose, and the cardboard could be readily seen.


“That’s the crappiest saucer I’ve seen since ‘Plan 9 From Outer Space,’” said David.


“Please do not denigrate the last film of the master Bela Legosi in my presence.” said Alex seriously.   He couldn’t maintain the tone, and began to snort.   The two of them lay back and laughed.   It felt good, floating along lazily in their boat.   The sun just began to set, and the light breeze blew the mushroom ship along.   David raised his can of beer to Alex, and they clinked the cans together.   David felt himself fading, and waved to Alex, then thought better of it, and clutched him in an embrace.   


David opened his eyes, and tears flowed down his face.   He summoned the stewardess, and ordered a can of cheap beer.   He raised it in a toast, and drained it.  The other passengers looked at him nervously.   David asked one of them for the time, and learned it was four in the afternoon, and that they would be landing shortly.  David put his seat in the full upright position, and locked his tray table.   He looked out the window and saw the city below.  It was all miniature, and he imagined little marble sized and shaped spirits moving throughout it.  He snickered, not caring how it made him look.   Of all the things that he lost, he thought he missed caring about what other people thought about him, the least.  The plane landed smoothly, and after pulling up to the gate, he retrieved his basket and walked out into the low hum of activity in the airport.   He walked past the luggage carousel, and was shocked to see in the line of limousine drivers, one carrying a sign that read David Green.


David walked up to the driver, and said nervously, “Uh, I’m David Green.”  The driver, a spry old man in a black uniform nodded.


“They said you’d look a little, shall we say, traveled.  Please come with me.  Senora Bon Bon was very adamant that you get to go home and relax before I take you to see her again.”   He picked up the basket and walked through the crowds, smiling.    David followed blankly.   He barely remembered what his apartment looked like.


The driver placed the basket in the trunk of a large Lincoln town car, and let David into the back, holding open the door.  The driver climbed in the front, and they drove out of the terminal area and off into the chaos of the airport.   David looked around the limo, entranced by all the silly lights and the bar and the buttons.   He played with the windows and the sunroof, and the little divider, making them all move up and down.  He reached over to the television, and flipped it on.  He hadn’t watched television since he left, excepting the show he was inside, he thought to himself, snickering again.  Immediately the screen went black, and Senora Bon Bon came on the screen.


“I see you found your driver.   Very good, David.   We will let you go home and rest, and clean up.  We will require the skull tomorrow.  We are already making preparations to extract Prosperous Memories.  We will see you tomorrow.  The driver will come for you.  We can bring you Underground in a much easier fashion.   Thank you once more for your part in successfully retrieving the Bones.”  The screen went to static, and then clicked back into the sitcom it was showing.   David was not in the least surprised to see it was the show about the projects in the 70s.   He lay back and enjoyed the ride.


A short time later, the limousine pulled into the nondescript housing complex near his old job.   He blinked.  Did he really live here?  A sense of unreality washed over him.   He rationally knew that he got this apartment five years ago, when he started working at Olive City, and that he slept and ate there, he did all the normal prosaic tasks of life there.  It seemed more alien than the strangest fantastic cities Underneath.  This strange brown-shingled early 80s mass produced tract apartment was home.  His whole life seemed plastic and false.  He was sure that had he been able to move at right angles to it all again, as he had done in the battle under New York, that he could see the strings controlling the people of his old life.  He was sure he could see the backsides of it all, revealing the whole thing to be pasteboard and veneer.  It was no more real than the television houses of the sitcoms of his childhood.   And yet, that was more real than he had thought, thinking of the short sojourn in the stairwell.


The driver promised to pick him up in a couple of hours.  He trudged up the stairs into his apartment.  He opened the door, and kicked aside a pile of junk mail and bills.    He idly picked through it, but decided he wasn’t interested in any of it, and walked into the apartment.   There was a musty sort of smell, so he opened the window.   There were things growing on stuff in the sink, but again, he decided he didn’t need any part of it.   He peeled off his reeking clothes, kicking off his shoes, and climbed into a steaming shower.  He was quite impressed by the brown rivulets of dirt running off him.  Dirt, he reminded himself, which had come from a mile down.   He idly looked at the drain, and wondered if there was a connection between the pipes below the apartments and the city he now knew was below him.  Childhood fears about things coming out of the drain or the toilet seemed less foolish now.   He scrubbed his hair with shampoo and conditioner, and shaved in the shower, scraping off a week’s growth of beard.   He turned off the shower and toweled off.  He wiped the steam from the mirror, and the normal looking face from his driver’s license stared back at him.   He dug around in his room and found comfortable casual clothing.   He considered putting on a tie, and decided against it.   He noticed the red light blinking furiously on his answering machine, so he pressed play.


“David, this is Mona.   I called to remind you that you didn’t call in to ask for a sick day, so this will go down on your record as an unrequested absence.  Remember, you only have...” He pressed the next button.


“David, Mona again.  This is the second day of an unregistered absence.  May I remind you once more, that on the third unrequested absence your file goes into executive review, and what with your recent tardiness, not to mention dress code violations...”  The machine whirred her voice into a blur as he stabbed the next button once more.


“Hi David, this is Megan, your sister.  I just saw the weirdest thing on television the other night.  I could have sworn I saw you on that old show we used to watch.  Anyhow call me.  Mom’s freaking out since you haven’t called her in a week.  Later.”  He snickered at this, and pressed Next.


“David, this is your Mother.  Why haven’t you called me?  Did you go out of town?  Call me.”   Next


“David, this is Mona.  Your file has gone into Executive Review...” he punched the next button once more.


“David, this is Emily.   I’m calling you from Chicago.”  She nervously laughed.  “I don’t know why.   I was really glad to see you there.   I hope you’ll be coming back to California.   So, uh, call me or something.”  David grinned.  He smiled at the thought of seeing her.   A first date has to go better, he thought, when you’ve saved her from being sacrificed.   He pressed replay to listen to the message again.    There was only one more message, and it was from Mona again, so he fast-forwarded it.   He stretched out on the bed, and closed his eyes.   He dreamed of nothing much in particular, something vague about light on water, and awoke to hear the phone ring.


“Hello?”


“David, it’s Senora Bon Bon.  We’re ready for the skull now.  The driver is outside.”  Click.   The cat hung up.   David rubbed his eyes and pulled on his shoes.  He picked up the basket with the skull in it, and began walking towards the door.  He paused for a moment and removed the skull.   It was a heavy thing, and caught the light in an intriguing way.   He stared into the depths of it, and let his vision blur.  Instead of the green glow he usually saw when he went into his mystical tracker routine, he saw a faint multi-color flowing.   He waited for a moment, and it resolved into the form of Prosperous Memories, though a tiny version, smaller than Zilcoxi.  He saw an alien landscape, and what looked to be a giant version of Zilcoxi walking alongside a figure that looked like him, holding hands with a woman whose face he could not see.   He blinked, and the image was lost.   He put the skull back into the basket, and walked outside and down the stairs to the waiting limo.


“Good afternoon Sir.  Pleasant nap, I hope?”  The driver opened the door for him and closed it behind him.   The driver climbed in and they began heading towards the freeway.  No longer distracted by the various buttons or the television, David sat watching the suburban landscape roll by.   Seen through his new eyes, it looked strange and magical.   They drove onto the freeway, heading towards his work.  


“I am taking you to a newly won entrance to Underneath,”  the driver began.   “We only recently won control of this one.  I understand it is much less difficult to open.”


“Been Underneath yourself?” David asked the driver.


“Oh yes sir.  I am from Under-Arizona, related to the Egyptians of those parts.”  David nodded.  He’d seen too much to be surprised that there were Egyptians in that part of the country.   The driver went on to detail his family’s beautiful fishponds of edible cavefish and the lovely moss they grew.   He started in on a story of the farm hand that was a shining green color, imported from Under-Spain, but stopped as they pulled off to the side of the road.   


“Right there, Sir.”  He started, pointing to the concrete island in the middle of the interstate.  “There is a small maintenance shack there.  The combination for the door is #23.   Set the clock inside to midnight, and press the red dot on the floor. Once inside, just take the elevator down.”


“Well, thank you for your help and for the interesting stories.”  The driver beamed and handed David a business card.   Cody Al-Azatlan, it read.


“In case you ever need a driver above again.”  He waved as Alex picked up his basket and walked out in the traffic island.  The cars rushed past going in both directions, causing gusts of wind to blow around him, making tiny whirlwinds of dust and random road debris.  He spotted several candy wrappers and the left shoe of a child.   A small shack indeed lay in the middle, marked with the Public Works orange signs, and several small orange and red reflectors.   David approached it, and saw a combination lock.  He pressed in #23, as instructed, and the door opened with a click.   He climbed inside, expecting a tiny maintenance shed, which there was.   A large pile of orange bags, and various cleaning implements filled most of the shack.   He set the clock to midnight. He looked at the floor, and there was also a floorboard marked with a red dot.  He pressed hard on this, and it popped up, revealing a spiral staircase leading downstairs.  He found himself in yet another dank smelly cave, but it was well lit with florescent lights.  He followed the cave to an iron cage elevator.  He climbed in, and pressed the only button, which was decorated with an ornate arrow pointing down.   With a creak of machinery, and a slight jerk, the elevator began to descend.  


He rode for ten minutes or so through the darkness, and the elevator slowed and then stopped.   The cage door slide open, and he stepped out into an anteroom, and swinging open the small rudely made door, he found himself once more staring at Under-Olive City.  One of the Basque guards nodded to him, and gestured that he should enter.   It seemed he spoke no English, but he instructed David with gestures to board a small copper-plated Rickshaw, which was drawn by a sturdy young woman in the Basque costume.  They began moving through the crowded streets.  David enjoyed the rapid ride, and the woman running him thorough the streets was fast and efficient at negotiating the traffic.   In a short while she stopped in front of the same building he visited a week ago.


He reached in his jacket pocket, but realized he had nothing to give her.  He held his palms up apologetically, and gestured to her to wait, and that he would get her something from upstairs.  She shook her head and smiled, and held up a large gem.  She pointed upstairs, and then ran off.   David walked in, and the strange little guard waved him into the elevator.   He rode up to the top floor, and was greeted by the same child who greeted them last time.   Despite the short time since their last visit, David felt like years had passed.    The splendor of the room had not diminished, and he thrilled to the soft-lighted crystals, and the beautiful youths relaxing on cushions here and there.


One change he did notice was a large skylight that was open to the glow of the great Rift above the cavern.    A pedestal had been set up.   Higgins, the English guy who greeted them last time, came over and shook David’s hand firmly.


“Good job, my son, good job!  Thankfully, we were able to hold off the latest attack here on the Rift.   Stopping Spahn was just the setback that stopped the opposition from overwhelming us.   We owe you our thanks.  But before anything else, we have to get Prosperous Memories out.  You still have the skull, I trust?” David nodded, and pulled out the Crystal skull from the basket.   Higgins placed it on the pedestal, directly under the skylight and the great Rift in the sky.   It reflected the light, and glowed softly.   David though he could see something like writing reflected in the skull, but it made him uneasy, so he looked away.  A golden haired child came forward holding a small decanter.   She handed it to Higgins, who anointed the Skull with a strange looking thick liquid from the decanter.   It pulsed strangely, and the children gathered around, chanting something in a strange language.   Impossibly, the skull began to dissolve into a puddle of liquid, still shining in an unearthly manner.   Just as the pool of crystal nearly spilled off the pedestal, a strong beam of light shone forth, and the characteristic lights of Prosperous Memories shone forth.  David braced for the normal nausea the otherworldly being’s presence usually provoked, but he felt nothing out of the ordinary.  


THANK YOU FOR FREEING ME.  David heard in his head.   I SEE MY PRESENCE NO LONGER CAUSES YOU DISCOMFORT.  I BELIEVE THE BRIEF TIME YOU SPENT (ELSEWHERE) HAS CURED YOU OF THAT ILLNESS.    I WILL RETURN TO THE WORLD BEYOND THE RIFT.   SHOULD YOU EVER MAKE IT THERE, YOU WILL BE GREETED AS A HERO.   KNOW YOU HAVE MY THANKS FOR FREEING MY PROGENITOR ALSO.  YOU HAVE FULFILLED YOUR TASK SPLENDIDLY.   FAREWELL, DAVID GREEN.   I SUSPECT I HAVE NOT SEEN THE LAST OF YOU.  The spirit cycled through its normal and abnormal colors, and faded away.   


The youths in the room gathered around, and applauded, then came forward and shook David’s hand and embraced him.  The attention was making David very uncomfortable.   He was seated on a cushion and given tea.  Higgins grinned and said, “There’s another guest from Above here.”  He barked an order to one of the youths in the Basque tongue.   The youth ran off, and return, with a familiar looking woman.


“Emily!” said David, genuinely pleased to see her.  “Recovered from your trials in New York?”


“I never got a chance to thank you.” she came over and embraced David.  He felt less embarrassed by this.  Saving a girl from being sacrificed, he decided, was a great first date, of sorts.   A great feast was brought forth, and they celebrated late into the night.   As they were falling asleep from over consumption, they were given blankets and cushions to sleep on, and the whole room darkened, the skylight above closing to block out the ever shining Rift.  The whole thing had the feel of a slumber party, and they gratefully passed out.


The next morning, they were driven back to the elevator, and sent up, their pockets bulging with gems and normal above-cash, given as a reward.   Emily held David’s hand the entire elevator ride back to the surface.


“Where to now?” she asked.


“I have something for us to do in Florida,” he said.  They emerged from the maintenance shack in the middle of the concrete island, and the limousine driver was waiting.   David instructed him to drive them to the airport.   They purchased tickets, and headed to the appropriate gate. They boarded a flight to Miami, still holding hands.  Once there, they rented a car and drove south to a huge castle made out of coral, in the town of Homestead.   They endured a guided tour, and visited the gift shop.  David sent his mother a postcard, lying on it that he had been in Florida on business, but that everything was going to be okay, and that he had met a really nice girl.   They rented a cheap motel room nearby, and in the middle of the night, they snuck back into the Castle, and drank from a small spring flowing from underground.  David explained what this would mean to Emily, who grinned, and heartily slurped up the clean, good tasting water.   


 A week later, not still holding hands, but still enraptured in each other’s presence, they returned Underneath.  They rode an elevator to the top of the tallest tower in the city.  A guard nodded to them, and pointed to stairs leading up. Walking out to the rooftop, they walked along a narrow catwalk, and up a long flight of stairs.  At the highest point, they stepped off holding hands, directly into the brightest part of the Rift.   Light filled their eyes, and everything else.  The world faded away, and when they could see again, everything was completely different.

