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For my wife, AKA Ann.

Remember that time you were kidnapped by molepeople?

That was fun.
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Mountain Men

“Thank the undergods, you're still here.”

Expecting to see a creepy man, I turned to the source of the voice.

He was creepy, but he wasn't a man. He was dark and hairy. Furry was

probably a better word for it. And I swear he couldn’t have been more than

three feet tall. Maybe four. It was hard to say, because he was halfway un-

derground. His little chest was heaving as he caught his breath, saying, “I

bring a message from another world.”

I had no reply.

“By the way, you have a lovely singing voice,” he … it … said, wiping

a sweaty brow with its long claws.

That was when I screamed and took off, sprinting to the top of the dusty

hill.  I  should  have  never  come.  I  should  have listened to  my mother’s

warnings about mountain men (in my case, mountain things) who prey on

teenage girls. But there was nowhere to hide on the lonely mountainside.

The trees were too short, the bushes too sparse. And though, in the valley

below, the entire city of Orem filled my view, there was no one in sight to

hear my scream. No one but the thing.

The clumsy dirt gave way beneath each step, covering my tennis shoes

and seeping into my socks. I darted through thrashing bushes and whipping

grass, and  finally through the metal bars that marked the entrance to the

parking lot. My car wasn’t hard to find. It was the only one there. Not dar-

ing to look behind me, I fumbled through my pockets for the keys.

Next thing I knew, I was sitting on soft pleather, the slam of the door

fresh in my ears. My left index finger was smashed against the lock button

while  my right hand clutched the key in the ignition. The sudden silence

amplified the throbbing in my ears. It was only then when I thought:

What the heck?

My gaze turning back to the mountainside,  I ever-so-slightly loosened

my grip of the key. I expected to see a dark figure running toward me with

a cleaver,  but  there  was nothing but  still  bushes.  I  waited for  a  whole
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minute. And then another. Should I have played it safe and driven off?

If only.

The image of the strange creature was burned into my mind, its snouty

face reminding me of an animal I’d seen in my biology textbook … some-

thing like a mole. Yet it had spoken to me. It thought I had a lovely singing

voice. And I had run away … why? It hadn’t looked particularly threaten-

ing, even to an unaccompanied teenage girl. But what did it want with me?

Something about a message from another world?

Is this what I think it is?

I’d been studying Henry David Thoreau in school. If you don’t know,

he was a philosopher who was big on finding enlightenment in nature. He

called  it  transcending.  For  my  class  project,  we  had  to  do  something

Thoreau-ish, which was why I was in Cedar Hills state park, finding inspi-

ration in the clouds, talking to trees. Though I'd never done anything so

weird, I'd kind of gotten into it. I'd taken in the fragrant sage, the intricate

leaves, the dancing shadows, and my soul had been elevated above the ur-

ban wasteland in the valley below. I'd even felt the urge to sing, and the

sensation had carried me away until I'd been one with nature, losing track

of the time.

In short, I had transcended. Which would explain why an animal-man

was talking to me.

On top of this delightful revelation came a thought. A troubling thought.

And I would explain that thought, but it’s occurring to me that I can’t do so

without  mentioning  my boyfriend.  At  least  I  called  him my boyfriend.

We’d never formally determined our relationship or kissed, but then, we

were only sixteen, and we probably shouldn't have been kissing anyway.

Besides, in Orem, Utah, holding hands is equivalent to going steady. But

that’s not important right now.

The important thing is, like Mister Thoreau, Lenny (don’t make fun of

his name; I think it’s cute) is big on nature. In fact he thinks he’s Robin

Hood. He’s always bragging about his secret excursions through the night

and his close encounters with the curfew police. I was tired of his stories

about “level four” rapids and jumping off of ten foot walls.

For once,  I wanted to have a cool story, especially if I could also get

credit for it in my English class. Maybe to you, spending a few hours in a
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state park isn’t much of an accomplishment, but then, you probably don’t

have to worry about mountain men who carry cleavers and prey on teenage

girls. Anyway, here was what troubled me: now having encountered a crea-

ture from another world, my story of fearlessly spending time in nature

seemed a little less amazing. The worst part was – as I was completely in-

capable of lying – no sooner would I mention the creature who brought a

message from another world than Lenny would reply, “Then what did you

do?”

As my left index finger began to fiddle with the lock button, my heart

resumed its pounding. I couldn’t believe I was doing this.

Jump ahead. My car well behind me, I ascended the mountainside once

again.  Just over the dusty hill would be a gully, the place where, prior to

my strange encounter,  I'd  been twirling with outstretched arms,  singing

“The Hills Are Alive.” At the top of the hill, I crouched behind a tree and

took in the shadowy gully. About twenty feet away, the little man,  as dark

and furry as before, was just where I’d left him. He was protruding from a

hole in the ground like a gopher, sifting dirt through bored claws.  Seeing

him for the second time,  I  couldn’t  believe I  hadn’t  noticed his yellow

spelunking helmet. He reminded me of a child in a sandbox. The hole, sur-

rounded by fresh dirt, had definitely not been there just ten minutes prior.

My clumsy body rattled a bush beside me, and the little man looked up.

Only then did I notice his black sunglasses, the thickest sunglasses I’d ever

seen.

“Took ya long enough.” His voice was high-pitched.

Ready to spring at the first sign of aggression, I replied, “How did you

know I’d come back?”

“They always come back.” I couldn’t tell if he was watching me or not.

“They?”

“The chosen ones.”

I’m not gonna lie, I liked how that sounded. “Who are you?” I resisted

the temptation to ask, “What are you?”

He perked up. “The name's Bobbert McBilliam, son of Billiam McFred-

ward, son of Fredward the Fabulous, duke of Molemania.” Standing  tall,

he brushed a layer of soil from his chest, revealing purple and gold, appar-

ently a royal crest.
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“What does that make you?”

His face beamed. “Royal herald to the queen.”

“The queen?”

“Of Molemania.”

“Molemania?”

“Home of the legendary molepeople.”

Suddenly my little friend – Bobbert – was seized in a violent coughing

spell, heaving something  from his chest. After three or four coughs, he’d

vomited  an  impressively large  ball  of  mud and saliva.  Then,  wiping  a

string of muddy spit from his snout, he looked up at me and extended a

hand. “And you are ...?”

I didn’t budge. “I’m … Ann.” Probably shouldn’t have told him that.

“Ann who?”

“Ann Wilkinson.” What's my problem?

“Well, Ann Wilkinson, if you’d kindly come a little closer, we can have

a proper conversation.”

I knew plotting when I heard it. “No.”

He frowned. “Then let’s get to the point. The queen is ill, and she wants

you to sing her a song.”

I know it sounds cliché, but I actually rubbed my eyes and ears, con-

firming that Bobbert the moleman did, indeed, exist. He was staring at me,

waiting for a response. “Um … come again?”

Though I couldn’t see through those impenetrable sunglasses, somehow

I knew he was rolling his eyes. Gesturing his little hands, he said, “She

heard you singing, and she likes your voice. Because she’s not feeling very

well, she thought a little music might make her feel better. So I’m here to

invite you to come with me.” He cordially gestured into the hole from

which he stood. “Please.”

With  my right  hand reaching  for  my keys,  I  said,  “So what  you’re

telling me is some  queen  was spying on me, and you want me to follow

you into your dark abyss from which I may never return?”

“Yes. And we’d better get moving, because if you leave a tunnel open

for too long, a sand demon might smell us and drag us into its nest.”

“Sand demon?”

“Believe me, they’re terrible. Teeth all over the place.”
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“Huh.”

“Well, are you coming?”

“I’ll pass.” As enticing as crawling through a dark tunnel infested with

man-eating monsters was, I knew I should have left then. I wanted to but

… couldn’t. It wasn’t every day one had a supernatural encounter, and I

kind of wanted to flirt with it. As I played with my keys, the metal glim-

mered in the late sunlight, drawing my attention to the western mountains.

Seeing the setting sun, I pulled out my phone and checked the time.

6:14

Oh my gosh. (Yes, we say gosh here.) I had a date in less than an hour,

and I still needed to shower. Stuffing the phone in my pocket, I said, “I re-

ally don't have time for this. But thanks for the invite. I promise I’ll write

about it in my English class.” And relish every word to Lenny. It wasn't a

great story, but at least it gave me the advantage I needed. Lenny, most def-

initely, had never conversed with a moleman.

“Oh please, miss, Grandma’s dying.”

“Grandma?”

“Our term of  endearment  for  the  queen.  She might  be dying as  we

speak. In fact, she might already be dead.” He followed with dramatic si-

lence.

I wasn’t sure whether to pity the little man or laugh at him. “I hope she

gets better.” I turned my back. I even made a few steps. And then he said it:

“What’s the matter? No sense of adventure?”
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Sand Demons

Something about the way he’d said that reminded me way too much of

Lenny. Turning around, I glared down at the moleman. “For your informa-

tion, I’ve been adventuring all day.”

Was that a smile stretching across his face? “Really. Tell me about it.”

“I don’t have to tell you anything. I’m late for an appointment.”

“What kind of appointment?”

“None of your business.”

“Is it more important than a visit with a queen?”

It’s not like Lenny and I had a shortage of each other. And knowing

Lenny’s budget, he probably wasn’t going to take me anywhere special. He

usually didn’t. “Yes, as a matter of fact, it’s much more important.”

“I see.” His voice was too calm. “And I’m sure your … adventures …

are much more exciting than a trip to an underground fantasy world.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact …” I didn’t like where this was going. “What

do you mean fantasy world?”

“A world so amazing, I can't even begin to describe it.”

“That sounds like a sales tactic.”

“Don't believe me? See for yourself.”

“Look, I don't trust you, okay?”

Bobbert’s little jaw dropped. “My dear Ann, are you implying my inten-

tions are less than sincere?”

“I don’t know what your intentions are.”

“What does your heart say?”

“That I should run back to my car.”

Stumped, Bobbert scratched the back of his head before saying, a little

less hopefully, “What does your brain say?”

“That I should run back to my car.”

“All right, all right. I’m a scary stranger, and you’re not supposed to be

talking to me. But if you’ll give me the benefit of the doubt for just a mo-

ment longer, I have an object lesson that may shake your very foundation.”
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“Object lesson?”

“Just a moment.” Brushing off more layers of soil from his body, Bob-

bert reached into a side pocket and procured a handful of aluminum foil.

He blew off some dirt, unwrapped the foil, and revealed a squished mess of

something that looked like chocolate cake.  “A Ho Ho.” He let the words

sink in.

“A Ho Ho?”

“A Christmas Ho Ho. With red sprinkles.”

“It’s March.”

“Which is why it was on sale.”

“I really don't have time –”

“From outward appearances, the Ho Ho is nothing but a mess of choco-

late.  Except for on this side.” He flipped the Ho Ho around, masking the

portion he’d already bit into. “But from this side, there’s nothing visible to

the naked eye but –”

“Chocolate, I get it.”

“Yes. And you, my dear Ann, are like this half-melted sprinkle right

here. All you know is what’s on the outside.” He took a sumptuous bite out

of the deformed cake.  “But if you were to take a deeper look, you would

discover –”

“Cream filling.”

Disappointed at being beaten to his his punch line, he found consolation

in stuffing the rest of the Ho Ho into his mouth. “Precisely.”

“Just a few minutes ago, I didn’t believe in molepeople. As far as I

know, there probably is another world down there full of wonderful things.

But …” But what?

Still chewing, Bobbert looked up at me, apparently wondering the same

thing.

“But … I’m a human, and I need to …”

He swallowed. “Do boring human things.”

“Yes.” I had the odd sensation that his elusive eyes were penetrating my

soul.

“Ann Wilkinson, I’m offering you a real adventure, far greater than the

human mind can imagine.”
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“If you’d let me come back with my boyfriend, who actually enjoys

caves –”

“Boyfriend?”  He  didn't  try  to  mask  his  disgust.  “That  complicates

things.”

“What do you mean?”

Bobbert looked unsure of himself. “I mean … it’s just … he hasn’t been

invited. Immigration policies are so strict these days, one almost needs a

royal  endorsement. Besides,  Molish law mandates that  only one nether-

worldian –”

“Netherworldian?”

“Uh … human. Only one human may enter the kingdom at a time. Stan-

dard procedure.”

“Why?”

“As a safeguard against exposing the secrecy of our world. There’s only

so much space down there, and we can’t have it overrun by tourists. Do

you think we give offers like this to anyone? You don’t know how lucky

you are.”

“Consider me ungrateful. I’m not going.”

He scowled. “All right, then.” He ducked into the burrow, disappearing

from sight.

I just stood there, expecting to see him pop up with another scheme.

But he didn’t. From far off came the dissonant horn of a train. I turned to

face the valley below, where city lights were beginning to sparkle. I re-

member gazing at those lights as a child, feeling as if there was something

exciting out there, and I was missing it.

If I wanted Lenny to believe all this, I had to at least document the evi-

dence.  No longer the least bit  scared of the funny,  little man, I skidded

down into the gully. Pulling out my phone and setting it to camera mode, I

approached the burrow. It would make an impressive picture, though my

story would be more convincing if the moleman were to pop up again.

He did, springing up like a jack-in-a-box. In response to my scream, he

said, “Something wrong, miss?”

Between breaths I said, “Will you … pose for a picture?”

With a quick swipe of his claws, he stole my phone and stuffed it in his

trench coat. “What are you trying to do, jeopardize national security?”
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“Give it back!”

“Out of the question. This is a classified operation.”

“That doesn't mean you can just –”

“He can come, you know.”

“What?”

“Your boyfriend. I can see to it that you and him have a most romantic

date in our fantastic kingdom.”

“I'm not going to consider a word you say until you give me back my

phone.”

He thought for a moment, then reached into his pocket and handed over

the phone. “There. So you'll consider it now?”

“I didn't say that.”

“You implied it.”

“No I didn't.”

“Yes you did.”

As I stared into the furry face of the moleman, his words sank in. “You

said my boyfriend can come?”

“Yes. Only … you’ll have to come first.”

“Why's there always an unsavory side to your deals?”

“It’s not my fault our borders are covered with red tape.”

My curiosity pulled me closer to the hole. But there was nothing to see

but dirt, sloping into darkness. A breeze was brushing my face, as if air was

being sucked from our world, into theirs. “Did you dig this yourself?”

“Every inch of it.”

“Why?”

Bobbert sighed. “Because the queen wants to hear you sing.”

Looking at  his  irritated face,  I  saw something … genuine.  If  only I

could have seen his eyes.

“Well …?”

I returned my gaze to the frightening abyss. “How far would one have

to travel?”

“A few miles maybe. Molish miles, that is.”

“Hypothetically speaking, suppose some other girl were to follow you.

When would she get back?”

He looked genuinely puzzled. “Back?”
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“Back home.”

He clasped his little hands as if telling a ghost story. “They say once

you enter … you can never return.”

The queen of Molemania sure chose an odd salesman. “Then why on

earth would I want to go with you?”

He opened his snout, but nothing came out.

Though I had every reason to turn around, I couldn't help but wonder if

there was something fateful about all this, if my becoming one with nature

had led me to the gate of a spiritual journey, and if turning it down would

be a … sin. Was I actually feeling prompted to follow the moleman?

But my rational mind knew better. “How about I call my boyfriend, and

he can go first. Then –”

“Do you want to get eaten by a sand demon? We need to go  now.” Bob-

bert smashed a clod of dirt.

“I’m trying to make a reasonable compromise. That’s more than you’re

doing.”

“You have nothing to offer. I’m offering a fantasy world.”

“What if I told you I’m content with reality.”

“No one’s content with reality.”

I was surprised at how angry that made me. “I don’t need your fantasy

world. I’m perfectly happy with …” I couldn't finish.

“Just go away, you boring old pooh.” He sank back into his hole.

“Hey, I'm not I'm not done with you.”

“Well I'm done with you,” came his muffled voice.

“Fine. See if I ever transcend again.”  Turning my back (for real this

time), I marched off. My initial instincts had been right after all. I was al-

most to the top of the hill when, yet again, the moleman harassed me:

“One more thing.”

I neither stopped nor turned around.

“Sand demon!”

That succeeded in turning my head.

Bobbert was sliding backwards into the hole, his desperate claws plow-

ing through dirt as something pulled him down. And then he was gone.

Is this a trick? “Bobbert?” I waited in vain for a response. In the one-

percent chance that my reluctance was actually causing a little man to be



17

dragged to his death, I had to at least get a better look. When I skidded to

the edge of the hole, Bobbert was already out of sight, though I could hear

him crying in agony from below.

“Are you putting me on?” I hollered.

“How dare you? I’m being dragged to my death!”

I looked around for a vine or something.  Isn’t there supposed to be a

vine in these situations?

“Are you going to stay up there and panic or come down and rescue

me?” His muffled voice was barely audible.

Gazing into the dark world of molepeople and sand demons, I was para-

lyzed.  Was I  morally bound to transcend my comfort  zone? Was this a

cruel trick of fate, my just desserts for aspiring to be an adventurer? How

had I allowed myself to get into this horrible situation? Couldn't I just de-

nounce my vain ambitions  and admit  that  I  would never be as  cool  as

Lenny?

But all my reasoning didn't stop the little man from crying in agony.

It was time to say goodbye to the old Ann Wilkinson. Claustrophobia or

no, I took the deepest breath of my life.
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The Underworld

Passing through the earth’s esophagus, I was on a one-way trip to its

belly. First there were grubby roots and the musty smell of dirt. But all too

soon everything went dark, and I was a stranger in a strange world, guided

only by touch. Fumbling on my hands and knees, my clothes were filled

with cold dirt. My hair was matted. And either I was losing my mind or

there was a rumbling in my ears, a burden that grew heavier as if I were

bearing the weight of the earth, a weight that could have caved in at any

moment.

In this world of blackness, the teeth of the sand demon seemed as real

as any nightmare. But in that one-percent chance that Bobbert was telling

the truth, I couldn't turn around. Literally. The tunnel was too tight.

Did he say a couple of miles?

“Where are you, Bobbert?” I shouted, the dirt all but eating the sound of

my voice.  It  was  like  one  of  those  terrible  dreams  where  I  wanted  to

scream but couldn’t.

“It’s still got me!” came his faded voice from somewhere deeper.

When I was young, I played a game called “hamburger.” One time I

was lying on the floor as the “bottom bun” with layers of cushions and sib-

lings on top. As my older brother piled on, my were ribs about to cave in.

“Get off!” I screamed with what little air I had left. Though that memory

never left me, it was nothing compared to the claustrophobia I knew now.

“Hurry up, miss!”

“But what can I do?” I cried, exasperated to tears.

“Sand demons are terrified of humans.”

My nostrils  were  filled  with  mucous  and mud.  My knees  had  been

rubbed raw. My eyes … were beginning to see.

There was a faint light ahead, giving hope. Though the ground beneath

had become hard as rock, I pushed against it with all my strength. The light

grew brighter, and I scrambled for it like a diver reaches for air.
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At last I came to an opening where cool air brushed over my sweaty

body. Standing up had never felt so good. I took in the wet stalactites and

dancing shadows. The place was beautiful.

Then my eyes met the LED light on Bobbert's helmet.

“Well done, miss,” his voice reverberated. “I had my doubts about you,

but now I can see you’ll make an excellent moleperson.”

For a moment the only sound was dripping water.  Seeing him there

without a sand demon in site, the truth hit me like a ton of bricks. I didn't

know what I was going to do to him. I'd never been the aggressive type.

But one way or another, he needed to feel pain.

Seeing the death in my eyes, Bobbert backed up. “You're probably won-

dering what happened to the sand demon. It's a funny story, actually. Just

before it tore me to shreds, I remembered that sand demons hate whistling.

So I whistled ‘yankee doodle’, and it went away.”

“You little creep.” My hands were forming into fists, practically burn-

ing.

“Now, now, miss, please understand …” But instead of completing his

thought, he hunched into a ball.

As much as I wanted to, I couldn't bring myself to hit the pathetic crea-

ture. I was really mad at myself. How could I have been so gullible? But

my anger didn't  get me closer to home. With no further delay,  I  turned

around and crouched at the entrance of the dark tunnel.

“Wait, miss, for your own safety, you really shouldn’t go up there.”

“Just shut up.”

“I'm serious, you might die.”

“Let me guess. Man-eating spiders?”

“No, this.”

The cavern flashed with light, and beside me flew a red cylinder, spray-

ing sparks. The thing rolled into the tunnel, lighting it up.

“What's that?” I asked.

“Dynamite. Better run, miss.” Bobbert ran to the opposite side of the

cavern, and I had no choice but to follow.

“What's your problem?” I cried.

“Don't worry, I only carry extra long fuses. Safety first.” Then we came

to a dead end. “Hmm, I thought I knew the way out of here.”
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“If the blast doesn't kill us, I'll kill you.”

“Don't you understand the concept of national security? We blow up ev-

ery tunnel to your world.” (I followed him to another side of the cavern.) “I

could have sworn this was the exit. Or maybe I was thinking of another

cavern.”

I'd had enough. Throwing my body onto his back, I tackled the little

guy, pinning him as easily as a little a brother. “Go put it out,” I demanded.

“You must be joking,” he wheezed beneath my weight. “That's incredi-

bly dangerous.”

“Do it now.”

“Or what, you'll kill me? I'll die either way.”

With no training in self defense, I gave him an Indian rug burn.

“Ow! Please, miss, I had no choice,” he groveled.

“Oh?”

“I had to obey the prince's orders.”

I ever so slightly loosened my grip. “Prince?”

“Prince Duthbert. He’s been running the kingdom ever since Grandma

got so old and useless. He has a nasty temper, and he threatened to with-

hold my annual bonus unless I brought you here. And without that,  the

missus and I will never be able to afford a new washing machine.”

“Look, we're getting off topic. The subject at hand is not blowing up.”

“Oh, right. We could try again to find the exit, though I've lost track of

the time, and the dynamite might go off any moment now, so we're proba-

bly safest if we just stay here and curl up in balls.”

What could I do but take his advice? Hugging my knees and dropping

my head, I said, “Are all molepeople as rotten as you?”

Bobbert was also preparing himself for the blast. “What a terrible thing

to say. You don't know my heart.”

“And what about this prince? What does he want with me?”

“He just wants you to sing to Grandma. I already told you everything.”

“How am I going to get home?”

“I’ll dig you a new tunnel.”

“When?”

“As soon as you’re done singing.”

I shouted, “Why should I believe you?”
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He shouted back, “What choice have you got?”

That was when the dynamite went off,  the force blowing our bodies

against the stony wall. Dirt shot in all directions, rocks fell and crashed, the

ground shook, and the cavern filled with dust. When the cloud settled, the

tunnel to home was no more. The cavern was so quiet, I could hear my

heartbeat.

Bobbert jumped to his feet, brushing off dust. “Well, that could have

been worse. Shall we go?”

I just sat there, resting my head against the cold stone. 

After a silent moment, Bobbert said, “You’re not dreaming, miss.”

“I know.”

“I’m sorry it had to start like this. I'll tell you what. When we get there,

I'll buy you an ice cream.”

Ignoring him, I pulled out my cell phone. The light of the screen was

painfully bright.

No service

If only I’d called for help sooner.

“All right, I guess you can take a picture now.” He gave me a snouty

grin.

But I wasn't about to taint my phone with his creepy image. Rather, I

was skimming through the pictures I'd already taken. My family. My friend

Jessica. Lenny. More Lenny. Suddenly I was overcome with a sinking feel-

ing. Homesickness. Who were these molepeople to control my destiny? I

was in charge of my life.

Out of sheer spite, I pulled up my to-do list.

Forty sit-ups in the morning.

Did that.

Visit Cedar Hills state park for Thoreau assignment.
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Did that.

Spend at least one hour dolling self up for date with Lenny

If I could quickly get this grandma business out of the way, the date

could still happen. Being fashionably late, I'd keep him in romantic sus-

pense. And wouldn't the great adventurer be more impressed by mud and

sweat than makeup and dollar store perfume?

I turned to Bobbert. “How long will this take?”

He shrugged. “Four or five hours.”

“How about thirty minutes?”

“Not possible. It takes at least an hour to get there.”

“This doesn't make sense. If the queen is miles underground, how could

she possibly have heard me singing, and how could you have gotten to me

so quickly.”

“Do you want the long answer or the short answer?”

“The short answer.”

“Magic.”

“The moderately long answer.”

“Technology.”

“You mean she was spying on me with a microphone?”

“Something like that.”

“And you … what … took an elevator?”

“Precisely.”

“Then why aren't we taking an elevator?”

“One, I blew up the path to the elevator on the way here. Two – as I've

explained many times – national security. These days it's just about impos-

sible  to  get  a  netherworldian  –  I  mean  human  –  through immigration.

Lucky for you, I know a back door. Though it's a bit of walking.”

So much for the date. As anger threatened to well within me, I took

consolation in imagining Lenny's disappointment, my absence causing his

tender  heart  to grow fonder.  No doubt  my parents would go crazy,  but

when I returned, not only would I be showered with hugs and kisses, but

perhaps I'd never have to do another chore. Perhaps I'd be featured on the



23

news and become a motivational speaker for girls, telling them why they

should never speak to mountain men.

“Look, I'm not allowed to get overtime. Can we speed things up?”

Glaring at the moleman, I said, “I'm planning my life.” Let's see, where

was I ...

Daily scripture study.

Rats.  I'd almost slipped on my News Years resolution. But whether I

was at home or at the bottom of the earth, I was determined to keep my

goals, so I pulled up the scriptures app on the phone.

As I began to read, Bobbert leaned in his head. “What are you doing?”

“None of your business.”

“You could at least read out loud.” He was scraping gravel with his

boot.

Considering what I was reading, I couldn't in good conscience tell him

no.  Besides,  despite my frustration,  the  unlikely missionary opportunity

was mildly amusing.  In any case,  it  added an important  element to my

story. Perhaps I'd give a talk on this moment in church. “Mormon chapter

one, verse eight ...”

And these Gadianton robbers, who were among the Lamanites, did

infest the land, insomuch that the inhabitants thereof began to hide

up their treasures in the earth; and they became slippery, because 

the Lord had cursed the land, that they could not hold them, nor 

retain them again.

Not quite the spiritual guidance I was hoping for, but at least I’d satis-

fied my daily ritual.

Bobbert was staring up at the stalactites. “Who are the Gadianton rob-

bers?”

“They were a bunch of creepy mountain men … stole people's stuff …

kidnapped girls. Perhaps you're related.”

“Very funny.”
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“No, I don't think it is funny. I think it's a warning. You and your jerky

prince better repent, or God will cause your treasures to slip away. And

what then, Bobbert? What would you do without your washing machines

and Christmas Ho Ho's?”

“I’m not scared of your god. Everyone knows the undergods could beat

him up.”

“The undergods?”

“The true gods.”

“And  how  do  the  undergods feel  about  the  kidnapping  of  teenage

girls?”

“I’m escorting you.”

“Potāto, potăto.”

Beyond the narrow circle of light from Bobbert's helmet,  the cavern

was pitch black. I stared into the unknown, wondering if I'd been sent, like

Moses, to confront the false gods of a heathen nation. Of course I  was a

likely candidate for the job. I’d read my scriptures every day of the year,

and I'd  never once missed seminary.  What  are you afraid of,  Ann? Go

make your story!

I could almost hear Lenny's voice: “So what did you do after the dyna-

mite went off?”

Well,  Lenny,  I  stood up,  looked the moleman in the  eyes,  and said,

“Take me to your queen.”



25

Molemania

As we walked through the earth, I tried to keep my eyes off the majestic

stalagmites. I tried to keep my mouth from falling open at the colors cast

by the crystal shards protruding from the walls. I tried to ignore the bab-

bling stream and the dancing patterns on the ceiling. I wanted to be angry,

not mesmerized. I was a modern girl with attitude, not a damsel in distress.

But in a world of shadows, I couldn’t stop my imagination. In fact, my

mind was far ahead of our expedition, well on its way to the promised fan-

tasy world. I imagined myself passing through ancient gates, over a path of

glowing stones. There would be flowers with colors I'd never seen, cute lit-

tle cottages, an enchanted forest, and a mist that hung over it all. There

would be handsome molemen and beautiful  molewomen, holding hands

and dancing to polka music. The palace, decorated with hundreds of flags,

stretching high into the cavernous sky, would be a jaw-dropping spectacle

of  fairy tale  perfection.  There  would  be  hundreds  of  adoring  peasants,

praising  me  for  my  gorgeous  voice.  From  their  midst  would  come

Grandma,  their  wise,  old  queen.  With  two  gentle  touches  of  her  dia-

mond-studded scepter, she would dub me a princess.

“Do you mind if I turn down the light?” Bobbert asked.

“Since when do you care what I want?”

Ignoring me, he dimmed the rocky world around us. As he removed his

sunglasses, I saw his eyes for the first time: beady, wet, and black.

He's kidnapping me. He's not cute.

“So the queen was spying on me, huh?”

“She likes to observe your world. For security. And only those who pass

over the geo-coordinates of Molemania.”

“How was she spying on me?”

“I'm afraid I can't answer that question as it could –”

“Endanger you national security, I know. You tap into our cell phones,

don't you?”

“What makes you think that?”
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“The only way you could have aligned my voice with my location is

through the GPS chip in a cell phone.”

“Well aren't you a smarty pants?”

“What else do you tap into? Our TV? Internet? Power lines?”

“Who told you that?” he asked defensively.

“Why, is it true?”

“I didn't say that.”

“It just seems that, living underground, it would b extra easy to steal ca-

ble.”

“Look, what would you do all day if you lived in a cave? TV gives us

hope.”

“I see.”

“Would you prefer for us to live in ignorance of current events … scien-

tific advances … the latest fashions? Without the Discovery Channel, how

would our children learn about elephants and Mars?”

“I get it.”

“You're judging me, aren't you?”

“Maybe.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I had nothing to do with the  TV Tap-

ping Act. It was entirely Prince Duthbert’s fault. Back when Grandma was

in power, people used to actually read books.”

This Duthbert was beginning to sound like a Prince John. Perhaps I

would be his Robin Hood. No, a Pharaoh and Moses relationship was more

appropriate.

I  couldn't  believe  it,  I  was  thinking  like  Lenny.  This  whole  fantasy

world thing was filling me with delusions of grandeur. Perhaps it was be-

cause down here, no one knew the old Ann … the pathetic Ann. So why

not become a danger-loving superstar?

With a slightly deeper voice, I said, “Just you wait till I meet this prince

of yours. I’m going to say something very … defiant.”

“I like your attitude, miss. Perhaps he needs a netherworldian to put

him in his place.”

“Why do you keep referring to our world as the netherworld? You know

nether means beneath, right?”
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“Well …” He gestured his hands delicately. “It’s not that we’re  better

than you, it’s just … there’s more ways than one in which one society can

be above another.”

“I see.”

“I’m not a bigot, miss. Unlike other molepeople, I’m actually willing to

talk to your species.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“How the time has flown. We're here.”

Ahead of us, there was an opening in the tunnel, glowing with ambient

light. As we approached it, suddenly I was five years old again, my Hello

Kitty backpack snug against my shoulders. I was staring at  Rock Canyon

Elementary  School, at the ominous, metal doors, portals to the unknown.

Would the children like me or laugh at me?

“Isn’t  she  beautiful?”  The  voice  of  Bobbert  pulled  me  back  to  the

present. “Molemania.”

We were standing at  the rocky summit  of a valley in  a vast,  under-

ground world. It was just like the city of Orem, an urban grid stretching on

and  on  into  darkness.  Tiny  lights  twinkled  all  over.  There  were  little

houses, streets, parks, stadiums, smoke stacks. I even heard the distant horn

of a train. Looking up at the rocky ceiling, high above, I made out the glow

of stalactites. They were like strange clouds. My jaw fell open, not because

I was awestruck but because I’d been cheated. “It’s so … modern.”

“What did you expect?”

“Something … medieval. You said it was a fantasy world.”

“It  is a fantasy world. There’s all sorts of fantastic attractions like our

water park, our graveyard, and our four star hotel. Can you imagine that?

Four stars!”

* * *

The cars that zoomed past us looked far too big for the molepeople in-

side of them. Which was strange, because the houses were tiny. It was like

walking through a miniature golf course.

“I  see  you’re  admiring  our  handiwork.”  Bobbert  was  beaming  with

pride as we walked along an urban sidewalk.
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“How can anyone fit in these tiny things?” I pointed to a shopping mall

with a neon marquee. It was no more than five feet tall, ten feet wide.

“We’re molepeople. We dig our houses.”

So they were facades. Apparently I was still  missing the cream filling

for the sprinkles.

Soon we were passing through a plethora of Bobberts, male and female,

young and old, dressed in little t-shirts, skirts, and business suits, going

about their daily business.

Only they weren’t really. They were staring at me, every last one of

them.

The street took us over a river,  and to my right was a little seaport,

where tattooed molemen were unloading boxes from a barge. Peering at

the black tunnel from which the river came, I wondered what mysteries

were hidden in the earth. Even more, I wondered what were in those boxes.

Then I noticed the labels. Sony, Panasonic, G.E., Dell, Samsung … where

were they getting this stuff?

We stopped at a four-way intersection, where a semi-truck roared past,

spewing a cloud of brown exhaust. I coughed at the synthetic stench. If this

was a fantasy world, what hope was left for romantics?

Through the dissipating cloud, I noticed a crowd of molepeople on the

other side of the street. Some were staring at me, but most had their atten-

tion on a screen on the side of a building. They were watching one of those

American celebrity gossip shows.

The street light gave us the green, and Bobbert forged on. I was dread-

ing the crowd ahead, so I stayed close to Bobbert like a child to her father.

“It’s a live one!” somebody shouted, and the sea of heads turned my

way.

“Tell her to say something,” came another voice from a fat moleman in

a white tank top. The crowd voiced their approval of the proposition.

Bobbert looked up at me. “Go on.”

This was even worse than my nightmares of roaming the school in my

underwear. As the gazes of hundreds of eyes weighed on me, I whispered

to Bobbert, “I have nothing to say.”

“She has nothing to say!” Bobbert declared, and he resumed forging

through the disappointed crowd. Feeling like a towering oaf, I followed my
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little guide. 

But the guy in the tank top raised a fist and shouted, “Speech! Speech!”

The insanity caught on like a wildfire, and before we’d gained ten feet, it

seemed the entire crowd had joined in chanting.

At a complete loss, I stopped in my tracks and faced the masses, who

quieted down. “Umm …” Remember, danger-loving superstar. This was so

not me. “While I am honored to sing to your queen, I want to make it clear

that we humans do not appreciate the stealing of our amenities, and thus I

intend to reprimand your prince. Also, I want to make it clear that I came

here by my own free will and choice, and as soon as I’m done, I’m going

home.”

The chuckling took me off guard. I hadn’t foreseen the laughter. And I

certainly didn't expect roaring hysteria. When the guy in the tank top fell to

the ground, clutching his sides, I was at a complete loss.

Bobbert  tugged me forward,  his claws digging into my wrist.  When

we’d reached a safe distance from the crowd, he turned to me with wide

eyes. “You just declared yourself a political enemy to Molemania.”

“So what?”

“So … if you want to get out of here alive, that may not have been a

good idea.”

“Alive?”

There was a bright  flash,  and I  turned to see a moleman in a black

jacket holding a camera. With a wicked smile, he ran off into a dark alley.

“Who was that?” I asked.

Bobbert smacked his forehead. “Paparazzi. This is going to get messy.”
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Grandma

At last we arrived at the palace of Molemania, which, unlike the other

buildings, wouldn’t have fit in a mini golf course. It resembled America's

White House, complete with picketed, metal fence and a huge front yard (I

had no idea how molepeople grew grass in a place where there was no sun-

light). But very much unlike the White House, the palace was black. After

Bobbert held up his wallet to a sensor, the front gate wheeled open. When

we passed through the front doors of the house, we were frisked by guys in

black suits and sunglasses. As if the mere concept of this was violating

enough, these guys had claws!

The interior of the palace was just as dark, though with the addition of

gargoyles and gas-powered torches. As Bobbert led the way through rows

of Romanesque pillars, I had the sensation that the gargoyles were watch-

ing me. There was something ominous about those empty eye sockets. Are

these the undergods?

A chill coming over me, I drew closer to Bobbert, following him down

step after step. In fact, as far as I could tell, the palace was nothing but a gi-

ant  staircase,  taking  us  lower  and  lower,  as  if  miles  beneath  the  earth

wasn’t low enough.

I was only moments away from my singing concert, and I had no idea

what I was going to sing.  To make things worse,  I was performing for a

stranger … a queen … of another species … who, judging by her house,

was probably dark and evil. I said to Bobbert, “You haven’t told me any-

thing about Grandma.”

“Don't worry, you're going to love her. She's mighty, yet kind, unbend-

able, yet up with the latest fashions, the fear of our enemies, the protector

of our conservative values, striking the offenders of Molemania with her

fiery indignation, yet  merciful to the smallest guckrat.” Being the royal

herald, he must have memorized that speech.

“Guckrat?”

“They’re like sand demons, only smaller and fluffier.”
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“I’ll bet.” As far as I could tell, with the exception of molepeople, who

were seeming more ordinary every minute, there was nothing fantastic in

this so-called fantasy world.

“But you don’t need to worry about those little vermin,” said Bobbert.

He stopped and pointed to a gargoyle. “It’s those you need to worry about.”

This gargoyle was especially large. I had to tilt back my head to take in

its towering, reptilian body. It was so tall and massive, its shoulder were

hunched beneath the ceiling, high above. Its demonic face stared down at

us, its  dagger-filled mouth gaping, its  claws in thrashing position. I was

glad it was made of stone.

“There are powers in the underworld beyond anything you've seen be-

fore,” said Bobbert. “You want fantasy? Just wait till we take you to the

nether  regions,  where  not  even  molemen  have  set  foot.  There,  in  the

abysmal home of the undergods, where the earth’s foundations rest on bot-

tomless inferno, you’ll find horrors to put your nightmares to shame.”

“Did you memorize that speech as well?”

He pointed to a plaque on the wall. “No, I read it.”

We continued our descent. With shadows all around, I tried to image the

beauty of the sky, the warmth of the sun, but already these thoughts were

like a dream, slipping away from my memory. It was all so dark and cold, I

wanted to cry. Thankfully, it hadn't come to that yet.

When I tripped for the third time, Bobbert said, “You can't  see very

well, can you?”

“How could anyone see down here?”

“I saw a study about it on PBS the other day. Apparently you humans

can’t see infrared like we can.” He blew hot air. “Can you see that?”

“No.”

He smiled with pride.

The next thing I knew, we were standing before a large,  metal door,

where two molemen stood guard. They wore pin-striped suits and hats like

1930’s gangsters. They had no shame in looking me over.

“Good day, gentlemen,” said Bobbert.

One  of  the  “gentlemen,”  whose face reminded me  of  a  horse,  said,

“Well what-a-ya know? Bobbert actually delivered.” 

Taking an instant disliking, I said, “I'm not a pizza.”
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Horse Face laughed, and the other guy, who had a mouth full of gold,

unlocked the door, saying, “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Bobbert and I stepped into a large, empty room that reeked of rotting

flesh. In the distance was a pool of light, from whence came electronic mu-

sic. Repetitive … dissonant … insane … it was the most ugly sound I'd

ever heard.

Bobbert whispered, “Grandma’s a techno artist.”

The pool of light turned out to be a hospital bed surrounded by stacks of

video monitors, computers, and electronic equipment. Some of the moni-

tors, showing views of the city and corridors of buildings, must have been

for surveillance … Grandma's tools of espionage. Other monitors showed

static. One was showing a monster film in which a slimy swamp creature

was chasing a furry molewoman in a bathing suit.

But most intriguing of all was Grandma herself, the legendary queen of

Molemania. Sitting up in the bed, she was working at a laptop computer.

With an afro of white, frizzled hair and gargantuan headphones, she was

completely oblivious of our presence.

“Grandma!” Bobbert  shouted.  But  her music  was so loud,  Bobbert's

voice was nearly drowned. “Grandma!” he shouted louder. Still Grandma

didn't notice us until Bobbert removed her headphones.

Looking up from her glowing screen, Grandma's dilated eyes met mine,

and I instinctively stepped back. I'd never seen such crazy eyes. It was as if

she were staring at everything and nothing at the same time. And she was

wearing way too much lipstick.

“What?” she said, stopping the music.

“I’ve brought you a visitor,” said Bobbert.

She leaned forward, still taking me in. “What?”

“She’s going to sing you a song.”

Grandma continued to stare at me. “She's beautiful.”

I looked away out of modesty, not because her eyes gave me the willies.

Bobbert nudged me.

“Oh.” The fateful moment had come, and still I didn’t know what I was

going to sing. So, with a quivering voice, I sang the first song that came to

mind, a song my grandma used to sing:



33

Be happy sings the little bird,

On boughs beneath the blue.

Be happy, happy all day long,

And others will be too.

The room was silent. Then my little audience realized I was finished

and began to clap. My work here is done. For a moment I thought someone

else  was  clapping,  but  it  must  have  just  been  the  echoes  of  the  stony

palace. This place was creepy on so many levels.

“How  nice,”  said  Grandma.  “Would  you  sing  it  again  for  my

grandson?”

“That won’t be necessary,” said a strange voice.

There  was someone else. As alarmed as when I'd first met Bobbert, I

turned to the source of the voice and saw a fat,  middle-aged moleman.

Thick, round glasses, balding head, a  Star Wars t-shirt, he looked out of

place in the room of a queen.

“Oh there you are, Duthbert,” said Grandma. “This is the netherworl-

dian girl you sent for. Isn’t she lovely?”

Duthbert? As in Prince Duthbert?

Staring at me, the sloppy guy stepped right into my personal bubble. He

looked me up and down. Then, in a fake cough, he said, “You’re hot.”

I rushed over to Grandma’s hospital  bed,  gripping the bars.  “Please,

your majesty, I need to go home now. Can you –”

Grandma’s withered face sank in disappointment. “So soon? I was hop-

ing you and Duthbert could get to know each other.”

In my peripheral vision, Duthbert handed Bobbert a wad of cash, who

pocketed the money and tried to look nonchalant,  a sight that made my

blood boil. Leaning closer to Grandma, I forced myself to stare  into her

spooky eyes. “Can you help me get home?”

Grandma’s  eyes  were  pleading.  “But  wouldn’t  you  like  to  tour  the

palace?”

“I’m sorry, but Bobbert and I had a deal.”

She sighed. “Well, a deal’s a deal. Bobbert, take this girl back to –”
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But Duthbert interrupted her. “Time for bed, Grandma.” He pressed a

red button on the hospital bed, which began to decline.

Horror came over Grandma's face. “It's not bed time, is it?”

“You've had a hard day.”

“But ...” As her body was lowered, her eyes began to roll back. “But

…” Then, with a concentrated effort, she looked at me as if pleading for

help, as if she were drowning. For a moment I thought I saw something

less than crazy in those black eyes. But I was as helpless as her.

The bed jolted to a stop, Duthbert turned off a lamp, and a second later,

Grandma was unconscious.

“Grandma!” I plead.

Duthbert’s warm breath touched the back of my neck.

Praying for divine intervention, I thought of Moses and Pharaoh and

turned around. “What do you want?”

Amused, Duthbert extended an arm. “Shall we go, m’lady?”

“Where?”

“You want to go home, don’t you?”

“You’ll take me home? Really?”

“Sure, sure. After the tour.”

I turned to Bobbert, who, compared to Duthbert, was small and lean. As

much as I despised him, at least I didn't fear him. “Will you be coming

too?”

Putting his hands in his trench coat, Bobbert stared at his feet. “Sorry,

but I’m late for dinner.”

Duthbert forced his arm through mine. “Let’s go.” Though I was still

the taller one, Duthbert was clearly stronger.

Bobbert  began  for  the  door.  Then  he  turned  to  me  with  a  smile.

“Weren't you wanting to say something defiant to Duthbert?”

Duthbert also turned to me.

I laughed. “Whatever it was, I can't remember.”

* * *

What do you want with me? As we walked through the palace, my arm

locked in place,  I found myself staring at the profile of the prince beside
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me. He pointed to portraits and spoke of the former kings and queens of

Molemania, but my attention never got beyond the mysterious smile on his

snout. I was so oblivious that several times I banged my head against  the

low arches, and once I almost walked into a billowing torch.

“There it is,” said Duthbert, pointing to a wall, “my pride and joy.” The

wall, some twenty feet tall, was made of glass, and behind it was nothing

but dirt. Then I noticed the red ants. There were thousands of them. Per-

haps millions. “Biggest ant farm in the world,” Duthbert added. He looked

at me, the chaotic ants reflecting on his glasses, obscuring his eyes.

My gaze fell to his claws.

Gold Mouth and Horse Face were lingering at the end of the corridor,

following us everywhere we went. They must have been Duthbert’s goons.

The tour ended in a stony gazebo. Or, judging by the smell of burnt in-

cense, it could have been a temple. The place was lined with torches, and at

the center were two statues of molepeople, male and female. Like the giant

gargoyle, their claws were extended, their teeth flared, their eyes angry.

“Mom and dad,” Duthbert said reverently, “may they rest in peace.” He

ran an admiring hand along the smooth marble statues. “This was the very

spot where my dad proposed.”

“That’s  funny,”  said  Gold  Mouth,  standing  by  the  door,  “I  always

thought he abducted your mom.”

Duthbert shot him an indignant glance. “That was after he proposed.”

Horse Face, with a confused look, said, “So she said no?”

“Shut up,” Duthbert demanded.

In the silence that followed, I sensed an opportunity to speak. “Thank

you for the tour. Will you please take me home now?”

Duthbert  weighed  something  in  his  mind,  took  a  deep  breath,  and

turned to his goons. “Beat it.”

The goons didn't hesitate to obey, slamming the door behind them.

Have you ever let go of a balloon and watched it drift into the sky, com-

pletely helpless? Again there was no one in sight to hear my screams. And

again I reached for my only means of self defense: my car keys.

Finally Duthbert let go of my throbbing arm. He must have seen my un-

easiness, because he said in a gentle voice, “I just want to ask you a ques-

tion.”
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When ten  seconds had passed,  and  he'd  failed  to  articulate  a  single

word, I said,  “I’m late for a date.”

Duthbert rubbed his snout, looking at the tiled floor. “I'll be your date.”

Is this really happening? “No thanks.”

As if the situation wasn't awkward enough, he fell to one knee and, with

a trembling hand, seized one of mine. When I withdrew,  he grunted and

seized my hand again, trapping me in his claws. He opened his snout as if

to speak, but nothing came out.

“Your majesty,  I'm flattered, but I already have a boyfriend, and I'm

quite in love with him. Now will you please take me home?”

For  a  moment  his  face  trembled,  almost  like  a  child’s. “You would

refuse a prince?”

“I like you as a friend.”

Then his brow wrinkled.  “You netherworldians think you're too good

for us.”

“I didn't said that.”

“Boys!”

Seconds later, Gold Mouth and Horse Face burst through the door and

rushed to their boss’s side, their hands on their guns.

In the presence of his goons, Duthbert had regained his cool. “Take this

girl  away and lock her up.” Then he leaned toward me and whispered,

“Until you learn to love me.”

This could  not be happening.  “Somehow I don't think this is going to

help.”
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Torture

I'm sitting in a cave. With no light. Miles underground. In a world full

of molepeople. As the prisoner of a prince. Who wants to marry me. Ap-

parently.

I replayed these facts in my mind again and again, trying to make sense

of them. Though I drew no conclusions, one sentiment rose above all else:

Curse you, Bobbert.

Staring at my phone, I found the consolation I needed in Matthew 5:

11. Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, 

and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake.

12. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in 

heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets which were before 

you.

I was being persecuted for serving the elderly. God would protect me.

In his own time. First I just had to learn a valuable lesson. Or something

like that.

With only one bar of battery life left, I put the phone away, just in case.

But it was so depressing to return to the pitch blackness of my tiny cell. Al-

ready it felt as if I’d been there for an eternity.

I let several solid seconds pass before pulling out the phone again. Us-

ing the screen as a lantern, I repeated my surveying ritual, scanning every

last crevasse for a loose rock, a rusty spoon, or a magical lamp. But I'd al -

ready examined every inch.

Was this real life or a fairy tale? Fairy tales ensured happy endings. But

if this were real life …

I wasn’t worrying. I  wasn’t afraid. Though I'd acted like a complete

ninny in the presence of Duthbert, next time would be better. The worst he



38

could do was kill me. Of course, there were various ways he could kill me.

It could be quick and painless or slow and … painful. But I could take it.

He probably wouldn’t do anything too sadistic … unless he would.

I refused to cry, no matter how the floods began to rise. Again I pulled

out my phone, tapped it a few times, and opened a picture of Lenny and I

at the  Hogle Zoo.  Looking at his caressing hand on my shoulder, I imag-

ined it replaced by a furry hand with claws. A drop of water hit the screen.

No.

But the dam had given way. I cried for myself. I cried for Lenny and my

poor parents. I cried for the fantasy world that was murdered by smoke

stacks and greedy creatures who stole cable TV.

My body heaving, my breaths uncontrollable, I must have cried for an

hour before my system ran dry. Then I  checked the time.  11:04 PM. I’d

been thrown in the cell around 9:00 PM.

“It’s only been two hours?”

I lay down on the cold stone, staring at nothing. Is there really a wide,

open world up there?

My insanity began with “I wonder if …”

And digressed to “If only …” 

And as darkness seeped into my heart, it ended with “I’ll never.”

When the battery icon began to flash, I turned off the phone for good,

leaving only my inner clock to comfort me through the endless night. At

least twenty-four hours had passed. There was no sleep, no sobriety, just a

constant state of insanity. I was having fantasies of orange soda and maca-

roni and cheese when the tiny cave reverberated with clanking metal. A

beam of light filled the room, and I sat up, covering my offended eyes.

Duthbert was staring back at me through a shutter at the bottom of the

door. He must have been lying on the floor on the other side. “What do you

want to eat?” he asked.

I cleared the dust from my throat. “What have you got?”

“Anything your heart can imagine. I just thought the mouth-watering

cuisine of Molemania, coupled with a royal budget, could help influence

your decision.”

“I need cheese.”
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“Very good.  And  supposing  the  chefs  were  to  throw in  a  few side

dishes, is there anything you don’t like to eat?”

“Well,  I’m not  really  fond of  shrimp.  Or  mustard.  Or  anything  too

spicy.”

“Very good, m’lady.” He closed the shutter. 

For the next hour or two, my thoughts were tortured by al dente pasta

and sumptuous cheeses, melting together in perfect harmony.

Finally the  metal  shutter  slid  open,  and  a small  bucket  was  shoved

through, grinding across the stone floor. It was full of shrimp … covered in

mustard and hot sauce.

Duthbert: 1

Ann: 0

It  wasn’t  my gnawing hunger that  drove me to consume the hateful

stuff, it was my unbearable boredom.

“I’ll never love you,” I said with my mouthful, a mantra repeated with

each shrimp.

All this time, I’d avoided the most horrific part of my torture chamber:

the other bucket … the one reserved for my … well … you know. Though

my bladder was tormenting me, I refused to give in. Not only would doing

so be disgusting,  it  would symbolize  defeat. Strengthened by the sweet

thought of an ivory seat, I resolved to endure until  Duthbert would open

the shutter again, and I, using my cunning wits, would strike up a deal for

my freedom. 

There are toilets in Molemania, aren’t there?

But by the time I finally heard a knock on the door, my wits had been

eclipsed by pain, and all I managed was a robotic, “I’ll never love you.”

The shutter slid opened. “That’s fine with me, I’m already spoken for.”

It was Bobbert.

“You,” I said, my ailing body rejuvenated by hatred.

“The one and only.” He looked to his side then back at me, whispering,

“I’m not supposed to be here, but I don’t care what the prince says. I like

you. And as royal herald, the one thing I can do is call for help.”
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“What do you mean?”

“I thought you might like to write a letter to your boyfriend.” Through

the little window, Bobbert handed me pen and paper.

I stared at it, wondering if this was another trick. “I have no reason to

trust you. For all I know you're going to give it to Duthbert.”

“Do you have such a low opinion of me?”

“Yes.”

With a sad look on his face, he began to close the shutter. “All right,

then.”

“Wait.”

“Why?”

“I … want to believe you.”

“Then go on. Writer a letter. Don't worry about an address, but make

sure to include his phone number, so I can arrange a meeting.”

Again I stared at the blank page. Even if it was for naught, there was

something romantic about calling for my knight. At the same time, there

was something shameful about it. “Can I write to the police instead?”

“Don’t push it. If Duthbert catches me helping you, he could throw me

in the lava pits. I can sneak one more human down here, but that's it. Any-

thing more would endanger our national security.”

I picked up the pen.

Dear Lenny,

What was I supposed to write? I was trying to be cool like you, but the

truth is, I'm just a damsel in distress. Or maybe … Remember how I'm in-

competent? Well I managed to get myself locked in a dungeon, miles un-

derground …

“What are you waiting for?” asked Bobbert.

“You write it.”

“What do you mean I write it?”

“Just write something like, To whom it may concern, Ann Wilkinson has

been abducted by malicious molepeople, and –”

“I'm not going to write that.”
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“I'm begging you.”

“Either you write it yourself, or the deal's off.”

I had to swallow my pride. It was the only way.

To Lenny Christensen

801-543-8572

Dear Lenny,

I hope you can read my writing. Sorry for missing our date. I’m 

sure you’re worried sick about me.

What if he wasn’t?

I know it sounds nuts, but the truth is I’m trapped in an under-

ground cave, an unfortunate mishap during a great adventure. Re-

mind me to tell you about it some time. Anyway, if you’re reading 

this letter, you’ll have already met Bobbert and won’t need any fur-

ther convincing that fantasy stuff exists. Sort of. Anyway, this weird

mole guy prince person kidnapped me and wants …

Duthbert never stated his full intentions. Clearly  he wanted me to be

something like his bride, but why? Just because he thought I was “hot”?

There had to have been a deeper motive.

… Let’s just say he’s a jerk. Please come and rescue me.

What if Lenny didn’t want to come? Maybe he was relieved that I’d

missed our date, finding himself free to pursue other avenues … and other

girls … less pathetic girls. Maybe that’s why our Friday nights had degen-

erated to dollar burgers.  If he didn’t care enough to take me to  Los Her-

manos anymore, what made me think he’d descend into the underworld?

I had to believe in something.

Love,
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Suddenly full  of  doubt,  I  scribbled out  the  compromising  word and

ended the letter with a lonely:

Ann

I handed Bobbert the pen and paper. “Why are you doing this for me?”

“I told you that you and your boyfriend would have a most romantic

date in a fantastic kingdom. Molepeople always keep their promises.” He

gave me another piece of paper and returned the pen. “They make you feel

out this customs forms for anything going to the netherworld.” Then he

turned to his side, looking alarmed. “Someone's coming! Just fill it out.”

He slammed the shutter, leaving me in total darkness.

“But I can't see.”

 “Just do your best,” came Bobbert’s muffled voice. Awhile later,  he

opened the shutter again. “Are you done yet.”

“I just scribbled.”

“Good enough. That will be twenty-five dollars shipping and handling,

plus five dollars tip.”

Give me a break. “Do you take American cash?”

“Of course.”

Frowning, I sifted the contents of my wallet. “I only have a fifty.”

“Fifty will do.”

“Am I going to get change?”

“I’m afraid I’m fresh out.”

“You want me to pay fifty bucks for a letter?”

“This isn’t just a letter, it’s a personal delivery. You know how much

work it is to hike to the netherworld. Besides, what good is your money to

you here?”

So this was the fruit  of  my hours of hard work at  Orange Julius.  I

handed him the form and money. “Just go.”

“Thank you, miss.”

I barely had time to withdraw my hand before the shutter slammed shut.
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Germans

Despite the pain in my bladder, I held on, perhaps an unprecedented

feat of  physiological  mastery.  I wouldn’t  be surprised if three days had

passed.  If it wasn't  for the pain, a constant reminder of my existence, I

probably would have lost my mind.

At last the shutter opened, and exerting all my strength, I sat up from

lying on the rocky floor.

Duthbert was staring back at me. “Have you changed your mind yet?”

“How long have I been in here?” My throat was so dry, it hurt to speak.

Duthbert held up his wristwatch. “About twelve hours.” Then he looked

back at me. “Well?”

I’d rehearsed my plan a hundred times. I just had to stay calm. I had to

stay cool. Most of all, I had to get to a toilet. “Can I … have a few days to

get to know you first?”

His brow wrinkled in confusion. “Get to know me?” He weighed the

thought in his mind. “Yeah, sure.”

* * *

Relief was an understatement. Let’s just say, as I stepped out of the em-

ployee's bathroom, though I was miles underground, I was walking on air.

Forget the middle ages. Modern plumbing is an amenity no fantasy world

should be without.

My cell was on floor thirty-one (meaning thirty-one floors beneath the

surface) of Molemania's police station. Assisted by officers, we took an el-

evator to the lobby, passed through security, and boarded a police car in the

parking lot. Then it was a couple block's drive to the palace.

Unlike my first visit to the palace, this time I could see. I could see so

well,  I  wondered if I  was becoming a moleperson. The pillars and gar-

goyles  no  longer  seemed  ominous.  The  torches  seemed  …  beautiful.

Though, after spending twelve hours in a cave, everything looked beauti-
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ful.

The police dropped me off  in the ballroom, where Duthbert  and his

goons were waiting. The place was bustling with the noise of drills and

jackhammers, but I couldn't  see what was happening, because the noise

was coming from behind a partition of white curtains that hung from the

ceiling, high above. Whatever was back there, it must have been big.

Duthbert had undergone a quick but dramatic wardrobe change. He was

wearing a purple robe, his few strands of hair were combed over, and his

thick glasses were gone, leaving his beady eyes to squint in my general di-

rection. When he took my hand, I knew I had to play my cards well, so I

focused on not flinching as he kissed it. “This was a lovely idea, m’lady.”

“You can call me Ann.”

“Ann. I want you to feel at home.” The courtly bravado in his voice was

another recent development. “If there’s anything you'd like, do it. If there’s

anywhere you'd like to go, go. You have three days to enjoy the kingdom.

All I ask is that you join me in the royal dining hall for every meal, at

seven o’clock, twelve o’clock,  and five o’clock. Promise me you won’t

keep me waiting.”

This had turned out far better than I’d hoped for. “I promise.”

He smiled, cupping his hands over mine. It was hard to keep a straight

face as his claws dug into my flesh, but it was even harder to keep from

coughing at his excessive cologne, which reminded me of my grandfather.

“Wonderful.”

When at last he released me, he clapped his hands, and suddenly there

were  footsteps  reverberating  through  the  ballroom.  Heavy  footsteps.

Searching for the source of the sound, I was startled by the appearance of

two human women ... giant human women.

“Reporting for duty,” they boomed.

“Good morning, ladies,” said Duthbert, beginning to pace around the

pair as if inspecting his army. They were well over six feet tall, beefy and

muscular. They must have been bodybuilders. 

“I have a new assignment for you,” Duthbert continued. “You are to

spend the next three days with this netherworldian.” He nodded at me.

I knew there was a catch.
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The brunette lady gave me a warm smile. The blond one looked me

over with a smug look, saying to Duthbert, “But who will protect  you?”

She had a thick accent. I think it was German.

“Don’t worry about me,” Duthbert said nobly, “I’ve still got Chuck and

Willie.” He nodded at Gold Mouth and Horse Face. Then his placed his

horrible hand on my shoulder. “Show her the sites. Buy her some treats.

And most importantly, do whatever she wants. Got it?”

The blond lowered her head, burdened by the new assignment. “We’ll

try.”

Duthbert turned to me. “Don’t worry. They’re the best bodyguards in

the underworld. I’d trust them with my life and yours. Any questions?”

I pointed to the white curtains with the giant something behind them.

“Yeah. What's behind there?”

Duthbert laughed. “You'll see. But not today. Now go have some fun.”

Duthbert joined his goons, and the three of them began exit the ballroom.

“See you at lunch,” he hollered back.

“Bye,” said the brunette, also with a German accent.

“We love you,” said the blond. Then she turned her head to me, her

massive arms folded.

I instinctively stepped back, actually wishing Duthbert would stay a lit-

tle longer. “So … what are your names?”

“I’m Gunhilda,” said the blond.

“And I’m Brunhilda,” said the brunette.

They looked  so  similar,  they  must  have  been  sisters.  And  yet  they

looked nothing alike. The brunette had sad, sunken eyes and a look of ex-

haustion. The blond had fierce eyes and a savage expression. I'd already

forgetting who was who, but knowing diplomacy was my only hope, I ex-

tended a hand for either to take. “I’m Ann.”

The blond erupted with booming laughter, actually causing me to jump.

The brunette giggled like a school girl.

“She fell for it!” cried the blond.

“I’m really Gunhilda,” said the brunette.

The blond was working at calming herself. “I’m really Brunhilda.”

“Okay,” I said.
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“Happy dance!”  one of them shouted, and the next thing I knew, the

world around me was spinning with dancing Germans,  their  heavy feet

stomping too close for comfort. When the ordeal was over, the brunette –

Gunhilda, I think – said in a gentle voice, “We’re just excited to get out of

the palace.”

The blond, who must have been  Brunhilda, added, “And to get away

from Duthbert. All he does is play video games all day. We never get to

fight.” She pounded her fists together, her eyes almost glowing with bar-

barism. When she looked down at me, again I stepped back.

Gunhilda seemed halfway decent, but Brunhilda was the most frighten-

ing creature I’d ever seen, which helped me think of a way to keep their

names straight:  G for Good, B for Bad. Trying to break the ice, I said,

“What brought you to Molemania?”

Brunhilda – bad and blond – looked at me suspiciously. “Why do you

want to know?”

Good Gunhilda said,  “It’s a very long story. We’ll save it for another

time.”

The  room fell  silent,  my  strange  bodyguards  suddenly  looking  de-

pressed. Apparently I’d touched on a taboo subject.

What was I to do from here? With these two breathing down my neck,

escape seemed next to impossible. Even if I could slip beneath the radar,

steal a flash light, and retrace the path Bobbert and I had taken, without

claws or dynamite, I'd never be able to make it home. I guess all I could do

was swallow my pride and wait for Lenny to rescue me. In the mean time,

why not see what Molemania had to offer? 

It felt like the start of a school year, when a teacher would assign me to

sit with girls I had nothing in common with. Yet I had to make this rela-

tionship work. “Before we go anywhere, I just want to make sure we're on

the same page.  You know Duthbert’s  trying to  force me to marry him,

right? At least I think that’s was what he wants.”

Gunhilda  shook her  head.  “I  didn’t  know that.  Did  you  know that,

Brunhilda?”

“No,” said Brunhilda.

I continued, “And I’m hoping that between us girls, you’ll  find it in

your hearts to take my side.”
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Gunhilda laughed. “That depends on what your side is.”

“My side is not wanting to marry him.”

“Oh.”

Brunhilda folded her massive arms. “Why not? He’s a prince. I’ve al-

ways wanted to marry a prince.”

I said, “But he’s not even human. And I already have a boyfriend.” Un-

like anything else I’d said, this peaked their interest.

“Is he handsome?” asked a smiling Gunhilda.

“Yes.”

“And strong?” asked Brunhilda, rubbing his biceps.

“Yes. Compared to me.”

They laughed, and I found myself no longer flinching at their shocking

amplitude.

“Okay,” said Gunhilda, “we’re on your side.”

I was actually getting somewhere. “So … will you help me escape?”

“Ach!” Brunhilda pounded me in the shoulder, sending me to my hands

and knees. “And lose our jobs? Forget it.”

Though my shoulder killed, I'd learned how to endure pain. “Will you

at least help me find someone who will help me?” I braced myself for an-

other blow.

Gunhilda didn’t have a ready answer, so she turned to her sister. Brun-

hilda,  still  rubbing her biceps, shifted her head from side to side. “You

heard Duthbert. Let the girl do what she wants.”
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Gentiles

They took me to the market,  a dirty place filled with street vendors,

caged chickens,  and  plenty of  noise.  Everywhere  I  looked,  molepeople

were exchanging American cash. Rolex watches were sold for ten bucks.

Nike shoes were sold for five bucks.

Gunhilda and Brunhilda sat on a bench, licking snow cones. They'd cer-

emonially turned their heads, allowing me to do whatever it was I was go-

ing to do.

Remembering my first attempt at public speaking in Molemania, I had

serious reservations. But unable to think of anything else, I climbed onto

an empty table,  the wooden legs wobbling beneath my weight.  There I

stared into the chaos of the market: the grid of dirty tables, the crowds of

little merchants, the chickens, the doughnuts, the filthy lucre. I searched in

vain for a friendly face.

“Excuse me,” I hollered, but the market was so loud, my voice was

barely audible. Still, just like the day before, there was no lack of stares

coming my way. “Um … I need help.” To my amazement, almost every

staring moleperson turned away, walking on as if they’d never heard me.

I turned to my bodyguards for support, but they were more interested in

their snow cones. In fact, as if to pretend they didn't know me, they were

waving and smiling at a seemingly random passerby. Brunhilda even at-

tempted nonchalant whistling, but her frozen lips wouldn’t accommodate.

I wanted to climb down, but even more, I wanted to go home. “Hey!” I

shouted to the crowd. Again the stares came my way. I swallowed. “Your

prince is forcing me to marry him … I think.” But just like before, all I got

were cold shoulders. To make things worse, the paparazzi guy in the black

jacket popped up out of nowhere and stunned me with a bright flash before

running off like the coward he was.

Great. First I publicly challenge Duthbert, then I beg for help. If Duth-

bert followed the tabloids, I was in trouble. The whole thing made me so

angry, I just had to shout. “I've been kidnapped! Will no one help me?”
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No one would meet my eyes but a little moleboy, who was scolded by

his mother for doing so.

Who were these awful, little people? Where did they come from?

I searched for the heavens, but all I saw was a dark, stony sky. Hoping

God could still hear me, I whispered, “Will you help me? Please remember

your suffering daughter.” Then, remembering that I was supposed to love

my enemies, I forced myself to add, “... and your molepeople. They need

help.”

“Are you done, yet?”

I looked down at an impatient Gunhilda, who was covering her face

with a National Geographic magazine. “They're ignoring me.”

Her eyes never met mine. “I should have told you. Their religion for-

bids association with gentiles.”

“Gentiles?”

“If you're not a moleperson, you're a gentile.”

“Then what's Duthbert doing with me?”

“Fortunately and unfortunately for you, not everyone follows their reli-

gion.”

I hopped down from the table, and the sudden pain in my knees crept

into my soul. Then my eyes met a confectionery stand, where an old mole-

woman was selling funnel cakes. I needed to escape in deep-fried good-

ness, and after everything I’d been through, I felt a sense of entitlement. “I

want one of those,” I said to Gunhilda.

Gunhilda reached into her purse and pulled out a plastic credit  card.

Life could have been worse. I could have been kidnapped by someone with

a spending limit. If Duthbert always gave me access to his credit card, per-

haps I could be seduced by the material life of a princess.

I need to eat, not think.

Awhile later, the three of us were sitting on a bench, licking the pow-

dered sugar from our fingertips.  I  said, “Is there anywhere else we can

try?”

Brunhilda shoved the remainder of her cake into her mouth. “Just give

up.”

Again my attention turned to the stalactites, high above. If, throughout

the horrors of world history, God could allow millions of innocent people
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to die in wars and untold atrocities … what was the fate of one little girl?

I  was  pondering  this  question when my attention was drawn to  the

plasma screen on the side of the building. Instead of a celebrity gossip

show, the screen was black except for a single line of white text:

Are you a damsel in distress?

I know this sounds crazy, but I instinctively pointed to myself. A few

seconds later, a new sentence appeared on the screen:

Yes, you.

I looked around, but no one else seemed to be watching the screen, not

even my bodyguards.

Go to the graveyard. You’ll find someone who can help you.

“The graveyard?” I said out loud. After a short delay, there was one

more sentence:

Yes, you can read. Now get out of here.

“Who are you talking to?” Brunhilda shouted into my ear, and I nearly

jumped out of my seat.

I pointed to the screen. “Look.”

My bodyguards looked at the screen, but to my annoyance, the text was

gone. In its place was a smiling molegirl who was jumping in an inflatable

castle. A smooth voice said, “A message from the Department of Parks and

Recreation.”

Gunhilda gave me a sideways glance. “You want to go to the Bouncy

Center?”

“No. The screen … it was … talking to me.”

 I didn’t like the way Brunhilda was grinning. “Of course it was. What

did it say?”
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It was a classic scenario. I was the sole witness of a supernatural experi-

ence, and no one believed me. How utterly annoying. “It said I should go

to the graveyard.” Now I was beginning to doubt the experience myself.

Perhaps I'd been the gullible target of effective marketing.

If Brunhilda had been intent on mocking me, she must have forgotten

this, because her feigned interest gave way to real enthusiasm. “Oh!” With

her wide eyes and smiling face, she more resembled a child than a large

woman.

Gunhilda, seeing my confusion, explained in her gentle voice, “Brun-

hilda has this thing for the graveyard. You'll understand later. But come to

think of it, you might want to go too. I once heard a Molish legend about

the spirits of the righteous dead liking to help pitiful maidens or something

like that.”

I rolled my eyes. “I'd prefer the help of someone living.”

“Someone living!” Brunhilda laughed as if the idea were perfectly ab-

surd. Then she considered it. “I can't think of anyone. Can you, Gunhilda?”

“No,” said Gunhilda.

“Then let's go!” Brunhilda boomed. She stood with excitement, slap-

ping me on the back.

What did they know that I didn’t? And why were they suddenly inter-

ested in helping me? Whether I wanted to go or not, the determined look in

Brunhilda’s face made it clear that resistance was futile.

I sighed, turning my attention to a hot dog stand, where a fat moleman

was smothering a juicy sausage in mayonnaise. “I want one of those.”
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Gahboos

Twice the size of the crowds, my bodyguards forged through the streets,

knocking an occasional moleperson out of their way. And I followed. As a

roaring garbage truck drove past, spewing black fumes into the air, it oc-

curred to me that those fumes would never leave the cave. I wondered if

every last moleperson was suffering from carbon monoxide poisoning …

myself included. That would explain a lot.

Gunhilda lowered her cell phone. “Barry’s on his way.”

“Barry?” I asked.

“Our chauffeur. He’s going to pick us up by the grocery store, and then

we’ll go to the graveyard.”

I wasn’t really listening. The sight of her working phone made me won-

der if it wasn't too late to call the police, so I pulled out my phone and tried

to look nonchalant.

Searching for Service …

No service

There was something so depressing about those two words. Before I

signed another service plan agreement, I was going to check the fine print

to make sure it covered underground caves. I felt so forsaken, and the feel-

ing must have been showing on my face, because a strange voice said:

“I’ll help ya, toots.”

The voice had come from a dark alley at  our side. A moleman in a

denim jacket covered in oil stains was leaning against a brick wall. He was

holding a bottle in a brown paper sack.

“Excuse me?” I said, drawing close to my bodyguards.

“You’re the netherworldian chick on the news, right?”

I didn’t know how to respond to that.
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“We know you’ve got it in for Duthbert.” There were only a few teeth

in the greasy guy’s smile. “So do we!”

Then I noticed his motley crew, who were sauntering out of the shad-

ows to get a better look at me. Some had long hair. Others had no hair. All

were covered in tattoos and smelled of cigarettes, alcohol, and garbage.

From the tug on my arm, I knew my bodyguards wanted to move on,

but knowing how it felt to be ignored, I had to give the guys a chance. Af-

ter all,  my world view had been turned up-side-down; there could have

been more than met the eye. At least it was better than soliciting help from

the dead.

A fat, old moleman with a dirty beard was shaking his fist. “Duthbert

stole my money. And my wife.”

“He stole your wife?” I asked.

“Yeah.” As I waited for him to elaborate, a blank expression came over

his face. He turned to the guy in the greasy jacket. “What was her name?”

(The guy in the jacket shrugged.) “Anyway, he stole my money.”

The guy in the jacket pointed his bottle at me. “Duthbert stole all of our

money. And now he’s in a palace, watching sixty inch screens while the

rest of us have to watch twenty inch screens.”

Someone  in  the  darker  part  of  the  alley  shouted,  “Down  with

Duthbert!” And the rest of them cheered.

I was about to comment when a new vagrant rose out of a dumpster.

“Hey guys, you’re not gonna believe this. I just found a stash of coupons

for Dan’s Food and Drug.” He read from a stack of paper in his hand,

“Good for one free glazed doughnut.”

All  at  once  the  vagrants  ran  for  the  dumpster  and  fought  for  the

coupons.  There  was shouting,  cursing,  and the exchanging of  fists.  My

bodyguards had already moved on, and I rushed to catch up.

Soon we were at grocery store parking lot, waiting for our ride. When I

noticed the digital marquee of a bank, displaying the time of eleven-o-five,

I  remembered Duthbert's  warning about  being late  for  lunch.  “We'll  be

back before twelve, right?”

“Of course,” said Brunhilda.

It wasn't her hollow attempt of assurance that disturbed me, it was how

we were wasting  my precious  time ghost  hunting.  I  looked around for
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ideas. Karaoke club … The Bank of Molemania … McDonalds … sporting

goods store.  There was an idea.  Sporting goods stores often sold utility

knives. If only I could conceal a weapon on my body, I could hold my own

against Duthbert.  Of course, to get such a prize, I'd have to distract my

bodyguards, which probably wouldn't be too hard. The real problem was,

thanks to Bobbert, I was down to five bucks, meaning I'd probably have to

steal.

Listen to me, thinking of stealing knives. I couldn’t help but admire my

budding ferocity. There was something cool in the thought of an Ann who

fought back. “I changed my mind about the graveyard. I want to go to the

sporting goods store.”

Brunhilda  laughed.  “Did  you  hear  that,  Gunhilda?  She  changed  her

mind.”

In the awkwardness that followed, I said, “Well … I guess I'll catch you

guys later.” I was about to cross the street but was stopped by a tight grip

on my arm.

“Whatever  Duthbert  may  have  told  you,”  said  Brunhilda,  her  eyes

locked on mine, “when he's not around, I'm in charge.”

I turned to Gunhilda for support, but she only nodded in agreement.

When at  last  Brunhilda released my arm,  she left  an impressionable

mark, and I wasn't about to defy. But as we continued to wait for our ride, I

couldn't keep my eyes from wandering. Farther down the street was an in-

teresting piece of architecture. Made of black stone like the palace, it re-

sembled a giant … spider. From every leg hung a series of spires, pointing

down.  Squinting my eyes,  I  made out  the words of  a  marble marquee:

“First Temple of the Great Gahboo.”

“What goes on in there?” I asked.

Gunhilda explained, “That's where the Gahboos meet.”

“Who are the Gahboos?”

“Almost everyone here. Up until recently, Gahbooism was the official

religion of Molemania.”

“What changed?”

“Duthbert. He started his own religion.”

I  had serious difficulty imagining Duthbert  as the head of a church.

“How do the Gahboos feel about this?”
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“Their leader is pretty upset. In fact he does whatever he can to annoy

Duthbert.”

“Interesting.” Any enemy of Duthbert was a friend of mine. “Do they

let anyone in the temple?”

“Yes. I hear they've even housed runaway criminals. All you have to do

is run inside and cry sanctuary, and you're protected from the law. Seems

kind of medieval if you ask me.”

In the silence that followed, Brunhilda said, “Don't even thing about it.”

“Think about what?” For a moment I was paralyzed, my self-doubting

mind calculating against me. But when both sisters diverted their attention

to an approaching ice cream van, I knew there wouldn't be a better oppor-

tunity. I bolted.

As I crossed the street, a honking car swerved out of the way. But, with

a racing heart, I didn't stop until I was at the doors of the temple. Gripping

the metal handles, I ventured to look behind me. Brunhilda wasn’t far be-

hind. I flung the doors open, ducked my head beneath the little door, and

passed into shadows. There I ran down stony steps, all the while dreading

the massive hands of Brunhilda.

“Sanctuary!” I cried.

I was forced to stop at a wooden rail, which I was grateful for, because

otherwise I would have fallen to my death.

The temple was one massive pit, spiraling down to a small floor at the

bottom. Lit with myriads of lights, the place sparkled like a starry sky. As

my voice reverberated through the stony chamber, hundreds of dark faces

looked up at me. Molepeople in black robes were carrying torches, walking

along the sides of the pit, some going down, some going up. At the bottom

of the pit  were three giant  stones,  black like ebony.  Though they were

formless, they reminded me of beasts. Shadowy beasts. The molepeople at

the bottom were placing their hands on these strange boulders as an ancient

priest officiated over them. He wore a strange headdress and held a black

staff.

I didn’t notice the spooky organ music until it stopped. Then the only

sounds were whispers … lots and lots of whispers. Though throngs were

staring at me, two eyes stood out more than any others, and they were the

farthest away: the priest’s. They were like hot coals, searing into my mem-
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ory. Annoyed. Resentful. Murderous.

Though I jumped as a hand touched my shoulder, I was actually re-

lieved to see the stern face of Brunhilda.
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Father Jackothan

“If you ever run away again, I'll kill you.”

I thought about saying, But if you killed me, wouldn't Duthbert kill you?

But judging by the ferocity in Brunhilda's eyes, I decided I didn't care to

find out whether or not she was bluffing. What I said was, “Are you going

to tell Duthbert?”

“Of course.”

When, back on the street, we met up with Gunhilda, she looked at me

like a worried mother, saying, “When you asked 'do they let  anyone in the

temple', I thought you meant any moleperson. We're gentiles, remember?

They hate us.”

“I've learned.”

Our ride turned out to be a shiny, black, two-seater Corvette. Our driver

was an old moleman with white hair and a black tuxedo. As I wondered

how we are all going fit, Gunhilda rotated the passenger seat forward and

voluntarily climbed into the back (not an easy task for one as large as her).

I expected Brunhilda to call “shotgun,” as it had always been my fate to

endure the inferiority of a backseat passenger, but Brunhilda also climbed

into  the  back,  squeezing  next  to  her  sister  and  leaving  me  the  univer-

sally-coveted front seat, which I gladly took. This was the first act of kind-

ness I’d seen In this dog-eat-dog underworld. From Brunhilda, no less.

“No, no, no!” snapped Brunhilda. “That’s Duthbert’s seat.”

“But he’s not here.”

“That  doesn’t  matter.  He’s  very particular  about  his  seat.”  Her  eyes

were as fierce as ever.

Rubbing my pink wrist, which was still sore from Brunhilda’s forceful

grip, I knew there could be no debate. Moments later, I too was crammed

in the back, sitting atop my bodyguards’ fat thighs and forced to hunch be-

neath the low ceiling … my worst torture yet.

As we drove, I watched the little buildings and houses zoom past, trying

to divert my attention from the smell of the bodybuilders beneath me. One
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of the billboards caught my eye. It was black with bright red letters in a

font meant to resemble trickling blood.

Beware the Curse of Captain Moneyshuckles!

City Graveyard - 5 Miles

“Captain Moneyshuckles?” I said, wondering why the city would run a

TV add to attract tourists to the graveyard while simultaneously trying to

deter them with threatening billboards.

Gunhilda explained, “It's an old Molish legend.”

“Do tell.”

“Actually, don't,” said Brunhilda, doing what she could to annoy me.

Gunhilda whispered into my ear, “She's just bitter because she hasn't

been able to find the captain's treasure, and she's been searching for years.”

“Treasure?” I whispered back.

Gunhilda glanced at her sister, then back at me. “I'll tell you later.”

For awhile the only sound came from the speakers in the front, where

Barry, our chauffeur, was playing Simon and Garfunkel, nodding his wrin-

kled neck. Meanwhile Brunhilda busied herself with swatting a fly.  The

death blow came as the fly landed on my right arm.

“Ouch!” I cried.

“It had to be done,” she said grimly. Then she added, “You think I'm a

brute, don't you?”

I chose not to reply.

“Well I hope you know I saved your life back there. You desecrated

their temple.”

In an effort to gracefully change the subject, I said, “But what do the

Gahboos have against humans?”

“Hmm,” said Gunhilda, intrigued by the question, “I think it all began

with the TV Tapping Act, which Father Jackothan blames for the corrup-

tion of Molemania.”

“Father Jackothan? Was he the priest I saw?”

“Yes,” said Brunhilda. “And if you want to stay alive, stay as far away

from him as possible.”
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I said, “It's a shame he has it in for me. I think he and I could see eye to

eye on a lot of issues.”

Gunhilda, deep in thought, was stroking her biceps. “Perhaps he espe-

cially hates you because he suspects Duthbert's plans for marriage, and the

last thing he wants is a union between molepeople and humans.”

“But how could he know anything about  me?” I asked. “He'd never

seen me until moments ago.”

“Didn't  you hear?” asked Gunhilda. “There was a whole story about

you on the news last night.”

“What did they say about me?”

“I don't know. We were watching a movie.”

Brunhilda added, “We don't watch the Molemania Network. It stinks.”

“It's not that bad,” said Gunhilda.

“Yes it. Aside from boring news, all they show are low budget monster

movies.”

Watching the passing street lights, I tried to imagine an ancient Mole-

mania untouched by modernity. I couldn't. “So what does Father Jackothan

want? To return to a world without electricity and TV, with no human in-

fluence whatsoever?”

Gunhilda shrugged. “That does seem crazy.  Perhaps that's why more

and more people are converting to Bahbooism.”

“Bahbooism?”

“Duthbert's religion.”

“What do the Bahboos believe?”

Again Gunhilda shrugged. “As far as I can tell, whatever's convenient.

But you'll have to ask Duthbert.”

“I  just  don't  see  how anyone  could  look to  Duthbert  as  a  religious

leader.”

“What do you mean?” Brunhilda snapped. “He's a very good prince.

The economy's booming.”

“Of course it is,” I said. “As far as I can tell, Molemania's gross domes-

tic product is fueled by stolen goods. How could molepeople possibly live

without humans?”

“Well,” said Gunhilda, sitting back and folding her arms, “from what

they say, molepeople and humans were once the same.”
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“What do you mean?”

“This is how I heard the story. Thousands of years ago, there were no

molepeople, only humans. Then there was a terrible war over who should

be king, and the ancestors of the molepeople lost, so they had go under-

ground.”

“Literally,” added Brunhilda.

“The molepeople, as they say to this day, were wronged by the other

people, who stole their property. If you ask a moleperson 'who owns the

land above?' they'll say, 'we do'. So you see, molepeople don't steal, they

take back what's rightfully theirs.”

“I see.” But even as I grinned at the self-righteous nation, I wondered if

I wasn't  a  hypocrite.  What if my people were responsible for this  sorry

place? What if our arrogance, materialism, and waste was trickling down to

the bowels of the earth? Thinking the whole world was ours, what would

stop us from forsaking the little guys, trampling them beneath our feet?

What if molepeople, struggling for survival in the worst of all living condi-

tions, had no choice but to steal? … Meh.

We were passing through a bright area where endless rows of stadium

lights shined over fields of crops. At least molepeople didn’t steal every-

thing … overlooking the electric bill.

As  fascinating  as  Molemania  was,  one  subject  interested  me  more.

Turning to Gunhilda,  I  asked,  “Are you ever going to tell  me how you

came to Molemania?”

“No,” snapped Brunhilda. Awhile later, she banged Barry's seat. “Turn

off the music.” And the old moleman obeyed.

Studying her face for an explanation, I was confused by her wide eyes.

“Do you hear that?” she whispered.

I did hear something: a deep rumbling, growing louder. As I concen-

trated on the sound, I thought I heard the drones of an ominous choir.

“The graveyard,” Brunhilda whispered.
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Graveyard

Despite my hunched back and aching neck, the forbidding sounds were

enough  to  persuade  me  to  stay  in  the  car.  But  my  burly  bodyguards

wouldn't have it. As soon as they pushed me out of the door, I was smoth-

ered in fog. The stuff was so thick, I could barely make out the tall, twisted

graves. The horrible choir had grown louder. I gasped at the sound of a

howling wolf, searching in vain for the beast that was waiting to pounce.

When an unseen maniac revved up a chainsaw, I couldn’t hold back my

scream.

Then I noticed the amused faces of my bodyguards, and I gave my sur-

roundings a deeper look. We were at the edge of Molemania, the walls of

the giant cavern sloping before us, lit by stadium lights. Protruding from

the rocky wall was a …

Fog machine? After a further search, I discovered the speakers.

“Look!” shouted Brunhilda, her face in terror. Fake terror. It was as if I

were her little sister, and she were taking me to meet Mickey Mouse. I fol-

lowed her finger to a marble monument near the ground, and not knowing

what else to do, I crouched down and read the inscription.

Where shadows rest and spiders roam,

Where bony fingers lie in wait,

Where time is naught and spirits moan,

Seeking, hiding from their fates,

Mortals come and mortals go,

Blind as moles in hellish light,

Never knowing those below

Are watching through the world of night,

Serving mighty undergods,
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Vengeance fierce as fi’ry darts,

Vision piercing through facades,

Helping maidens pure in heart.

Can you find us, can you see

Beyond our gloom and stony skin?

Failing hearts bid many flee,

Forsaking treasures deep within.

Beneath the inscription was the logo for the Department of Parks and

Recreation.

“Are you scared?” Brunhilda asked.

“Terrified,” I said.

Gunhilda, on the other hand, was slouched with disinterest. I sensed this

wasn’t the first time her sister had dragged her here.

“Don’t worry,” said Brunhilda, grabbing my arm in her terrible grip,

“we’ll protect you from evil.”

Whether or not the place gave me the creeps, the thought of Brunhilda

dragging me through it definitely did. “No thanks,” I said, exerting all my

strength to break free.

“Suit  yourself,” she continued in her ominous tone,  “but  don’t  say I

didn’t warn you.”

Gunhilda interjected, “You didn’t warn her.”

“Oh. Then let me warn you.” Brunhilda pointed at the vague forms of

graves, reminding me of the Ghost of Christmas Future. “If you go in there

alone, you will die.”

“Thanks for the warning,” I said.

Then, as if no longer able to restrain herself,  Brunhilda ran into the

white fog, practically skipping.

Gunhilda turned to me. “Are you ready?”

“For what?”

“To contact the dead.”

“Look, it was just a silly commercial, probably how they get tourists

down here.”
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“That may be true, but that doesn’t mean you can’t find someone to

help you.”

I  studied  her  sad  face.  “Supposing  you  actually  believed  that,  why

would you be helping me?”

“If I were in your shoes, I'd be almost as miserable as I am now. But

you know I can't help you. We’re only here so Brunhilda can play in the

fog.” (There were giggles in the distance.) “It's just … if someone  else

were to show up, I’m more than willing to turn my head.”

Of all the wackos I’d met in Molemania, Gunhilda struck me as the

most sane. Wondering if she really knew something and was tipping me

off, I pointed to the fog. “You really think I’ll find someone in there?”

“What have you got to lose?”

I took a few steps forward, then stopped at the sound of a blood-cur-

dling scream. It's  just  a  soundtrack,  Ann. As I  got  a  better  look at  the

graves, I realized the graves were statues like the ones of Duthbert’s par-

ents.  They were  standing  in  horrible  poses:  angry eyes,  nostrils  flared,

barred teeth, clawing fingers. I'd be surprised if the place got many visitors,

let alone flowers.

“Molepeople don't bury their dead,” said Gunhilda. “They dip them in

cement and erect them in scary poses. Something about scaring away evil

spirits, I think.”

Officially creeped out, I turned back to the parking lot, trying to think

of an excuse. Barry was leaning against the Corvette. “Go on,” he said,

shoeing me. Then his old face grinned. “Unless you’re afraid.”

That did it. With a silent prayer, I marched into the fog, soon coughing

at the synthetic stuff. Though part of me wanted to laugh at the absurdity of

the whole event, something about the stony faces around me wouldn’t al-

low it. I thought I'd grown accustomed to the sensation of being watched,

but at every corner of the cemetary, I couldn't stop myself from looking

back, and to the side, and to the other side. In my periphery, everything

seemed to jump.

Breathe, Ann. The place wasn’t that bad. In fact, it made sense. While

humans buried or burned their dead, purging them from memory, molepeo-

ple immortalized their ancestors. One couldn't possibly forget this place.

Finding myself face to face with the stony remains of an old molewoman
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with wide eyes  and a screaming mouth,  I  realized that,  once again,  I'd

stopped breathing.

Come on, Ann, you can do this! I was sixteen-years-old, and every time

I entered a public pool, I couldn’t get over my childhood habit of checking

for sharks. It was irrational, just like the fear of dead bodies. What could

they do?

I heard a surge of electricity, followed by the moans of a monster, and

Doctor Frankenstein shouting, “It’s  alive!” Though I knew it  was just a

soundtrack,  my  heart  was  pounding. Take  deep  breaths.  Lots  of  deep

breaths. But when I opened my eyes, I actually saw something approach-

ing me, a silhouette in the fog. It was large, and it was coming fast.

Just as the scream escaped my throat,  Brunhilda came prancing into

view. “Hi!” she said, as friendly as if she’d forgotten her grudge against

me. “Did you find your ghost?”

Catching my breath, I said, “I’m still working on that.”

She continued to prance out  of  sight,  shouting,  “Dead! Dead!  Wake

up!”

Feeling a little better,  I  wandered deeper into the graveyard. Okay,  I

wasn't feeling any better, but staying put made me feel more vulnerable to

the paranormal. After passing through rows of petrified bodies, I came to a

clearing. In the center was a large, black, and shiny boulder, just like the

ones I'd seen at the bottom of the spiraling Gahboo temple. Again I had the

sensation that the thing was a beast. It was watching me. Yet it was more

than a beast. It was a faceless person, beckoning me forward. I could al-

most feel its dark power.

The petrified bodies around me seemed to be nodding their heads with

approval. I could almost hear their voices:  Come join us. Give in to the

darkness. Become a moleperson.

“No,” I said out loud, and the spell was broken. In my thumping heart, I

knew there was something wrong about all this. I was about to turn around

when something else caught my eye. Fastened to the boulder was a plaque,

reading:

Where shadows rest and spiders roam,
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Where bony fingers lie in wait ...

It  was  the  same  poem  I'd  read  before.  Someone  must  have  really

wanted it to be read, because next to the plaque was a plastic container

holding printouts of the same poem. I swiped one. Was this merely poetry,

or did it have a practical purpose? Hadn't Gunhilda mentioned something

about a treasure hunt? Could this have been a clue?

Supposing I was, indeed, the victim of clever marketing, it only made

sense that  the Department of Parks  and Recreation was trying to boost

graveyard attendance in order to justify their exorbitant bill for fog juice.

And as no one in their right mind would come to this place (thus excluding

Brunhilda),  a  treasure  hunt  made  a  lot  of  sense. Of  course. Brunhilda

wasn't just playing in the fog, she was looking for something. Gunhilda, on

the other hand, wanted me to find it. Only she'd said “someone,” not “some-

thing.” I re-read the last stanza:

Can you find us, can you see

Beyond our gloom and stony skin?

Failing hearts bid many flee,

Forsaking treasures deep within.

Whatever it was, if there was the slightest chance it could help me es-

cape from Molemania, I had to find it before Brunhilda did. The phrase

“deep within” suggested that it was underground, most likely beneath one

of the statues. But which one? Finding myself less afraid of the petrified

corpses, I began to examine the Molish names inscribed at their bases.

Ted-dor Doovis

Jims Adkook

Chuckles Flewis

Markiesha Bandrus
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Rickard Finke

Bodger Butters

Garietty Bobbinsfred

William Moneyshuckles

Recalling the phrase “the curse of Captain Moneyshuckles” from the

billboard we'd passed on the way here, I looked up and was startled to see

the stony image of a human. The guy, with long, flowing hair, a three-cor-

nered hat, and an eye patch, must have been the legendary captain.

I read over the poem again.

… Where bony fingers lie in wait …

Around the captain’s wrist was bracelet made of bones.

… Are watching through the world of night …

On his hat was the image of an eye. The all-seeing eye.

… Helping maidens pure in heart …

From the statue's neck hung a crystal shard, perhaps a trinket from the

captain's true love. The treasure had to be beneath this statue. I was even

about to start digging in the grass when the word “curse” resounded in my

mind, and my leery eyes met the captain's. Unlike the other statues, his

eyes weren't angry or frightened but … sad.

“What brought you down here?” I whispered, my hand gravitating to

his crystal necklace. But I already knew the answer. “You miss her, don't

you?”  His  sadness  was  contagious.  “You  were  trying  to  impress  her,

weren't you? You thought that by descending to the bottom of the earth,

she'd be so impressed, she'd have to fall for you. And it would have worked
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but … but what? What went wrong?” I ran my fingers along the stony im-

age of the crystal necklace, searching the captain's empty eyes for an an-

swer.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said an unexpected voice.
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Captain Moneyshuckles

 It was Gunhilda, startling me half to death. “Don’t you know about the

curse?”

“I saw the billboard,” I said, “though if you have anything to add …”

“He was the world’s greatest pirate, traveling the whole earth in search

of rare and exotic treasures.” She was using her storytelling voice. “One

day he heard about the legend of Molemania, which many explorers had

tried in vain to find. The captain sought out an old witch, who used her

powers of divination to discover a secret entrance. In no time, the unsus-

pecting molepeople were at the mercy of the captain and his bloodthirsty

crew, who stole Molemania's finest treasures. But still the captain wasn’t

satisfied. He demanded to know if there was any other treasure, and the

frightened molepeople told him of the golden cavern.”

“The golden cavern?”

“It’s in the under-underworld.”

“The what?”

“It's even lower than here, where not even molepeople have set foot.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Brunhilda doesn't  like to admit  it,  but we do watch the Molemania

Network now and then. Anyway, the molepeople told the captain about the

terrible monsters that lived in the under-underworld, but he ignored all of

their warnings, and all of his crew was eaten.”

A chill passed over my body as I thought of the statue of the giant mon-

ster in the palace. Of course, the creature was no more real than sharks in

public pools, but that didn’t stop my imagination from throwing me in its

mouth. “So what’s in the golden cavern?”

“The one thing you most desire.”

“Eh?”

“It’s a magical cavern.”

“I see.” In my case, I’d find an elevator with a great, big up button. “So

what happened to the captain?”
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“He survived and made it to the golden cavern.”

“So what was his treasure?”

“No one knows. But whatever it was, it did him no good, because for a

human to enter the under-underworld – which is the home of the undergods

– is an unforgivable sin. He was cursed to stay down there for all eternity.

And according  to  legend,  all  of  the  treasures  he  left  behind  were  also

cursed. Anyone who touches them will suffer the wrath of the undergods.”

Of course, it was one of those unresolved stories calculated to annoy

the listener. “You don't believe any of that, do you?”

Gunhilda shrugged.

“It doesn't make sense. If the captain's still roaming the under-under-

world, then what's his body doing here?”

Apparently Gunhilda had never considered the question.

I knocked on the statue. It was hollow. “The treasure's beneath this guy.

I know it.” And now knowing the curse was nothing but superstition, I pro-

ceeded to tug at the grass. Only the grass wouldn't move. It was Astroturf.

Undaunted, I got behind the statue and began to push. “Would you mind

helping?” I wheezed.

“Sorry,  but  that  would  be  a  conflict  of  interest,”  said  Gunhilda.

“Though I'll turn my head if you'd like.”

Already exhausted, I relaxed my pathetic muscles. Then I had an idea.

Taking pains to raise my voice over the Halloween soundtrack, I shouted,

“Brunhilda!”

A few seconds later, there was faint “what?” in the distance.

“Who’s stronger, you or Gunhilda?” I shouted again.

This time there was no delay. “Me.”

“Really. I was just thinking that Gunhilda’s biceps look a little bigger

than yours.”

Moments later, the massive body of Brunhilda emerged from the fog,

her eyebrows pointed. “What do you mean?”

Gunhilda, with a smug look on her face, whispered to me, “You’re try-

ing to trick us, but it's not going to work.”

“You're right,” I said.

Brunhilda asked, “Right about what?”
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“I wanted to see which of you could move this statue, but Gunhilda said

that wasn’t a good idea, so nevermind.”

“Why wouldn’t that be a good idea?” Brunhilda demanded.

Gunhilda rolled her eyes. “She’s trying to trick us.”

“Don’t  worry about  it,”  I  said.  “Gunhilda thinks she has  nothing to

prove, so let’s just assume she’s the stronger one.”

“I will not assume that.” Brunhilda's voice was growing louder.

Gunhilda said to her sister, “Listen to yourself. You're falling for it.”

“Are you insulting me?” asked Brunhilda.

“What are you talking about?” asked Gunhilda.

“We’re talking about you saying you’re stronger than me.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“So you admit it. I’m the stronger one.”

“I didn’t say that either.” Now Gunhilda was raising her voice. “Look,

she thinks the treasure's beneath the statue.”

Brunhilda's eyes widened. “All right, then, let’s do this.” Like a lineman

on a football team, her hands impacted against the statue.

“That’s  public  property!”  shouted  Gunhilda.  But  her  expression

changed when the statue began to budge. As if an opposing lineman, she

threw herself against the opposite side of the statue, counteracting Brun-

hilda’s force.

The statue slid back and forth, the sisters grunting, almost screaming. In

the end, their flexing muscles were an equal match, and the statue toppled

to the side, bouncing on the soft turf.

Chiming bells sounded from unseen speakers, seeming to signify the

discovery of a great secret. As I peered through the cloud of settling dust, I

made out a staircase.
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Sage

“I knew it,” said Brunhilda, staring into the dark hole.

“No you didn't,” said Gunhilda.

But neither Brunhilda, nor Gunhilda, nor myself took a step closer to

the mysterious staircase. I knew I had to take initiative if I was going to get

the treasure, but I was having a traumatic flashback in which I was stand-

ing beneath a blue sky in Cedar Hills State Park, peering into another black

hole.

“They say once you enter … you can never return,” came the devilish

voice of Bobbert.

“What are you waiting for?” asked Brunhilda, slapping me on the back.

Then  came  another  voice,  someone  shouting  from the  underground

chamber: “Just a minute. Don’t come down yet.”

I turned to my bodyguards. “Who was that?”

Brunhilda was smiling. “The spirit of the righteous dead.”

Below, there were sounds of clatter,  shuffling,  and then silence,  fol-

lowed by, “All right, I’m ready.”

“You wanted help,” Brunhilda continued. “Now go get it.”

Ignoring my pounding heart, I stepped down into the shadowy stairwell,

cobwebs grazing my skin. After only a few steps, I felt eight-legged preda-

tors running all over my body. Though my every slap and scratch exposed

my delusions, that didn't make the delusions stop. The webs got so thick

and sticky, they were like vines in a jungle. I tore through the wretched

stuff, hating like I’d never hated before.

“It’s not real, you know,” came the reverberant voice of Gunhilda, who

was standing behind me.

Grateful for a companion, I took a closer look at the handful of web in

my hands. It was synthetic. “Oh.” Then I had a disturbing thought. “Is this

the under-underwold?” I asked Gunhilda, wondering if we too would be

trapped for all eternity.

Gunhilda shrugged. “Let’s go find out.”
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As we resumed our descent, the narrow stairwell filled with the sound

of grinding stone, and my sinking heart told me we were the bait of a cin-

ema-style booby trap. Sure enough, the entrance was closing off. “Run!” I

cried to Gunhilda.

Though we ran to the top of the stairs, we were too late. With a stony

ceiling overhead, the grinding came to a stop, sealing our doom. There was

muffled laughter from above, followed by, “You’re trapped!” It was Brun-

hilda, who must have picked up the statue and shoved it over the entrance.

In the dim light coming from below, I turned to Gunhilda. “What’s she

doing?”

Gunhilda shrugged. “Being Brunhilda.”

“But I thought she wanted the treasure.”

“She does. And apparently she wants you to get it for her.”

Clenching my fists, I resumed my descent, because there was nothing

else to do. Then, as we approached the bottom of the stairs, from whence

came flickering firelight and the sound of an Indian sitar, I raised my fists.

We passed through strings of beads. The first thing I noticed were the

little blue flames on gas burners. Between them sat a moleman in a red

robe, sitting cross-legged on a cushion. He was in the process of adjusting

his long, white beard when he noticed us, his eyes wide. I’m guessing he

wasn’t expecting humans.

He tucked his florescent, pink sandals beneath his robe, raised a claw,

and opened his mouth. Then he seemed to remember something. “Just a

moment.” Jumping to his feet, he passed through a blue curtain dappled

with yellow stars and crescent moons. We heard cans fall over and some-

thing wooden creek open. When the moleman returned, he was holding a

shiny sword in one hand and a metal stand in the other. He placed the stand

between us and himself, set up the sword, and resumed his lotus position.

The clean steel of the sword looked awesome in the firelight. Unlike

this  letdown of  a  so-called  fantasy world,  it  was  beautifully  medieval.

Whether or not Molemania had hokey marketing, I knew God had led me

to this treasure, my defense against Duthbert and the forces of evil.

The sagely moleman resumed his raised claw. “Once you’ve mastered

it,” he said in a deep voice, “it shall be yours.”

“The sword?” I asked, feeling this was too good to be true.
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He nodded.

“Thanks!”  I  immediately grabbed the  hilt.  Then a  jolt  of  electricity

passed through my body. The weird moleman was holding something like

a Taser in his hand.

“You can’t have it until you’ve mastered it,” he said, frowning.

Gunhilda retorted, “How do you know she hasn’t mastered it? You’ve

never seen her fight.”

The sage leaned back. “I can just tell. She’s not ready.”

Rubbing my aching wrist that now suffered from electrical shock as

well as Brunhilda damage, I asked, “How am I supposed to master it if you

won’t let met touch it?”

“Go practice on some other sword.”

“Where am I supposed to find another sword?”

“At a sporting goods store. Use your head.”

“But I … don’t have any money.” Which was mostly true.

“Then go get a job. Sheesh.”

For an awkward moment, the three of us exchanged meaningless looks.

Finally Gunihlda asked the moleman, “Are you a city employee?”

He replied, “I’m not authorized to answer that question,”

“How much do you get paid to sit here all day?”

The moleman narrowed his eyes. “Again I’m not authorized to answer

that question.”

“So you do get paid to sit here all day.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You mean you do this for free?”

“I  didn’t  say that  either.” The moleman shuffled in  his seat.  “Look,

would you sit all day in a pit, waiting for the remote possibility that some-

one might find you, if you didn’t get paid?”

“So this is where our taxes are going.”

“It’s a public service.”

“Then why don’t you give her the sword?”

“I already told you. She can come back when she’s ready. Besides, the

sword is a good, not a service.”

Feeling a need to play the peacemaker, I asked the moleman, “Who are

you?”
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The moleman, relieved by the question, returned to his deep voice. “I

am the old old sage from beneath the grave.”

Trying  to  make  sense  of  his  character,  I  drew on  my drama  skills.

“What’s your motivation?”

“My motivation is to help those in need, such as pitiful maidens like

yourself.”

“That’s a common misconception. I’m not a pitiful maiden.”

“No? Are you not the famous Ann Wilkinson?”

“How did you know that?”

“Everyone knows that.” The  sage reached beneath a coffee table and

pulled out a newspaper. The title of the paper was The Eavesdropper, and

the top headline read in huge letters:

NETHERWORLDIAN BABE TAKES ON PRINCE

Next to it was a picture from yesterday of me giving my impromptu

anti-Duthbert speech on the street. I was raising a fist while Bobbert, stand-

ing in the background, was covering his eyes. I looked so naive.

Reaching for the newspaper, I asked, “May I see that?”

He handed it to me, and I read aloud:

We heard from some very reliable sources that Prince Duthbert 

has a new fiancée. As is typical among royalty, his future bride, 

Ann Wilkinson, is less than willing. What moleperson doesn't love 

a good scandal? But the plot thickens: Ann is a netherworldian, 

which, while not unpardonable by Bahboo standards, is a shock to 

conservative Gahboos, especially considering that Ann could be 

our future queen. We anxiously await an official statement from 

Father Jackothan.

Furthermore, Ann has publicly declared herself as not only an en-

emy to Duthbert but to the whole Molish nation. According to 

royal herald Bobbert McBilliam, Ann believes that all of Molema-

nia must repents of its sins or “our treasures will become slip-
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pery.” Unfortunately, the self-righteous Ann didn't give any further

explanation.

When we asked Bobbert, who brought the girl to Molemania, if she

had a chance against Duthbert, he became hysterical with laugh-

ter.

Having read enough, I crumpled up the newspaper.

“There are many who believe in your cause,” said the sage.

“Then why will no one help me?”

“I’m helping you. But first you must prove yourself.”

“How long will it take to prove myself?”

“Could take weeks. Could take years.”

“I only have three days.”

“That’s your problem.”

I wanted to smack the little moleman. “Look, I really need this sword

—”

“Silence!” He raised his Taser, and Gunhilda and I stepped back.

I waited in vain for him to continue. “Why?”

He didn’t answer. He was too preoccupied with searching for something

beneath the coffee table. Following the sound of a beep, synthetic fog be-

gan to spray out of a hole in the wall, and the weird moleman began a ma-

niacal laugh. As the fog engulfed him, he laughed louder and louder.

I whispered to Gunhilda, “What’s he doing?”

She whispered back, “I think he’s disappearing.” (Our eyes turned to

the sword, apparently both of us having the same thought.) “Quick!”

This was it: the moment Molly Mormon turned to the dark side. If I had

more time to consider ethics and values, I might have weighed the crime of

stealing against my priceless integrity, but at the moment I wasn’t feeling

it. Lunging forward, I swiped the sword, and Gunhilda and I darted for the

stairs.

A moment later, the sage shouted from behind, “What the … hey! You

haven’t proved yourself yet.”
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“I  don’t  have  time  to  prove  myself,”  I  retorted.  But  soon  we  were

forced to stop beneath the stony ceiling at the top of the stairs.  There’s

nothing quite as embarrassing as attempting a swashbuckling escape only

to remember that your back door is locked. “Brunhilda,” I shouted, “let us

out!”

“Did you find a treasure?” came Brunhilda’s muffled voice.

“Yes!”

The ceiling began slide open, though it stopped after only a few inches.

“First give me the treasure,” said Brunhilda, her voice more clear.

“But …”

The ceiling began to slide shut again.

At the bottom of the stairs stood the sage, pointing his Taser up at us.

“The curse of Captain Moneyshuckles be upon you! You have taken the

forbidden treasure and offended the undergods.”

“Shut up,” said Gunhilda, pulling a pistol out of her pants.

With wide eyes, the sage darted out of sight.

In this awful standstill, there was no point in delaying the inevitable. I

raised the sword through the remaining slit in the ceiling, and Brunhilda

pulled it up. When, at last, she began to push the statue out of our way, the

unseen sage shouted:

“You people are very rude.”

“Sorry,” I said, wishing I’d never come to this stupid place. As a dirty

thief with nothing to show for it, I was no better than a moleperson.
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Grubby Root Stew

Brunhilda banged on  the back of the driver’s seat. “Can't you go any

faster?”

But Barry ignored her, bobbing his ancient head to “The Sound of Si-

lence.”

This didn't stop Brunhilda from banging. “We’re late for an appoint-

ment. Play something intense.”

The old guy was either deaf or had learned to tune out Brunhilda long

ago.

The time was twelve-twenty-eight. I was supposed to have met Duth-

bert for lunch at twelve. For most of the ride, I was occupied with feeling

sorry for myself.  Then I noticed the dread in Gunhilda's  face. “Do you

think he'll whip you or something?"

Gunhilda wiped away a tear. “There's laws against that sort of thing.

He's a very good prince.”

“I like him,” added Brunhilda.

I couldn't believe this. "But he's forcing me to marry him! … I think.”

“So?” snapped Brunhilda. “He's a prince. I've always wanted to marry a

prince."

“But he's not even human!”

“Well aren't you hard to please?”

I turned back to Gunhilda. “If he's not going to hurt you, then what are

you afraid of?”

“Last year,”  said Gunhilda, taking time to compose herself, “Duthbert

lowered Brunhilda's wage fifty cents, just because she didn't show up to

work one day.”

Brunhilda nodded in self-pity.

And I thought mine was a material world.

* * *
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The three of us stood at the entrance of the dining hall, but staring at the

backside of a pacing Duthbert was even more paralyzing than an under-

ground staircase filled with cobwebs. The clops of the guy's shiny shoes

were reverberating through the long dining hall. He'd already undergone

another  wardrobe  change.  In  addition  to  velvety  pants  and  a  flowing

blouse, around his neck was a lacy ruff straight from the Elizabethan era.

The flouncy disk of fabric was almost as wide as the moleman was tall.

He turned around, and Gunhilda let out an involuntary yelp.

Duthbert snapped his fingers, and seconds later, Gold Mouth and Horse

Face were at his side. They were like genies, materializing out of nowhere.

“See that these women are properly punished,” said the prince.

Smiles stretched across the goons’ faces. As they approached us, Horse

Face went so far as to crack his knuckles. Though my bodyguards were

twice the size of the little goons, they allowed themselves to be shoved

through the doors, which, seconds later, were slammed shut, leaving only

me and Duthbert in the wide, empty space. Still with no way to defend my-

self, I recalled my screaming horror as a child when my parents had aban-

doned me to a scary babysitter.

“It’s good to see you, my dear.” Bowing like a true prince, Duthbert

was doing some circular thing with his hand. “Please take your seat.” He

even sounded like a prince, not the neurotic tyrant I knew before. Still do-

ing the circle thing, he gestured to a chair.

Wondering when the lecture would come, I took the seat.

Notwithstanding my recent hot dog and funnel cake, the mere sight of

the silver lids in front of me made my stomach rumble. I was about to lift

one of them when  Duthbert’s  claws grazed my shoulders.  “Hands off!” I

shouted. In my mind.

Duthbert walked to the other  end of the long  table and took his seat.

That is, throne. Being looked down upon by someone in a giant chair has a

way of communicating one’s inferiority. At least I still had my one true

friend  in  Molemania:  food.  Again  I  reached  for  the  closest  lid,  then

stopped,  wondering  if  I  was  breaching  some  Molish  etiquette.  When  I

looked up, sure enough, Duthbert was frowning at me, so I said, “Um …

would you like me to say the blessing?”
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“Thanks, but we have priests for that sort of thing.” Duthbert  clapped

his hands, and with the usual  speed of his mysterious attendants, a mole-

man in a black robe ran up to the table.

I'm guessing this guy was a Bahboo priest.  He outstretched his hands,

palms downward, and said in a small, frail voice, “Please close your eyes.”

Then he prayed. “Oh mighty undergods, keepers of the deep, we beg you

in virtue of our Molish blood to use your fiery powers to purge this food of

its impurities. Oh dark spirits, hear us, your chosen people, spared from the

abominations of the netherworld and brought to this chosen  realm in the

belly of the earth. Grant us good health and strengthen the amino acids in

our claws. We pledge to forever cleave to your holy darkness and shun all

light from above. And for every blessing upon us, we ask an equal cursing

upon the netherworldians. Amen.”

Intrigued by the priest, I hadn't kept my eyes shut. That is, until I no-

ticed Duthbert staring back at me. For one who outsourced his prayers and

didn’t even bother to close his eyes, I had a hard time picturing Duthbert as

the head of a church. After the prayer, the priest bowed and rushed out of

sight, venturing a perplexed glance at me on his way.

At last,  Duthbert  lifted one of his silver lids,  and  I did the same.  A

lovely steam caressed my face. The stuff in the dish looked like beef stew. I

didn't  hesitate to grab my spoon and gobble up the much-needed suste-

nance.

Duthbert,  holding his bowl over his huge ruff,  was pouring the stew

into his snout. With his mouth full, he said, “Grubby root stew with worms,

an ancient Molish dish.”

Not until the aftertaste kicked in did his words register. Noticing the

white worms in my bowl, the remnants of my formerly ingested hot dog

and funnel cake rose to my throat.

Duthbert, frowning at the new stains on his formerly pristine fashion,

tore off the soggy ruff, threw it on the floor, and continued to down the

stew, slurping and smacking. When the bowl was empty, he wiped his drip-

ping chin against his sleeve. “What’s the matter, not hungry?”

“I’m feeling a little sick.”

“Come on, frabble roots soothe the stomach.”
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“Maybe later.” Though it was hard to say anything in the awkward set-

ting, I had to get some answers while I could. “Do you … want to marry

me?”

Duthbert  politely stifled  a  belch.  “Of  course.  What  did  you  think  I

wanted?”

“Just making sure.” I moved down my mental list. “Why do you want to

marry me?”

“I already told you.”

“You did?”

He rolled his eyes. “Because you’re hot.”

“Is that the only reason?”

“You have a nice singing voice.”

“Surely I’m not the only girl in Molemania who meets those qualifica-

tions.”

“Actually, you are.”

Wondering what he meant, it occurred to me that the fact must have had

something to do with my being human. “So who really sent for me, you or

Grandma?”

“Grandma likes to observe the netherworld as a way of protecting our

borders. You were singing when she tapped into your cell phone, and when

I happened to walk by, we both agreed you needed to come down for a pri -

vate concert.”

“Meaning you wanted to see if my visual hotness matched my auditory

hotness.”

“Something like that.”

“And you used your ailing grandmother as bait.”

“You think you've got me all figured out, don't you?”

“No. I still don't understand why a wealthy prince would want to settle

for a random girl he doesn't even know.”

“Don't trouble your tender, little mind. Even if you  could understand,

you would know too much, and I'd have to kill you.” Though he had the air

of one telling a joke, there was nothing funny about it. “Have you made up

your mind yet?”

“About what?”

Again he rolled his eyes. “About me.”
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“I’ll need the full three days.”

“Suit yourself.” He dished up another bowl of stew.

“I think you should repeal the TV Tapping Act.”

The room fell silent. Duthbert set down his bowl. “Are you telling me

what to do?”

As my heart pounded, I played with my spoon, watching the reflection

of my nose distort into bulbous shapes. I almost looked like a moleperson.

“Well, if I were to become the princess of Molemania, I like to think I’d

have a say in the matter.”

“In that you would be wrong.”

“There's better ways than stealing.”

“Do you realize who you're talking to?”

“You know, you’re not giving me many reasons to marry you.”

“How’s about, if you don’t, I’ll throw you back in the dungeon?”

Again the room was silent.  Time to change the subject.  “What would

Father Jackothan say about our marriage?”

That must have been the wrong question to ask, because Duthbert's face

contorted with anger as he rose to his feet. “That old geezer has no power

over me. The official religion of Molemania is Bahbooism, not Gahboo-

ism.”

“So does that make you the spiritual guardian of Molemania?”

“Of course it does.”

“What do Bahboos believe exactly?”

“Unlike the close-minded tenets of Gahbooism, Bahbooism is open to

interpretation. A Bahboo may worship the undergods, or he may worship

no god at all. He may live the humble life of a priest or enjoy the raucous

pleasures of a prince, because Bahboos don't judge. We know that all tun-

nels lead to the core. Most importantly, Bahboos believe in progress. We

embrace new ways, technologies, and peoples. While Jackothan wants to

bring back the dark ages, I’ve brought a Renaissance.”

“Meaning stolen electricity.”

“And while  Jackothan  would keep us in isolation, I’m trying to unite

molepeople with humans.”

“By marrying me?”

“Precisely.”
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“Wouldn’t it be better to marry an important human, like a princess?”

“Do you know any princesses who would marry me?”

“No.”

“Well  then. Any more questions?”  His eyes were fixed on mine, his

brow heavy.

“No.”

“Good.” He rubbed his lined forehead. “Boys! Take the netherworldian

to her room and lock her up for the rest of the day.”

“But … I’m not done exploring the kingdom. You promised.”

“And you promised to be on time for every meal. When you keep your

promises, I’ll keep mine.”
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My Knight

Expecting  to  return  to  the  police  station,  I  was  pleasantly surprised

when Duthbert's goons took me up an elevator to the second floor of the

palace, where a door awaited me with a golden number “1” above it. When

the door was unlocked, I gaped at the vision of a soft bed, a TV, and a mini

refrigerator. The room had a private bathroom with little bottles of sham-

poo (though alas, there were no jets in the tub). There was even a Gideon

bible on the dresser.

Gold Mouth said, “Our number’s by the phone. Give us a call if you

need anything.”

“Or if you get lonely,” added Horse Face with a grin. They started to

close the door.

“But what about my bodyguards?” I asked.

“Until further notice,” said Gold Mouth, “we’re your bodyguards.” And

then they were gone, locking the door behind them.

I didn’t hesitate to throw myself onto the bed. Finally, real relief. Even

if I was locked up, being alone in a hotel room was better than being any-

where else in Molemania. The time on the alarm clock was 1:14 PM. If I

was still in the “netherworld,” I would have been suffering the brain-rack-

ing torture of pre-calculus. How nice to have a legitimate excuse for skip-

ping class. In fact, for the first time in my life, I had absolutely no way of

being productive. This was everything I’d ever dreamed of.

Hopping off the bed, I flung open the refrigerator. There was nothing

but a box of baking soda. But that was okay, because I soon got what I re-

ally needed: the bath of all baths. Emptying all three bottles of shampoo, I

washed the weight of the world out of my hair, draining tub after tub of

brown, filthy water. In no time my skin was as fresh as a baby’s and as

wrinkly as a ninety-year-old-woman’s.

After drying myself, the thought of putting on the stinky clothes with

which I’d crawled through the belly of the earth made me sick. Then I no-

ticed the little, yellow dress hanging in the closet. No doubt it was hung
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there for me, though it was much too small, probably made for a mole-

woman. Besides, I wasn't about to let Duthbert choose my wardrobe. So,

with a sigh, I put on my dirty clothes.

Fully dressed, I found myself sitting on the bed, doing nothing. I was

almost preferring the dungeon. When the world around me had been in

shadows, the mystery of the future allowed for hope. Now I wasn’t so sure.

My eyes turned to the phone on the dresser. Impulsively, I grabbed the

receiver and dialed my family’s number. It didn’t take long for a nasally

voice to respond with, “We’re sorry, but the number you dialed has been

disconnected or is no longer in service.” Next I tried 9-11.

“Nine-one-on  emergency,”  said  the  unmistakable  voice  of  a  mole-

woman.

“No more molepeople!” I slammed down the receiver.

My attention was drawn to the mirror above the sink, at my frizzy hair

and sunken eyes. Now there was a tortured soul. What does Duthbert see

in me? The chin began to quiver. The eyes were blinking. I thought I was

done with tears. I was wrong.

Just when I was about to curl into a ball and let myself go, I remem-

bered my New Year’s resolution and my promise that there would be no

exceptions, no matter how good the excuse. To preserve the precious bat-

tery life of my phone – just in case – I opened the Gideon bible to a ran-

dom verse in Proverbs twenty-one:

19. It is better to dwell in the wilderness than with a contentious 

and an angry woman.

I closed the book … and shed another tear. With my shoes on and the

overhead light burning away (I’d had enough darkness), I crawled beneath

linen sheets, closed my eyes, and …

“No!” I threw off the sheet and took another look in the mirror. This

time I saw something different in those bloodshot eyes.  I got myself into

this, and I can get myself out. I still have two days.

Suddenly anxious, I searched the room for instruments of war. They

could take away my sword, but they couldn’t stop the warrior princess.
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Opening the closet, I tossed aside the yellow dress and retrieved the metal

bar from which the dress had hung.

Once you've mastered it, it shall be yours.

Maybe once I’d proved myself, some mystical power would deliver the

sword back into my possession. I brandished the bar, attacking invisible

molemen in black suits. One down. Another down. Soon I was to the main

boss, whose arms were machine guns. I jumped onto the bed and deflected

every bullet with my weapon. Then I lunged for the attack. Boom! He ex-

ploded. Now I had to confront the main boss of all main bosses … Duth-

bert.

Traveling up a space-aged elevator, I met the dark prince on a towering

platform. Behind him was Lenny, bound and gagged.

Lenny. I’d almost forgotten about Lenny.

“So Ann …” said Duthbert.

“So Duthbert …” I replied. I wasn’t very good at improvising dialog, so

I skipped to the battle. Duthbert’s eyes were wide with fear. Lenny was ab-

solutely smitten with love. I raised my sword and …

There was a knock at the door.

I dropped the bar and jumped off the bed. “Who is it?”

“Bobbert McBilliam,” replied a familiar voice.

Speak of the devil. “Have you heard from Lenny?”

“If you let me in, I'll tell you everything.”

“But the door’s locked.”

“I have a key.”

“Then what’s stopping you?”

“My sense of chivalry.”

“You’ll kidnap a lady, but you won’t enter a lady’s bedroom without her

permission?”

“I didn’t kidnap you, I coerced you. It's called salesmanship.”

“Just get on with it.”

A key turned,  and Bobbert  opened the  door,  closing  it  behind  him.

There he was, yellow helmet, black trench coat, as dirty as when I’d first
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met him. I couldn’t help but smile as his muddy boots soiled the pink car-

pet.

“Well?”

Ignoring me, he grabbed both pillows from my bed and stuffed them

behind the dresser.

“What are you doing?”

“Every room in the palace is bugged,” he whispered. “But that aught to

dampen the sound.”

Of course. If molepeople were spying on me miles above, I should have

known a bedroom in the palace was anything but private. It was disturbing

to think that someone could have been listening to the ramblings of my

swashbuckling fantasy. 

“Duthbert thinks I’m delivering the fake letter from your boyfriend,”

Bobbert continued. “You know,  Dear Ann, my love for you has faded. I

think you should marry the prince. Et cetera.” He pulled a soiled letter out

of his trench coat.

“Then what’s that?”

“The real letter from your boyfriend.” He handed me the letter, which I

eagerly  tore  open and  unfolded. To my horror, it was only one sentence

long.

Was this a breakup letter? What else could Lenny possibly say in one

sentence? After all,  I  had stood him up, and he might have thought my

story about Molemania was a mean-spirited joke. Even prior to all  this,

there had been signs. I mean, he never took me to Los Hermanos anymore.

“Are you all right?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You stopped moving.”

“Did I?” Focusing on the paper in my trembling hands, I ventured to

read the words “Dear Ann.” What did he mean by that? Was I dear to him,

or was it just a formality?

“Are you going to read it  or what?”  Bobbert had  forgotten to use his

hushed voice.

Looking at the moleman’s eyes – eyes that were starving for juicy gos-

sip – I felt obliged to raise my courage and read aloud.
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Dear Ann,

I’m coming to rescue you.

Your knight in shining armor,

Lenny

“He’s coming to rescue me,” I said.

“So it would appear.”

“He’s coming to rescue me,” I said again, looking up at the flowery

wallpaper.

“You said that already.”

I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to make sense of this. “He’s

coming to rescue me.”

“You don't sound too excited.”

“Of course I’m excited.”

“Good, because dealing with this guy wasn’t easy. When I called him

up, he wanted to bring a search party.”

“Search party?”

“Seems you’re almost as popular up there as you are down here. Not

until I threatened to hang up did Lenny agree to come alone. You know, na-

tional security.”

“How did he respond to …” My eye’s met Bobbert’s.

“Me? Much better than others I know. Not everyone has a tragically

limited world view.”

“Huh. So what happened?”

Bobbert’s eyes were dreamy. “He must really love you, Ann. He fol-

lowed me without any hesitation. No complaints. No looking back. In all

my years, I’ve never seen such courage.”

I could feel my heart rate increasing. “You mean he’s here?”

“Of course.”

“Where?”

“At the Motel Five. I would have brought him here but … you know …

Duthbert. But don’t worry. He’s planning an epic rescue.”



88

“I see.”

“What’s wrong with you? I tell you your knight is on his way, and in-

stead of jumping for joy, you look like you’re suffering from indigestion.”

“I did have a less than appetizing lunch.”

“Soon this guy will solve all your problems. He’s brilliant. Though a bit

on the delusional side. He kept going on about how he's going to start a

war and free the slaves. I told him there aren’t any slaves down here, but he

wouldn’t listen.”

Again I looked in the mirror, at the frail, little girl staring back at me.

So much for the warrior princess.

“Then he got off about enlightening the heathens. As much as I like the

guy, I think he crossed the line when he gave me this.” Bobbert reached

into his coat and pulled out a soiled copy of The Book of Mormon. “I told

him I’m a Bahboo, but once again he wouldn’t listen. Here, you take it.”

I stared at the book in my hands. Lenny was even a better missionary

than me.

“That’s one good thing I can say about you, Ann. You don’t push your

ways on others. You’re content to stand by the wayside and let others take

action.”

“Thanks.”

“So just hang tight for now and try not to meddle. In fact, if I were you,

I wouldn’t do anything at all. Rescuing a prisoner is a job for a profes-

sional. Like Lenny. I’m telling you, the guy’s amazing.”

“Thanks for your help, Bobbert. Do you think I could have some time

alone?”

“I  was true to  my every word,  miss.  I  promised  that  you and your

boyfriend would have a most romantic date in our fantastic kingdom.”

“That was very insightful of you.”

He was rubbing his dirty hands. “Might I … have a tip?”

“But I already gave you a tip.”

He frowned. “It’s a lot of work to hike to the netherworld.”

With a sigh, I pulled out my wallet and handed over my remaining five

dollars. “There you go, but that’s really all I have.”

Bobbert quickly pocketed the money and went to the door. “Thanks,

miss. Good luck escaping and all that. I’m on your side, you know.”
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I trailed behind him. “Then leave the door open.”

“And lose my job? No thanks.”

“Can you give me a key or something?”

“Sorry, too dangerous.” And with that he was out the door, locking it

behind him.

Glad to be alone, I reached down and picked up the metal bar I’d taken

from the closet, twirling it in my hands. I swung to the left. I swung to the

right. When I glanced at the mirror, the warrior princess was back.

“You got yourself into this mess,” I told her, “and you can get yourself
out.” In my mind’s eye, I saw him coming for me, a dashing man in black.
“Sorry, Lenny, but this adventure’s mine.” With that, I sliced one end of an
imaginary chain, causing the chandelier to fall on the bad guys. Holding on
to the other end, I rose into the air, up, up, and away.
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Warrior Princess

I paced from one wall to the other, into the bathroom, out of the bath-

room, onto the bed, off the bed. My objective was simple: rescue myself

before Lenny could. There was only problem: logic.

First I had to slip beneath the radar. But having already concluded I'd

never make it  home by myself,  somehow I had to coerce Bobbert  into

keeping his promise to take me home. Having a sword would have been re-

ally handy.  Darn you, Brunhilda. Instead I would have to karate-chop the

goons, take their guns, and knock them unconscious. How hard could it

be? I'd seen it a hundred times on TV. Only if I'd seen it a hundred times,

the average moleperson must have seen it a thousand times. They knew all

my American secrets.

Plan B … I couldn't think of a Plan B. So as five o'clock approached

(time for dinner with Duthbert), with the metal bar in my hands, I waited

by the door, wondering if I’d have the stomach to do it. But no one ever

came. I didn’t even get a bucket of shrimp with which to pass the time.

Duthbert must have been really mad at me, which wasn't a good sign if I

was going to get the most out of my remaining two days of quasi-freedom.

I had to lull him into a false sense of security, even if that meant being flir -

tatious.

Ew.

Hungry and miserable, I confess, I turned on the TV.

There was a really cute documentary about kittens on  Animal Planet.

Then I realized I was watching stolen TV. In response to my conscience, I

flipped through the channels, just to see what I would be denying myself,

when I noticed some molepeople on channel fifty-eight. It was the Mole-

mania Network, showing an office drama. A shaggy moleman in a blazer

had just pulled out a gun.

“He has a gun!” cried an astute-looking molewoman in a business skirt.

“Don’t move,” barked the guy with a gun. “I’ve got a gun.”
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“We better do what he says,” said another guy, his eyes wide, “or he

might shoot us with his gun.”

It was intense stuff. But just when I thought the action had reached a

climax, an elevator opened, and out came a moleman who was covered in

blue makeup.

“A monster!” cried the molewoman.

“Raar!” said the monster.

Now the guy with the gun had to decide whether to pursue his criminal

agenda or to team up with the others to save themselves from the monster.

Meanwhile the monster got a hold of the molewoman and, with his clumsy

claws, tore her shirt  from side to side, transforming it  into a suggestive

belly shirt. Then, with the girl in his arm, he went on a rampage. The guy

with the gun shot in vain. The monster was impervious to bullets.

I turned off the TV and went to bed.

* * *

Someone  was  knocking  at  my door.  It  was  six-thirty AM.  With  no

morning light pouring through my window, I felt like night had never come

at all. Still, I had to be strong. I reached over to the nightstand for the metal

bar, and –

“Hey,” said Gold Mouth, throwing open the door. His eyes fell to the

blunt object in my hand, which I quickly dropped. Then he turned to the

heap of a yellow dress on the floor. “Duthbert wants you to wear that.”

“Sorry, but I don't stoop to immodesty.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“It means you can tell that fat, old ...”  What are you doing, Ann? You

need to be flirtatious, remember? But this was a matter of principle. And

yet, how was a girl to go about choosing the right when her only choices

were bad and worse? “... I mean, that … beautiful … guy … that I'll just be

a moment.”

They just stared at me.

“Some privacy, please?”

* * *
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I took my seat as gracefully as a princess, pulling forward the hem of

the horrible dress, trying in vain to cover my jeans. Though my underlying

clothes were soiled and stinky, and though the tiny dress restricted my abil-

ity to breathe, at least I was modest.

From the other end of the table, Duthbert was looking me over, frown-

ing

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”  The guy had toned down his  wardrobe to  a semi-formal

blazer and a bit of hair gel.

“You don’t have anything in human size, do you?”

“No.”

I was so hungry, the thought of grubby root stew with worms was al-

most bearable. “Is someone going to say a blessing?”

“No.”

“Would you like me to say it?”

“No.”

I was sensing some bad vibes. Come what may, I had to please my host,

so I lifted a silver lid, grabbed a steaming ball of … something … and

bravely chewed it. Whatever it was, it crunched in the most horrible way

imaginable. Getting a better look at the steaming dish, I realized I was star-

ing at beetles. Duthbert was still frowning at me as I coughed up the stuff

into a napkin.

“It's good,” I said, wiping the beetle juice from my cheek.

“Have you made up your mind yet?” he asked with the same impatience

as in the day before.

“Umm …” This was even harder than I'd imagined. “I'm … certainly

considering you.”

His frown didn’t budge. “Why?”

“Because you're … somewhat … attractive.”

He downed a mug of something green, studying me. “You’re putting

me on.”

Despite all my rehearsal, I was in no way prepared for this. “No I’m

not.”

“Hmm.” His smug smile wasn't helping. “Tell me more.”
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I found myself habitually pulling forward the hem of my dress. As awk-

ward as the situation was, perhaps I was on to something with this pseudo

schmaltziness.  Against  giant  Germans and goons with guns,  I  stood no

chance. But if in a feigned romance, Duthbert and I could go somewhere

alone, as frightening as the thought was, escape just might have been a

possibility. “Well, I'd like to get to know you better, but it’s hard to make

up my mind with so many distractions.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was hoping I could spend more time with … you.”

Again he studied me, his eyes suspicious. “What do you have in mind?”

I couldn’t stand the aftertaste of beetles any longer. Breaking character

just a bit, I voraciously downed some water before continuing. “I’ll prove

it  to you. Let’s go somewhere private … somewhere relaxing … as far

away from the city as possible.”

Duthbert began on his first  beetle,  chewing thoughtfully.  He downed

three of them before replying, “I know just the place.”



94

Power Plant

Duthbert's idea of a romantic getaway was to put me in the back of his

Corvette,  sandwiched  between  Gold  Mouth  and  Horse  Face  (whom,  I

learned, are actually named Chuck and Willie). Duthbert, of course, sat in

his sacred passenger seat as Barry, the old chauffeur, drove. The one good

thing I can say about the trip is that Duthbert, who controlled the radio, had

better taste in music than his aging grandmother. Though the American pop

songs made me homesick.

“On our left is the Nabisco factory,” he said, continuing the grand tour

of Molemania.

This wasn’t adding up. “You mean Molemania is in league with human

corporations?”

“Let's just say … better to ask for forgiveness than permission.”

I gazed with wonder at the large logo on the side of a tiny “factory,”

which sported a couple of fake smoke stacks.

“Beneath our feet is one of our largest centers of industry, crafting fine

delicacies like the Molish Oreo.”

“Let me get this straight. Molepeople actually make things down here?”

“Process is a better word for it.” Eager to change the subject, Duthbert

turned to Barry. “Take a left on three-hundred. I need to stop by the power

plant for a minute.”

Again  things  weren't  adding  up.  “But  I  thought  Molemania  got  its

power from –”

“Obviously,” Duthbert snapped, “you’ve underestimated us.”

We drove to a darker part of town, an industrial zone lined with barb-

wire fences, rusty barrels, and mounds of gravel. As the air got smoky, we

passed signs such as “Authorized Vehicles Only” and “Trespassers Will Be

Shot.” A guard in a security booth raised a mechanical arm, and we ap-

proached a jaw-dropping horror. Unlike most buildings in Molemania, the

power plant was real, a huge network of industrial pipes emitting torrents

of steam and spurts of fire.
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Duthbert turned to face me. “I’m terribly sorry, m’lady, but I’m afraid

the duties of princeliness require me to take care of a little business before

our rendezvous.”

“Can I wait in the car?”

“No.”

Soon our little company was walking over a metal bridge. The air was

uncomfortably hot, having grown so steamy, I could hardly see. Though

when I peered over the railing, there was no missing the glowing river, far

below.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the glow.

“Lava,” said Chuck (formerly known as Gold Mouth).

Willie (Horse Face), wrapped his claws around and my arms and pre-

tended to shove me over the rails. “Wanna take a swim?”

I struggled free as the two idiots laughed.

Duthbert led us through a network of metal pipes and humming ma-

chinery. Occasionally we had to stop as he de-fogged his glasses, beaming

at the stark surroundings as if strolling through a pleasant park. “You see,

Ann,” he said, forcing his arm through mine, “while you netherworldians

think you’re at the cutting edge of civilization, it's only a matter of time be-

fore Molish technology will put you to shame.”

“I don't follow.”

“In your world, everything comes down to one filthy commodity: oil.

Whoever controls it controls the planet, filling it with stinking pollution.”

“To be fair, Molemania has some issues of its own.”

“Ah, but Molemania is solving the world’s energy crisis.” He extended

his arms. “Geothermal power, the clean solution for a brighter tomorrow.”

“But I really thought you stole your power from –”

“Revolutionary technologies  don’t  spring  up  overnight.  For  now we

siphon a small portion of resources from your gluttonous nation … who

owe us, by the way. But independence is a dream we all share. Soon Mole-

mania will not only stand on its own but lead the world, because domina-

tion is another dream we all share.”

Something exploded in the distance, and metal rattled around us. A door

burst open, spewing tongues of flames, and a team of molemen in white

hazmat suits charged out of the inferno, stumbling onto their hands and
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knees. Meanwhile a metal beam fell from above, barely missing the mole-

men as it crashed onto the ground, sending sparks everywhere.

When the chaos subdued, Duthbert resumed his speech. “As you can

see, we’re still working out a few kinks.”

“Ah, your majesty,” said an unfamiliar voice. A moleman in a lab coat

was jogging toward us, climbing over the fallen beam. He had gray, poofy

hair. “We must commence with our meeting immediately.” Like my body-

guards, he also had a German accent, which made no sense … unless, of

course, there was a German Molemania. Maybe there more to the under-

world than I'd thought.

“Sorry, doctor,” said Duthbert, “but I can only stay for a minute. Some-

thing came up.” He smiled at me, reaching in vain for my hand.

“But your majesty, the main generator melted. If we keep going at this

rate, we might melt the whole city.”

Duthbert rolled his eyes. “Then fix it.”

“The solution won't come cheap.”

Duthbert  reached into his  suit  coat,  pulling  out  a  checkbook.  “How

much do you need?”

“At least another ten million.”

Duthbert didn’t hesitate to fill out the check. “Here's twenty.”

“Are you sure the nation can afford this?”

“I  am the  nation.  Now make  it  happen.”  Duthbert  handed over  the

check. “How long do you need?”

“The repairs alone will take two weeks.”

“You’ve got two days.”

The doctor's jaw dropped.

“Look, buddy, we've got deadlines to meet. Or do you and I not share

the  same  vision?”  Duthbert  turned  to  the  molemen  in  hazmat  suits.

“Speech!” he barked.

The molemen obediently stood at attention.

“Whether you realize it or not, we’re sitting on the biggest gold mine in

the planet. When we’re done with this thing, there will be no competition.

We’re not just talking electrical power, we’re talking …” He searched for

the words. “... Roman empire! So I don’t want to hear any whining about

having to work overtime. I especially doubt you’ll be complaining when
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you’re  swimming  through  pools  of  money  on  your  own  Caribbean

islands.”

Finally a brave moleman ventured to raise a hand, his muffled voice

saying through the hazmat suit, “Will we really get our own islands?” 

“That was just hyperbole. But I’ll see to it that you get decent bonuses.”

Seeing no more questions, Duthbert tugged at my arm. “Come on, m’lady.”

Then, whether to me, to the workers, or to himself, he added, “Big things

are about to happen.”

* * *

Cramped in the back seat of the Corvette, staring at the partially bald

back-of-head in front me, I still couldn't figure out where I fitted into the

megalomaniac's  plans.  With his  eye  on so much grandeur,  why was he

wasting time with a teenage girl from Orem, Utah? 

As we drove, my eyes were drawn to a passing Motel 5, and I searched

every window for the boy I loved. In vain.  Perhaps I should just let him

rescue me. This whole mess is over my head.

Duthbert's surprise location turned out to be a “Country Club,” a recre-

ational  facility sequestered at the edge of the cavern.  Chuck and Willie

were the first to get out of the car, pulling out their guns and running into

the building. As the rest of us got out of the car, a stream of disappointed

molepeople started ushering from the building, some with towels around

their necks, some still putting on their clothes, almost all of them giving

me dirty looks.

“What?” I said out loud. Though no one answered, I knew what they

were thinking: Look, it’s Duthbert’s netherworldian celebrity, the girl who,

just  like  all  the other  high-maintenance bimbos on TV,  thinks she’s  too

good for the rest of us. I wanted to tell them I had nothing to do with any of

this, but Duthbert was looming over me.

Apparently the people were taking too long, because Willie fired his

gun into the air (that is, at the stony ceiling of the cavern). The deafening

pop and ricochets of the bullet were all it took to speed up the crowd.

Once inside the building, I was frightened by the sight of a luxurious

pool. “I don’t have a swimsuit.”
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“No need,” said Duthbert, leading me to a side of the pool where inflat-

able tubes were parked. Each tube had a little engine, a steering wheel, and

(to my relief) only one seat. As fun as they looked, I was in no mood for

fun. The truth was, I was furious. With Chuck and Willie standing guard

and Barry watching with amusement, my plan to manipulate Duthbert had

exploded in my face, wasting my precious time.

But once again, Duthbert was looming over me, so I climbed onto one

of  the  tubes,  plopping onto a  squishy seat  and placing my feet  against

petals. Duthbert pulled a chord, starting the engine, and pushed my little

boat off into the large pool. To my surprise, he didn’t climb on to his own

tube  but  walked through a  door  with  the  words  “Authorized  personnel

only.”

Whatever. Happy to have space to myself, I rode my boat to the center

of the pool, experimenting with the red button on the steering wheel. As

long as I held it down, a stream of water shot out of the front of the boat. It

was a shame Duthbert hadn't joined me, because I wouldn’t have hesitated

to spray him down.

Then the garage door  opened.  The rising metal  barrier  gradually re-

vealed a leviathan of a tube. The aquatic vehicle had an enormous canon

on the front and a plastic dome on top, shielding its occupant: Duthbert. He

revved the engine, and the battleship started toward me.

I turned my little steering wheel as fast as possible, but my boat trav-

eled at a mile per hour at best. Suddenly I was drenched from behind, a

continual spray of cold water torturing me without mercy. Escape wasn’t

an option. I turned back toward the person I hated most and unleashed my

own firepower. It did no good. How could it?

His teeth clenched in a smile, Duthbert pulled a lever, activating some

sort of water torpedo. The blast knocked me right off my boat.

Suddenly a knight in shining armor seemed very appealing.
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Gym

“Well, my dear,” said Duthbert, stepping out of the car, “that was fun.

We’ll definitely need to do it again some time. Say … tomorrow.”

After Willie climbed out of the car, I grabbed my paper bag of trash

from The Burger Lion and pried my wet clothing from the seat.

“But as for today,” Duthbert continued, “I regret that I must get back to

work.”  We  were  in  a  multi-level  parking  garage  that  connected  to  the

palace. Though I turned down Duthbert's helping hand as I climbed out of

the car, that didn't deter him from getting on one knee, seizing my hand

and kissing it in front of everyone. “Farewell, m’lady. I'll look forward to

your answer in one and half days.”

He snapped his fingers, and seconds later, Gunhilda and Brunhilda ran

into sight,  startling me half to death. I never thought I’d be glad to see

them.

Duthbert got back into the car and rolled down the passenger side win-

dow. “All right, ladies, I'm giving you a second chance. Don't blow it. My

dinner with Ann is at five o’clock sharp. And remember, she's in charge.”

“Got it,” said Brunhilda.

“Toodles.” The car drove off.

Standing there in my wet clothes, breathing car exhaust, I wanted to cry.

“What are you wearing?” Brunhilda demanded in her usual harsh tone.

I looked down at my soaking hair, wet shirt, and the tiny, yellow dress

over it all, which had grown as stiff as a ballerina's tutu. Apparently the

dress wasn’t supposed to get wet.

“I  think she's  about  to cry,”  Gunhilda announced,  studying my face.

“Didn't you have a good time this morning?”

“No,” I said.

Brunhilda said, “Well that makes three of us.”

Wondering what she meant, I studied their faces and saw how the light

had gone out. “What did Duthbert do to you?”
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It took Gunhilda a moment to gather herself. “They took us to the finan-

cial secretary, and …” But she was unable to finish.

So Brunhilda stepped in. “They dropped our wages a whole dollar.”

Thinking of my fifty-five hard-earned dollars in the pocket of Bobbert,

I felt their pain.

Brunhilda continued. “We asked them to whip us instead, like you sug-

gested, but they wouldn’t.”

I said,  “How can you support a  guy who cuts a whole dollar off your

wages just because you were forty-five minutes late for an appointment?”

Actually, I sympathized with Duthbert on this one, but there was no point

in being disagreeable. 

Gunhilda shrugged. “It’s a job.”

My sword was hanging from Brunhilda’s belt. Is she wearing it just to

taunt me? When my eyes met hers, I realized that was exactly the reason.

Brunhilda cracked her neck from side to side. “Come on, let's go.”

I didn't like the air of authority in her voice. “I'm in charge, remember?”

“Of course you are. And you want to go to the gym with us.”

“No I don't. I want to go to the Motel Five.” Seeing their perplexity, I

added, “I hear there's a great pool there.”

Brunhilda narrowed her eyes. “You just got back from a pool.”

She had a point. “I mean … pool … table.”

Gunhilda was hugging herself, her face as depressed as ever. “I don’t

think there is a pool table at the Motel Five.”

“It’s just a rumor I heard.” I put my hands in my wet pockets and tried

to look disinterested.

For a moment the only sounds were the motors of distant cars, reverber-

ating through the parking garage. Again my eyes gravitated to the sword,

and again Brunhilda caught me in the act, saying:

“Why do you really want to go there?”

“Go where?”

“To the motel.”

“Forget it. It was just an idea.”

Brunhilda turned to leave. “Come on, Gunhilda, let’s go to the gym.”

I stomped my foot. “But Duthbert said ...” Brunhilda's smile disturbed

me.
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“What did he say?”

“You’re supposed to do what I want.”

“But you just said you didn’t want to go to the motel.”

I couldn’t believe it. I’d been outsmarted by Brunhilda.

“It appears to me that you know something we don’t know. Or perhaps

… someone.”

Not only was she on to me, she was on to Lenny. But how was that pos-

sible?  Was  Lenny also  being  photographed by paparazzi  and  broadcast

over the news? In any case, his presence was less than a secret. Probably

Bobbert himself, with his big mouth, had sent the snowball rolling, and it

was only a matter of time before Duthbert would find out. And then what?

War?

What was I to do? If Brunhilda knew about Lenny, she could ruin ev-

erything by blabbing to Duthbert, thus giving her absolute power to black-

mail me into doing whatever she wanted. Talk about damsel in distress.

Though I hated it, it seemed that the only intelligent course of action was

to follow Bobbert's advice to let Lenny work his magic while I stood by

and did nothing. Until I figured out what was going on, the only safe place

was somewhere no paparazzi would think to find me … like the gym.

Though I didn't say a word, I must have been an open book, because a

triumphant Brunhilda said, “I thought you'd see it my way.”

* * *

With a twenty-pound dumbbell in each hand, I pumped my anger away.

At least I tried to. Swapping the weights for ten-pounders, I proceeded to

unleash my fury. I was reliving little league soccer practice. The day was

late, and everyone’s parents had come but mine. While my peers indulged

in the warm comforts of Hamburger Helper and evening television, I was

sentenced to wait.

And wait.

It wasn’t fair. Lenny was out there forming alliances, preparing for bat-

tle, living his dreams, and I was being babysat. Part of me hoped he would

fail. Though I knew he wouldn’t. He never failed at anything.
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The music in the gym wasn’t helping … the deafening beat, the blaring

buzzes,  the  relentless  dissonance.  I’d  heard  this  music  before;  it  was

Grandma’s. Grandma … a once-noble queen who had lost her mind. Why?

Had Duthbert ruined her? Or was it the inevitable consequence of spending

a  lifetime in a  world  of  utter  insanity?  Once  she'd  stood for  truth  and

virtue, now, unable to stop the political machine, hooked up to life support

and crafting synthetic harmonies, she herself was a machine, a mindless

drone whose existence was prolonged only out of respect for what she once

was. Was it just my imagination, or was there a plea for help in those an-

guished, robotic sounds? Was this to be my fate as well? 

I took pleasure in the way the grated iron of the dumbbells dug into my

flesh. Whatever Duthbert would do to me, he couldn't take away my deter-

mination to prove to both man and moleman that Ann Wilkinson was a

force to be reckoned with.

Brunhilda was grunting away at the lateral pull machine. “Forget the

arms. It’s your thighs that need work. Don’t you want to look good for you

man?”

I kept on pumping. “You know and I know, it doesn’t matter what I

want.”

Brunhilda released her tension on the machine, her arms seeming to rise

in triumph. “You think I’m a bully, don’t you?”

Failing to see how the truth could improve our relationship, I held my

peace.

“But you’re wrong. I’m just doing my job.”

How many genocides has been conducted by people who were just do-

ing their jobs?

“The truth is, I like you.”

This took me off guard. “Huh?”

“Because of you, we get a three day vacation. Maybe even longer if you

stick around.”

I slammed my weights onto the metal rack. “As fun as it is to follow

you two around town, you know I don’t belong here.”

“Whatever you had up there, it couldn’t possibly be better than down

here.”

“You’re joking, right?”
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“You’ll  be  a  queen.  Everyone  will  love  you.  What  more  could  you

want?”

“How about freedom?”

“Everyone wants what they can’t have.”

“I’m going to get it.” At the moment, I didn’t care what she blabbed to

Duthbert.

“Take it from a woman of experience. If you set your heart on dreams,

you're bound to break it.”

I noticed that Gunhilda had released her tension on the butterfly ma-

chine, her eyes staring into space. I wondered what unfulfilled dreams the

two sisters had abandoned in the world above.

Brunhilda continued. “You’re the one who’s making this difficult, not

us. If you just let go of your old world and stop fighting everything, you’ll

win Duthbert’s  trust.  Then we won’t have to watch you anymore.  Then

you’ll have your freedom.” Was she actually being sincere with me?

Gunhilda turned to me, trying to force a smile. “Duthbert’s really not

that bad once you get to know him.”

I clenched my muscles … and felt my biceps. “You don’t get it. I’m not

going to marry him. That’s not even a possibility.  I’d die first.” As the

words escaped my lips, I knew I’d said too much.

Brunhilda reached again for the lateral pull bar, starting a second set. “I

don’t think you really mean that.  Because if you did … it could be ar -

ranged.”

My heart was pounding. I must have lifted too much.

“She’s just trying to scare you,” said Gunhilda.

“Shut up,” Brunhilda snapped at her sister. “You think you’re helping

her with all this mollycoddling, but at least I’m telling her the truth. You

don’t think Duthbert would stoop to throwing her in the lava pits?”

Gunhilda didn’t have an answer.
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A Tragic Tale

“Let me tell you a story,” said Brunhilda, very much enjoying her self-

appointed role of counselor. “When I was a little girl in Germany, I was

like you. I had dreams. I had ideals. I thought one day I would find my true

love. But I never did. Do you know why?”

Was she beginning to reveal their mysterious past, the dark memories

they’d resolved to keep hidden from me? Not wanting to bring this to her

attention, I took a seat at a bench, shaking my head.

“Because of her.” She pointed at Gunhilda, who had resumed staring at

nothing.

“I don’t follow you,” I said.

“That sorry creature over there is my Duthbert. Wherever I go, I'm stuck

with her.”

“Why?”

“Because Papa said so.”

“Papa?”

“We were poor. He barely had enough money for his exercise equip-

ment and protein shakes. So Gunhilda and I had to share clothes. We had to

share baths. We had to share …” Brunhilda fell silent.

Finally Gunhilda spoke, finishing her sister’s sentence. “Dates.”

“The kind you eat?” I asked.

“No, the kind you go to prom with.”

This wasn’t adding up. “You took the same date to prom?”

Gunhilda nodded, her face heavy with shame.

“At the same time?”

They both nodded, looking like traumatized soldiers. Then Brunhilda

resumed her narrative. “Imagine my horror when Papa demanded that I

share Klaus with my little sister, because no one would ask her.”

“So Brunhilda's the older sister,” I said, gratified at finally piecing this

fact together.
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“Well,” said Brunhilda, “no offense, Gunhilda, but there’s more ways

than one in which one person can be bigger than another.”

Gunhilda was still staring into space.

This was too depressing. I no longer cared to hear their dark secrets.

“Thanks for the story. You can stop now.”

“Shut up,” said Brunhilda. “Anyway, we were so poor, we had to share

a graduation present: a BMW Z3 that was four years old and had a crack in

the windshield. We drove it to college, where we had to share an apart-

ment, where I studied hard, because I didn’t want my future children to

have to go through what I did.”

“What did you study?”

“What do you think? Physical Fitness.”

I turned to Gunhilda. “And you?”

Gunhilda didn't even blink. “I do what she does.”

“When we were done with college,” Brunhilda continued, “we barely

had enough investment capital to open our own gym.”

At this point, Brunhilda fell silent, so I turned to Gunhilda.

“No one came,” she said,  “because there was a better,  cheaper  gym

across the street.”

For a while the only sound was Grandma’s terrible techno.

“There was another reason,” said Brunhilda. “Gunhilda was supposed

to help the customers, but she never did.”

Finally Gunhilda snapped out of her trance. “That’s not true. I tried to

help the customers. All you did was work out.”

“I was in charge of the equipment.”

“You always had to prove you were stronger than me.”

“I was stronger than you.”

“Only because you worked out all day instead of helping run the busi-

ness.”

“You worked out almost as much as I did.”

“I didn't have a choice. You kept saying how much stronger you were.”

It was time for me to butt in. “I really don’t want to hear this.” Some-

thing about people obsessed with outdoing each other, no matter the conse-

quences, was hitting too close to home.
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“Shut up.” To my surprise, the words had come from Gunhilda, who

pointed at her sister. “Because of you –”

“Because of you,” Brunhilda snapped, “the business failed, and we were

in terrible debt.”

Gunhilda started another set at  the butterfly machine, her veins pop-

ping.

Brunhilda  winked  at  me.  (I  hate  it  when  people  wink at  me.)  “We

needed to start another business. So we put our heads together and  said,

'What else do we like?' And we thought –”

“Little children,” Gunhilda wheezed.

“And discipline.”  Brunhilda slapped her  fist  into her  palm,  her  eyes

flashing with evil.  “So we started a  daycare center.” She moved to the

bench press and started to load the bar with weights. “We made sure each

child had proper physical training.”

“But the parents got mad at us,” said Gunhilda, taking a breather. “They

said we were too rough on the children.”

“Even though none of them died,” said Brunhilda.

It broke my heart to see Gunhilda resume her trance, her eyes growing

wide. “Then we started getting letters in the mail about lawsuits.”

“We just threw them away.” Brunhilda waved a careless hand.

“Brunhilda threw them away. I was scared, so I lightened up on the

children.”

“I did too,” Brunhilda said defensively. “Which is why we shifted our

attention from their training to our training.”

Knowing firsthand how awful it was to be babysat by these two, my

heart went out to those poor children. “Wait a minute. Isn’t that exactly

why your first business failed?”

Gunhilda didn’t hesitate to provide the answer. “Yes.”

“Hadn’t you learned anything?”

“No.”

I was about to laugh. Then my eyes were drawn to the girl in the mirror.

In comparing myself to Lenny, I’d gotten myself into this mess. Now, not-

withstanding everything I’d been through, here I was hoping he’d fail.

Brunhilda, studying my disturbed face, said, “You’re judging us, aren’t

you?”
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“No.”

“You think we neglected those poor children.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You were thinking it. But you were wrong. We gave them the time of

their lives!”

“Come again?”

“Without our equipment, we had to get creative, and we discovered that

little children make excellent weights.”

A slight  smiled graced Gunhilda’s lips. “I  could bench press four of

them.”

Brunhilda invalidated her sister with another wave of her hand. “I could

lift six.”

So much for Gunhilda's smile. “So? I was better at the monkey bars.”

“Big deal. I was better at the slide.”

Again I butt in. “How does one compete at the slide?”

“Face it,” Brunhilda shouted at her sister, ignoring my question, “I beat

you at almost everything.”

“No,”  Gunhilda  rejoined  in  a  shout,  rising  to  her  feet,  “not  the

sandbox!”

Once again the sisters fell silent, staring at each other like dueling cow-

boys.

“Well,” I said, also rising to my feet, “thank you for that enlightening

story. Who wants to go for ice cream?”

“Sit down!” the sisters cried in unison.

I sat down.

Now they were both staring into space.

“The children were screaming with excitement,” said Brunhilda.

“Some were cheering for me, some were cheering for her,” said Gun-

hilda.

“We were covered in sweat and mud, digging and digging.”

Gunhilda’s eyes were moistening. “We were so mad at each other, we

forgot all about the children. Their parents came and shouted at us. Then

the police came and shouted at us. Everyone told us it was over, that we

were going to be shut down and thrown in jail. This only made us madder.”

Looking at the sorry women, my eyes began moisten.
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Brunhilda said, “So we kept digging.”

Gunhilda said, “Why would we climb out of our hole? There was noth-

ing for us up there.”

I said, “So what you're saying is that you dug yourselves all the way to

Molemania?”

“Of course not,” said Brunhilda. “We're Germans. We dug ourselves all

the way to Molestadt.”

“Molestadt?”

“Did you think Molemania was the only city in the whole underworld?”

“Umm …”

Gunhilda said, “And that's how we became molepeople. The moral is:

no matter how low you go, you can always go lower.”

“That's not the moral,” said Brunhilda. “The moral is: by letting go of

one's past life, she finds light at the end of the tunnel.”

I could see why they’d been reluctant to tell their story. Anyone who

saw the world of molepeople as the light at the end of a tunnel needed seri-

ous help. “Thank you for that edifying …”

“Down here,” Brunhilda continued, “no one has ever tried to sue us.

Everyone fears us. They treat us like celebrities.”

As a slight condolence, the women were interrupted and the agonizing

music stopped as, in its place came the voice of newscaster, who said:

“Breaking news from the Molemania Network.  The streets are filled

with chatter and controversy. The subject: illegal immigration.”

The three of us turned to the speakers.

“While  the  hottest  topic  revolves  around Duthbert’s  scandalous girl-

friend, Molemania’s new celebrity …”

Brunhilda glared at me.

“… the plot  thickens with the arrival  of  yet  another netherworldian,

Ann’s self-proclaimed boyfriend.  Creating no small  stir,  the charismatic

Lenny has already gathered a following among the youth and other indi-

viduals who spend their time in the downtown area. Here’s what he’s been

saying.”

“Duthbert  must  pay  for  his  crimes!”  The  voice  was  unmistakably

Lenny’s,  followed by cheers  and applause.  No one had  listened to  me.

“Duthbert,  if  you’re  hearing this,  let  me  just  say … you’re  stupid,  fat,
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dumb, and ugly.” Laughter. Cheers. Applause. I was awed by his courage.

“Oh yeah, and Ann, if  you’re hearing this, I just want to say –”

The radio stopped. Suddenly aware of my surroundings, I saw Brun-

hilda standing next to the sound system. “Time to go.”

“Turn it back on!” I demanded.

“Once again, I think that would be a conflict of interest.” She grabbed

her bag. “Come on, Gunhilda.” Then, glancing back at me, she actually

seemed to take pleasure in my pain.  “He won’t come, you know. They

never do.”

“They?” I asked.

“Men. They’re all talk.”

I wasn’t sure whether I hoped she was wrong or not. “He made it this

far, didn’t he?”

I wouldn’t  have minded if  she’d  made an arrogant  laugh or  even a

scornful  laugh.  What  troubled  me  was  how genuine  her  diaphragmatic

spasm was, as if I’d said something truly funny. “You two have no idea

what you’re up against.”
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Press Conference

After telling their  tragic tale,  my bodyguards didn't  want  to go any-

where or do anything, so we ended up passing the remaining hours until

dinner at their bachelorette pad, watching old VHS cassettes of a  nether-

worldian exercise program from the eighties. As each hour passed, my am-

bitions, my hope, my very soul began to dry up, crack, and crumble. I felt

as worthless as the hairy raisin that was stuck to the couch beneath me. I

was  drowning  in  cushions,  trapped  like  the  corroded  pennies  that  had

slipped through the cracks. I could no longer think. The worried voice in

my head had grown hoarse from shouting over the relentless noise of the

television.  By the time  five o'clock rolled around,  we’d  gotten through

nearly twelve episodes and two bags of potato chips. And we would have

watched more, but the fear of another drop in their wages motivated the

sisters to turn off the cursed appliance.

When they ditched me at the dining hall, I was confused at finding my-

self alone. On the table was a single set of pots and silverware. I took my

seat and noticed a pink envelope on the plate. My name was written on it

with bad cursive. Inside was a greeting card with the picture of a man on

on golf course, putting a ball into a hole. A caption read, “Putt her there,

pal!” I opened the card and, seeing more bad cursive, read the following:

My dear Ann,

Please forgive my absence. With so much to do in such little time, 

I'm afraid I just couldn't make it tonight. I know you’re not fond of 

our Molish cuisine, so I arranged to have some netherworldian 

food delivered. Have you ever heard of Los Hermanos? I hear it’s 

good stuff.

Your destiny,
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Duthbert

I eagerly raised the lid before me, revealing a styrofoam box. Inside it

were two cheesy enchiladas, a side of black beans, Mexican rice, and a pa-

per sack protruding with a cinnamon churro. I'd never seen anything more

beautiful.

I was still working on the churro when Duthbert’s goons strutted toward

me, hands in trench coats, snouts held high.

“You’re coming with us, babe,” said Chuck.

I continued to nibble. “Where are my bodyguards?”

“Duthbert needed them. Big stuff’s going on downtown. Calls for extra

security.”

“Then why aren’t you there?”

“That's where we're headed, but first we gotta take care of you.”

Wondering what they meant by “big stuff,” I had a vision of Lenny sur-

rounded by a swat team, being beaten to a pulp. “Can I go with you?” Even

if there was nothing I could do, I was so lonely and depressed, I had to see

him.

Horse Face – I mean Willie – lit up with a sickening grin. “Hear that,

Chuck? She's wants to take up our offer.” He turned to me. “What-do-ya

say … you, me, back seat?”

Chuck slugged him in the side. “We got orders. The girl stays here.”

* * *

Never  had  there  been  a  more  wasted  day.  But  it  wasn't  over  yet.  I

grabbed the metal bar, bashing the door and the windows, thrashing till my

arms were sore. Seeing the fruit of my labors – a few pitiful dents – I col-

lapsed on my bed. Now the day over.

My eyes met the Gideon bible on the dresser. Then they met the TV.

No, Ann, don't let one day of laziness spoil your New Years resolution.

“Look,” I said out loud, “these are extenuating circumstances.” But try

as  I  might  to  press  the  power  button  of  the  remote,  my  guilty  thumb

wouldn't budge.
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Dear Lord, if for whatever reason you've seen fit to subject me to this

endless humiliation and torture, all I ask is that you help me open this bible

to something inspirational.

I opened to Deuteronomy 21.

18. If a man have a stubborn and rebellious son, which will not 

obey the voice of his father, or the voice of his mother, and that, 

when they have chastened him, will not hearken unto them:

19.Then shall his father and his mother lay hold on him, and bring

him out unto the elders of his city, and unto the gate of his place;

20. And they shall say unto the elders of his city, This our son is 

stubborn and rebellious, he will not obey our voice; he is a glut-

ton, and a drunkard.

21. And all the men of his city shall stone him with stones, that he 

die: so shalt thou put evil away from among you; and all Israel 

shall hear, and fear.

What scared me most wasn't the idea of a horrible fate. What scared me

most was the idea that there was no such thing as fate, no meaning or di-

vine purpose to any of this,  that the only people calling the shots were

Molish crime lords and a couple of teenagers.

I closed the book, though still I couldn't bring myself to turn on the TV,

as if doing so would mark defeat. In my mind, the voice of Bobbert was

saying:

Once you enter, you can never return.

It was back to pacing. Into the bathroom. Out of the bathroom. Over to

the window.

There was noise. Lots of it.
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Parting the curtains, I was startled by the sight of a crowd. Perhaps a

hundred molepeople were standing along the outside of the picketed fence

of the palace, each one holding a camera.

“There she is!” someone shouted.  A second later,  the crowd erupted

with a barrage of flashing lights.

I  threw  back  the  curtains.  Something  was  going  on  in  Molemania

tonight, and I was determined to find out what. Defeat or not, I turned on

the TV to channel fifty-eight. Sure enough, rather than a monster movie,

the Molemania Network was showing a live newscast of a conference cen-

ter  packed  with  molepeople.  Duthbert  was  at  the  podium,  his  neurotic

voice amplified over the masses, saying:

“... as well as ensuring a pretty face for public relations. Thus, by mar-

rying a netherworldian, I will unite our worlds, ushering in an era of free

trade an unprecedented economic growth.”

“Lies!” shouted an angry fellow in the audience. “If you expose us to

the netherworldians, we’ll have to start paying for our stuff.” The comment

stirred an uproar of shouts and applause.

Even Duthbert, looking nervous, had to shout over the noise. “I’m well

aware of this problem. But I assure you, according to some very thorough

calculations  by Doctor Schneebles …” He pointed to  the guy from the

power plant. “... we’ll more than make up for the losses by selling geother-

mal power to the netherworldians at ridiculously jacked up prices. Believe

me, I would never advocate a national policy of going legit unless there

was a serious financial benefit.”

Another heckler shouted, “Why would they want our power when they

have their own? We don’t even use our power.”

Duthbert  dabbed a  handkerchief  across  his  forehead.  “Simple.  We’ll

make them feel guilty about using fossil fuels and destroying the environ-

ment through a series of television commercials starring our best celebri-

ties. The fine folks at the Molemania Network are already under way on

the project.” He wasn’t making much progress with the audience. In fact,

they were booing.

You go, Molemania.  Perhaps I had more allies out there than I'd real-

ized.
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“Thank you for coming and good night.” Duthbert took a seat between

Gunhilda and Brunhilda.  Grandma  was in a wheelchair. Not surprisingly,

she was fast asleep.

An emcee took the podium in Duthbert’s stead, saying over the boos,

“This concludes our beloved prince’s remarks, may he live forever. Before

we conclude the event, by popular demand, we shall now be honored to

hear  some  quick  remarks  from Father  Jackothan,  head  of  the  Gahboo

church.”

The emcee took his seat, and hobbling forward on a cane was the fright-

ening being I'd seen in the Gahboo temple. He lowered the microphone,

and the audience fell silent.

“People of Molemania …” He had a dry and crackly voice. “... what we

are witnessing this day has been long foretold by the ancient shadow mas-

ters. I speak of the moral disintegration of our world. Your own prince,

whom many of you look to as a spiritual leader, has confessed his plan to

profane himself and unite our nation with the enemies. I ask you, will you

stand for this?”

“No!” came a resounding reply.

“Yes!” I exclaimed, jumping with excitement. It was as if the whole na-

tion was rallying in my defense. At this rate, I'd be home for breakfast.

“As the scripture says,” Father Jackothan continued, ‘It is better to slay

a gentile than to be corrupted by his ways.’ ” He allowed the words to sink

in, and the crowd began to murmur. “Now I make a prophecy of my own.

If this marriage is not stopped, all hell will break loose. Good evening.”

As the conference filled with applause, the broadcast cut to a commer-

cial of a molewoman advertising hair gel, and then it was back to a mon-

ster movie. I turned off the TV.

Did he just issue my death warrant?
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Lenny's Rescue

I couldn’t decide who I hated more: Duthbert or Father Jackothan. If

Duthbert got his way, at least I'd be alive. I was actually glad to be locked

up in the palace, probably the safest place in Molemania. Yet that didn't

stop my imagination from sending a mob with pickaxes through the door

or from placing a guy with a ski mask in my bathroom.

I peered through the curtains. The photographers had given up and were

walking away. I actually wished they'd stay and keep guard.

What was I supposed to do, convert to Gahbooism? Even if I was will -

ing to consider such an absurd proposition, Duthbert would never allow it.

The sheer impossibility of my predicament elevated me from a damsel in

distress to a lamb in a slaughterhouse.

I’m not going to marry him. That’s not even a possibility. I’d die 

first.

As my words came back to haunt me, I realized how I naive I'd been.

As much as I hated this nightmare, none of it was my fault. Could anyone

blame me for choosing life over death? I could use the opportunity for

good, becoming the benevolent queen Molemania had been without for too

long. Still peering through the window, I looked up at the dim stalactites. I

looked down at the glowing grid, the tiny buildings, the neon lights.  All

this could be mine. Ann, queen of the molepeople.

Someone was shouting. Then someone else was shouting, followed by a

gunshot. I instinctively threw myself to the floor. They're coming already!

Dear God …

“Don't worry, Ann, I'm coming!”

I knew the voice. Rising to my feet, I threw open the curtains. “Lenny!”

I screamed. My knight had come, just when I needed him most. He was

climbing over  the palace fence,  wielding a  crowbar.  His blue eyes  met
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mine, a perfect smile on his perfect face.

Then I threw back the curtains. “No.” This was everything I'd tried to

avoid, the very antithesis of Ann the warrior princess. The whole affair was

so embarrassing, suddenly I put Lenny on the same list as Duthbert and Fa-

ther Jackothan. All three of them were out to make a fool of me.

Listen to yourself, Ann. You're crazy!

There was another gunshot, and again I threw myself to the floor. There

were lots of voices out there. Were they trying to guard me, rescue me, or

kill me? Though each option seemed dismal, I couldn't stop myself from

peaking through the window. Lenny had hopped the fence. With him was a

motley crew of molemen. Tattoos … long hair … they were the bums I’d

met in the alley.

Meanwhile a swat team of molemen, with body armor, shields, and ba-

tons, were running across the front yard to meet the aggressors.

“I hope you know what you're doing, Lenny,” I whispered to myself.

But of course he did. Coming to grips with my defeat, I watched my savior

with glued eyes, not with any question of if, only how. Even more, I won-

dered with Bobbert at what the great soul could have possibly seen in me.

Maybe he didn't see anything. Maybe this was just an act of charity, which

made it all so much worse.

“Freeze!” shouted one of the officers.

I couldn't imagine how this would play out. Lenny was a master of sus-

pense.

“Charge!” he shouted, fearlessly raising his crowbar. The bums joined

him in a mighty war cry.

Then someone fired another gunshot, and the bums panicked, even be-

ginning to retreat.

“Where  are  you  going?”  Lenny shouted  to  his  comrades,  taken  off

guard.

That was when he was surrounded by the police and beaten down with

clubs.
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Take Two

Needless to say,  after  the paparazzi regathered around the fence and

shot flashing picture after picture, and after watching the swat team carry

off Lenny's limp body – a body that, for all I knew, was dead – I didn't

sleep that night. Supposing he was dead, his life wasted on behalf of my in-

eptitude – the girl who was stupid enough to follow a moleman to the cen-

ter of the earth – would that make me an accomplice to murder?

But if he was still alive, locked up in a dungeon in need of someone to

rescue him … well … I suppose I could be that someone.

* * *

I took my seat for breakfast, wearing the same stinky clothes and yel-

low dress,  which,  after  a night  of  tossing and turning,  had grown even

more stiff and crumpled. The concept of an oblong table must have been

developed in medieval times to separate the stench of lords and ladies who

only bathed once a year. I was grateful for anything that put distance be-

tween Duthbert and I.

“What are you so giddy about?” asked Duthbert, studying me.

“Who said I was giddy?”

“You're smiling about something.”

“No I wasn't.”

“Yes you were.”

“Well … it has been a long time since I've seen you.”

“Oh cut the charades.”

“Are you mad at me?”

“I didn't say that.”

“Then why are you frowning?”

The prince, whose hair was a mess, his attire having degenerated to a

Star Wars t-shirt and sweatpants, was massaging the back of his neck. If

he’d digressed this much after two days, what would he look like after a
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year of marriage? “I had a rough night, that's all.”

“Trouble with politics?”

He glared at me, ignoring the question. “There was a security breach

last night. You didn't hear anything unusual, did you?”

“I thought I heard some noise.” I raised my lid, revealing a cold bowl of

slimy mush. I'd seen something like this in a National Geographic maga-

zine: insect eggs. Definitely a step down from Los Hermanos.

As usual, Duthbert seemed to be psychoanalyzing me with his penetrat-

ing eyes.

Having contemplated my course of action over a sleepless night,  the

possibilities were only too clear. If Duthbert discovered I was worried sick

about Lenny, there was nothing to stop him from blackmailing me. It was

so plausible, I could almost hear his voice, saying, “So you love him, huh?

How's about this: marry me, or I'll throw him in the lava pits.” More than

ever, I had to succeed in the hardest role any girl has ever played.

The  dining  hall  was  dead  silent.  Feeling  Duthbert's  heavy  gaze,  I

spooned up a splat of  eggs,  forcing the shaking utensil  into my mouth.

“Mmm.”

“So you haven't heard?”

“Heard what?”

“A certain netherworldian gentleman tried to ...” His grumpy face light-

ened a bit. “...  storm the castle. You wouldn’t know anything about that,

would you?”

There went my heart again, racing away. “No.”

“We’ve had him in for questioning, but he’s not talking.”

So he's alive!

“You're smiling again.”

“I … like the eggs.”

“So what do you know about this guy?”

“Me?”

“He is your boyfriend.”

It was as if my heart was gripped by a cold, iron hand. “What makes

you think that?”

“Oh, I don't know … the fact that he was shouting your name … the

news … the rest of Molemania.”
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I could feel the blood draining from my face.

“Come to think of it, when we first met, I recall you mentioning a cer-

tain boyfriend. It would be a shame if this were in fact him, he being guilty

of high treason and all, a capital offense. I guess I must have been mis-

taken.”

Knowing I was cornered, I said in a small voice, “He was just trying to

rescue me. Can you blame him?”

“Let’s get to the point. Do you still love him?”

Where was my usual glass of water? In a panic for something to busy

myself with, I picked up the bowl of eggs and began to slurp. I know he'll

blackmail me if I say yes, but what if I say no? What's the worst that could

happen? This stuff’s not that bad.

I set down the bowl, wiping the slime from my mouth. “No.”

Duthbert gave me a sideways glance. “No?”

I imagined bright lights shining from above, my drama class watching

in silent suspense. It called for blocking. I rose to my feet. “We were never

that serious, and frankly things weren’t going that well. But all that was be-

fore  Molemania.”  Pause.  The  audience  leaned  forward.  “Before  I  met

you.”

Again Duthbert studied my face. Then he burst into laughter. “Boy are

you a lousy actor!”

The blood rose back to my face. The beast was unleashed. “All right,

you know I hate you. How could I not, after all you've done to me? But

that doesn't mean I love Lenny. In fact, I hate him just as much.”

Duthbert's humored face fell flat. “Eh?”

“He thinks he's so much better than me, always boasting about his ad-

ventures. And now he has the audacity to treat me like some damsel in dis-

tress, as if I wasn't perfectly capable of helping myself. Even if I needed a

hero, it wouldn't him. You saw the guy, he's pathetic.” Perhaps I was taking

this a bit too far, but my passion was so genuine, it was hard to stop.

Duthbert was rubbing his chin. “You really don't love him?”

“I may have been dumb enough to make that mistake once, but never

again. Not in a million years.”

“Do you have anything else to add?”

“No, I'm done.”
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He turned his head and hollered, “Boys, playback the audio recording

of this conversation to our prisoner. Let me know how he responds.”

My hand instinctively formed into a fist, banging the table. “You were

recording that?”

“Always. Eavesdropping is what molepeople do best.”

I turned away to my hide my guilt.

“So … which one of us do you hate less?”

Definitely not you, creep.

“Or shall I take this as a rejection to my proposal?”

I still had one more day, and I wasn't going to waste it in a dungeon. “I

didn’t say that.”

“You're time's almost up, Ann. By Molish law, silence on the bride’s

part is equivalent to consent.”

“Molish law’s stupid,” I muttered.

He narrowed his eyes. “You know what? I'm not taking you to the coun-

try club this morning.”

* * *

So Duthbert knew I hated his guts,  and soon Lenny would think the

same, which would probably cause him to hate my guts. The result: a big

web of hate. Thinking of Lenny, who forsook everything for me, battered

and locked away in a dungeon,  only to  have his  hopes crushed by the

words of his own lady, I wanted to cry. Even worse was the possibility that

he wouldn't care.

I had to clean up this mess. Today was my day, the day of all days, the

day in which Ann would put aside childish fears and join the ranks of Joan

of Ark and Xena.  Somehow, though it  seemed impossible,  I  had to get

down to the jail and rescue the boy I loved.

When Duthbert went his way, and my bodyguards met me at the doors

of the dining hall, my heart sank at the sight of their athletic skirts and tank

tops. “I am not going to he gym again.”

Brunhilda, with a characteristic rub of her biceps, said, “Who said any-

thing about the gym? We’re going to the graveyard.”

Every muscle in my body tightened. “That's even worse.”
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Brunhilda slapped me on the back. “Don't be a poor sport. We're going

to find more treasure.”

Gunhilda, with a shy shrug, added, “We thought because you only have

one day left,  maybe you could find something else to assist  you before

your life is ruined forever.”

“As long as we approve it,” said Brunhilda, patting the stolen sword –

my sword – that still hung from her belt.

“That sounds …” I was about to protest when I had an epiphany. If I

was ever going to get to Lenny, first I had to get away from these two.

With the foggy graveyard on the edge of town, surrounded by corn fields,

and with an oblivious Brunhilda running around like a lunatic, my escape

was practically guaranteed. “… perfect.”
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Graveyard. Again.

The eerie surroundings didn’t bother me anymore. They were only dead

people.

Petrified dead people … with angry faces.

Staring at me.

If Brunhilda was right and an angry Duthbert, provoked by a defiant

Ann, would fully stoop to murdering me, would I soon take my place in

this morbid menagerie? Or would that be a breech of protocol, because my

netherworldian corpse would defile this sacred ground? Of course, Captain

Moneyshuckles was here … only not really, because his statue was hollow.

Was his body still roaming the under-underworld?

I couldn't help but wonder if there really was an under-underworld, a

place untouched by even molepeople, where Lenny and I could hide away.

After all, if my bodyguards had somehow traveled all the way from an un-

derground Germany to an underground Utah, there must have been more to

the underworld than met the eye. The truth was, the possibility of returning

to the surface was looking bleaker every day, so why not go lower? Any-

where, no matter how deep and dark, was better than Molemania. Besides,

there was something romantic about exploring the center of the earth with

the boy I loved.

Provided he still loved me.

Crouching behind a large statue, I glanced over at my bodyguards, who

were pushing and shoving at a statue, shouting at each other. I wasn't sure

whether they actually expected to find another treasure, or if they'd grown

addicted to the joys of obstructing public property and disturbing the dead.

In any case, they'd already knocked over two statues, forgetting all about

me.

Unable to believe how easy this was, I darted to the next statue … and

the next. Through the synthetic fog, I could just make out the silhouettes of

corn stocks, meaning freedom was only a dash away.
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My bodyguards still had no idea I was gone. It was now or never. One

… two …

“Bleh!” cried an evil voice, forcing an involuntary yelp from my chest.

But it was only the voice of Count Dracula, right on cue. The Halloween

sound track  was  getting  obnoxious.  I  especially resented  the  throbbing

heartbeat, which seemed to amplify my own. Next would be the ripping

chainsaw and the screaming woman

Once again I took a sprinter's stance. One … two …

“What  do  you  think  you're  doing?”  This  time  the  voice  was  Brun-

hilda’s. She was standing right next to me, her face as cold as the statues

around us. As her hand squeezed my forearm, a bona fide scream escaped

my throat. Her grip was to tight, I could feel the blood throbbing in my

arm. “I told you I’d kill you if you tried to run away again. Did you think I

was joking?”

“Brunhilda, please!” I begged, trying in vain to break free.

Gunhilda approached us, her hands raised to her chin. “Brunhilda, no.”

“Shut up.” Brunhilda raised her fist, ready to pummel me to a bloody

pulp. I guess I wasn’t wrong. I would be joining the dead soon.
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Ghost

As if to prolong my torment, Brunhilda's fist hovered over me, unbudg-

ing. “Did you hear that?” she whispered.

Eager to shift the conversation from the subject of killing me, I said,

“Hear what?”

“The music. It's all wrong.”

I heard the metallic knell of a cauldron. She had a point; I'd never heard

that particular sound effect before. Come to think of it, I hadn't yet heard

the chainsaw and screaming woman. There were ominous wind chimes,

followed by a  droning men’s  choir  … all  new stuff.  I  admit  there  was

something troubling about the sudden irregularity, as if the world around us

had just changed.

Gunhilda shrugged. “New soundtrack. What's the big deal?”

Brunhilda also shrugged, then resumed her raised fist.

“Wait!” I cried. “Don't  you hear the choir? I think something bad is

about to happen.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you mocking me?”

“Think about it. You knocked over three graves. The dead are mad.”

“You are mocking me.”

“You know how the spirits of the righteous dead like to avenge pitiful

maidens.”

She tightened her fist. “I would like to see that.”

“Brunhilda,” said her sister, stepping closer, “maybe she's right. I have a

bad feeling.”

Exasperated, Brunhilda extended her arms. “Do you see any ghosts?”

In answer to the question, as ridiculous as it was, each of us looked

around, searching the wisps of fog for signs of the paranormal. Was it my

imagination, or was there a human shape in the distance. Looking closer, I

was pretty sure I saw the Ghost of Christmas Future. “There's one.”

The black phantom was drawing nearer, gliding through the fog.
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“Who are you?” Brunhilda demanded of the thing. Feeling the tremble

in her grasp, I didn't hesitate to slip free.

All that could be seen of this strange apparition was a black cloak with

apparently nothing inside. Though unlike the Ghost of Christmas Future, it

was rather short. The ominous thing raised an arm and, to my wonder, shot

a stream of electricity at Brunhilda, who shrieked and recoiled. Gunhilda,

though unscathed, also shrieked and recoiled. And with my “bodyguards”

leaving me exposed to this demon, I  joined the parade,  running behind

them for  cover.  But  we didn't  make it  far  before the  phantom shouted,

“Stop!” and, following Brunhilda's lead, we obeyed.

With its hand still in zapping position, the black cloak shouted, “I call

you to repentance!” Its voice was omnipresent and booming like a god's.

My attention diverted to the large boulder at the center of the graveyard,

and I remembered the way it had drawn me toward it. Suddenly the myste-

rious words I'd read on the public TV were making sense:

Go to the graveyard. You’ll find someone who can help you.

Was this one of the undergods?

It continued: “You are to leave this place at once and assist Ann in res-

cuing her boyfriend.”

It took a moment for the words to register with Brunhilda. “Why would

we want to do that?”

The phantom zapped her again, eliciting another scream. “Do not talk

back to the spirits of the righteous dead!”

Fully humbled, Brunhilda fell to her knees. Gunhilda and I, as a matter

of self defense, did the same.

“Once you have rescued the boy,” continued the phantom, “you are to

join  the  rebellion  and lend your  strength  to  the  cause  of  overthrowing

Prince Duthbert and restoring Grandma to the throne.”

In  the  silence  that  followed,  Gunhilda  ventured  to  ask,  “What

rebellion?”

“What rebellion?” the phantom exclaimed. “Many have begun to unite

in the cause of a new order.”
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Brunhilda was beginning to regain her belligerence. “You mean hippies

and bums?”

Gunhilda added,  “And by new order,  don’t  you mean  old order?  If

Grandma is put in power again, we can kiss our modern amenities good-

bye.”

“Besides, she’s crazy,” said Brunhilda.

“Silence!” the phantom boomed. Again it raised his powerful hand, and

the sisters fell flat to the earth (that is, Astroturf).

It  was about then when I noticed the phantom's pink sandals,  barely

showing beneath its black robe. Feeling a smile coming on, I said, “I’m

sorry about stealing your sword.”

“Nevermind that,” boomed the phantom, shrugging me aside. “I was

going to give it  to you anyway. It just would have been more fitting if

you’d gone through a spiritual ordeal first.”

I pointed to Brunhilda. “In my defense, I've been through a lot. And

speaking of the sword, this woman confiscated it. While you’re in the habit

of zapping people, would you mind asking her to give it back?”

“Certainly.” The phantom turned to Brunhilda. “Give her back the …

the …” That’s when the truth hit him. “I just blew my identity, didn’t I?”

“Afraid so.”

“Pooh.” The phantom took off his hood, revealing the face of “the old

sage from beneath the grave.” Only this time the moleman didn’t look so

old … probably because he no longer had a beard. He looked up at my

bodyguards, who were rising to their feet and pulling out their pistols. “No

need to  mention  any of  this  to  Duthbert.”  He  laughed pathetically,  his

booming voice still amplified by a wireless headset. “I’m just a city em-

ployee playing a role. Didn’t mean a word of it.” His eyes dropped to the

ground. “Long live the prince.”

Brunhilda pulled out her pistol and cocked it. “If you work for the city,

why would you be supporting a revolution?”

“It's called acting. Look, if you don't believe me, you can call my boss.

I’m part of the Romantic Division.”

“The Romantic Division?”

The moleman raised his chin. “We oversee Molemania’s myths and leg-

ends, fostering culture, tourism, and values. We put the molemanities back
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into our modern world.”

Gunhilda said, “With dead people and fog machines?”

The moleman looked as if he'd been slapped in the face. “This splendid

attraction serves as a constant reminder of the legacies of our ancestors.

Those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it. Like you

netherworldians. This is the second time you've vandalized public property.

In fact, I'm going to ask you to leave.”

“All right then,” said Brunhilda, pointing her gun at the moleman. “Do

it.”

The moleman flinched a bit. “I will.”

“When?”

“Right now.”

“I'm waiting.”

“I'm getting to it.”

“Well?”

“On behalf of the city of Molemania, I'm hereby asking you to leave …

please.”

“Let me get this straight. Our tax dollars are paying for you to put on

funny clothes and zap people?”

“Civil romance is my passion. I would do it even without the money.”

“Good, because you won't have a job anymore after I talk to Duthbert.”

“No, please.  You can't  tell  anyone about  the Romantic Division.  It’s

highly secretive.”

I had to interject. “Even to Duthbert?”

“He knows we exist,” said the moleman, “but unlike Grandma, the guy

has no appreciation for the arts. He's been trying to cut our funding for

years, which has forced us to keep our operations a secret.”

Brunhilda turned to her sister. “This is an outright scandal. Come on,

let's go report him.”

With a lowered brow, the moleman rose his taser, but he wasn't as quick

at the draw as Brunhilda. I don't know whether she intended to hit the poor

guy or not, but the bullet barely missed him, instead blowing off the arm of

a statue.

Feeling a wave of rage and horror, I instinctively charged at Brunhilda,

intending to knock her over. But a reflexive sweep of her arm sent me to
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the ground instead.  Meanwhile the moleman had darted behind another

statue for cover.

“Give him a break,” I said from my hands and knees. “If it wasn’t for

unselfish individuals  like  …” I  turned to  the  hiding moleman.  “What’s

your name?”

“Howard,” he replied.

Brunhilda demanded, “Howard who?”

“Howard Douglas.”

“Where do you live?”

“Fifth West. Over by the Deli.”

Gunhilda said, “That’s a good deli.”

“I know.”

I waited until their were finished. “If it wasn’t for unselfish individual

like Howard, your favorite place in Molemania wouldn’t be here. He’s only

trying to make our lives better. And can you blame him for trying help a

poor girl? And can you blame him for trying to help a poor girl? You may

call it treason, but I call it charity. Brunhilda, if you had a heart, you’d do

what Howard said and give me back my sword.”

Brunhilda put away her gun, then turned to her sister. “You get the an-

kles, I’ll get the wrists.” They began to approach me.

“Sorry, Ann,” said Howard, a safe distance away. “I tried.”

Knowing physical violence would only result in more bruises, I allowed

the sisters to lift me off the ground. Physically I was no match. Mentally ...

I had an idea. “But Howard, what about your treasure?”

Peering from behind the statue, Howard gave me a blank stare. “Trea-

sure?”

“You’re the Old Sage from Beneath the Grave, the mystical guardian of

ancient  stuff.  When we last  met,  you said you had another treasure for

Gunhilda.”

Brunhilda froze. “Why Gunhilda?”

Ignoring her, I continued. “I'm trying to remember what you said ex-

actly. Something like 'Gunhilda must prove herself worthy before she can

obtain the …' What was it again?”

Gunhilda turned to her sister. “I think she's trying to trick you again.”
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“Of course she is,” Brunhilda replied, “but that's beside the point.” She

turned to Howard. “I want to see this treasure.”

Seeing Howard's loss, I said, “Sorry, but it’s only for those who have

achieved spiritual mastery.”

At  this,  Brunhilda  let  go  of  my wrists,  dropping  me  to  the  ground.

“Then why is it for Gunhilda?”

Gunhilda dropped my ankles, rejoining with, “It's not for me, you idiot.

She's making this up.”

“We'll see who's lying.” Brunhilda pointed her gun at the statue behind

which Howard was hiding.  “How about this,  ghost  man,  show us some

treasure, and we won't turn you in.”

Not liking where this was going, I interjected, “It doesn't work like that.

You have to perform a great deed first.”

“Oh?” said Brunhilda. “And what did Gunhilda do?”

I looked into Gunhilda's skeptical face, at her chronically depressed fea-

tures. “She's … nice.”

“Ha!” Brunhilda laughed. “I'm ...” But she was unable to finish the sen-

tence.

Gunhilda and I looked at each other. Was she holding back a smile?

Brunhilda turned back to Howard. “Give me another challenge.”

“He already gave you a challenge,” I said. “Help me rescue Lenny and

…” As I lay there on the ground, Brunhilda scowled at me, all the motiva-

tion I needed to close my mouth.

Then,  to  my  surprise,  Gunhilda  stepped  forward.  “I'm sorry,  mister

moleman, but I don't think my sister's up to such a challenge. Could you

give her something easier?”

That did it. Brunhilda pushed her sister aside, saying to Howard, “I'll do

whatever you want. Just show me the treasure.”

Howard finally stepped into the open, still looking unsure of himself.

“I'll be right back.” Then, as fast as his little legs could carry him, he disap-

peared into the fog. The wait was long and awful, but in the end, he did re-

turn, holding something shiny in his hands.

“This,” he said between breaths, “is the …  Golden Bowl of Fliegen-

wasser.”

All eyes turned to Brunhilda, who was completely stoic. “Real gold?”
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“Yes.”

She raised her pistol. “Are you sure?”

“Okay, it's an alloy of copper and iron pyrite. But it looks like gold.”

Brunhilda waved her gun. “Next.”

“Next?” Howard squeaked.

I interjected. “Tell her what it does.”

“What it does?” the moleman repeated.

“You know, about how it makes you beautiful.”

“Oh yes. It … makes you beautiful.”

Again all eyes turned to Brunhilda, who, after a thoughtful pause, said,

“Prove it.”

I said, “I have one at home, and I'm pretty sure it's the reason I'm the

talk of the town.”

“Liar.”

“It doesn't matter what you think, because it's not for you.” I nodded at

Gunhilda. “Howard, give the woman her bowl.”

At first Howard didn't budge. Then bucking up, he took a step forward.

And another,  all  the  while  watching Brunhilda and her  gun.  Finally he

strode with courage, extending the bowl to Gunhilda. 

Brunhilda snatched it out of his hands. “Come on. Let's go rescue her

boyfriend,” she said. Then she drew the sword from her side and flung it

near my feet. “You might be needing this.”
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Shadow Master

Gunhilda was just as shocked as me. “You're going to help her?”

“Why not?” asked Brunhilda. With her eyes on the bowl, she was only

half listening. “It will be fun.”

Gunhilda, running her hands through her hair, was apparently trying to

make sense of this. Having no luck, she tried to get a better look at the

bowl as if to see what Brunhilda saw. But an oblivious Brunhilda had be-

gun to walk away, holding the bowl as delicately as if it were a newborn

baby. Gunhilda followed after.

Meanwhile I bent down and picked up the sword. I couldn't believe it.

“You've mastered it,” said Howard, drawing near.

“How do you figure?” I asked, only half listening myself. I was mes-

merized by my reflection in the majestic steel.

“You were brilliant just know. Only one destined to become a shadow

master could have gotten out a situation like that.”

“Shadow master?”

“The lowest order of the underworld.”

“Lowest meaning highest?”

“Well, yes, in your terms.”

“Thanks, I guess, but I'm not really interested in Molish religion.”

“The order of the shadow master transcends any sectarian creed. It's as

old as the underworld itself. The shadow masters are they to whom the un-

dergods will speak, the only ones allowed in the forbidden realms.”

“Such as the under-underworld?”

He ignored my question. “Ann, do you realize what I'm saying? The un-

dergods are with you. There's no other explanation for your power.”

“Power?”

“Solving ancient riddles, outsmarting giants, putting the whole town in

an uproar. If you're not the chosen one, no one is.”

“Chosen one? Are you saying I'm the fulfillment of ancient prophecy?”
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“No, I just made that up.  But the point is,  there's  something special

about you.”

“Thanks.”

He started to get trance-like. “I see it now. You will  deliver us from

Duthbert, and all of Molemania will rally behind you.”

“Um … last I heard, all of Molemania wanted to kill me.”

“The way you stood up to Duthbert on the street …”

“That was before I even met Duthbert.”

“You've  got  style,  pizazz,  everything  Molemania's  looking  for  in  a

leader.”

“I think you've got me confused with Lenny. People actually listen to

him.”

He broke out of his trance. “Lenny's in jail? That narrows the job down

to you.”

“Look, all I'm interested in is getting home. So if you want a revolution,

you'll have to lead it yourself.”

“Me? I'm a moleman.”

“And?”

“Molepeople aren't nearly as cool as netherworldians.”

I stared at the strange sage who couldn't have been over forty. “You're

losing me.”

“Have you ever seen our television programs? We're pathetic. You guys,

on the other hand, are always making wise crack in extreme situations and

doing awesome things like jumping out of exploding buildings.”

“That's TV. Its not real.”

“Besides, netherworldians are more attractive.”

I actually wished my bodyguards would turn around and pick me up,

but they were still wandering indefinitely, mesmerized by the bowl. “Look,

I really have to go.”

“Just answer me this. Will you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Lead the revolution, of course.”

“No thanks.”

There was an awkward pause. When he spoke next, his tone had com-

pletely changed. “Give me back my sword.”
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“What? But I need it.”

“You're no longer worthy of it.”

“I don't know what you want of me.”

“I want you to stand up to Duthbert.”

“Okay, I will. Just don't expect me to stick around any longer than I

have to.”

“You can't leave us. Your destiny is down here in the shadows.”

What disturbed me the most was how I almost believed him. I probably

never would see the light of day again. “If you know so much about shad-

ows, how do I get to the under-underworld?” If there was no way up, I'd

just have to content myself with going deeper down … anything to get

away from Duthbert.

He frowned. “Captain Moneyshuckles asked the same question.”

“Yes, yes, and he's cursed for all eternity. But seriously, supposing my

destiny  is down here, how would I get  even lower? You know … as a

shadow master.”

Howard tried to rub his beard. Finding he had no beard, he settled for

his chin. “You're not a shadow master yet. You lack a black crystal.”

“Black crystal?”

“There are only six in all of Molemania.”

“Okay … tell me more.”

“Long ago, the black crystals were handed down from the undergods as

a  medium between  worlds.  But  they were  only given  to  the  pure  and

mighty, those with hearts of darkness.”

“But what do the crystals do?”

“They're the keys to the under-underworld.”

“So where do I get one?”

“I've already told you too much.”

I waved the sword, frightening the little guy. “Come on, this is impor-

tant.”

“A key does you no good if you haven't first found the door.”

“So where's the door?”

“Ann, you're obsessed with outward transformation. It will come in due

time, but first you must transform your heart.”

“Will you just give me the facts?”
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“The facts?  Here's  one.”  He  looked deep into my eyes.  “You're  not

happy.”

That took me off guard. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Supposing this whole nightmare were to just go away, and you were to

find  yourself  lying  on  your  comfy bed  in  the  netherworld  … you  still

wouldn't be happy.”

“You don't know that.”

“Yes I do, and so do you.”

There was another moment of silence. My bodyguards, no longer en-

tranced by the bowl, were coming back for me.

Howard continued in a whisper. “Hasn't  it  ever occurred to you that

you're hear for a reason? All I ask is that you consider my proposition. Af-

ter you rescue your boyfriend, don't forget the rest of us.”

Brunhilda entered the scene, saying to me, “What are you waiting for?

Let's go get your man.”

I was at a loss, so Howard spoke for me. “This isn't a trick, is it?”

“Are you kidding?” asked Brunhilda. “I want to see Ann in action.” She

slapped me on the back … not a good feeling.

My eyes met Gunhilda's, but she only shrugged, apparently still as con-

fused as me about her sister's sudden shift in loyalty.

Howard, resuming his casual tone, also slapped me on the back. “Now

you have a way to defend yourself. Only don't hit anything too hard. The

sword's not made for real combat.”
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My Rescue

As our ominous destination of the police station (where somehow I was

going to rescue Lenny) drew nearer and nearer, I couldn't help but feel that

there was something misleading about this fortuitous turn in events. The at-

mosphere in the Corvette, with me sitting on top of my bodyguards, fid-

dling with the sword, Brunhilda looking on with a self-content, Gunhilda

staring out the window, and Barry bobbing his head to  Simon and Gar-

funkel, in no reflected the tension I was feeling.

For one, whether or not Brunhilda was putting me on, I had no idea

what I was going to do once we got to the station. For two, remembering

the death warrant Father Jackothan had issued on my behalf, my attempt to

rescue an inmate from a heavily guarded compound would surely not only

be an exercise in futility but my final action in mortality. I hope you're not

reading this gloomy paragraph as a classic setup of a so-called impossible

situation, fully expecting my self-doubt to be eclipsed by yet-to-be-discov-

ered heroism during a miraculous turn of events. You may be convinced

that this is a work of fiction, and therefore everything is going to somehow

work out for the best. Good for you. I, on the other hand, had been in the

police station before, and I knew about the thirty floors of security guards

between ground level and where the prisoners were kept. My chilled blood

was in no way due to an underestimation of my abilities, nor am I illustrat-

ing these details to heighten dramatic tension. I'm telling you, this opera-

tion was literally not possible.

This fact, however, wasn't about to deter me. I had to do it. This was

also a fact. No matter the consequences, Lenny had come for me, and I

would come for him. There was nothing else worth doing in my few re-

maining hours.

Though when we were dropped off near the police station, I still had no

idea how I was going to do it. Like the other buildings of Molemania, the

police station was nothing more than a tiny portal to underground cham-

bers. But unlike the other buildings, it was more than a mini-golf facade. It
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was a cube of pure steel (aside from the automatic doors).

“Here's the plan,” I whispered, crouching behind a green electrical box

on the side of a street. The police station was on the other side.

Taking no pains to conceals themselves, my bodyguards simply stared

at me.

“First we’ll need to steal some police uniforms. We may have to mug

some people.” But as with my previous attempt at American sabotage, I re-

alized that Molish policemen, equally versed with our television, would be

expecting such a classic assault.

Gunhilda was folding her arms, slouching with boredom. “Call me a

skeptic, but I have a hard time believing that three human girls in police

uniforms would fool many people around here.”

I rubbed my hands together. “I have another plan. First, we need to find

another entrance.”

“There is no other entrance,” said Gunhilda.

“Not a problem. Because I have another plan.”

“Let's go already!” snapped Brunhilda, beginning to cross the street.

I smacked my fist into my palm. “Not until we form a plan.”

But my concentration was broken by the distorted sounds of a mega-

phone. A block away, at a public park, was a large crowd of molepeople.

They looked young, colorful, and riled up. Though the angry shouts of the

guy with the megaphone were hard to understand, I distinctly made out the

phrase, “... because that's what Lenny would want!” followed by a cheering

crowd.

Trying not to feel jealous, I said to my bodyguards, “What's going on

over there?”

Brunhilda grabbed my arm and tried to pull me across the street. “Who

cares? We have business!”

I broke free. “But we're not ready!”

“Fine. We’ll go without you.” Already reaching the opposite sidewalk,

Brunhilda motioned to Gunhilda, who obediently followed.

“Are you crazy?” I shouted. But my bodyguards ignored me, walking

right up to the police station. I felt like a twelve-year-old babysitter again.

Not only was I bound to play the role of the knight in shining armor for my

knight in shining armor but my bodyguards'  bodyguard. Okay,  the truth
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was I didn't want to be left alone.

By the time I caught up, we'd already passed through the double doors

of the station, where the security guard, a fat moleman with a bushy mus-

tache, stood up from his desk. Florescent lights buzzed overhead. In front

of us was a metal detector. Past that were the elevators. They only had one

button: down.

I remembered I was holding a large saber, and I drifted into a corner,

trying to conceal  the very unconcealable weapon. Meanwhile my body-

guards had the audacity to shake hands with the security guard, making me

feel sick about the mess we were getting ourselves in.

Or are they trying to trap me? At the first sign of betrayal, I made ready

to dart for the doors.

“Hello, ladies,” said the security guard in a suspiciously friendly tone.

“What brings you here today?”

“We want to see the human,” said Brunhilda.

Though I really shouldn't have, I banged my head against the wall.

The guard, after shooting me a puzzled glance, said, “I’m afraid he’s

under tight security right now. Nothing short of royal clearance could get

you down there.”

“I'll take care of this,” said Gunhilda. She pulled out her cell phone.

“Just a moment.”

I inched closer to the sliding doors.

“Hello, your majesty. How are you? … Good.”

What are you doing!? I screamed within me.

“... Oh really? … We’re at the jail, and we want to see Ann's boyfriend.

… Uh-huh. … No, it was her idea. … Yeah, she's here. … Okay.” To my

horror, Gunhilda’s eyes met mine, and she extended the phone. “It’s for

you.”

With all eyes on me, I had no choice but take the phone (using my other

hand to hold the sword behind my back). As quietly as possible, I said,

“Hello?” My heart was pounding as it had been in second grade after being

caught in my pencil-breaking conspiracy.

“Hello, m’lady,” came the neurotic voice of Duthbert. He sounded sus-

piciously cheerful.

“Hi,” I said.
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“How are you?”

“Good.”

“Are my bodyguards treating you well?”

I glanced at Brunhilda, wondering if she could hear our conversation. In

an even quieter voice, I said, “No.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Maybe I’ll get you new bodyguards for a wed-

ding present.”

I had no response to that. “Is there something you wanted to tell me?”

“Oh yeah. So you want to see Lenny, huh?”

“... Yes.”

“Well, I think that sounds super.”

Something was wrong here. “You do?”

“Absolutely.”

Was I getting myself into a trap? “Okay ...”

“Tell him hi for me.”

There was definitely a scheme behind this. “On second thought –”

“Can I talk to Clyde?”

“Clyde?”

The security guard waved at me. Not knowing what else to do, I handed

him the phone.

Clyde and Duthbert had a brief conversation, then Clyde ended the call

and handed the phone back to Gunhilda, saying, “Well, ladies, you’re free

to go. I just need to notify the boys downstairs.” He tapped a button on his

headset. “Kevin, I’ve got some visitors for the netherworldian. Can I send

them down? … Oh really? … This must have happened when George was

on duty … Yeah, I’ll tell them.”

He turned to us. “Sorry, ladies, but the prisoner already has a visitor,

and you’ll have to wait till he leaves. Standard procedure.”

Who would be visiting Lenny?

I  must  have muttered  this  out  loud,  because  Clyde  said,  “I’m sorry

miss, but I’m afraid I can’t tell you ... just a moment.” He tapped his head-

set again. “Say that again … You’re kidding, right? … Isn’t that a major

breach of policy? … Forget it. Whatever he says goes. The last thing I need

is my name on his black list.” He looked at us. “Go ahead and take the ele-

vator down to thirty-one. The visitor wishes to see you.”
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My imagination was quick to illustrate a band of Gahboo mercenaries

lying in wait, eager to cleanse Molemania of its gentile problem. Perhaps

they already got Lenny. “Not until you tell me who's down there.”

A grin stretched across Clyde’s face. “You’ll see.” He held up a plastic

basket. “Now place any items you may be carrying, such as keys, phones,

and wallets, into this basket.”

I found myself backing up toward the doors as my bodyguards emptied

their purses and pockets. They procured electronic devices, pistols, knives,

and grenades. Couldn't they see they were being disarmed by the enemy?

Brunhilda turned to me. “Why aren’t you emptying your pockets?”

“I changed my mind,” I said. “Let’s go to the gym.”

But before I saw what was coming, Brunhilda grabbed my arm. “I told

you I’d take you to your boyfriend, and that’s where we’re going.”

“I’ve seen him before.”

“I want to see him.” Holding me as her slave, Brunhilda used her free

hand to remove the Golden Bowl of Fliegenwasser from her purse and

place it into the basket.

Maybe I was looking too far into this. After all, Duthbert, who wanted

me to stay alive (at least I thought so), knew exactly where I was: in a po-

lice station. If someone was going to kill me, they certainly wouldn't do it

in a police station. In any case, at the mercy of Brunhilda, I didn’t see any

way out. I emptied my pockets, saying a silent prayer.

I looked up at the florescent lights. You're not going to let me die down

there, are you, God? 

My towering bodyguards crouched on their way through the metal de-

tector, and I followed closely behind, turning my body ninety degrees as I

passed Clyde.

The metal detector beeped.

Clyde was staring at the tip of the sword, which rose well above my

head. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to leave that here.”

* * *

“Neat,” said Brunhilda, running her hands over the brushed aluminum

of the elevator's interior.
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“I like how the buttons glow,” said Gunhilda, who had started by press-

ing number thirty-one and hadn't stopped.

Either I was I about to die, or I was about to see Lenny. In the moment,

both possibilities seemed equally grim. If the former … I would be dead. If

the latter, Lenny would see the situation for what it was: a failed attempt at

rescue, an Ann who had gotten both of us into this mess with no way of

getting us out. Though for me he'd descended into hell and charged into

battle, all I could do was pay him a visit. I might as well have thrown my-

self at his feet, exclaiming, “You're amazing, I'm pathetic! How could you

possibly love me? Oh, you don't? I can't blame you.”

Though I'd seen his face only last night, I couldn't imagine him any bet-

ter than I could imagine green trees and a blue sky. In my mind I saw a

shackled Hercules, beaten and whipped – because of me – sentenced to die

– because of me. Tears were coming on.

Not now. The last thing I needed was blotchy skin and pink eyes. Even

worse than a scoffing Lenny (not that he would scoff; he was too humble

for that) was the thought of him condescending to comfort a crying girl.

As the number thirty-one lit up before us, the elevator doors slid open,

and my bodyguards stepped out. Feeling a panic come over me, I pressed

the  “close  door”  button.  Nothing  happened.  I  continued  to  pound  the

worthless button until my bodyguards tugged me into submission.
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The Visitor

There they were,  those beautiful  blue eyes.  And there  we  were,  two

prisoners in a strange world, so close, yet so far apart. He was smiling … at

me … and that made all the difference.

Brunhilda, on the other hand, looked disappointed with my choice in a

boyfriend.

There were bars between Lenny and the rest of us. A guard was watch-

ing through the window in the door behind us. The atmosphere wasn't ex-

actly romantic. Still, the longing in my heart outweighed any shame, and

my fingers reached toward the bars.  That  is,  until  I  noticed the guy in

black.

It was Father Jackothan, sitting in the corner. With the same black robe,

drooping head dress, and sunken eyes, there was no mistaking this fossil of

a moleman … the guy who wanted me dead.

I  screamed,  backing up  to  the  opposite  side  of  the  cell.  I  screamed

again.

But the old moleman did nothing, nor did anyone else. In the silence

that followed, I felt obligated to say, “Sorry.”

Father Jackothan's drooping features rose into a smile. Then he turned

to Lenny, saying, “This is your last chance to confess. If you’re not pre-

pared to meet the undergods, you will suffer their wrath.”

Lenny, turning his attention from me, took a comfortable slouch in his

chair. He said, “Come to think of it, there is one thing.”

“Yes?”

Lenny took a deep breath. “You see … there was this girl.” He was

speaking  unnaturally loud,  but  then,  he’d  always  been  an  exhibitionist.

“And we were dating. She’s here, actually.” He shot me a casual glance.

“Get on with it, son.” Considering how difficult it must have been for

Father Jackothan to get any sound out of that baggy throat, he was also

speaking quite loudly. I guess he was as eager as I was to figure out where

Lenny was going with this.
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“I liked her,” said Lenny. “I spent money on her. Once I even took her

to Los Hermanos. I gave her my heart. But in the end, she betrayed me.”

Feeling a quiver in my heart, I asked, “What are you talking about?”

But Lenny ignored me.

“That’s not a confession,” said Father Jackothan.

“I’m getting to it.”  Lenny leaned forward as if  having a guy-to-guy

chat. “I confess, Father. I confess that I was a foolish enough to love her.”

“Lenny,” I said in a small voice, “when did I ever –”

“Oh cut the act. I heard the recording.”

It took a moment for the words to sink in. Then I recalled my little act

during breakfast and Duthbert's orders to play the recording to Lenny. “It’s

not what you think. I –”

He winked at me.  Why did he wink at me? Even more confusing was

Father  Jackothan's  smile.  Everyone  seemed  to  know  something  that  I

didn’t. Except for my bodyguards. They looked as clueless as me.

Think, Ann. Why would one of the most powerful figures in Molemania

bother to hear the confession of a random schmo like Lenny? There must

have been more going on than met the eye.

Searching for a clue, my eyes met the intercom on the wall, reminding

me  that  every room in Molemania  was  bugged.  Perhaps this  explained

Lenny's and Father Jackothan's unnaturally loud voices. They're putting on

a show.

My eyes met Lenny, who gave a subtle nod.

They were putting on a show. Lenny and Father Jackothan were in ca-

hoots. Of course Lenny wasn't interested in a Gahboo confession. He was

Mormon. Whatever their meeting was really about, it must have been dis-

cussed through whispers. But now that my bodyguards were there (the eyes

and ears of Duthbert), Lenny and Father Jackothan had to put their true

business on hold.

No, none of this made sense. Why would Father Jackothan – the guy

who hated us more than anyone else in Molemania – want to help Lenny?

And why would he want to see me?

Of course. As much as he hated humans, Father Jackothan hated Duth-

bert more. An alliance with Lenny and I was an alliance against Duthbert.

Duthbert must have had no idea Father Jackothan was here. Duthbert, in al-
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lowing me come come here, must have been banking on the assumption

that Lenny had fallen for the recording and, in his bitterness, would break

my heart in return.

Lenny must have been had been putting on this show for some time,

weeping and wailing, cursing the day I was born, all the while luring an

eavesdropping Duthbert into a false sense of security.

By announcing how much he hated my guts,  my dear Lenny,  in his

own, special way, had declared his undying love for me.

Finally I nodded back at Lenny, unable to hold back my smile. While

my bodyguards  were  staring  into  space,  I,  without  saying  a  word,  had

solved a mystery and joined a conspiracy. I was a genius.

That is, Lenny was a genius. He must have planned this from the begin-

ning. In fact, did he really try to “storm the castle” with a crowbar and a

bunch of bums? Was it a coincidence that the event had taken place at ap-

proximately the same time the palace was surrounded by news reporters?

He must have wanted to get captured. He must have known it was futile to

take on Duthbert head to head. He must have known there was no better

way to lead his movement than by making himself a martyr.  Hence the

rally in the park. In any case, the media stunt with the bums had been so

successful, he'd gained the attention of powers in high places such as Fa-

ther Jackothan. How else could he have formed such a powerful alliance?

While I’d been hanging out at graveyards and watching TV, this beauti-

ful, brilliant man had put his safety and pride on the line. For me. Some-

how, though I couldn't explain how, I was the one being rescued. First my

jaw fell open in awe. Then, feeling a wave of defeat, tears rose to my eyes.

Not again!

“Father,” I said at last, “I too have a confession.” I didn't know where I

was going with this, but I knew if I just stood there any longer, I'd turn into

a blubbering mess. At least I had to prove to Lenny that I was more than

capable of playing my part in his game. That is,  my game.  I was the one

who started this let's-pretend-to-hate-each-other thing. “Lenny wasn’t the

only fool. I cringe as I think of all the time I wasted with this moron.”

I was gratified by the astonishment in Lenny's face. I thought of Duth-

bert overhearing our conversation in secret chambers, thinking he had me

like a cat with a mouse. “You see, Father, I only used Lenny for his money.
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But obviously his pitiful student wages could never satisfy me. Not like

Duthbert. Now there's a guy with assets.” The more we messed with Duth-

bert's mind, the weaker his defenses would be. I only hoped Lenny and Fa-

ther Jackothan had a real  a plan up their  sleeves,  else this could really

backfire.

I felt a little less sure of myself as I noticed the horror in Lenny's face.

For a moment I thought he was being genuine, but then I remembered what

an amazing actor he was. “I never loved Lenny, and I never will.”

“Look at the guy. He’s scrawny. Unlike Duthbert. Ah, Duthbert. Such

… girth.”

Now Lenny was shaking his head at me. Did he want me to give up the

game, undoing everything we'd worked so hard to accomplish? At first I

thought he was staring at something behind me. Then I realized that my

words were actually traumatizing him. When it came down to the real grit

of war, was he unable to take the pain? At least I cared enough to do what

had to be done. “In fact, if Duthbert were to burst through this door right

now, I would marry him on the spot.”

The door slid open, and Duthbert stepped in.
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Wedding

At once, Father Jackothan leaned on his staff and rose to his feet. The

rival heads of Molemania gave each other a good stare.

After a tense moment, a frowning Duthbert took a deep breath, appar-

ently a ritual of anger management. “Priest, marry us at once.”

Father Jackothan's eyes were as wide as mine. But after looking at me,

at Lenny, at Duthbert, then down to the floor, an entirely different look

came over his face. He nodded his head, straightened his back, and raised

his staff. “Duthbert and Ann, I hereby pronounce you husband and wife.”
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Esther

“I object!” I shouted.

“Overruled,” said Duthbert, his voice casual.

I looked him straight in the eyes. “You can’t marry someone without

their consent.”

Duthbert turned to my bodyguards. “Excuse me ladies, but did she not

just consent to marry me if I were to burst through this door?”

I wasn’t about to let them talk. “How could any girl want to marry a

guy who spies on her all the time?”

Duthbert also looked me in the eyes. “I don’t know if anyone’s ever

told you this, but you’re kind of schizophrenic.”

“I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, but you’re … evil.” In the

corner of my eye, I could see Lenny burying his hands in his face. How

was I supposed to have foreseen this?

“What  are  you  gonna  do  about,”  asked  Duthbert,  “take  me  to  the

supreme court? Oh wait, that’s me.” He tried to grab my hand but failed.

Notwithstanding, a smile stretched across his snout. “You remind me of my

mother. How she hated my dad when he first abducted her. But she grew to

tolerate him.”

Exasperated, I turned to Father Jackothan. “Why did you marry us?”

Duthbert also turned to Father Jackothan. “Yeah, why  did you marry

us?”

Now Father Jackothan was smiling. “Because his majesty commanded,

of course.”

“You’re pressing my buttons, priest,” Duthbert snapped. “I know you’re

up to something with my prisoners.”

“If his majesty doesn’t trust me, why would he extend the honor per-

forming his marriage, especially when his majesty is practically bursting

with his own … authority?”

A look of defeat came over Duthbert's face. “What was I thinking? I

should have done it myself.”
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“I beg to differ,” said Lenny, his voice taking everyone by surprise.

Duthbert turned to Lenny as if examining the source of an unpleasant

smell.

“You may not realize it, your majesty,” continued Lenny, “but in having

the head of the Gahboo church marry you and Ann, you not only united

molepeople and humans but Gahboos and Bahboos. In other words, the en-

tire world. Think of the press coverage this could get.  Father Jackothan

concedes to Duthbert … Gahboos give up their opposition … Duthbert

reigns supreme. This is one of the greatest days in history.”

Duthbert rubbed his chin. “Why would you care?”

“Frankly, I don't.”

Duthbert  laughed.  “I  like this  guy.  And you know what?  He's  right.

Priest, consider us allied.”

Father Jackothan frowned. “I wouldn't go so far as to say that.”

“Fine, be a pooh, I don't care. The fact is, you just married me. I've got

it on audio ...” He pointed to an intercom on the wall, “... and video.” He

pointed to a security camera in a corner of the ceiling. “And it's going all

over the news, baby.” Unable to contain his energy, he busted a couple of

break dancing moves and hooted like Michael Jackson.

I studied Lenny's mysterious face, wondering if he was really a genius,

or if his overconfidence was going to get us all killed. Whatever he was up

to, I gave up on trying to figure the guy out, let alone play along. That had

gotten me into enough trouble. Now it was time to do things my way. Turn-

ing to Duthbert, I said, “If I marry you, will you promise to let Lenny go?”

If sacrificing myself was the only way to save the boy I loved, then so be

it.

Duthbert laughed again. “What do you mean if? You did marry me. Be-

sides, I can't just pardon a terrorist. What, do you think I'm some sort of

dictator? That's what the judicial branch is for.”

“Please … for my wedding present?”

“Look, schizo, I already got you a wedding present, and it’s … no, I

shouldn’t tell you.” He struggled for a moment. “Oh what the heck. Let’s

just say it has to do with wolves.” He paused to see my reaction. “Oh, wait,

the animal tamer backed out on that one. But as for your other wedding

present, let's just say it has to do with ten thousand pounds of marble. And
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fire.”

Duthbert often put me at a loss for words.

He glanced at his watch. “Good golly, there's so much to do. I need to

send invitations,  prepare  the  reception,  book the honeymoon suite,  you

name it.  I  hope you’ll  understand if  I’m unable  to  join you for  dinner

tonight, my dear. In fact …” A smile coming over his face, he turned to my

bodyguards. “Ladies, take her out to dinner. Forget the fact that she’s al-

ready married and call it a bachelorette party. Take her somewhere nice …

but not too nice. Keep it under fifty bucks.” With that he made for the door.

“It’s been great, folks. I guess I’ll see you all at the reception. Let’s shoot

for tomorrow. Shall we say six o’clock? Six o’clock it is.” Stopping at the

door, he looked at each one of us, his face almost euphoric. “Isn’t life won-

derful?” Then he passed through the automatic door, actually skipping as

he went. The last thing we heard was, “I'm married!”

It was Gunhilda who broke the silence. “I don’t think any of us saw that

coming.”

Meanwhile  Father  Jackothan  was  hobbling  toward  my  bodyguards.

“My dear ladies, would you be so kind as to allow a private word between

myself and the netherworldians?”

A beaming Brunhilda (apparently she'd been thoroughly entertained by

all this), nodded to her sister, and the two passed through the door without

any  protest.  Whether  or  not  they  respected  the  authority  of  Father

Jackothan, I'm guessing they were looking forward to some private girl

talk. Though before the door shut, Gunhilda shot me a sympathetic glance.

Father Jackothan reached into his robe and, to my surprise, pulled out a

pistol.  As my heart jerked into my motion, and my body clenched with

fear, he shot the intercom on the wall, blowing it to pieces and nearly tak-

ing out my eardrums.

“That ought to fix our problem with eavesdroppers,” said the old priest.

Then, with his quivering hand, he re-pocketing the smoking gun and said

in a gentle voice, “You’ll have to forgive me.”

I was beginning to feel sick. “I don’t understand. I thought you were

against our marriage.”

“I was. Very much so. Then everything changed.” He snapped his fin-

gers.  At least he tried to (his arthritis  didn't  quite accommodate).  “Like
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that.”

“What do you mean?”

He took a moment to gather his words. “For years I’ve been worrying

about the future of my people. Corrupted by the evils of modernity, they're

divided and lost. My former tactic was to remind them of their roots by

challenging apostates like Duthbert. But the more I’ve hacked away at the

branches, the more we’ve fallen apart. Then, just moments ago, the under-

gods  whispered  the  solution  into  my  ear.”  He  looked  me  in  the  eyes.

“You.”

Not again. The throbbing in my forehead was only getting worse.

“In a way you Christians will understand, you will be our Esther.”

Esther … from the Old Testament … the Jewish woman who married

the king of Persia and risked her neck in persuading him to save her people

from slaughter. “Interesting analogy, but I think you've got the wrong girl.”

Father Jackothan took my hand and squeezed it. “With your help, we

can save Molemania.”

First he tells everyone to kill me, now he wants me to be his queen?  “I'll

pass.”

The sudden sadness in his face was all too reminiscent of Howard the

city employee. But a moment later, he turned back into the loathing priest

with the terrible eyes. “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, but if you

want to save your boyfriend, I suggest you consider my offer.”

“Are you blackmailing me?”

“I'm offering to  help.  Duthbert  has petitioned to do away with your

boyfriend, and parliament has approved. Legally, there's nothing I can do

to save him. But there's one power no government can stop. The majority

of molepeople are still  Gahboos, and if I declare that the death of your

boyfriend is a sin in the sight of the undergods, they will listen, and parlia-

ment  will  listen,  because unlike royalty,  elected officials  have to worry

about their approval ratings.”

“That sounds less than fail proof.”

“I can promise nothing. But if anyone can save him, it's me. All I ask is

that you act as my spokesperson before Molemania.”

Lenny interjected, “Don't listen to him, Ann. We'll find another way.”
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I started pacing back and forth in the little cell. “If Duthbert's so unpop-

ular, why can't he be voted out of office?”

“Theoretically, it was possible five minutes ago. But now that he's king

–”

“King?”

“By Molish law, being a bachelor restricted Duthbert to the status of

prince with only three votes in parliament. Now that he's married, he's offi-

cially a king, complete with six votes, just enough to swing Molemania

into chaos. Impeachment is nearly impossible.”

“You mean he would get to vote on his own trial?”

“Yes.”

“Molish law's stupid.”

“I quite agree.”

“But if you knew all this, why on earth did you marry us?”

“First, the phrase is 'why under earth.' Second, your marriage was in-

evitable. Everyone knew that. The best I could make of the situation was

getting  my  foot  in  the  door  of  the  palace,  with  you  as  my  future

spokesman.”

“Spokeswoman … which I haven't agreed to.”

“Are you refusing my offer, then?”

The room was silent for a moment.  “What about Grandma? Isn't she

still higher than Duthbert?”

“If a monarch is unfit to rule, the next of kin shall act in their place.

Ever since Grandma lost her health – may she live forever – such has been

the case. But you're evading my question.”

“That's right, I am. So if Duthbert's now a king, does that make me a

queen?”

“Yes. The acting queen.”

“I'm not a drama queen.”

“I  said  you  are  the  acting queen  … until  Grandma  gets  her  health

back.”

“How many votes do I get?”

“None, but you're attractive, and people like you.”

“Figures.”
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Father Jackothan banged his staff against the floor. “I demand an an-

swer.”

“Let me get this straight. If I say what you want me to say, you'll save

Lenny?”

“Correct.”

“And you're for ending the TV Tapping Act?”

“Correct.”

“Then no problem. I'm already on your side. Except for the whole anti-

human thing.”

“There is one other condition.”

“Yes?”

“You must become a Gahboo.”

Exasperated, I turned to Lenny. “Was all this part of your secret con-

spiracy?”

But it was Father Jackothan who answered. “I have said nothing of this

until now, and if you don't answer immediately, I will never speak of it

again. Will you support the Gahboos or not?”

By some mutual understanding, both Father Jackothan and I turned to

Lenny, who had a ready response on his lips. “Of course you can't do it.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“You can't become a Gahboo.” He stared at me with incredulity. “You're

Mormon.”

Father Jackothan gave me a sideways glance. “Whatever that is, I’m

sure it can be fixed. After we get the paperwork done, you'll be properly

purged into the order of the Gahboo.”

Now that Lenny brought it up, the thought of risking my eternal salva-

tion by joining another faith (let's be honest, a satanic faith), was less than

appealing. It went against every fiber of my being. Yet this wasn't an issue

of belief but life and death.

Lenny said,  “I  know what  you're  thinking,  Ann.  But  remember  …

'Whosoever will save his life shall lose it' He looked downright holy.

“I'm not trying to save my life. I'm trying to save yours.”

“And I'm trying to save your soul.”

Sometimes Lenny could be so annoying. “Don't you think you're taking

this martyr thing a little too far?”
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“ 'Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for

his friends.' ”

“Easy for you to say. After you die, I'll have to live. With your blood on

my hands. Married to Duthbert. Tortured for an entire life time.”

“Ann, wrong is wrong.”

Though I didn't have a ready response, when, hours afterward, this con-

versation continued to replay in my mind, here's what I wish I would have

said:

“Not always. Take Galileo. Notwithstanding what he knew about the

cosmos,  when put  against  the horrors of  the Spanish Inquisition,  rather

than throwing away his life, he chose to humor his interrogators in a mean-

ingless concession. But it didn't change anything.” Instead of saying this, I

just stood there looking dumb.

The cell door slid open as in came the prison guard with an air of apa-

thy. “Sorry, folks, visiting hours are over.”

Again Father Jackothan banged his staff. “There's no time for this. Is it

yes or no?”

I was unable to speak.

“All right, then.” Leaning on his staff, he began to exit the cell … my

one chance of saving Lenny.

“Wait.” I brushed away a tear, then looked at Lenny, thinking of his

beautiful face in a lake of fire and brimstone. Then I thought of myself in a

lake of fire and brimstone … hell.

How could anyone claim to know what was right in a situation like this,

where both choices lead to misery, where a problem that deserved years of

thought required an instant answer? Whatever I was getting myself into, I

could only hope that God knew my heart.

“I'll do it,” I said, feeling as low as … as if I were hundreds of feet be -

neath the ground.
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Bachelorette Party

Turns out there’s a  T.G.I.  Friday’s down here, the one good thing in

Molemania. But despite the neon lights, the trendy music, and the savory

smells of beef and butter, I couldn't bring myself to smile.

As I looked over the menu, Brunhilda yanked it out of my hands, say-

ing, “Don't worry, we'll order for you.”

“Give it back,” I demanded.

“Look, if we're going to keep this under fifty dollars, we have to be

smart. Gunhilda and I aren't going to get any drinks, and you're going to

get a kids meal.”

I pounded the table. “I don't want a kids meal. I want doubled-stacked

quesodillas.” If you'd been through what I'd been through, you'd be acting

bratty too.

“You can't always get what you want.”

“I never get what I want. The one perk of marrying Duthbert was going

to be his bottomless credit card. Now I don't even get that.”

Brunhilda looked relieved when her cell phone rang. “Hello? Oh, I hi,

Jocelyn. You got my text?”

“Who's Jocelyn?” I demanded.

Gunhilda  whispered,  “She's  a  friend.  Brunhilda's  inviting  her  to  the

party.”

Though I'd never met Jocelyn, I hated her. “This is my party. Shouldn't I

get to say who's invited?”

Gunhilda studied me. “Have you had a bad day?”

“What do you think, Gunhilda? I lost the confidence of the boy I love, I

was forced to marry the guy I hate, and now I'm probably going to hell.”

Unsure of how to respond, Gunhilda busied herself with her straw.

When Brunhilda finished her phone call, I said, “As your queen, I'm or-

dering the doubled-stacked quesodilla.”

Brunhilda frowned. “Look, if you want to look good for your husband,

it's time to lay off the calories.”
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“I don’t want to look good for my husband. And he's not my husband.”

Ready to explode, I stormed off to the bathroom, knowing I was being

watched every step of  the  way.  Thankfully,  the bathroom was empty.  I

locked myself in a stall, punched the plastic walls, unraveled an entire roll

of toilet paper, and screamed at the top of my lungs. I must have been in

there for a long time, because when, driven by hunger, I returned to the ta-

ble, Jocelyn was sitting in my seat. She was a molewoman with too much

eye liner, unnaturally blond hair, and a Spanish accent, was sitting in my

seat. As she babbled away on her cell phone, rather than moving out of the

way, she angled her legs so that I could slide past.

When I took my seat, in front of me was a pile of chicken fingers, carrot

sticks, a small root beer, and a little packet of crayons on top of an illus-

trated place mat. I didn't care about Freddy the Beaver, and I wasn't about

to help him get  back to his dam.  Gunhilda was attacking an enormous

burger. Brunhilda was cutting a bloody steak. Jocelyn continued to babble

in Spanish. Why is she even here?

An hour or so into my “bachelorette party,” Gunhilda was despairing

over our inability to order dessert while staying under budget. In response,

Brunhilda informed a passing waitress that it was her birthday. When the

staff came out, clapping their hands, shouting their birthday chant, and pre-

senting a single scoop of vanilla ice cream, Gunhilda, with a look of jeal-

ousy,  informed the waitress that she and Brunhilda were twins, and the

waitress pledged to bring back another dish of ice cream. As the waitress

walked  off,  Gunhilda  glanced  at  me,  a  guilty  look  on  her  face,  and

hollered, “One more thing! It’s my friend's bachelorette party.”

“I’m sorry,” said the waitress, “but complimentary desserts are only for

birthdays.”

“You don’t understand.” Gunhilda's loud voice was seizing the attention

of everyone around us. “She just married Prince Duthbert, making her your

new queen. She needs an ice cream.”

The restaurant fell silent.

“I’ll talk to my manager,” said the waitress, eager to distance herself

from the stares of everyone around her. I  couldn't  blame her; the awful

gazes turned to me. When, at last, the waitress returned, there was no ice

cream in her hands. “I’m sorry. He says birthdays only.”
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* * *

I sat on my bed, hugging my knees. At the end of the “bachelorette”

party,  Brunhilda,  notwithstanding her  promises  to  Howard  the  city em-

ployee, had confiscated my sword again. This wouldn't have bothered me

so much were it not for a nagging fear that Duthbert, having some funny

idea of being my husband, might barge into the room at any moment.

Of course there was still the metal bar from the closet. I wondered how

hard I would hit him … hypothetically speaking. Would I merely bruise his

skull till he fell unconscious, or would I be unable to restrain myself from

knocking his brains out?  What's happening to me?  Until this moment I'd

never had a murderous thought in life. But then, I'd recently sold my soul

to the undergods.

Could I really kill him? Of course, the molepeople would kill me after-

ward, but that wouldn't be too bad, provided they'd let me die with Lenny.

Too bad we'd only be together for a short time before our spirits would

have to part at the crossroads of heaven and hell.

I  couldn’t  think like this.  Who was to say there wasn't  still  hope? I

peered through the curtains, hoping to see another army of bums. But the

streets were as dark and barren as the stony sky above. The truth was too

plain:  there was nothing to hope for.  I  was that  horrible statistic in the

news, that faceless tragedy whom everyone knew was real but was too dis-

tant to think twice about.

I couldn’t think like this either. Desperate for distraction, I grabbed the

remote. Considering that I'd already lost my soul, there was no reason to be

principled anymore. I started with the cooking channel. But the buttery al-

fredos and fried zucchinis were too depressing too watch. I moved on to

the animal channel, but there was something about a lion tearing apart a

bloody zebra that wasn't siting well with me either. I turned to the fashion

channel, but all I could see were spoiled netherworldian girls whose only

worries in life were hair and nails, not death and damnation. I turned to the

Bible Network, but the stern look on the preacher's face scared me.

Finally I ended up at the Molemania Network, which was showing a

drama with ominous music. A molewoman in a traveling coat was wander-

ing through a dark castle, a look of terror on her face. She passed stony
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columns and paintings of heartless-looking molepeople in powdered wigs.

The place was so cold, you could see her breath.

There was a frightening roar in the distance. The molewoman tried to

get away from the sound, but the unseen beast was getting closer … and

closer. The molewoman screamed as a moleman in a hairy suit jumped in

front of her, flailing his arms.

“I’m a terrible  beast!”  the  moleman shouted.  He  was fat  and gross.

“And you’re intruding in my castle. Now I’m going to throw you in my

dungeon.”

For whatever reason, this low-budget fairy tale was hitting extra close

to home. Later on there was a scene where the beast was showing the girl

his gardens, and the servants left the two of them alone.

“Run away!” I shouted at the TV. But the girl just sat there on a bench,

staring at her captor like a dumb animal. Then there was a scene in a li-

brary, where, to my amazement, the girl and the beast started getting closer

to each other, even reading from the same book. “Hit him on the head!” I

shouted. She had a blunt object in her hand, for crying out loud. “He’s a

beast. It’s not gonna work out.”

I was about to throw the remote at the TV when the screen went black.

Interrupting the program was a single line of white text:

Hello, again.

At first I was confused. Then I realized I was seeing another commer-

cial for the Department of Parks and Recreation.

Are you enjoying your time in Molemania?

I just stared at the TV, waiting to see another plug for the graveyard,

followed by the molegirl in the bouncy castle.

Hey, I’m talking to you.
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I counted to ten. The text didn’t change. Was someone hijacking my

TV? “Look, I don’t believe in you,” I said at last.

Seeing is believing.

“Not in Molemania.” I began to search the room for bugs. I'd learned

from Bobbert that there was at least one microphone behind the dresser,

but where was the videocamera? “Here, nothing is as it appears. It’s all

fake.”

Perhaps you just need to look deeper.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” As with the TV screen I'd seen on the

building, there was a pause between each line as if someone was typing.

You’ve barely scratched the surface of the underworld.

“Yeah? So how do I get to the under-underworld?”

So you've heard the legend.

“Yes I have. And if there's any way out of here, I want to get there.”

You must find a black crystal.

“That's what I hear. Where do I get one?”

Good question. I don't know.

“Who are you?” I demanded of the TV. But the mysterious person ig-

nored my question.

But I'll see that you get one somehow.
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“When?”

I can't say for sure. I'm not in a very easy position right now. But 

I'll make a few calls.

“Why won't you tell me who you are?”

I am the spirit of Molemania.

“I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but so far the help I’ve gotten from

spirits has been less than helpful.”

You got a sword, didn’t you?

How did he … she … it know that? Someone was watching me even

closer than Duthbert. Unless this was Duthbert. “First, my bodyguards con-

fiscated the sword. Second, it’s not even real.”

You only think it's not real. Once you’ve mastered it, it will shoot 

lasers.

“No it won’t.”

Your lack of faith is disturbing.

“Are you quoting Darth Vader?”

Maybe.

Pointing the remote at the TV, I said, “Well, it's been nice.” Though I

waited a few seconds, just in case the person had some actual information.

Wait!
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“Why should I?”

The black crystal will bring darkness to light. But to become a 

shadow master, you must learn to see without light. You must be-

come one with the darkness.

“What?”

Once again the text was replaced by a title screen for the Department of

Parks and Recreation with the molegirl  jumping in the inflatable castle.

Then  it  was  back  to  the  Molemania  Network,  the  show  having  never

stopped. The idiotic molewoman was just about to kiss the revolting beast.

I quickly turned off the TV.

“Whatever this shadow master stuff is about,” I said to the open room,

“I’m not interested. And you know what? I don’t even want your stupid

crystal. It’s probably made of plastic.” I needed real help, not the pretended

sympathies of Molemania’s Romantic Division.

Feeling another set of tears coming on, I fell to my knees and plead my

case to God. I no longer prayed for deliverance, just for the strength to en-

dure. I was a lone ship on a black sea. The dark waves had beat against me,

pulling me under, forcing their way inside. Up until now, I’d held strong.

But I could no longer resist the inevitable. Opening my eyes, I made my

decision then and there.

With a heart full of darkness, I walked to the closet and picked up the

metal bar. One way or another, I was actually going to kill Duthbert. And

then they would kill me.
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Ninjas

My eyes snapped open, though there was nothing to see in the pitch

blackness. My heart was racing, a heavy sound lingering in my ears as if a

clumsy burglar had entered my room. But as I waited in silence, the sound

seemed more and more like a dream. What  had I been dreaming? Some-

thing about a starry sky.

A floorboard creaked. I sat up, my heart pounding. “Who’s there?”

Two hands grabbed my wrists. Another hand covered my mouth, pre-

venting my scream.

Even more hands gripped my body, their claws digging into my flesh.

Though I  couldn't  see  a  thing,  I  could feel  ropes  wrapping around me,

pulled cruelly tight. Someone even covered my mouth with duct tape.

The next thing I knew, my body was raised from the bed and the cur-

tains were pulled open, revealing the city lights of Molemania. A large hole

had been masterfully cut through both layers of Plexiglas.

As I tried in vain to resist, I was transported into open air, from one

group of claws to another. Only then could I see my kidnappers: a team of

little ninjas in ski masks. They were black from head to toe. Carrying me

dangerously close to the edge of the second story roof, I feared for a mo-

ment that I was going to be tossed. Then I noticed the second team of nin-

jas on the astroturf below, their hands raised in the air, and I knew I was go-

ing to be tossed. Talk about a sinking stomach.

Suddenly airborne, screaming as much as one could with duct tape over

her mouth, my miserable descent ended in a pool of claws.  I recalled the

many times, as a young girl, I’d played Phantom of the Opera or Princess

Bride  with  my  Barbies,  imagining  the romance  of  being kidnapped by

swashbuckling men in black.

Nope. Not feeling it.

As if this were a well-rehearsed drill, the ninjas beneath me ran across

the front yard of the palace. They raised me up at the metal fence, where

even more hands reached down from above. This was no half-hearted at-
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tempt  with  bums and crowbars  but  an  elaborate  operation  overseen  by

someone with a lot more resources than Lenny.

Moments later, I was sitting  in the back seat of a limousine, smashed

between two little ninjas. Though neither guy said a word, their black eyes

never ceased to stare at me. They must have been the Gahboos,  escorting

me to my death. But it didn’t make sense. Father Jackothan changed his

mind about me. I tried to tell the ninjas this.

“What?” said the guy on my left.

“Mm mm mm!” I said.

“I can't understand you,” he replied.

“Mm mm mm!” I screamed.

But they ignored me.

As seen through the windows, the city was growing dimmer, the only

light coming from passing street lamps. The Gahboos must have been tak-

ing me somewhere remote, somewhere they could dispose of the evidence.

Before long the street lamps were gone, and the dark cavern around us was

lit only by the headlights of the limousine. We passed under a green sign

that read:

The Bowels of the Earth - 3 miles

When next I looked out the window, we were driving through a tunnel,

the texture of rocky walls speeding past. As I began to slide forward in my

seat, and, once again, butterflies attacked my stomach, I knew we were go-

ing down … down … down. The road was so dark, we might have been

driving on nothing at all, falling into a void. Finally we passed another sign

that read:

The Jaws of Hell - 1 mile

Our surroundings began to light up again, only this time the tunnel was

red. Fiery red. And the air was heating up. Really heating up. Suddenly the

tunnel expanded into a large cavern, where the limousine came to a stop.
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As soon as someone opened the door, there was a burning gust of air,

and the ninjas pulled me into this furnace of a cavern. About a hundred feet

away from us was a bright  chasm, the burning sight  waving with heat.

Having been to the power plant, I knew what must have been at the bottom

of the chasm: a river of molten lava … a very good way to destroy the evi -

dence.

The ninjas escorted me from a crowded parking lot to a gathering of yet

more ninjas. The whole lot of them were forming a large circle. Their black

clothes were soaking with perspiration. Though every face was covered by

a ski mask, I could still see from their eyes that no one was particularly en-

joying this event.

I was taken straight to the center of the circle, where I was startled to

see someone who wasn't wearing black. Lenny. His hands were cuffed be-

hind his back, his face as grave as when we’d parted at the police station.

So they're going to kill him too. I felt so sorry for the guy. Then I realized

there was no duct tape over his mouth. No fair!

To my surprise, my ninja escorts left me with Lenny. I looked around

for our executioner, but nothing was happening. The ninjas were also look-

ing around, starting to whisper to each other.

“So …” Lenny whispered to me, “how’s Misses Duthbert?”

I glared at him.

There  were occasional  laughs  from the  ninjas  around us,  who were

starting to talk at casual  volumes.  There was also an occasional “Shh!”

from those who were more concerned with proper ninja etiquette.

“That bad, huh?” said Lenny. “Well, it could be worse.”

With wide eyes, I nodded at the glowing chasm. I knew my flesh would

burn right off, but how long it would take for my bones to incinerate?

Lenny shrugged. “So they kill us. Big deal. There’s worse things than

death.”

I raised my shoulders.

“What do I mean? Well … we could lose our souls.”

He sure knew how to rub salt on my wounds.

“You know, having your mouth covered with duct tape has its advan-

tages.”

I narrowed my eyes.
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“I mean, no matter what I say, I’ll have the last word.” He shifted his

weight. “Come to think of it, there is something I’ve been wanting to tell

you.”

I raised my eyebrows.

Unable to hold my gaze, he looked away,  smiling. “Well … it’s still

hard to say.”

To my annoyance, ninjas came between us, pushing us to the side of the

circle. Everyone had fallen silent, making room for a certain newcomer to

enter the circle. This person was also covered in black, only he wore a

headdress made of shiny stones.

“What is this?” said the familiar voice of Father Jackothan. Lifting his

soggy ski mask, he pointed an angry claw at my duct-taped mouth.

The ninjas were silent until one of them rose the courage to say, “It was

Dave’s idea.” Following which, a mob of fingers pointed at an unfortunate

ninja who must have been Dave.

“Remove  it  at  once,”  Father  Jackothan  barked,  and  several  ninjas

sprung into action. “That goes for the ropes as well. She’s not our pris-

oner.” The ropes were removed, and the duct tape was torn from my flesh

in the most  gruesome way imaginable. “Get them some root beers,” he

barked at someone else, and moments later, cold cans of root beer were

placed in our hands.

“I know this must have come as a rude awakening,” Father Jackothan

said  to  us,  “but  to  play it  safe,  we  had  to  take  care  of  the  ceremony

tonight.”

I rubbed my sore cheeks. “Ceremony?”

“If we were to wait, Duthbert would surely make you a Bahboo, and

then it would be too late.”

“Too late for what?”

“Your purging, of course.” Then, seeing my blank stare, he added, “In

order to enter  the order of the Gahboo, both you and Lenny must  pass

through the ring of fire.”

Looking for “the ring of fire,” my attention was drawn to the parking

lot, where a team of ninjas were unloading a metal structure and a tank of

propane from the back of a pickup truck.

“So you’re not going to kill us?” I asked in a small voice.
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“Of course not,” said Father Jackothan.

So I  was only going to  lose  my soul,  not  my body.  “But why drag

Lenny into this?”

Father Jackothan rolled his eyes. “I already explained everything in the

paperwork.”

“Paperwork?”

“You didn't get the paperwork?”

I shook my head, and an angry Father Jackothan turned to the circle of

ninjas. “Who was in charge of the paperwork?”

There was silence until a brave soul said, “Dave.” Again a sea of fingers

pointed at Dave, whose head was already bowed.

Father Jackothan was rubbing his forehead. “We’ll take care of the pa-

perwork after the purging.” He turned back to Lenny and I. “Suffice it to

say, I fully intend to keep my promise of protecting Lenny from Duthbert,

but in order to do so, Lenny must also become a Gahboo. Politics.”

Lenny raised a hand.

“Yes?” asked Father Jackothan.

“What if I refuse?”

“My dear boy, Gahbooism is the truth. If you were to die without being

purged, you would be damned to roam the netherworld for all eternity, tor-

tured by the bright sun. As a matter of charity, we can't allow that to hap-

pen.”

I raised a hand.

“Yes?” asked Father Jackothan.

“Can we discuss this?”

“My dear, Ann, if you’re going to make this more difficult than it needs

to be, I’ll kindly direct your attention to chasm over there. If you fail to

comply … you will die. Any further questions?”

I shook my head.

“Good.” He raised his black staff and announced in a ceremonial voice,

“Drockla Billiam McFredward will commence with the rites.”

Someone banged a gong (that is, someone pressed a play button on a

portable stereo system),  and the circle  of ninjas took their  seats on the

ground. Lenny and I, not knowing what else to do, did likewise.
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Father Jackothan hobbled away with his staff, and another ninja took

his place. Judging by this new guy's arched back and cane, he must have

been another one of the elders of the Gahboo church. Sure enough, when

the ninja removed his mask, he revealed an aged face and a white beard.

With a quivering voice, he began to speak in another language.

Whatever he was saying was long-winded, and judging by the body lan-

guage of those around us, no one understood a word of it. Though when-

ever the old moleman said the word “fwah!” the circle of ninjas patted

each other on the head. With the exception of these robotic interactions, the

audience returned to their whispered conversations, some getting so com-

fortable as to take off their shoes and lie on the ground.

Lenny leaned over to me, whispering, “You’re not really going to do it,

are you?”

“Do what?” I whispered back.

“Pass through the ring of fire.”

I didn’t dare look him in the eyes. “Of course not.”

“Good. Though you had me going there back in the jail. For a moment I

thought you were really going to forsake your faith and all that.”

I forced a laugh.

“Though I know why you did it.”

“You do?”

“To lure Father Jackothan into a false sense of security.”

“Right, that's why I did it.”

“But are you sure your plan will work?”

“Just to make sure we’re on the same page, what do you think my plan

is, exactly?”

“To lead the guy on, then refuse him the last moment, thus forcing him

to submit to our demands. Personally, I would have told him from the be-

ginning that we'd never forsake our faith, but I guess this works too.”

“But … he said he'd throw us in the chasm.”

Lenny laughed.  “Come on,  Ann,  you know he wouldn’t  actually do

that.”

How could he be so sure of himself? “Hypothetically speaking, what if

he did?”

“Then … we would die as martyrs.”
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“Right.” This significantly narrowed my choices. Call me prideful, but I

wasn't about to say,  Actually, Lenny, I wasn’t planning anything.  I really

just care more about not dying than my eternal salvation. What I did say

was, “But don’t you think, given the circumstances, that God would under-

stand? I mean, it’s just a silly ritual, and we’ll still believe in our hearts.”

“Ann,” he whispered reprovingly, “is that what Daniel would have said

when threatened with the lion’s den? What about Shadrach, Meshach, and

Abednego? If they would just have bowed down to an idol, they wouldn’t

have been thrown into a furnace. But they wouldn’t, because they knew

what was right, and God saved them.”

Defeated, I whispered, “Still hypothetically speaking, do you think we'll

be saved?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But in the grand scheme of things, does it really

matter?”

So this was it. Not even death could stop Lenny.  And what of Ann?

Would she go down as the greatest sellout in history?

His hand inched toward mine. I took it.
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Black Crystal

My eyes wouldn’t  leave the old moleman, Drockla Billiam McFred-

ward, who was still droning on in his ancient language, a sound that had

become white noise to everyone else. As far as I knew, the instant this guy

would  close  his  snout,  the  ring  of  fire  would  light  up,  and  the  test  of

courage would begin. I had no idea if I’d pass, and I was too afraid to

search within myself for the answer. Instead I focused my energy on dread-

ing the inevitable.  I  stared at  the  old moleman's  beady eyes,  which re-

flected the bright chasm. I examined his wrinkly snout and jagged Adam’s

apple. I stared at his chain necklace from which hung a black shard of crys -

tal.

Black crystal? I'd seen a necklace like that before on the hollow statue

of Captain Moneyshuckles. And according to Howard the city employee

and my mysterious TV guardian, I was staring at a key to the under-under-

world, my ticket to salvation … in the most inconvenient place imaginable.

I leaned over to Lenny and whispered, “I know how we can escape.”

Which wasn't exactly true. I had no idea what we would actually do with

the black crystal or where the under-underworld was, but I had to believe

in something. “But first we need to steal this guy's necklace.”

“I don't  follow,” Lenny whispered back. He took another sip of root

beer.

“I'll explain later. Just trust me, it's … part of my plan.”

His beautiful, blue eyes looked at me in a way that made my troubled

heart melt. “Of course I trust you, Ann.”

I was unable to return the gaze. “Okay.” Feeling as insane as the world

around me, I formulated a desperate plan of attack. “One of us needs to

cause a distraction. A big distraction. So big that everyone, including Mis-

ter McFredward, will give it their full attention. That's when the other per-

son will steal the necklace, and we both make a dash for the entrance of the

cavern.”

Lenny nodded. “Good. Then what?”
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“Then … we … take it from there.”

Lenny seemed  to  be  calculating  the  adventure,  his  mysterious  eyes

glancing around the cavern. “All right. I'll go for the necklace.”

I was grateful to be relieved of the more swashbuckling task, though

being thus assigned as the distraction maker, my stomach sank. My best

idea was to run around the circle, stuff my fists into my armpits, and cluck

like a chicken.

“How about this?” Lenny continued. “Just run straight for the entrance

of the cavern. That will force everyone's attention away from the center.”

“But what if they catch you?”

“They won't catch me.”

“How can you be so …” Then I remembered who I was talking to: the

guy who never failed. Were it not part of his plan, he never would have

been captured by a  band of  four-foot-tall  policemen at  the  palace,  and

surely a hundred ninjas were no different. “Nevermind.”

To my wonder, Lenny was staring at one of the ninjas on the other side

of the circle, and if it wasn't my imagination, the ninja was nodding.

“What's going on?” I whispered.

“I was just communicating with one of our allies.”

“Allies?”

“One of our many allies. The rebellion is growing every hour.”

“But how –”

“You didn't think I was just rotting in jail all this time, did you?”

“Of course not.”

“Now let's get this show on the road while everyone's still lying around.

Remember, run as fast as you can, and whatever happens, don’t look back.

Promise?”

“I promise.”

Fighting the urge to hesitate, I stood up, instantly drawing the attention

of the circle. “Excuse me,” I said, rudely interrupting the ceremony. The

old moleman stopped his recitation, and the cavern fell silent. “I need to go

now. Bye.”

Walking casually, I passed through two ninjas, right out of the circle.

No one stirred. I picked up my pace. Still nothing happened. Then I broke

into a sprint.
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“Stop her!” shouted an angry voice. It had come from Father Jackothan,

who was sitting on a lawn chair with a can of root beer in his hand.

I ran past him. I ran past the parking lot. I ran straight to the mouth of

the cavern, toward the black tunnel from which we'd come.

“Save yourself, Ann!” Lenny shouted from behind.

Save  myself?  Defying  Lenny's  wishes,  I  looked  back.  Instead  of  a

swashbuckling hero, I saw a dog pile of angry ninjas, a white hand protrud-

ing from the mass of black robes. He hadn’t even gotten close to the old

moleman. So much for the crystal.

Though most of the ninjas were preoccupied with Lenny, some were

coming for me. To continue running would be to abandon the boy I loved.

To turn around around would be the end of all hope. Though it pained my

heart, I knew I had to keep my promise and go on, because I was the one

Father  Jackothan  really  wanted.  Surely  they  would  stop  the  ceremony

without me. Thus I was saving Lenny's life. Filled with adrenaline, I ran as

fast as I could.

As I passed into shadows of the rocky tunnel, I looked back and saw a

comfortable  distance  between  myself  and  my  pursuers.  They  were

molepeople … short, fat, and out of shape.

“That’s what you get from watching TV all day!” I shouted, feeling a

runner’s high come over me.

“Keep going!” Lenny shouted from a distance, his voice muffled from

the bodies on top of him.

Though I had no idea where I was going or how I was going to survive

in the pitch blackness, I was closer to freedom than I'd ever been in Mole-

mania, and the feeling was addicting. I followed the tunnel through a few

twists and turns. Then, in the dim light that remained, I noticed a fork in

the road, a fifty percent chance of losing my pursuers. I chose path number

two.

Soon I was relying solely on my sense of touch, knowing nothing but

rocky walls and a beating heart. Losing all sense of time, I felt my way

through another fork in the road … and another. Already I was lost in the

belly of  the  earth,  a  creature  of  darkness.  Perhaps,  like  Captain  Mon-

eyshuckles, I would roam these tunnels for all eternity.
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That was a scary thought. Even more frightening was the possibility

that I was about to walk into a bottomless pit. Only then did I think of illu-

minating my surroundings with the light of my phone. At once the rocky

tunnel lit up by the dim light of the screen, and at once I noticed the drop

off in front of me.

“That could have been bad.” As I imagined myself tumbling into the

black abyss, my eyes were drawn to something colorful on the wall. Re-

sembling ancient cave paintings I'd seen in text books was the crude image

of a molegirl with a crown on her head. She was falling into a throng of

black hands.

As I studied the strange image, I almost thought I could hear a voice

whisper:

Jump.

It would be so easy, an escape from all my problems. Shivers came over

my body. I knew I had to get away from this place. Even stronger was an

impression that the undergods were very real … and very nearby.

As quickly as possible, I backtracked to the nearest fork, where I took a

different tunnel. Reverberating through my stony surroundings was a dis-

tant sound of a car engine. The sound was growing louder. In a panic, I put

away my phone and, once again in darkness, ran my hands along nooks

and crannies  until  I  discovered a  crevasse  large enough to  hide inside.

There,  lying  against  cold  stone,  I  waited  and  listened  …  listened  and

waited.

Didn't I used to be claustrophobic?

The car was getting closer. Suddenly there were glimmers of light on

the walls.  The light  grew brighter.  Though I scrunched up as tight  as I

could in the awkward crevasse, part of me wanted to be found and taken

away from this horrible place.

The tunnel was filled with blinding light as a yellow Lamborghini drove

slowly into view. The car stopped in front of me. The window of the pas-

senger seat was lowered, revealing a little ninja at the steering wheel. The

guy pulled off his ski mask.
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It was Bobbert.

“Ann,” he said, “get in the car.”
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Back Door

“Nice car,” I said, not budging.

“Thanks,” said Bobbert.

“How did you find me?”

“How do you think? I followed your body heat.”

“Body heat?”

“Oh yeah, you humans can’t see infrared, can you?” He was anxiously

tapping the steering wheel, glancing at the rear view mirror. “Are you com-

ing or what?”

“Why should I?”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“No. Can you blame me?”

“… No. But you gotta trust me this time. I can help you escape.”

“How?”

Still tapping the steering wheel, Bobbert accidentally honked the horn.

“Look what you made me do.”

“I didn’t make you do that.”

“Come on, they’ll be here any moment.”

“Aren’t you one of them?”

“No. I’m a Bahboo, remember?”

“Then what –”

“Get in the car, and I’ll explain on the way.”

“On the way where?”

“On the way home!”

Still I didn’t budge.

“Look, whatever you think about me, electromagnetic radiation doesn’t

lie.”

“Eh?”

“Body heat. You're a sitting duck if you stay here.”

He had a  point.  It  was either Bobbert  or  a band of  ninjas who had

threatened to throw me into a pit full of lava. I got in the car. But before I’d
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even shut the door, Bobbert stomped on the pedal, lurching us forward.

“Where are we going?” I demanded, jerking at my seat belt. At the rate

we were cruising through the rocky tunnel, relying solely on the mercy of

headlights, a careless turn of Bobbert's wrist would mean instant death.

“You’d be happy to know that the missus and I have begun shopping

for a new washing machine. Thanks for all the tips.”

“Bobbert!” I screamed as the car veered toward a stalagmite.

Turning his eyes back to the road, Bobbert spun us out of the way, al-

most smashing us into the opposite wall in the process. “Sorry.” He contin-

ued with a little more sobriety. “Anyway, as soon as I heard about yours

and Duthbert’s  wedding,  I  started feeling … something right  here.” He

pointed  to  his  chest.  “I  thought  it  must  have  been  related  to  the  dou-

ble-decker pastrami and sauerkraut sandwich I had at the deli. That sand-

wich is amazing, by the way.”

“Get to the point.”

“The point is, the feeling wouldn’t go away. So to test my theory, I went

back to the  deli  and ordered another  sandwich to  see  if  it  made things

worse. After a careful analysis, the feeling, I concluded, had nothing to do

with sandwiches.” He waited in vain for my response. “So what was it, you

wonder? In considering your unpleasant circumstances, I had the slightest

inclination that I was in some way … responsible.”

I just stared at the road.

“I wanted to help you, so I ordered a strawberry cheesecake milkshake,

because those always help me think. Then – you wouldn't believe it – I

happened to overhear another guy talking about you. I believe his name

was Howard. Said he works at the graveyard.”

“Go on.”

“He was telling his friend a story about you stealing a sword or some-

thing like that. And boy was he laughing. At first, anyway. Then he got all

emotional,  saying how sorry he felt  for you.  And then everyone got  all

emotional. Even me. And that's when I said, ‘Call it a small underworld,

but I happen to be her best friend.’ ”

“Where are we going for reals?” I interjected.

He ignored my question. “To make a long story short, Howard and I got

to talking, he opened a briefcase, and he gave me … this.”
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From his pants pocket,  Bobbert produced a hunk of paper, which he

handed to me. I unfolded it, revealing a set of blueprints.

“The Romantic Division’s underground network,” Bobbert said with a

grin.

“Eh?”

“Also known as the under-underworld.”

I began to study the intricate passages of the map. Then the paper flew

against the windshield as Bobbert slammed on the brakes, making me glad

for my seat belt.

“And there it is,” said Bobbert. I followed his gaze through the driver-

side window. Embedded in the rocky tunnel was a metal door. In the dim

light from the car, I made out the words “Authorized Personnel Only.”

“It's not as glamorous as I imagined,” I said.

“Just wait till you're inside.”

“Why, what's in there?”

“Let's see …” Bobbert began to list off his fingers. “Lava, monsters, gi-

ant spiders, scary masks that shoot arrows out of their mouths.”

“So it’s like the graveyard.”

“The graveyard is a public attraction. The under-underworld is for real

adventurers. You can actually die in there.”

“Why would anyone make such a place?”

“It’s exciting.”

“Sadistic is the word I was looking for. But I’m not afraid of Halloween

soundtracks.”

“You think I’m joking, don’t you? See for yourself.” He pointed to the

door. “The key code is five.”

“Five what?”

“Just five.”

“Don't I need a black crystal?”

“Not if you go through the employees door.”

“Howard sure is making this easy for me.”

“He likes you. Everyone does. Anyway, follow the map, and if you sur-

vive the scariness, you’ll arrive at an elevator. From there it’s a straight trip

to the netherworld.”

“You mean this will take me home?”
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“Of course. And when you get to the top, you'll be needing this.” He

reached into his shirt and pulled out a stick of dynamite. He seemed to be

enjoying his role as the double agent.

But I  didn’t  take the stick.  “Let  me get  this  straight.  Somehow you

found out I was going to be abducted tonight, so you dressed up as a Gah-

boo in order to save me?”

“Well … not exactly.”

“Then why are you here?”

Bobbert  shifted uncomfortably.  “Let’s just say … everything worked

out nicely. But we’re wasting time. You need to go now before the others

catch up with us.”

I stared at the metal door. If Bobbert was telling the truth, and freedom

was just an elevator ride away, I could go for help. I could get a swat team.

Then my fellow humans, in all their power and glory, could invade Mole-

mania and rescue Lenny. Whatever was past that door, I could survive it. I

had to survive it. If only I had my sword … that stupid sword that had

never done me any good.

But would I make it back in time? Maybe I was wrong about running

away, and the Gahboos would kill Lenny before I made it to the surface.

Perhaps Lenny was already dead. On the other hand, my only chance of

saving him was going through that door.

I knew I had to act fast, but my soul was tormented by the thought of

the boy I loved in the claws of murderers. It was so unfair. It was so wrong.

It was so …

Weird. Something wasn’t adding up. Considering how easily I had out-

run a band of molemen, how had Lenny, the great adventurer, been taken

down? All he had had to do was steal a necklace from an old geezer. The

distraction had been perfect.

Did he let  himself get caught? He did have a history of doing so. But

why would he in this case?

Oh.

How could I have been so dense? Bobbert was the ninja Lenny was sig-

naled to. Just like at the palace, Lenny had arranged to sacrifice himself for

the greater good. He knew there was no sense in stealing the crystal. He

knew my “plan” was a joke. But he played along anyway, making me think
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I was the distraction, when in reality, he was the distraction. He'd given me

just the extra time I'd needed to escape. He'd compromised his life to save

mine. The jerk.

I was so mad, I pounded the window beside me. “No!”

A confused Bobbert said, “I beg your pardon?”

“Lenny set me up, and he thinks he’s going to get away with it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about. The two of you were in cahoots.

Now take me back.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Now.”

“But … I’m offering you freedom.”

“I don’t want freedom. I want to die with Lenny.”

“But –”

“Go!” I waved my fist in front of his face.

Nonplussed, Bobbert put the car into reverse.
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Jaws of Hell

As soon as the car came to a stop in the fiery cavern, I flung open the

door and jumped out. “Lenny!” I screamed, my voice echoing from wall to

wall.

As if I'd foreseen this, Lenny was about to die. Trapped inside of a large

net that hung from a metal crane, he was dangling over the fiery chasm,

bathing in steam. I ran toward him but was forced to stop as a handful of

ninjas pointed guns at me.

The ninjas had all turned away from the chasm, some of them raising

their masks in disbelief, one of them shouting, “You found her!”

“It wasn’t easy,” said Bobbert, also stepping out of the car. While poor

Lenny continued to dangle, a crowd of ninjas ran toward Bobbert and I,

some  reclaiming me as  their  prisoner,  others  congratulating  Bobbert  as

their hero.

“How’d you  do  it?”  someone  asked Bobbert.  “We  lost  sight  of  her

trail.”

Bobbert pulled his mask back over his face. “Just takes a little skill,

that’s all.” Then, as the ninjas with guns began to push me along, Bobbert

leaned over and whispered only for my ears, “I’m not through with you.”

“Most likely you are,” I replied.

Bobbert had already turned his attention back to his fans, more than

happy to answer their questions.

Meanwhile my escorting ninjas took me to Father Jackothan, who was

still sitting in his lawn chair. He asked, “Are you going to jump through the

ring, or do we have to kill you as well?”

“Kill me,” I said, beaming at Lenny.

Lenny was staring back at me through the net, shaking his head. But his

disapproval didn't bother me. As crazy as it was, for my first time in Mole-

mania, I was at peace.

Before long, claws gripped my body and raised me from the ground. I

was tossed into the net,  where I tumbled beside Lenny.  In the cramped
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space, tight ropes dug into our flesh. As we dangled in the scorching steam,

I looked down and saw a glowing doom beneath us … far beneath us. Ver-

tigo was an understatement. I thought I’d experienced butterflies before. If

so, they were little white ones. Now my stomach was full a fluttering mon-

archs.

As if to prolong our misery, the Gahboos didn't drop us at once but al-

lowed us to hang in anticipation.

“Ann, why are you doing this?” asked Lenny, hunched beside me.

The net  was slowly rocking back and forth,  the hairy rope creaking

above us.

“What  do  you  mean?  I  was  captured.”  I  forced  myself  not  to  look

down. 

“You and I both know that’s not true.”

“How do you figure?”

He thought for a moment. “Because … most of the molepeople were on

me. You had such a head start.”

“I couldn’t outrun a car.”

“Yeah, but Bobbert was in that car, and –”

“And what?”

“And … he’s supposed to be on our side.”

“Because you put him up to it, didn’t you?”

He couldn’t hide his guilt. “We did have a brief chat before you showed

up.”

“Why didn’t you let me in on your plan?”

“Because I didn't  have a plan. Not really. Not until you came up with

that crazy idea to steal the old guy’s necklace. It seemed like a good oppor-

tunity to set things into motion, so I played along.”

“How could you?”

“How could I lay down my life to save yours?”

“Yes!”

Again there was that darling, embarrassed look on his face. “If you re-

ally want to know …”

An unwelcome voice – Father Jackothan’s – shouted, “It’s not too late

to spare your lives!”
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“Shut up,” I hollered back. Then I resumed gazing into Lenny's eyes.

“You were saying?”

Lenny looked away. “I lost my train of thought.”

“Why is  it  that  every time you’re  about  to  say something romantic,

you’re interrupted?”

“Who said I was going to say something romantic?”

“It was implied by your bashfulness.”

“I think you’re looking too far into it.”

“You were most definitely going to say something cute.”

“I don’t say cute things.”

The defensiveness in his voice disturbed me. “So you weren’t going to

say something romantic?”

“Look, if you want to talk about romance, why don't you start the con-

versation?”

“Because you're the guy.”

“Funny how chivalry is only dead when it’s convenient.”

The crane began to lower us, and the steam grew hotter. We were al-

ready soaked with sweat. Maybe I  was looking too far into this. “Sorry I

brought it up.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

The conversation fell flat. This was a rotten note to end our lives on.

Did he really not love me? Was his attempted self-sacrifice merely an act

of charity? Come to think of it, I hadn’t given him many reasons to fall

head over heels. Had I done anything to impress him? In his eyes I must

have still been incompetent, little Ann. How presumptuous of me. Here he

was ready to die like a saint. I was only there because I didn’t want to be

left alone.

But what girl wanted to die next to a guy who was less than madly in

love with her? Suddenly I was having second thoughts about this martyr

business.

As  if  reading  my mind,  Lenny,  to  my annoyance,  decided  to  quote

scripture:

“And if thou shouldst be cast into the pit, or into the hands of mur-
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derers, and the sentence of death passed upon thee … and above 

all, if the very jaws of hell shall gape open the mouth wide after 

thee … all these things shall give thee experience, and shall be for 

thy good.”

Why did he have to say that? I didn't need faith, I needed godlessness,

an excuse to call this whole thing off until I could get my sanity back.

“Onward Christian soldiers,”  Lenny began to sing, “marching as to

war –”

“Lenny!”

“Yes?”

“Will you just … put your arms around me or something?”

“Sure.”

Though, for the amount of affection involved, it  might as well have

been the arms of my brother, I needed someone to love me. I hugged him

back, unable to hide my trembling. The air was so painfully hot, my lungs

were on fire. I was hyperventilating.

“Ann,” Lenny said tenderly, “there really is something I want to tell

you.”

“Yes?” I said between gasps.

Again he struggled for the words. When he finally spoke, the tenderness

was gone. “You know they're not going to kill us, right?”

Umm … “Of course I know that.”

“It's  just a game of chicken. If we can only hold out a little  longer,

they'll have to call their bluff.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“Just think about it. They're committing the classic villain's blunder: do-

ing away with good guys in creative, drawn-out ways. If they really wanted

to kill us, they would have just pushed us off the cliff.”

That was when the rope gave way, leaving us free falling. As the wind

rushed against us, I clung to Lenny with all my might, my heart about to

explode. Though I didn’t scream. I was ready to die.

Lenny, however, held no restraints in screaming.
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Just when I was certain our lives was over, the rope grew taut, our fall

reversed  itself,  and  suddenly our  bodies  were  bashing  into  each  other,

bouncing up and down in the awful net. Like a hanging mouse in the claws

of a sadistic cat, we hung between the worlds of the living and the dead.

Though I  could  no longer  tell  which way was up  and which  way was

down. In my vision, all I could make out was a fiery glow.

“This is your last chance!” came the distant voice of Father Jackothan,

reverberating through the chasm.

Now Lenny was hyperventilating. “All right … I have to admit … that

took me off guard.”

I couldn't believe it, but I actually found myself smiling. “Aren't you

ready to die?”

He took a deep breath. “Of course I am. It's just …”

“Shall I answer the moleman?”

He nodded.

With an odd sense of confidence – perhaps the peace of the martyrs of

old – I mustered my final strength to shout:

“Long live King Richard!”

In a feeble voice, Lenny said, “King Richard?”

“Yeah. Isn't that what you used to shout at random people as you'd run

around the school, pretending you were Robin Hood?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Remember that one time you wore a turban to school?”

“Um … I think so.”

“That was really cute.”

Lenny mustered a weak smile, patting my face as if … as if I were his

sister. If Lenny didn't love me, what was there to live for? Perhaps it was

best to be put out of my misery.

The most painful part was realizing my failure. I knew he had loved me

once. From coming to Molemania, to delivering himself to the police, to

laying down his very life,  everything Lenny had done was for me.  But

what had I done for him? In the moment he had needed me most, I'd aban-

doned him to a dog pile of murderers, running like the coward I was. If, in

that moment, Lenny had still had a flickering ember of affection for Ann

Wilkinson, I'd doused it with a bucket of ice water.
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As  the  scorching  steam began  to  consume  our  bodies,  a  struggling

Lenny said, “Ann, what I wanted to say was … it's been great having you

as a friend.”

“Gee,” I mustered, teetering on unconsciousness. “You too.”



183

Alive

Before everything went black, I remember hearing the echoing voice of

Father Jackothan shouting, “Okay, you win.”

The next thing I knew, clawed hands were grabbing my soaking body,

laying me on hard ground.

“We killed them!” someone shouted.

To verify this claim, someone else took it upon himself to slap me in the

face an excessive number of times. Yet someone else decided to pour a can

root beer down my throat. Upon this, I broke into a coughing spell, and the

molemen cheered.

The administrator of root beer proceeded to pour the stuff down Lenny's

throat,  effectively raising another coughing soul  from oblivion.  While a

few on the ninjas gathered around the novelty of Lenny and I, most wanted

to get a better look at the can of life-reviving root beer.

Having dangled over the jaws of hell instills one with an odd sense of

optimism. I mean, for one who'd gone so low, how could things possibly

get worse?

Though I hadn't exactly recovered yet. In my clouded consciousness, I

heard the crackly voice of Father Jackothan say to an assistant, “That was

close enough to a purging. Bring them the paperwork.”

A pen was forced into my hand, and my hand was shoved onto a stack

of papers.

“Write your name,” Father Jackothan commanded.

Even if I had the strength, after all I’d been through, I wasn't about to

comply. So someone took my limp hand and guided me in drawing an X.

They did the same for Lenny.

“Good enough,” said Father Jackothan. “They're Gahboos.”

My world was still rocking, the voices around me still echoing from

afar.  I  could  still  feel  the  scorching steam.  Suddenly Lenny was  being

dragged away from me, disappearing into the fog.

“Lenny,” I moaned, reaching for him.
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“Ann.” He reached back but could only graze my fingertips.

I must have passed out after that, because once again I found myself be-

ing slapped in the face with the familiar cry of, “She's dead!”

Ahead of me were red, blurry balls, the tail lights of cars driving away.

Around me was a sea of shouting voices.

“The Burger Lion has terrible ice cream,” someone declared.

“How about T.G.I. Friday's?” proposed someone else.

“Too expensive.”

Every last ninja had pulled off his mask. Some had even pulled off their

shirts. I was surrounded by hairy, sweaty molemen.

“Guys, guys,” said someone else, raising his wristwatch, “it's three AM.

The only place that's even open is McDonalds.”

A wave of approval swept over the crowd.

A moleman with a serious face said, “I hate to be the party pooper, but

Father Jackothan said our primary responsibility is to get the girl home be-

fore anyone at the palace notices her absence.”

A moleman with a pointy goatee said, “How about we take her home,

then go for ice cream?”

The important implications of this conversation were forcing me to re-

gain my bearings. “Wait a minute,” I interjected, “I want ice cream too.” I

wasn't about to miss out for the second time in one night.

There was silence as everyone contemplated the impossible conundrum.

Then  Bobbert  stepped  forward.  “How about  one  group  takes  her  back

while the other group saves seats at McDonalds?”

The crowd cheered their approval, slapping Bobbert – the hero of the

night – on the back.

The guy with the goatee said, “Dave can take the girl home.” To this the

crowd also cheered their approval.

As the sweaty molemen boarded their various cars, a frowning Dave

and several of his unhappy inferiors escorted me back to the limousine. I

was so weak, resistance wasn't an option.

Meanwhile Bobbert was walking with the aged moleman who had offi-

ciated  in  our  pre-“purging”  ceremony,  Billiam  McFredward.  Bobbert

helped the feeble guy into the passenger seat of the yellow Lamborghini.

“Easy, dad,” said Bobbert.
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Dad?

Suddenly I  not  only understood how Bobbert  had gotten his  greedy

claws on such an expensive car (it must have been his dad's), but I knew

why Bobbert (who was supposedly a Bahboo) had really come to this Gah-

boo ceremony. His father was a high priest of the Gahboo church, and Bob-

bert (probably with no intention of letting his father know he'd converted to

a more liberal religion) had to keep up appearances … especially when

there was so much at stake in the way of inheritance. Helping me must

have been an afterthought.

Figures.

Though  this  realization  gave  me  a  brilliant  idea.  The  black  crystal,

hanging from the old moleman's neck, sparkled in the light of the fiery

chasm. Perhaps it wasn't too late to escape into the under-underworld.

“Bobbert!” I hollered, just as my escorts were about to stuff me into the

back seat of the limousine. “A word, please?”

Bobbert, after slamming the passenger door of the Lamborghini,  just

stared at me, apparently weighing the benefits of acknowledging my exis-

tence. Finally he approached me, and my escorts, either in respect for the

son of a high priest or to honor the hero of the night, allowed Bobbert to

take me aside for a private word.

“What,” he whispered impatiently, “are you reconsidering my offer?”

“It's not too late, is it?” I whispered back.

“Of course it's too late. When are we going to find another opportunity

to get you beneath the radar?  Everything  was in place, and you threw it

away.”

“Is there any other entrance to the under-underworld?”

“I gave you the map. See for yourself. Now if you don't mind –”

“Wait. You know how you kind of ruined my life and everything?”

“Don't even start. I tried to set things right.”

“All I'm asking is one little favor, and then we'll  consider your debt

paid.”

“How little?”

“Ask your dad if I can borrow his crystal.”

Bobbert considered this and shrugged. “Be right back.” He jogged over

to his car, opened the passenger seat, and had a brief conversation with his



186

father. Moments later, he was back at my side, presenting the crystal. “He

says to give it back when you're done.”
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Guardian

Soon enough, as dictated by the point of a gun, I was back in the palace

bedroom. Gahboo ninjas, standing outside the window, were working on

repairing the hole they'd cut. It was strange how good it felt to be back in

“my room.” But then, when one was as tired as me, anywhere with a bed

was home.

The ninjas went so far as to install bars over the window. With all the

noise of their power tools, I wondered how they were possibly staying un-

detected by the palace guards. Then, as I peered through the window, I no-

ticed the policeman on the ground below. Along with a handful of other

ninjas, he was licking a soft-served ice cream cone. This place was wrong

on so many levels.

Corrupt police … that explained how the Gahboos had gotten Lenny

out of jail. If Duthbert had traitors in his own house, maybe a revolution

was more of a possibility than I’d thought.

Though I’d had enough politics for one night. Plopping down my weary

body, I shut my eyes and tried to let go, but my aching frontal lobe had

reached that point of irreversible insomnia. My desperate mind wouldn't

stop scrambling to piece together a way out of this dark world. For all I

knew,  in  much  less  than  twenty-four  hours,  Duthbert  would  whisk  me

away on a so-called honeymoon. And then what? I couldn't even imagine. I

refused to  imagine.  That  is,  I  refused to  imagine anything but  a  sword

through his heart.

Hoping it wouldn't come to that, I rotated the black crystal through my

fingers, rehearsing the words of my TV guardian:

The black crystal will bring darkness to light. But to become a 

shadow master, you must learn to see without light. You must be-

come one with the darkness.
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I was fairly certain those words didn't  actually mean anything, espe-

cially as I realized the crystal was made of plastic. According to Bobbert,

his father had ordered it from the Molemania Shopping Network, hoping it

would somehow lead him to secret passages.  But the old moleman had

never figured out how to use it.

Perhaps he missed something. I held the crystal in front of the light. I

searched for hidden messages. But the truth was too plain: between my

bodyguards and I,  we'd amassed quite a collection of junk. I tossed the

worthless hunk onto the dresser. To think I'd almost lost Lenny over the

stupid thing …

Next I rolled out the blueprints of the Romantic Division's secret net-

work. True to Bobbert's words, at the center of the paper was a square la-

beled “Elevator to the Netherworld.” But beyond that, I couldn't make any

sense of the labyrinth of lines, symbols, and acronyms.

To make things worse, the power happened to go out in that very mo-

ment, leaving me in total darkness.

Before collapsing on my bed, I rolled up the map and tossed it onto my

junk pile. You would think I'd be used to doom and gloom by now, that I'd

have nothing left to cry about. But then, you'd also think something would

have  worked out  by now,  that,  having  overcome so  much,  the  God of

heaven would have delivered me from this lion's den. If only someone,

anyone, would help me. Really help me.

I don't know how much time went by as I lay there in the darkness, but

when I came to myself, the clatter and voices of the Gahboos had ceased.

The only sound was my breathing. That is, until I heard the hum of a mo-

tor. Fearing that another car full of kidnappers was pulling up to the palace,

I parted the curtains and saw …

Grandma.

There was no mistaking her red lipstick and frizzy, white hair. Riding

her electric wheelchair along the front path, she was heading for the gate at

a blazing mile per hour. All sorts of interesting things happened here at

night. Alone in the darkness, the ancient matriarch of Molemania seemed

to glow like an angel. The sight was so surreal, part of me wondered if I

was dreaming. And I can't say just why, but I had a strong impression that

Grandma didn't belong in this world … which made no sense, because she
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was Grandma, the epitome of Molish insanity.

She twisted her baggy neck to glance behind. She looked worried.

“Where are you going, Grandma?” I whispered to the window.

There was no way she could have heard me. Yet, as if by her queenly

powers, she stopped her progress, rotated her chair, and looked up at me. A

smile graced her lips, and though I was startled, I couldn't help but return

the gesture.

She grabbed her necklace and raised it for me to see:

A black crystal.

There was a question in her face. And though not a word was spoken,

somehow I understood.

Filled with wonder, I ran to the dresser, grabbed my own crystal, then

returned to the window and held the crystal up for Grandma to see. Though

this whole crystal business was downright weird, suddenly I was proud of

the plastic thing, as if I was part of some high society.

Grandma nodded her head with approval.

Think, Ann … what does this mean? How could she know I had this,

unless … unless …

Something  sparking  within  me,  I  pointed  at  my  crystal,  then  at

Grandma. “You?” I asked.

As if reading my thoughts, she nodded. Gone were those dilated eyes.

In their stead were the wisest eyes I'd ever seen.

And then I knew. As strange as it was, Grandma was my TV guardian.

It was she who had sent me to the graveyard, and somehow it was she who

had led me to the crystal. Perhaps she'd been watching over me this whole

time.

Confused beyond measure, I wondered which was the illusion: the se-

nile vegetable I'd seen before or this saintly vision in front of me. Yet the

more I thought about it, the more sense it made. As a techno artist, she was

obviously technically savvy. After all, her room was like a command cen-

ter.  And in a nation full  of  hidden cameras and microphones,  who was

more apt to see all than the queen of eavesdroppers?

According to Howard, Grandma was a huge supporter of the top secret

Romantic  Division.  Perhaps  she  was the  Romantic  Division.  She  must

have been in charge of the Molemania Network as well, making it easy for
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her to tap into transmissions. And having heard her taste in music, this ex-

plained why the Molemania Network had such terrible programming.

But why so mysterious?

Grandma turned her wheelchair back to the front gate and resumed her

tedious journey. Was she trying to escape? Was she also a prisoner?

Suddenly the light in my room turned on again, my alarm clock flash-

ing twelve o'clock. Grandma glanced back again, a look of fear in her face.

She was trying to escape.  Though it was liking watching a snail race, I’d

never wanted anything like I wanted to see Grandma get through that gate.

As one queen to another, I cheered her on. “Go!”

As if seeing something only she could see, she exerted all of her meager

force  against  the  joystick  of  the  wheelchair,  but  the  pathetic  vehicle

wouldn't go any faster.

“There she is!” someone shouted.

Two molemen rushed into the scene: Chuck and Willie. They seized the

wheelchair, holding down the arms of the helpless old molewoman as if

she were an armed criminal.

“Nice try, Grandma,” said Chuck, “but it's gonna take more than flip-

ping a power switch to get past our security.”

“Yeah,” said Willie, sounding like the dumb horse he was, “however

many eyes you think you've got, Duthbert has more.”

“Let me go!” Grandma shrieked.

“You're off your meds again,” said Chuck. “If we let you go, you could

get hurt.” He pulled out a medicine bottle, and Willie forced open her jaw.

Together they stuffed a handful of pills down her throat.

This was the second time I'd been forced to stand by and watch from

this  window as  my  friends  were  assaulted.  With  nothing  else  to  do,  I

banged the glass.

Chuck and Willie  looked up at  me  … and smiled.  Soon Grandma’s

squirming body began to relax, then slump … and then she was completely

still.  The goons began to push her back to the palace. To top it  all  off,

Willie blew me a kiss on the way.

Before they disappeared from my view, I had a disturbing glimpse of

Grandma's dilated eyes. Once again she was staring into space.

Just beyond the palace gate, some headlights lit up, and a van drove off.
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Great. Another conspiracy and another person to rescue.
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Makeover

Two nights in a row without a wink of sleep has a way of bending a

girl's sense of reality. While other brains are turning off and on, off and on,

hers just keeps on going. She sees the cycles, the limits, the illusions, and

begins wondering if breaking free isn't merely a matter of will.

But then she begins seeing spots and losing her balance and wonders if

conforming to the great wheel isn't that bad after all.

“One more day,” I said to the crazy girl in the mirror, “then I'll sleep. In

my own bed.”

Duthbert thought I was his wife. Father Jackothan thought I was a Gah-

boo. Lenny was a prisoner. Grandma was a prisoner. I was a prisoner. Yet

somehow, in spite of the powers of Molemania, I had to (a) slip beneath the

radar, (b) rescue my friends, and (c) lead an expedition through the un-

der-underworld, which would supposedly lead us home.

Assuming the plastic “crystal” in my pocket was, in fact, some sort of

key to the under-underworld, only one question remained: where was the

door? Of course, I'd already blown my chance at the back door, but some-

where there must have been a front door.

As the streets outside began to fill with the cars of early commuters,

again I laid out the plans of the Romantic Division's secret network (AKA

the under-underworld) on my bed. Giving the confusing jumble of lines a

second chance, I discovered something interesting: the letters SM.

Shadow master?

The letters were inside of a dashed rectangle, as if to indicate a hidden

door. These rectangles were all over. There was one in a section labeled

“Gahboo temple.” There was another in a section labeled “bank.” There

was one in the “country club” … “Nabisco Factory” … “Burger Lion” …

“jail” …

Jail?

In fact, there was a rectangle in every cell of the jail. Of course, I could

have been wrong about the meaning of the rectangles, but if I wasn't …
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What the heck?

Only a crazy person – a brilliantly crazy person – would install secret

passages in a jail. “Thank you, Grandma,” I said, jumping to my feet. In

one thing I agreed with Duthbert: the Romantic Division needed to have its

funding cut. But in the mean time …

“Thank you, Grandma!”

It was all coming together. In moments I had a plan. A real plan. All I

had to do was the one thing I was exceptionally good at: fail. I had to get

arrested and thrown in jail. In so doing I would both lose my bodyguards

and get exactly where I needed to be … the only place I could possibly slip

away without being seen. From the secret passage I would open Lenny's

secret passage. Then, together, hand in hand – as friends – we would rescue

Grandma at our leisure.

Still, it was a gamble. For one, I could have been totally misinterpreting

this whole shadow master thing. For two, what would stop the police from

confiscating the crystal? To ensure this didn't happen, I would have to rely

on my charming wit. And if that failed … well … no plan was perfect. I

had to do try something.

Hearing  voices  outside  my door,  I  quickly folded  up  the  plans  and

stuffed them in my pocket.

Chuck and Willie entered the room.

“Hey, creeps,” I said.

Whether  it  was  the  uncharacteristic  confidence  in  my  voice  or  my

bloodshot  eyes  and  Bride  of  Frankenstein hair,  the  little  guys  actually

stepped back.

“Drugged any more old ladies recently?” I asked.

They looked at each other for a moment, then Chuck gave me a threat-

ening claw. “You better just shut up about that.”

“What, aren't you proud of your manly exploits? Did you see how fast

she was going on that wheelchair? If you weren't careful, you could have

broken a claw.”

Willie bucked his little head. “Are you making fun of us?”

“Making fun of you, Horse Face? Never.”

Chuck pounded his fists together. “I don't like your attitude.”

“Interesting,” I said. “I don't like your smell.”
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“Cool it.”

“Or what? You'll throw me in jail?” Seeing that I'd led them to a stupor

of thought, I added, “All right, gentlemen, to breakfast.”

Having been running on nothing but yesterday's chicken fingers to fuel

the longest night of my life, I wasn't about to say no to a meal, even if it

was cockroach curry. So you'll understand my concern when the goons led

me right past the dining hall.

“No breakfast today,” said Chuck. “Duthbert wants to make sure you

have plenty of time to get ready for the reception.”

“But it’s not till tonight.”

Chuck added, “He also said you need to lose a few pounds.”

“I need to …” Full of rage, I figured this would be as good of a moment

as any to get myself in trouble. I was about to dash for the dining hall when

Chuck prodded me with the nose of his gun. Even more enraged, I asked,

“Where are my bodyguards?” At least I knew how to manipulate my lady

friends.

“They’re off the job,” said Willie.

“What?”

“Duthbert said they were too soft on you.”

“They were most certainly not too soft on me.”

The next thing I knew, I was shoved into a bright room full of mirrors,

where I was plopped onto a seat. All around me were molewomen who

smelled of hairspray and had long, painted claws. Their little jaws dropped

at the sight of my disheveled appearance. One molewoman even lost her

gum. I couldn't blame them. I looked pretty horrible in the florescent light.

Good. I want to look as hideous as possible.

But soon their red, green, and lavender claws were destroying my beau-

tiful ugliness.

By  the  time  I  was  starting  to  look  human  again,  I  heard  someone

whistling Wagner’s “Here Comes the Bride.” Actually it was a chorus of

whistlers … large whistlers.  As seen through the mirror in front of me,

Gunhilda and Brunhilda were holding gift-wrapped boxes.

“Congratulations!” they cheered in. Gunhilda pulled a camera out of her

purse and snapped a picture of my less-than-happy face.
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That did it. Warding off beauticians, I rose to my feet. “Why can't you

understand? I don’t want to be married!”

The room fell  silent.  Even my thick-skulled bodyguards  were taken

aback.

Gunhilda said in a small voice, “We brought you presents.”

Fearing I'd say something I'd regret, I took a deep breath. Then I had an

epiphany. Glancing between Chuck and Willie (who were standing guard)

and my bodyguards, I announced, “I have to go to the bathroom. Gunhilda,

will you take me?”

Chuck said, “I'm afraid that would be a breech of protocol. We’ll take

you.”

“Actually,” I retorted, “it’s a … girl issue. And I need some help.”

Chuck and Willie looked at each other. Whether or not they believed

me, it was clear that they didn't want to deal with me. Chuck turned to the

beauticians. “Will one of you –”

“It’s a human girl issue,” I interjected.

Brunhilda  stepped  forward  and  gripped  my arm.  “What  are  friends

for?”

There was nothing quite so belittling as having one's arm trapped in the

iron grip of Brunhilda.  She tugged,  and I followed.  On the bright  side,

Chuck and Willie stepped right out of her way.

Still, the thought of being alone in a bathroom with Brunhilda terrified

me. “Come on, Gunhilda,” I said between clenched teeth.

* * *

“Why aren’t  you  my bodyguards  anymore?”  My voice  reverberated

through the small bathroom.

Gunhilda’s gaze fell to the floor. “Duthbert had to let us go.”

Brunhilda interjected, “For political reasons.” My eyes were drawn to

my stolen sword, which hung from her side.

Gunhilda turned to her sister. “I thought it was for vandalizing public

property.”

“That's not the reason,” Brunhilda snapped. She reached into her purse

and pulled out a rolled-up copy of  The Eavesdropper. The main headline
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was:

Molemania’s New Queen: Friend or Foe?

I was only slightly surprised to see myself on the cover. The unflatter-

ing photo, no doubt taken by a sniper photographer, showed me crossing a

street. It must have been taken when I was attempting to rescue Lenny. I

was clutching the sword with a menacing look on my face. 

“So what?” I asked.

“Before  you came along,” said Brunhilda, “we vandalized all sorts of

public property, and no one ever complained. Now we can't go anywhere

without someone spying on us.”

Gunhilda, still staring at the floor, said, “It's not Ann's fault.”

“I  know it's  not,” Brunhilda said to her sister,  “it's  your fault.” As I

wondered what Brunhilda meant, she flipped through the newspaper and

stopped at a headline that read:

PROTEST AT KARAOKE CLUB

“Go ahead,” said Brunhilda, handing me the magazine.

“Look, I don't have a lot of time –”

“Read it,” she demanded.

I read out loud:

Jezebel Johnson, owner of the Kishkumen Karaoke Club, says 

she'll think twice before holding another “open mic night.” It 

started as an average Friday night. One of the regular patrons was

singing the pop hit “If You Ever Leave Me, I'll Kill Myself,” when 

out of nowhere, a mob of vagrants and colorful teenagers stormed 

into the club, stealing every available microphone. To everyone's 

annoyance, they wouldn't stop chanting the phrase “Free the 

netherworldians!” until the police showed up.

Brunhilda pointed at the picture. “Recognize anyone?”
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I did recognize the guy in the blue jacket … and the bearded guy in the

potato sack. “My bums,” I exclaimed. The teenagers – a flamboyant spec-

tacle of wild hair, chains, and piercings – must have been Lenny's crew.

“Look closer,” said Brunhilda.

Following her finger, I noticed the woman in the back of the crowd:

Gunhilda. “You're on my side?” I burst out, unable to contain my smiles.

Gunhilda shrugged,  still  looking away.  “I  don't  know. I  had one too

many protein shakes.”

As wonderful as it was to realize I had sympathizers, one fact weighed

on me: my bodyguards had gone to a karaoke club without me … on the

night of my bachelorette party.

Brunhilda pointed a scornful finger at her sister. “Because Gunhilda de-

cided to fraternize with the enemy, we lost our jobs.” She took a moment to

cool her temper. “But we didn't come here to point fingers.” She presented

me with the gift-wrapped box in her hands. “Just bear in mind, because

we're unemployed, this has come at personal sacrifice.”

“That's very kind,” I said, “but you obviously need the money more

than me.”

“Are you going to insult us?”

“You're insulting me. I did not intend to get married. For the last time, I

love Lenny, not Duthbert.”

“Well you'd better  stop loving Lenny.  You're a married woman now.

Some things are just wrong.”

“You have a twisted sense of morality.”

“And you're a spoiled little girl.”

“Why do you hate me so much?”

Brunhilda was taken aback by the blunt question.

Gunhilda, however, was eager to change the subject. “Brunhilda, you

know we're not supposed to be here. Let's go before we get in more trou-

ble.”

But I wasn't about to let them go. Placing a hand on Gunhilda's shoul-

der, I said, “Please, won't you help me?” I was startled by the emotion in

my voice. “I've got to get out of here, but Duthbert's goons are making it

impossible. I need someone who can put them in their place. And now that

you're no longer working for Duthbert …”
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“I wish I could help you.” Gunhilda's voice was almost a whisper.

“What have you got to lose?”

Brunhilda laughed. “Oh, I don’t know … our freedom … our lives …

personally I'm not a fan of lava pits.”

I  squeezed Gunhilda's  shoulder.  “If  ever you’ll  have a chance to  do

something meaningful with your otherwise wasted life, this is it.”

Gunhilda said softly, “That was harsh.”

“I'm sorry. But could it be possible that neither of us belong here? How

about we run away together? Wouldn't you like to see the sun again?”

Brunhilda flung my hand aside. “What are you trying to do, tear us

apart? Her loyalty is to her sister, not you.”

Undaunted, I resumed my hold on Gunhilda. “How long has it  been

since you've seen a starry night?”

Brunhilda grabbed my wrist, and we struggled against each other.

“You, girl,” said Brunhilda, “don't know when to stop.” With her free

hand, she swung for my head, but I ducked out of the way.

“Listen to me, Gunhilda, “I continued, “you’ve been hiding in shadows

while the real world has passed you by. You’ve been afraid …” Suddenly I

had a vision of myself standing in Cedar Hills State Park, terrified of the

dirty Bobbert and his dark tunnel. It was so easy to be comfortable in my

own world and so hard to pass the threshold of another, to take a leap into

the unknown. I was a hypocrite. “We’ve been afraid.”

That's when Brunhilda smacked me in the jaw. Suddenly deaf in one

ear, my world flashed white, then red, and my body impacted against the

tiled wall. As I slid to a sit, all I knew was cold, hard pain.

“Now I have a speech for you,” said Brunhilda, her voice only half au-

dible  to  my dizzy mind.  “A prince  wants  to  marry you,  but  that’s  not

enough.  You become  a  celebrity,  but  that's  not  enough.  You’re  made  a

queen, but even that's not enough. You’re too busy feeling sorry for your-

self to realize your life is every other girl's dream.”

I rubbed my aching jaw. “Fine, why don't you marry Duthbert?”

“You think he would want me?” Brunhilda pointed to her reflection in

the mirror. “I’m big. I’m ugly.”

There were plenty of nasty things I could have said in that moment. In-

stead I said, “I think you're beautiful.”
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Brunhilda paused for a moment. “You're a liar, just like everyone else.”

“Everyone else?”

When Brunhilda failed to reply, Gunhilda said, “She means Klaus.”

“Klaus?” I asked.

“Our prom date,” said Gunhilda.

“Shut up,” Brunhilda snapped. Seeing the smile on my face, she added,

“It's easy for you to poke fun. Your heart's never been broken.”

At that I could no longer hold her gaze.

“Or has it?” There was sudden intrigue in her voice.

“Can we change the subject?” I asked.

“Why?”  Brunhilda  demanded.  “Would  you  rather  'hide  in  shadows

while the real world passes you by?' ”

“I was talking to Gunhilda.”

“Of  course  you  were.  Everyone  likes  Gunhilda,  because  Gunhilda

keeps her mouth shut. But you know what, Ann? Unlike Gunhilda, I actu-

ally care. So listen to me. All men are jerks. Duthbert included. But you

might as well choose the package that comes with the free hot tub. Here in

Molemania. Because if you think you're going to win your boy back, just

look at me: living proof that dreams don't come true. I'm thirty-five years

old, and I have nothing. I have no one.”

“You have me,” said Gunhilda.

“You don't count.”

There  was a  bang on  the door,  followed by Chuck's  muffled  voice.

“What's going on in there?”

Ignoring him, I said to Brunhilda, “It's not too late. Help me get back to

our world, and we'll find you a new boyfriend.”

“Don't you think I've thought of that?” she snapped. “Why would I go

back there where I'm just like everyone else, hoping someone will love me

in  spite  of  … everything  about  me  … when I  could  stay here  and be

feared?”

“Personally I don't believe that fear is a good substitution for love.”

“Of course you don't. You're still young and stupid. But learn from a

woman  of  experience  …” Reaching  into  her  purse,  she  pulled  out  the

Golden Bowl of Fliegenwasser. “This bowl is made of fools gold. I know

that. I'm no fool. But have you seen any bowls made of real gold around
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here? Sometimes an imitation is your only choice.” She held up the bowl

as if making an offering to deity. “It's still shiny, strong, and dependable.

This bowl is my Duthbert.”

“Are you finished?” I asked.

Frowning, Brunhilda put the bowl away. “I'm finished with you. Come

on, Gunhilda.”

Gunhilda didn't budge. “I'm feeling sick. Can I have some antacids?”

Rolling her eyes, Brunhilda tossed her purse to her sister, who ran into

one of the stalls. So much for an ally.

There was more banging at the door as Chuck shouted, “Do we have to

come in there or what?”

Gunhilda said from within her stall, “It  may be while, Brunhilda. I'll

meet you at the flat.” She slid Brunhilda's purse across the floor.

Brunhilda snatched the purse, picked up her wedding present, and ex-

ited the bathroom without making a sound. From the other side of the door,

I heard Chuck ask:

“Where's the girl?”

Brunhilda  replied  casually,  “She's  in  there,  plotting  to  escape  again.

Glad she's not my problem anymore.” Then she whistled as she walked

away.

Following the sound of a cocking gun, Chuck shouted, “All right, Ann,

you've got ten seconds.”
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Ally

“One,” Chuck shouted, “two ...”

“You can come in,” I replied. “Though could you bring a mop? I’m

afraid I threw up all over the floor, and I don’t want anyone to catch my ...

humanitis.”

After a pause, Chuck said, “Humanitis?”

“Don’t worry, it’s not lethal or anything. Most of the time.”

Willie said, “She’s lying.”

“I know that, numb skull,” said Chuck.

Then there was silence.

I asked, “Are you guys going to come in or what?”

Next came the voice of Willie. “What are you waiting for, Chuck?”

And the voice of Chuck: “What are you waiting for, Willie?”

“Shut up.”

“Make me.”

Following a second wave of silence, I said, “How about I just clean up

the mess myself?”

“You've got five minutes,” said Chuck, sounding as mean as ever.

Five minutes was definitely better than ten seconds. I turned my atten-

tion back to Gunhilda, who, to my surprise, had stepped out of the stall and

was looking anything but sick. In fact, she was grinning, and the reason

was plain enough. In her hands was the Golden Bowl of Fliegenwasser.

“I stole her bowl,” she whispered.

“Why?” I asked.

“To make her mad. Why else?” The mild Gunhilda had never looked so

savage.

“So if you're not on Duthbert's side, and you're not on Brunhilda's side,

does that make you on my side?”

“If being on your side would make Brunhilda mad, I'm on your side.”

“Oh Gunhilda!” I couldn't stop myself from squeezing her.
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“But we can't stay here. As soon as Brunhilda discovers what I've done

–”

“Then let's get out of here. If you could just take care of Duthbert's

goons –”

“By take care do you mean severely beat?”

“Yes.”

“I've never believed that violence solves anything.”

“It does in this case. This is a very good case for violence.”

“They have wives and children. And if they're working for Duthbert,

they most certainly don't have health insurance.”

I smacked my face into my palms, wondering how my life could possi-

bly get more frustrating. Then, glancing at the bowl in Gunhilda's hands, I

thought of a plan B. “All right, we can do this civilly. Give me the bowl.”

“What?”

“We'll use it to bribe them.”

“But it's not real gold.”

“They don't know that.”

She considered the proposition.  “Knowing how much Duthbert  pays

employees, this just might work.” She was about to hand over the bowl,

when she had second thoughts. “But this is crazy. Where will you go?”

“Supposing my plan works, to jail.”

“To rescue Lenny?”

“No, to get arrested. And then to rescue Lenny.”

“What?”

“I don't have to time to explain. In fact, I shouldn't have told you any-

thing. Gunhilda, can I count on you not to betray me?”

Gunhilda considered the question, then, to my annoyance, extended her

gift-wrapped box. “I want you to open my present.”

“Gunhilda …”

“Just do it,” she demanded, far too reminiscent of her sister.

I took the gift and tore the thing open. Inside was a single index card.

On it was written a single sentence in cursive ink:

Good for one free ice cream at Gunhilda’s Kitchen.
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When I looked up, Gunhilda was blushing. “I felt bad about last night,”

she said. “You’re a queen. You deserve ice cream.”

“Thank you,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

“Don’t worry, the coupon never expires. You can use it when you come

to visit me.”

“Thanks, but … I don't think I'll be coming back.”

“I don't mean to Molemania, I mean Germany.”

“What?”

“You're right about me. It's time to go home. Right now. I've got noth-

ing left in Molemania.”

“What about Brunhilda?”

“She's a big girl. She can look after herself. Now let's go.”

Again I wanted to hug her, but then the reality of the situation sank in.

“Gunhilda, if they catch you helping me, they could throw you in the lava

pits.”

Gunhilda shrugged. “It's something to do.”

* * *

We stepped out of the bathroom. Down the hall, Chuck and Willie were

sitting against the opposing walls, playing a game of cards. Apparently an-

noyed that we hadn't taken longer, they began to clean up their game.

“If this doesn't work,” I whispered to Gunhilda, “how about you knock

them out?”

“What do I look like, a dumb brute?” she whispered back.

“No, I just think that … God gave each of us different talents, and –”

“What are you whispering about?” demanded Chuck.

I held up the bowl. “I want to make a deal. Freedom for gold.”

There was a pause as the molemen gazed at the shining metal.

A frowning Willie said, “Is that real gold or iron pyrite?”

Chuck said, “Of course it's not real gold.”

“Oh?” I said, keeping a straight face. “What makes you so sure?”

“I'll prove it to you. Hand it over.”

“Nice  try.”  I  turned  to  Gunhilda.  “They're  obviously not  interested.

Why don' you take it?”
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“Hold on,” said Chuck. “You think we're a couple of sleaze bags who

will do anything for a bribe, don't ya?”

I couldn't think of a reply.

“Let  me  tell  you  this.  When  you're  providing  for  a  family,  eleven

freakin' bucks an hour just doesn't cut it. I don't care if it's real gold or not.

It's gotta be worth  something. So hand it over and get outa' here. You've

bought yourself one minute of look-away time.”

“Five,” said Gunhilda.

“Two and a half.”

Willie raised an objecting claw. “Hold on. What will Duthbert say when

he finds out we lost the girl?”

Chuck shrugged. “We'll tell him we put up a good fight.”

“What if he doesn't believe us?”

“I don't know. We give each other black eyes or something.”

Chuck and Willie stared at  each other in contemplation.  Willie said,

“You want me to punch you in the eye?”

Chuck rubbed his stubbly chin. “That wouldn't look good for the senior

assistant. But if you had the black eye –”

“What are you saying about me?”

I interjected. “Boys. I'm sure my friend here will be more than happy to

give you both black eyes.” I smiled at Gunhilda, who frowned back.

Chuck and Willie, looking up at Gunhilda – all the way up – appeared

equally unhappy about the idea. Then Willie turned to me. “Would you be

so kind?”

I couldn't believe it. How long had I dreamed of this very honor? “I

would love to.”

Willie recoiled and squinted.  Chuck,  with a sigh,  eventually did the

same, saying, “Just bruise the forehead, okay? I don't wanna have to get

eye surgery.”

“All  right.”  I  cracked my knuckles  … drew back my shoulders  …

stretched my neck.

“Do it!” Gunhilda barked.

The electric sensation that followed was one of the most gratifying ex-

periences of my life. I threw my fist in unbridled vengeance, exerting all

my power against Chuck's slimy skull.
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Then Chuck opened his eyes. “You call that a punch?”

Gunhilda sighed with frustration. Swiping the bowl out of my hands,

she marched forward, raised the blunt object, and, like lightning, bore it

down on Chuck's head. The guy fell to the ground, out cold.

After a moment of silent awe, Willie said, “I think that's good enough.

If you'll just hand over the bowl, I'll … go for some medical attention.”

Gunhilda was about to hand over the bowl, but then she froze as if the

evil power of the thing had taken hold of her. Willie had to pry it out of her

hands, following which, he ran down the hallway, never looking back.

Gunhilda hollered, “By the way, Brunhilda will soon try to kill you.”

Willie ran faster.

“Great work, Gunhilda,” I said. “Now do you think you can call Barry

and have him give us a ride to the jail?”

Gunhilda shrugged and pulled out her phone. “Why not?  I don't think

he knows I was fired.”

“One more question.  Do you think we could fit  a  wheelchair  in the

car?”
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Deep Sleep

“Grandma,” I whispered, tapping the old molewoman’s arm. She was

snoring with an open snout, her thick headphones buzzing terrible techno.

The only light in the dark, empty room came from the stacks of monitors

around the hospital bed. As I got a better look at the screens, I realized I

was looking at views of Molemania. There was the dirty market … the

graveyard … my bedroom … and somewhere I didn't recognize: a rocky

tunnel where a moleman in white clothes was painting a human skeleton.

As a shiver came over me, I removed Grandma's headphones and gently

shook her shoulders. “Grandma.” But nothing woke her.

How many lonely days had she passed on this bed, fighting to keep her

sanity? No wonder she'd transformed her prison into a command center. It

was the only way she could reach out to her people. Seeing her there, meek

and defenseless, I hated Duthbert more than ever. What disturbed me most

was the possibility that I was looking at my future self.

I  glanced  into  the  shadows  around  us,  certain  that  at  any moment,

someone was going to jump out and shout, “What are you doing here?”

“I  bought  us  two-and-a-half  minutes,”  whispered  Gunhilda,  “not  an

hour.”

“Do you think Willie called the police on us?” I whispered back.

“It’s Brunhilda who scares me.”

At the mere mention of the name Brunhilda, I had a vision of the fright-

ening woman materializing before us through her demonic powers. “All

right, let's pick her up.”

Gunhilda raised her arms in exasperation. “What are we doing?”

“Can’t you see she needs help? We gotta get her away from Duthbert.”

“We can’t just walk off with the queen! We're in enough trouble al-

ready.”

“I also happen to be a queen, and I order you to grab her wrists.”

“How are we going to escape with an ninety-year-old molewoman?”
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“I have no idea. But I came to Molemania to help an old lady, and by

golly, I'm going to do it with or without your help.”

“You couldn't have gotten in here without my security badge, and you'll

never make it out of the palace without it.”

“I  know.  I'm illogical.  Everything is  illogical  in  Molemania.  Maybe

logic is a poor basis for decisions. Maybe it's time to follow our hearts.”

“That's not a very compelling argument.”

“Look,” I said, starting to pull Grandma off the bed, “if you want to

hide in shadows while the rest of the world passes you by –”

“If I grab her wrists, will you stop with the speeches?”

“Yes.”

* * *

Pushing  Grandma's  wheelchair  through  a  dark  hallway,  my  breath

shortened as  a  security guard  turned  the  corner.  The  fat  moleman was

cheerfully waving his pistol as if it were a baton. He gave us a friendly nod

and passed us by. I guess for all he knew, Gunhilda still worked for Duth-

bert, and we were just taking Grandma for a stroll.

In no time we were waiting for Barry in the parking garage. I couldn't

believe how easily we'd gotten this far. Though as we waited in suspense,

my imagination equated the sound of every motor and screeching tire with

a police car.

“Let  me  get  this  straight,”  said  Gunhilda.  “We're  rescuing  Grandma

only to get her locked up again?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“And then what?”

“As I told you, we sneak into the under-underwold, take the elevator

home, and then … the three of us can be roommates at BYU.”

I  was  spared  any  snide  remarks  as  Gunhilda  answered  her  ringing

phone. “Hi, Barry … What? … Huh? … Okay, love you too.” She pock-

eted the phone. “He’s going to meet us in front of the palace.”

I felt my blood temperature rising. “Where everyone can see us? Call

him back!”

“He can't get through the front gate. Something about a barricade.”
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“What?”

“I couldn't understand him. There was a lot of noise.”

I didn't like this. Duthbert must have known I would attempt something

and had therefore tightened security. But if we could fool one guard, why

not many? “All right, let's go.” I lowered Grandma’s wheelchair over the

curb. Neither Gunhilda nor I could figure out how to turn on the stupid

thing.

Soon I was laboring to push the wheelchair up the sloping garage. In

the distance was the white noise of … something that sounded like a foot-

ball stadium. “Do you hear that?” I huffed from behind the heavy wheel-

chair.

To my relief, Gunhilda took over the pushing. “I hear it, and I don't like

it. Whatever happens, we need to stay as inconspicuous as possible.”

When, at last,  we were on level ground, pushing Grandma along the

side  of  the  palace,  the  noise  grew louder  and louder.  Then,  as  we  ap-

proached the front yard, we saw what looked very much like a football sta-

dium.  Standing on the other side of the  fence was a  colorful  crowd of

molepeople. Crowd was an understatement. There were thousands of them,

absolutely filling the street. At first I feared that Duthbert had gone mad

with security guards.

Then I heard the cheers. A joyful noise was spreading like wildfire as

everyone turned their attention to me.

Me?

Was this the long-awaited revolution, the people rising against a dicta-

tor to rescue a poor girl? The thought brought tears to my eyes.

Then I noticed the guy in guy in the black jacket … the guy I hated. He

flashed his camera, and another flash followed, and another. Just like be-

fore, the crowd turned into a barrage of blinding light.

Gunhilda smacked her forehead. “We are so dead.”

I was frozen like a deer in headlights. “Nothing we can't handle. Just act

casual.”

Thankfully, not everyone in the crowd was a reporter. Among the front

lines were the guy in the greasy jacket, the guy in the potato sack, and

Lenny's colorful followers. They were holding signs with phrases such as:
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Free the Netherworldian!

And …

Government sucks!

And ...

Duthbert stole my wife!

With Grandma still snoring away, we approached the gate, and the in-

terrogations began. One molewoman, stuffing a microphone through the

fence, shouted, “Was it love at first sight?”

“Um … no,” I replied, trying to be nonchalant.

“Tell us about Duthbert’s romantic side,” shouted another reporter.

“Non-existent.” I didn't like where this was going, but to keep the noise

down, it seemed best to pacify the crowd.

“What will be your first official action as queen?” shouted another.

All right, they were starting to get on my nerves. “To shut up the press.”

“What do you think of Molemania?” shouted another.

“Worst place on earth.”

“How would you describe your political philosophy?”

“Anti-molepeople.”

Someone was blowing a whistle. Turning around, I saw a team of Mol-

ish  policemen  running  out  of  the  not-too-distant  parking  garage  from

which we'd come. Raised batons, bristly mustaches, mean eyes … having

already seen them take down the boy I loved, I had no desire to see what

these guys would do to us.

“Hurry!” I said to Gunhilda, who was already in the process of swiping

her wallet against the front gate's sensor. A moment later we were pushing

Grandma (who was still fast asleep) through the chaos of the crowd, the

police hot on our trail. There were so many molepeople in our way, It was

like charging through a blizzard. I was glad when Gunhilda reached under

her purse and pulled out her pistol.
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“Out of the way!” she cried, and the crowd erupted with alarm, clearing

a path. Only then could we see Duthbert's black Corvette waiting for us on

the other  side  of  the  street.  With the  police  getting closer,  I  threw my

weight against the wheelchair and pushed with all my might, but as long as

the machine was off, the net force of Gunhilda and I only succeeded in

burning rubber.

Meanwhile the flashing cameras around us became so intense, it was

like passing through a spook alley with an obnoxious strobe light.

We just couldn't go fast enough. The police had almost caught up with

us. Unless we were to let go of Grandma and make a dash, it was over for

Gunhilda and I. With only a second to make my decision, I threw myself

over Grandma. Gunhilda must have made the same decision, because she

stood her ground, ready to fight.

My  eyes  drifted  to  the  crowd  beside  me:  vagrants,  hippies,  punk

teenagers … my allies.

One guy, an old moleman with wild eyes and a grizzly beard, was wear-

ing posters on his front and back that read:

The End is Tomorrow

With an angry voice, he was shouting into a megaphone, “Repent of

your sins, or your treasures will become slippery.” Then he noticed me.

“Help us!” I cried.

A smile stretched across his snout, and he turned to the crowd. “Help

her!” he shouted into the megaphone.

The motley crew just stared back at me, no one sure how to respond.

Then a courageous youth with more rings in his body than quills on a por-

cupine raised his picketing sign and made a battle cry. Others caught the

vision,  grabbing  sticks,  baseball  bats,  beer  bottles,  and  rolled  up  TV

Guides.  To  my amazement,  my  wonderful  allies  actually  ran  past  me,

clashing with the policemen. Gunhilda joined in the brawl.

I pressed on, grinding my feet into the asphalt  to force the stubborn

wheelchair forward. At last I reached the tiny Corvette, where Barry was

sitting on the hood, enjoying the entertainment.
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“Help me load her up!” I cried. This was not going to be easy.

But Barry, apparently realizing the gravity of the situation, just stared at

me with wide eyes.

Another old moleman walked into the scene. I would have recognized

that long, white matte of polyester anywhere. It was Howard the city em-

ployee in the form of the  Old Sage from Beneath the Grave. “You did it,

Ann,” he said with eyes as wide as Barry's. “You rescued the queen.”

“So it would appear,” I said. “Now will you kindly help me load her in

the car?”

“Where are you taking her?”

“I … don't know exactly.”

Howard stroked his beard. “Then leave her with me. We'll need her for

the revolution.”

“We?” I asked.

But Howard had already turned his attention to a group of picketers, to

whom he shouted, “Turtle!”

In response to this strange call, a moleman who must have been Turtle

rushed toward us. He had long hair, round glasses, and a tie-dye shirt. After

exchanging meaningful glares with Howard, Turtle pulled out a set of car

keys. “I'll be right back,” he announced before running off. I guessed he

was heading for the green van that was parked across the street, the one

that was painted with swirly rainbows and flowers. I wondered if this was

the same van that had been waiting outside the palace last night.

I turned back to Howard. “What's going on?”

“Isn't it obvious? Thanks to you and Lenny, the people are finally rising

against tyranny. What a day to be alive!”

“But what will you do with Grandma?”

“Well … we haven't thought that far ahead yet. But if I were you, Ann,

I'd save myself.” He directed my attention to the battle behind me.

The majority of my allies had retreated back into the crowd … figures

… leaving only a thin defense between us and the policemen. Soon the

only one still fighting was Gunhilda. It was painful to watch … for the po-

licemen. Gunhilda was kicking and throwing the little guys around like a

well-rehearsed TV wrestling show. I'd never seen her smile like that.

“I thought violence didn't solve anything,” I hollered.
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Unamused, she pointed to Barry and I.  “Get in the car,  or I'll  knock

your heads off!”

However  Barry  had  been  considering  his  allegiances,  he  promptly

obeyed.

Though  I  was  torn,  wondering  if  I  was  doing  the  right  thing  with

Grandma.  Yet  knowing I  might  never  have another chance to escape,  I

climbed into the back seat.

Before joining us herself, Gunhilda hurled a wooden barricade into the

mass of policemen. Then she plopped onto the passenger seat. “Go!” she

cried to Barry, still working on closing the door.

Barry floored the pedal.

I was tinged with guilt. Cramped in the back, with my nose against the

window, I searched through the blur of passing faces and caught sight of

the hippies who were pushing Grandma away. To my astonishment, the old

molewoman had finally awoken.

There was no mistaking the terror in her eyes.
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Jail. Again.

“To the jail!” I cried.

The tension was thick in the little car. Though our mild chauffeur wasn't

about to contend with his fearsome passengers, his beady eyes shone with

mutiny.

“Shut up,” Gunhilda ordered.

“I didn't say anything,” the old moleman retorted.

“You were thinking something.”

As an act of defiance, Barry turned on the speakers, which, as usual,

were playing Simon and Garfunkel.

Coo, coo, ca-choo, Mrs Robinson,

Jesus loves you more than you will know.

Wo, wo, wo …

The tension increased when sirens began to blare. Red and blue police

lights flashed behind us. As if that wasn't enough going on, Barry's phone

started ringing, and when he pulled it out, the name “Duthbert” was on the

screen.

Before he could answer, I lunged forward and swiped the phone, and in

the chaos, I accidentally answered it.

“What's going on?” came the angry voice of Duthbert.

“Oh, hi, honey,” I replied. “Thanks for getting back to me.”

“Who is this?” he demanded.

“I’m sorry, but I really need some fresh air.” Leaning around Gunhilda’s

seat, I lowered the window and threw out the phone. “Oops.”

The tension reached a peak when Barry stopped the car at  a yellow

light.

“What are you doing?” I shouted.
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With a heavy frown, the old moleman pointed to the traffic light, which

had barely turned red.

“Run the stupid light!” Aside from us (and the police car behind us), not

a single car was at the intersection.

When Barry ignored me, I said to Gunhilda, “Threaten him or some-

thing.”

Gunhilda replied, “Again you’re labeling me as a dumb brute.”

“I am not. This just happens to be another time when –”

“Look, he’s an old man. Cut him some slack.”

“What's your problem? You were just throwing policemen around!”

“For the record, that didn't happen.”

I looked through the rear window. In the time we’d wasted at the inter-

section,  a  black paparazzi  van with photographers  leaning out  the  win-

dows, had pulled up behind the police car. To my astonishment, both vehi-

cles started honking at us.

“I know!” I told them. “He insists on stopping.”

Thankfully,  the  light  eventually  turned  green,  and  the  “high  speed”

chase commenced. As the ominous compound of the police station drew

nearer, a nervous Gunhilda turned back to me and said:

“Think about this, Ann. We’re being chased by the police, and you want

to go to the police station?”

I clutched the shard of plastic in my pocket upon which I was gambling

the fates of myself and loved ones. But it wasn’t the crystal I trusted, it was

Grandma, the one person in Molemania who wasn’t crazy. Or so I believed.

“I know it seems ridiculous, but you gotta trust me.”  

As Barry began to pull the car into the parking lot of the station, Gun-

hilda said, “If we go into that building, we’re not coming out.”

I was afraid it would come to this. “All right, Gunhilda, if you don't

want to follow me, then I'm afraid this is goodbye. Thanks for all your

help.”  Unwilling to  wait  for  Barry's  gradual  stop or  Gunhilda's  faith,  I

popped the lever at my feet and forced the passenger seat forward (consid-

ering that Gunhilda was in the seat, this wasn't easy). Then I was out the

door, sprinting for the entrance of the metal police station.

As I ran, I passed a light pole, against which was leaning a moleman in

a green trench coat and hat. The guy hollered after me, “I thought I’d find
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you here.”

Whoever he was, whatever he wanted, I kept running.

“Hey!” he cried.

All that mattered was that I got arrested inside of the station, where the

police would be more likely to lock me up than carry me back to Duthbert.

I passed through the sliding doors, seeing the familiar metal detector and

Clyde, the security guard with the bushy mustache.

Clyde stood up, his snout gaping.

“Hi,” I said, very much out of breath. “I’d like to visit an inmate.” The

farther I could get being civil, the better.

“I’m sorry, miss, but I just got off the phone with another officer, and –”

The automatic doors  opened behind me as  in rushed the guy in the

green trench coat, waving something in his hand.

Certain the guy had it in for me, I was about to bolt for the elevator.

Then he took off his hat, and I recognized the baldish head of Bobbert Mc-

Billiam.

“Royal herald here with a message from the prince,” Bobbert shouted,

also very much out of breath. He stuffed a roll of paper into the hands of

the bewildered Clyde.

Clyde quickly read over the letter. “How very strange. I was told not to

allow any visitors.”

“This is an exception. Bobbert raised his chest with confidence. “Duth-

bert wants the netherworldians to see each other before the boy is cast into

the lava and the girl is forced to marry. You know, one of those enjoy your

last moment together sort of things.”

By now I knew Bobbert well enough to discern his lying voice. Know-

ing the letter must have been a forgery, I had to hold back a smile.

Clyde was scrutinizing the letter. “Seems kind of … sadistic.”

“That's Duthbert for ya,” said Bobbert.

“Hmm … just to be safe, I’d better give him a call.”

My eye’s met Bobbert’s, the little guy shrugging in uncertainty. Appar-

ently this was as far as his plan went. But why was he helping me at all,

and how had he known my intentions?

Again the automatic doors slid open as in charged a team of police.

“Freeze!” they shouted with guns extended. “Hands in the air.”
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I rose my hands, only feeling slightly defeated. The jail was just a few

floors beneath us (well, thirty-one to be exact). Surely they'd lock me up.

“You too, Bobbert,” said an officer.

Bobbert begrudgingly raised his hands.

“Turn around.”

We turned around, and despite my previous near-encounters with death,

I couldn't help but flinch at the sight of the hollow gun barrels pointing at

me … especially when one of them fired.

There was a deafening bang, and my world went black.

* * *

Then I opened my eyes. Finding no hole in my clenching body, I ven-

tured to look around. Beside me was a fresh hole in the wall.

The rest of the officers, with disapproving looks on their faces, turned

to the shooter.

“Sorry,” said the officer with the smoking gun, “it was an accident.”

“Dude,” said another officer, “I thought you passed your safety test.”

“I did,” the shooter said defensively. “It was an accident.”

“You almost killed her.”

“I said I was sorry!”

The commanding officer said, “All right, enough of that. Let's take her

back to the palace.”

I was quick to interpose. “Wouldn't it be better to lock me up? After all,

we are in a police station.”

To  which  the  officer  replied,  “Ma'am,  please  don't  talk  back  to

officers.”

“I'm your queen. I have the right to talk back. And I order you to lock

me up.”

Another officer said, “Is she really our queen?”

To which the first officer, growing annoyed, said, “I don't know.”

There was a moment of silence in which no one was quite sure how to

proceed.  Thankfully,  the  stalemate  was  resolved  as  a  charging  mass  of

Gunhilda shot through the doors, knocking over the policemen like domi-

noes.
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Before anyone had time to gasp, the paparazzi began to barge into the

building,  unleashing their  nauseating flashes  once again.  There were so

many photographers that they began to trample the fallen officers.

Seizing the opportunity, I charged right through the metal detector and

ran to the elevator. After pounding the button, I was delighted to be joined

by Bobbert and Gunhilda. “You don't have to follow me,” I said.

“Yes we do,” said Bobbert. “You're our only way out.”

With time to kill, we faced the blinding flashes. An unfamiliar voice

shouted from the cacophony:

“How does your boyfriend feel about your betrayal?”

Another shouted, “There’s a rumor that you converted to Gahbooism. Is

this true?”

Yet another shouted, “Is it true that your entanglement with Molemania

was an attempt to prove to your ex boyfriend that you have a sense of ad-

venture?”

How'd they learn that one? Perhaps out of instinct, my eyes fell to Bob-

bert, who looked away in shame.

At last the elevator opened, and the three of us rushed inside. As I ham-

mered the “close door” button, I could see the back lit silhouettes of the

policemen running toward us. But, as if God was on my side after all, they

were too late. Through the closing doors, the last sound I heard was the

voice of Clyde yelling into his headset:

“Yes, you’re majesty, they’re here.”

* * *

“Thanks, guys,” I said, breaking the sudden silence. With twenty-seven

more floors to go, there was finally a moment to breathe. It was like being

in the eye of a storm.

Gunhilda said, “I knew I'd end up here one way or another. Might as

well go down in style. With a friend.”

“Don't  worry,  we're going to get out of here.” I pulled out the black

crystal. “Thanks to Bobbert, we have a key.”

Bobbert said, “You mean the jail connects to the under-underworld?”

“Well, that map you gave me isn't exactly intelligible, but I think so.”



218

“Grandma really is crazy.”

“But if you didn't know, how did know to find me here?”

Bobbert was about to answer. Then the elevator stopped at floor six. To

our horror, the doors opened, and a moleman in a business suit stepped on

board.

“Hello,” he said, sipping from a styrofoam cup of coffee. He pressed

the button for floor nine.

“Hi,” the rest of us said in unison.

As the doors closed, the businessman gave me a second glance. “Say,

you're the girl on TV.”

“Yep,” I replied.

“Neat.” He returned his attention to his coffee until we arrived at floor

nine, where he exited the elevator.

“Anyway,” said Bobbert, waiting for the doors to close, “I knew you'd

come back for your boyfriend, because you're crazy like that.”

“He's not my boyfriend.”

“And I  couldn't  just  stand by while you threw your  life away.  So I

forged the letter from Duthbert.”

“It was a nice thought, but you really didn't have to –”

“Of course  I  did.”  Bobbert  pulled out  a  stick of  dynamite  from his

trench coat. “I told you you'd never make it to the netherworld without one

of these.”

“Oh yeah.”

Bobbert rolled his eyes. “I don't know what you'd do without me, Ann.”

“I wouldn't be in Molemania for one.”

“You're going to remind me of that till the day I die, aren't you?”

“Well, if the under-underwold is like you say it is, that might be sooner

than later.”

“By the undergods, you're right. What have I gotten myself into?”

“Lighten up. If Grandma's in charge of the place, I'm sure it will be per-

fectly harmless.”

“You're positive there's an entrance down here?”

“Um … no.”

When, at last, the doors opened at floor thirty-one, none of us were sur-

prised by the gun pointing back at us.
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“Everybody out,” commanded the only guard on the floor. He was a

scrawny moleman who looked more than intimidated with the task in front

of him.

“Are you going to lock us up?” I asked.

“What do you think?” he barked. “Now move along.” He directed us to-

ward the cells. “And don't try anything or I'll shoot.”

So far so good. When we arrived at the first cell, Gunhilda was ordered

to remove her arsenal of concealed weapons, placing every dagger, pistol,

and explosive on the floor. Then she was directed into cell number one.

The guard typed a combination into a keypad, and the metal door automati-

cally locked Gunhilda inside. Similarly, Bobbert was searched and placed

in cell number two.

As we approached the third cell, the guard gave me another one those

horrible clawed pat downs. “What's in your left pocket?”

I pulled out my wallet, car keys, and cell phone.

“Give me the keys. You can keep the rest.”

I reluctantly obeyed.

“What's in the right pocket?”

“Just some plastic jewelry.”

“Let me see it.”

“But it's just plastic.”

“Ma'am, please don't talk back to officers.”

I pulled out the black crystal, and he attempted to swipe it.

“Please, it's … very valuable. My mother gave it to me.”

“You'll get it back when you leave.”

“You don't understand. I need it for my … asthma.” Holding the crystal

against my nose, I started hyperventilating.

“Ma'am –”

I fell to all fours, gasping for breath.

“Ma'am, please get off the floor.”

I confess, in that moment, I lost my cool. Getting back to my feet, I

looked him straight in the eyes. “Have you ever had your heart stolen and

ripped to shreds in front of your eyes? Have you ever faced the agony of

knowing that no matter what you do, it will never be good enough, because

the one you love will always be better than you? Do you have any idea
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what it's like to fail … again … and again … and again?”

He prodded my chest with the nose of his gun. “You're freakin' me out,

ma'am. Now give me the crystal.”

I gave him the crystal.

He was about to lead me into cell  number three when a voice came

through his radio, saying:

“Yo, Kevin.”

“What's up?” said my guard, whose name was Kevin.

“Just got orders from Duthbert himself. Take the girl down to thirty-

two. He wants her in the special cell until he arrives.”
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Dungeon. Again.

I was ushered into the dismal cave where I'd spent my first night in

Molemania. Still on the stony floor was the rusty bucket I'd refused to use

and the plastic bucket full of shrimp. The metal door was slammed behind

me, leaving me in total darkness. I already knew there was no way out of

this pit of despair.

I'd gotten so close. But now it was finally over. I'd failed Lenny. I'd

failed myself. Worst of all, I'd needlessly ruined the lives of Gunhilda and

Bobbert. Surely they'd be thrown in lava for this.

If only I could be thrown in lava. But my fate was inevitable: Ann the

molewoman. I  would end up like Grandma, slaving my life away in the

belly of the earth. Perhaps I would grow fur and claws. Perhaps my eyes

would turn black. Perhaps my heart would turn black. If I couldn't succeed

in killing Duthbert, I could at least kill myself. Or would it be better to

punish myself for the deaths of my friends over a lifetime of misery?

This was nothing like what Henry David Thoreau had experienced. I

would get no extra credit in my English class. I would gain no victory over

Lenny. My parents would wonder what had happened to me for the rest of

their lives.

Worst of all, I’d left an old lady in the company of freaky hippies …

Grandma … the one person I was supposed to help! Not for me, but for the

helpless old lady in a cruel world, I cried.

The room filled with the sound of grinding stone. I imagined Duthbert

opening the shutter to give me something cruel to eat. But the sound wasn't

coming from the door. In the midst of my dark world was appearing a rec-

tangle of purple light, growing brighter. Then the grinding stopped, and out

the glowing rectangle came a head … of Lenny. He was climbing out of a

hole in the wall.

“Lenny!” I squealed in confusion.

“Hi,” he said, already on his feet.  In his hand was the source of the

strange light: a glowing crystal. The crystal filled the little cave with beams
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and shadows.

It will turn darkness to light.

Stretching his herculean body, Lenny said, “This thing is awesome.”

“How did you get my crystal?” I asked, trying not to gawk at his hand-

some face in the romantic lighting.

“Your crystal? This one's mine.”

“Yours?”

“There's six of them, you know.”

“But how –”

“Let's just say I've got connections.”

“You mean you've had it this whole time?”

“Not the whole time. My friends had to sneak it to me through a pie. I

was waiting for the right time to use it. Then, just minutes ago, I heard

your little speech to Kevin outside my cell door.”

“You heard me?”

He nodded.  “So when Kevin took you down here,  leaving me com-

pletely unguarded, I held the crystal against the wall and … voila … secret

passage. But we're wasting time. Let's get out of here before he discovers

we're missing.” He was about to climb back into the hole when he remem-

bered his manners. “Ladies first.”

Not wanting to look at him anymore, I didn't hesitate to climb inside.

“By the way,” he continued, a trace of humor in his voice, “that speech

… moving.” 

Somebody shoot me.

* * *

Crawling out of the tight space, I found myself in a narrow corridor lit

by blue, florescent tubes. The wall in front of me was adorned with glow-

in-the-dark  paint,  spelling  the  word  “freedom.”  A large  glowing  arrow

pointed to the right.

Bobbert  stepped  out  of  the  shadows,  his  white  socks  glowing.  “I

thought we'd find you here,” he said, his arms folded with pride. Even his



223

teeth were glowing.

Behind me, the crawling Lenny explained, “As soon as I entered the

passage, I realized I could open other cells, so I started looking for you.

That's when I discovered Bobbert.”

“What about Gunhilda?” I asked.

“Who?”

Bobbert scratched the back of his neck. “It's too risky to go back. Be-

sides, she scares me.”

“We're not going without her,” I said, brushing past Bobbert and up the

narrow stairs on our left.

Up a level, the tight passage had brick walls just like in the jail cells.

There were glowing room numbers along the left wall. On my way to the

back side of Gunhida's cell, I had to squeeze past the machinery that must

have activated the secret entrances.

Soon Lenny caught up from behind, saying, “If you bend down, you'll

find a button.”

Sure enough, next to the glowing number one was a glossy, red button.

Having always had a weakness for red buttons, I didn't hesitate to push it.

At once the machinery buzzed to life, and a portion of the brick wall began

to pull into the passage. As soon as the entrance was cleared, I got on my

hands and knees and poked my head into the cell.

Gunhilda was sitting in a corner. With tear-streaked cheeks, she was

staring at me with disbelief.

“Come on,” I whispered, finally feeling a smile. Then I pulled myself

back into the passage, out of her way.

Though Gunhilda was quick to take my offer,  it was obvious before

long that she was too big to fit through the little hole. “Just go on without

me,” she said.

Back in the passage, I turned to Lenny. “We gotta go in there and push.”

Lenny nodded, and the two of us climbed into the cell.

Pushing a giant woman through a small hole is just as awkward as it

sounds. With our arms around her massive thighs, we gave it our all, but it

wasn't enough.

“It's not going to work,” Gunhilda insisted.
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That was when the automatic door behind us slid open, and in walked

…

Duthbert.

Half-dressed in a tuxedo, his eyes were unbelievably scary.  “Here you

guys are. How did you …” Then he saw the black crystal hanging from

Lenny's neck. “Grandma!” he snapped.

“Long live the queen!” I cried, and Lenny and I gave Gunhilda an extra

big shove. Perhaps all we needed was exterior motivation, for Gunhilda

popped right through the hole. Following which, I slapped Lenny on the

back. “Your turn.”

But Lenny resisted. “Ladies first.”

We didn't have time for this. Chuck and Willie came right behind Duth-

bert, reaching for their guns. As much as I wasn't in the mood to get shot,

there was more at stake. So turning back to Lenny, I said, “Chivalry's dead.

Go!”

Seeing the fire in my eyes, Lenny must have decided to pick his battles,

for he sprung into the hole and crawled out of sight.

Already on my hands and knees, I was about to follow until I was para-

lyzed by the sound of cocking guns.

“It's  over,  Ann,”  said  Duthbert.  “Now  stand  up  before  things  get

messy.”

What else could I do? Stay cool, Ann, you can do this.  I stood up and

faced my enemies. “I think it would be easier for everyone if you just shoot

me.”

“Ha. You're not getting off that easy.”

“So you're not going to shoot? In that case, I'll be on my way.” I began

to back up toward the passage.

“Oh no you don't.”

“Or what, you'll shoot? Make up your mind.”

It was clear that I was forcing Duthbert into more mental exertion than

he'd planned on. He turned to his goons. “She's no good to me dead. Just

shoot her feet.”

“What an excellent idea,” I said. “Then I'll be so bloody and gross for

our  honeymoon that  my  husband won't  want  to  come  near  me.  By all

means, gentlemen.”
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Chuck, with his free hand, was holding an icepack against his forehead.

Poor guy. What I couldn't understand was why Willie was also holding an

icepack against his head … though I suspected it had something to do with

Brunhilda. As a matter of fact, there was no bowl on his person. Looking

as if they'd rather be anywhere but here, the goons turned to their boss for

further direction.

Apparently Duthbert had seen my point, for he subtly shook his head.

I was about to dive for the hole when my attention was caught by yet

another addition to the tiny room. Hobbling in his black robe and rocky

headdress was the ancient Father Jackothan. I couldn't even imagine why

he was here. He said:

“If you won't stay for Duthbert, perhaps you'll stay for Molemania.”

“Tempting,” I said, “but I'll pass.”

“Can't you see we're a dying people?” His voice quivered a bit. “We

need a young face to look up to, someone with principles and courage.

Please, Ann, you were brought here for a reason. Don't forsake us.”

For a moment I almost felt his pain. “Molemania needs help,” I agreed.

“Professional help.” Feeling almost  silly,  I  got  down on my hands and

knees while still facing my enemies. The instant someone tried to lunge for

me, I was ready to break.

“If nothing else, listen to words of caution,” Father Jackothan contin-

ued,  his  voice  groaning  stern.  “The  under-underworld  is  forbidden  to

molepeople, let alone humans. If you proceed and thus defile the sacred

home of the undergods, you will certainly never come out. This is no joke.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said, beginning to ease my body into hole.

Though Chuck and Willie were still pointing their guns at me, I think I was

the one in control here.

“You don't know what's down there.” He was pleading with me like a

father.

“Guess I'll find out, won't I?” And with that, I shoved myself into the

passage.



226

Under-Underworld

We ran through the narrow passage, neon tubes streaking past us, air

rushing through our hair. It was like riding “Space Mountain” at  Disney-

land.

“So what do you think?” I asked Lenny, who was running in front of

me.

“Of what?”

“Of me back there. How'd I do in front of the bad guys?”

“Sorry, I wasn't watching. Though speaking of which, you pressed the

button to close off the entrance, right?”

“Um … no.” My heart sank. I'd had the opportunity to block our pur-

suers, but in the heat of the moment, I'd left the door wide open, practically

begging them for a chase. “Sorry, Lenny.” Why did it feel as if ever step I

took was a step downward?

“Don't  worry about  it.”  He couldn't  mask  the  disappointment  in  his

voice.

“I'm sure they would have found a way in regardless.”

“Of course.”

Our little band of four ran on and on through the dark passage, down

stairs, around corners, naively subjecting ourselves to this unknown world.

Yet, knowing it was only a matter of minutes, if not seconds, before the

minions of Duthbert (if not the entire police force) would be hot on our

trail, we weren't about to stop.

Like at the graveyard, a prerecorded men's choir was sustaining a low,

ominous note.  Being so deep in the earth,  I  wondered if  the tormented

voices were supposed to be coming from the souls of hell. I was feeling es-

pecially ominous when we came to the African-style masks on the walls.

The glowing eye sockets of the masks were flickering with fake candle-

light.

“Watch out!” Bobbert cried, tugging my body from behind.

That same instant, a burst of air rushed past my face.
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“I told you,” Bobbert managed between breaths, “the masks shoot ar-

rows.” The portly moleman, though he'd begun in the front of the expedi-

tion, had quickly ended up in the back. He was struggling to keep up with

the rest of us.

Lenny carefully examined the stone wall where the arrow should have

impacted. “No, I'm pretty sure the masks just shoot air with the intent of

making you think they're shooting arrows.”

“Well,” said Bobbert, wiping the sweat from his forehead, “we can't be

too careful.”

I  bent  down to  face  the  moleman.  “But  supposing  it  was  real,  you

would have saved my life. That was noble.”

Bobbert shrugged, trying to look modest. Then he gave up all pretenses.

“I did, didn't I?” He folded his arms in reflection. “I didn't know I had it in

me. I mean … of course I knew I had it in me, but … I didn't know I had it

in me.”

“Come on,” barked Gunhilda, leading the way.

We proceeded with caution past the rest of the air-blowing masks. Then

we came to a crossroads. Both paths presented rocky tunnels that faded

into blackness. Both tunnels were adorned with hellish stalactites and re-

verberated with spooky sounds.

Bobbert said, “I think it's time to consult the map.”

“Oh yeah.” Having forgotten I had it, I pulled out the plans to the Ro-

mantic Division's secret network. I could barely make out anything in the

dim candlelight.

Meanwhile  a  pacing  Lenny  asked,  “If  this  place  is  forbidden  to

molepeople, who put the masks on the wall?”

Bobbert replied, “The ancients, no doubt.”

“The ancients, huh? Did they also put up the speakers?”

Bobbert shrugged. “Even forbidden places need maintenance.”

As I fumbled through the map, I could feel the weight of everyone's

eyes upon me. “This isn't easy,” I said.

“Hold on,” commanded Bobbert. He'd turned his attention to one of the

walls, where subtle hieroglyphs had been inscribed. He became suddenly

solemn, whispering, “The ancient language.”

“Can you read it?” I asked.
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Bobbert strolled toward the hieroglyphs, inspecting them with subtle

nods of his head. “Hmm.” He stroked his chin. He ran his fingers over the

engravings. He paced back and forth.

“Well?”

“No.”

Lenny, leaning over my shoulder, asked, “So where are we?”

“The under-underworld,” I said.

“Can you be more specific?”

We'd taken so many twists and turns since the jail, I had no idea where

we were. “No.”

To my surprise, Gunhilda swiped the map out of my hands and rolled it

up. “We don't have time for this. I'd rather take the wrong path than stand

here and get caught.”

Lenny bent down and picked up a rock. “She's right. How about you all

go ahead? I'll stay behind and fight them off.”

I could feel my blood temperature rising. “No one's going to stay be-

hind.” What this party needed was an executive decision-maker. I pointed

to the left tunnel. “We're going that way.”

Behind me, Lenny said in a gentle voice, “Don't you think we should

pray about it?”

Bobbert replied, “Sorry, but your god can't here you down here. This is

the home of the undergods.”

In the awkwardness that followed, I was actually relieved when a hu-

man skeleton fell from the ceiling.

The next thing I knew, I was in Lenny's arms, the two of us staring at

the demonic thing before us.  Standing erect with glowing red eyes, the

skeleton opened its jaw and shouted something mean and scary. I admit,

the very sound elicited a scream from my bosom. Though I was confused

at the way the skeleton's words raced ahead of its lagging jaw. When I no-

ticed the black strings from which it dangled, I let go of Lenny and looked

on as if nothing had happened.

“What's it saying?” asked Gunhilda, studying the strange animatronic.

Come to think of it, I couldn't understand a word either. The reverbera-

tion of the rocky tunnels was so heavy, the projected audio was nearly un-

intelligible.
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Lenny said, “I think it’s telling us a riddle. Something about … Captain

Moneyshuckles … and the  … curse  of  the  … I  don't  know,  forbidden

path?”

“Oh yeah,” I said, turning to Gunhilda. “We're supposed to suffer his

fate, aren't we?” Though assuming the skeleton  had been said something

about a forbidden path, it was logical that one of the paths in front of us

was less forbidden. “At least we have a fifty-fifty chance.” With no further

ado, I walked right past the others into the left tunnel. It was strange to say,

but I had a good feeling about this tunnel … as good as anything could be

in the under-underworld.

“Wait!” Lenny called. “I really think we should go right. I have a bad

feeling about the left tunnel.”

Of course he does.  “Lenny,  Gunhilda's right. We don't  have time for

this. For all we know, the left tunnel's just as good as the right tunnel. So

can we just make a decision and go with it?”

Lenny sighed. “If you insist, m'lady.”

He, Gunhilda, and Bobbert caught up with me, and we continued to run.

A moment later, we skidded to a stop as a wall of flames burst in front of

us, singing our hair and clothes.

“Lenny's right,” I said. “Let's take the other tunnel.”

* * *

As the four of us ran through the right tunnel and the skeleton behind us

continued to shout incoherent warnings, it occurred to me that I wasn't hav-

ing a very good time. In my defense, I hadn't slept in two days, I'd con-

sumed a  less-than-satisfactory dinner,  I'd  spent  my night  dangling over

lava, and I had had no breakfast. And maybe Lenny had something to do

with it. Anyway, I'm hoping you'll sympathize when I was the first to keel

over with a side ache, pleading for a chance to rest.

“Ann,” said Lenny, condescending to give me a pep talk, “I believe in

you.”

“I don't need you ...” I began, still catching my breath, “... to believe in

me.” I still couldn't look him in the eyes. “I just need … to rest.”



230

Now Bobbert was crouching to give me a peptalk. “You forget, Ann,

molepeople can see body heat. No matter what path we take, they'll find

us.”

Bobbert was the short and fat one. How was he doing so well?

Lenny took my hands and placed them on his shoulders. “Hold on. I'll

give you a piggyback.”

That did it. I rose to my feet. “I'm fine.”

Meanwhile Gunhilda, who had gone a little farther ahead, ran back into

sight, waving for us to follow. “I found it. I found the elevator.”

The expedition continued, and before long, we were standing in front of

a beautiful sight:  chrome-plated doors and a glossy green button.  There

were no arrows or numbers, but then, we were at the bottom of the earth.

The only possible direction was up.

Lenny turned to me, gesturing like a French waiter. “Would you like the

honors?”

To my shame, I'd already pounded the button before his words sank in.

“Yes, thank you.”

But the button glowed. As we waited for the doors to open, Bobbert

pointed to another set of hieroglyphs on the wall. Running his claws over

the engravings, this time he must have succeeded in a translation, for he

read aloud:

To heaven and beyond.

A skeptical Gunhilda said, “I thought you couldn't read the ancient lan-

guage.”

“Well … it helps having an English translation.” Bobbert pointed to the

fine print beneath the hieroglyphs and continued reading:

Guests are invited to reflect on the rich history of Molemania dur-

ing this exciting ride.

“What's that supposed to mean?” asked Gunhilda.
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“Obviously,” said Bobbert, “we're supposed to think about the fantastic

world we're forsaking as we digress to the netherworld.”

Thinking of white clouds and open sky – everything I'd been yearning

for – I repeated the beautiful words “to heaven and beyond.”  Then it oc-

curred to me that I'd given no thought for my friends. Gunhilda was losing

her sister. Bobbert would be separated from his missus. To them the bright

world above must have been frightening.

“Bobbert, Gunhilda ...” I felt a sudden closeness to my friends. “When

we get to the netherworld, I don't want you to feel out of place. I'm sure

you can both stay at my parents' house until we sort things out. In fact, I'll

even give up my bedroom.”

“Thanks,” Bobbert said, confusing me with his frown, “but we already

made arrangements.”

Gunhilda nodded, and to my chagrin, she and Bobbert smiled at Lenny.

Lenny explained, “You've had enough to worry about, Ann. While you

were lagging behind, I invited them to stay at my place. After all, my fam-

ily has two guest bedrooms.”

“And a hot tub,” added Gunhilda.

When, at last, the elevator opened, I was the first to enter. The shiny

compartment was like a sanctuary, lit with warm colors and graced with

smooth saxophone music. I smacked the only button: the number one-hun-

dred-sixteen, which seemed like a believable amount of levels between us

and the surface. As my friends packed inside, and the steel doors began to

close, I was overcome with a sense of security.

We made it.

Hence it hardly bothered me when, through the narrowing slit of the

doors, I discovered the silhouettes of our pursuers.

“Stop!” echoed the voice of Duthbert.

But long before they could reach us, our victory was sealed. The eleva-

tor  buzzed into  motion,  and  our  band  of  four  laughed in  triumph.  We

slapped each other's backs. We exchanged hugs. As Lenny and I embraced,

part of me was ashamed to look into his eyes, part of me was ashamed not

to. What confused me was how he looked back at me, a way he hadn't

looked at me in a long time.
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Claws dug into my arm. “Ann,” said Bobbert, pulling me away. With

his other hand, he was pointing to the glowing button. “You remember that

higher numbers mean lower floors in Molemania, right?”

A shiver rushed through my body. We were going down.
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Wax Museum

That would explain the sensation of falling. Though wrapped in Lenny's

arms, my stomach was sinking. My body was growing lighter. As if the

falling elevator were zipping through yards of cable, the saxophone music

was overpowered by a sliding buzz. Before long we must have reached ter-

minal velocity, the four of us weightlessly drifting, crying with terror. Was

this the curse of the stupid undergods?

Above the doors, numbers were flashing in a blur:

Forty-one … forty-five … fifty-two … sixty-three …

seventy-nine …

Though I'd already come to peace with death, it was this constant flirta-

tion between life and death that was killing me. The only thing that made

the ordeal slightly tolerable was being in Lenny's arms, even if the sensa-

tion was only an illusion.

The elevator began to slow, gentle enough to keep us from splattering,

but not so gentle as to prevent our bodies from slamming against the floor.

The next thing I knew, we were lying in a heap. The only sound was Kenny

G's “Songbird.”

Suddenly the smooth jazz was replaced with a blaring brass band.

“The national anthem?” said Bobbert, rising to his feet.

To everyone's wonder, rectangular sections of the walls were rising, cre-

ating open windows. Looking through the windows, we could see the tex-

ture of the rocky elevator shaft slowly rising past us. Then something else

rose into view: pink banners. The banners were on all four sides, reading:

The Department of Parks and Recreation Proudly Presents:

A History of Molemania
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Brought to you by the Wilma G. Ferguson Charitable Trust Foun-

dation

The banners rose out of sight. Next there was a panoramic exhibit of

some  ancient  city  beneath  a  silver  moon.  There  were  models  of  stone

walls,  pillars,  and temples.  It  must  have been Rome.  Or  Egypt.  I  don't

know. What took me off guard were the humans staring back at me. But I

stifled my scream as I realized they were only mannequins. We were taking

a ride through a wax museum.

With thick beards and tunics, the mannequins were joining hands in a

circle, one of them raising a bloody knife. At their feet was a corpse … a

very well-dressed corpse. Strangest of all were the wire halos suspended

above the guys' heads as if, notwithstanding their murder, they were sup-

posed to be saints.

“Neat,” said Gunhilda, enjoying the exhibit.

Bobbert, seeing my concern, pointed to the corpse. “He was a tyrant.

He deserved to die.”

“That's nice,” I said. Less than interested in Molish history at the mo-

ment, I pulled out the map and tried again to figure out where we were.

Lenny was hovering over my shoulder. “Here we are,” he said after a

casual glance at the map. “Looks like the elevator should take us to … The

Sea of Shadows. I wonder what that is.”

“Quiet,” snapped Bobbert. “I'm trying to watch the show.”

The scene of the horrible men and the dead guy rose out of sight, but to

my dismay, the next scene was even worse. The murderers had banned to-

gether  in  a  cave,  shaving their  heads and painting their  foreheads with

blood. As if that wasn't unpleasant enough, the guys had given up their tu-

nics for loin cloths, bearing their hairy chests. Why would anyone want to

see this?

Meanwhile Lenny continued to examine the map. “Hmm … looks like

there's nothing else down here but this Sea of Shadows. I hate to admit it,

but we're approaching a dead end. You were right, Ann, we should have

taken the left tunnel.”
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“I knew it!” I cried. Having to get something out of my system, I kicked

the side of the elevator. Then it occurred what had just happened. Lenny

had both acknowledged  my rightness  and  his  wrongness.  I  had to  hear

more. “You really think it was the left tunnel?”

Still  studying the map, Lenny nodded.  “If we would have continued

down the left tunnel, it would have taken us straight home. I should have

listened to you, Ann.”

This was fantastic. Far from wanting to kick the elevator, I wanted to

jump for joy. Only why didn't Lenny seem to care? Didn't he realize what a

pivotal moment this was? Wasn't he ashamed?

Standing in wonder, I found myself staring at the next scene in the ex-

hibit. There were grizzly men everywhere, engaging in a bloody battle. On

one side were the horrible guys with chest hair. On the other side was an

army of Romans or Egyptians or something like that.  These technologi-

cally more savvy warriors also had the advantage of a glowing guy on their

side. He must have been a deity.

“Who's that?” I asked Bobbert.

Bobbert frowned. “The god of heaven, tormentor of molepeople.”

“Please tell me the hairy guys aren't your ancestors.”

“You'll see.”

As Lenny continued to read over the map, occasionally glancing up to

take in the scenery (but never once glancing at me), I felt like one of these

hairy barbarians: burdened by a dark secret, waging a losing battle.

Look at me!

In the next scene, the sun was red, vultures were in the air, and dead

people were everywhere. The surviving barbarians were running into the

mountains with crying women over their shoulders … another image that

hit uncomfortably close to home.

“Lenny,” I said, forcing myself to look away.

Though his eyes met mine, he only looked half aware of my existence.

“Yes?”

“What are we going to do?”

“About what?”

“About what? We're at a dead end. The bad guys are right behind us.”



236

“Yeah, we'll have to do something about that.” He turned his attention

back to the map.

In the next scene, the barbarians were coming down from the mountains

and carrying off farmers' sheep. Unfortunately, the guys in armor were ly-

ing in wait. They drove the barbarians back into the mountains.

I began searching the elevator for another button. “Is there any way to

make this thing go faster?”

Bobbert jabbed me in the side. “You should pay attention. We watch

your history channel all the time.”

“It's a wonderful exhibit, but at the moment we have more important

things to worry about.” I turned to Gunhilda for support, but she was busy

gawking at the mannequins. So I turned back to Bobbert. “What's the sea

of shadows?”

“Shh!” Bobbert demanded as if … I don't know … he couldn't hear the

mannequins?

In the next scene, the hairy guys (with their stolen women), were back

in their cave. To make room for their growing society of renegades, they

were chipping away at the stone with pickaxes.

Gunhilda leaned toward Bobbert. “You mean they dug all of Molema-

nia with pickaxes?”

“Well,” said Bobbert, enjoying being our tour guide, “before the inven-

tion of dynamite, the world was a primitive place.”

I couldn't take this any longer. As Gunhilda had done to me, I whisked

the map out of Lenny's hands.

“What's the plan?” I demanded.

“Plan?” He was still giving me blank stares.

“I'm sick of being left in the dark. I know you have a plan. You always

do.”

“Not this time.”

“So we're just going to wait for Duthbert to catch us?”

“Is something bothering you, Ann?”

“Yes. The fact that you are entirely un-bothered.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to pace around with me and pull your hair out.”

He laughed. “You're so cute.”
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That took me off guard. “What?”

“But you're right, we need a plan. Do you have any ideas?”

“Me?” I asked, feeling a mix of flattery and confusion. “Um … when

we get to the bottom we could … prop the elevator door open. Yeah. Then

the elevator will stay with us, and the bad guys will have no way of getting

down.”

“I like it.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. Now can I have the map back?”

Feeling a  little  sheepish,  I  returned the map,  and once again Lenny

buried himself in it.

“By the way,” he said, not looking up, “you may want to watch the ex-

hibit. I think we're on to something valuable.”

Perplexed, but not knowing what else to do, I joined Bobbert and Gun-

hilda in staring out the windows. For the sake of brevity, here's the Ann

version of Molish history:

To escape from their enemies, the barbarians and their wives journeyed

deeper into the interior of the mountain, where they uncovered a pit. For

whatever reason, they decided to join hands and dance around the pit in

some satanic ritual. Lo and behold, shadow people rose from the depths. I

guessed these were the undergods. They had no faces and no clothes.

The undergods used their powers to open tunnels, through which they

led the barbarians deeper into the earth. And deeper. They touched the bar-

barians' arms, and the barbarians grew hairier. The undergods touched the

barbarians' hands, and the barbarians grew claws. When it was time for the

undergods to go, they seeped into the cracks of the earth.

The  hairy  people  with  claws  (who  were  starting  to  look  more  like

molepeople), began to carve a city. By night, they snuck back to the sur-

face, wrapping their arms around sheep and dragging them into the earth.

“We don't steal,” said Bobbert. “We just claim what's rightfully ours.”

One night, molepeople rose to the surface to replenish their mutton sup-

ply, but to their astonishment, the entire civilization of their enemies had

vanished. Enter the Molish dark ages. Generations passed as one Molish

king passed his scepter to another, each looking progressively thinner. Fi-

nally the entire Molish nation was lying around in thoughtlessness, hug-



238

ging their empty bellies.

“Why don't they go back to the surface?” I asked.

“Why don't your people go live on the moon?” Bobbert replied.

On another starry night, some molepeople climbed to the surface and

discovered a new civilization: fair-skinned pioneers driving covered wag-

ons.  Finally there  was more sheep to pillage.  Enter the Molish Renais-

sance.

As the humans built early-twentieth-century cities and cars, down be-

low, molepeople were also flourishing. A gloriously fat king (who slightly

resembled Duthbert) plugged a massive cord into a massive outlet, and the

formerly dark and dreary Molemania burst into electric wonder. The daz-

zling spectacle more closely resembled Las Vegas than the actual Molema-

nia.

As time went on, Duthbert (who looked nothing like Duthbert) plugged

an even larger cord into an even larger outlet, and, with the gift of Cable

TV and Internet, Molemania reached the peak of its civilization.

Just when I thought the history was over, the next exhibit  showed a

Molemania with flying cars, bubble-domes, and a monorail. At the center

of it all was Duthbert's geothermal power plant. The molepeople, wearing

gray jumpsuits, were bowing before Duthbert, who was locking arms with

a … human girl.

Me.

The next scene was just as bizarre. Humans and molepeople were join-

ing hands, creating a giant circle between the world above and the world

below. Every last person had an unnaturally wide smile.

The  last  scene  had  only two mannequins:  Duthbert  and  I.  We were

dressed with all the pomp and frills of an Elizabethan king and queen. Our

thrones  sat  atop  two  spheres:  the  world  of  humans  and  the  world  of

molepeople. Suspended over our heads were halos like the creepy guys of

old.

Then I noticed the artist. Dressed in white overalls and covered with the

paint, the living moleman was adding some finishing strokes to a marble

pillar. He turned to us with an open snout.

“It’s not gonna happen,” I said.
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Sea of Shadows

The painter rose out of sight. As the brass instruments ended on a glori-

ous climax, a final set of banners rose into view, reading:

“I never intended to conquer the universe. I only intended to con-

quer your hearts.”

– Duthbert the Marvelous

While the rectangular windows of the elevator began to automatically

close, Lenny leaned toward me. “Did you get it?”

“Get what?”

He shook his head. “And I thought you were a scripturian.” Then, care-

ful to make sure Bobbert couldn't hear, he whispered, “Who would have

thought molepeople were descendants of the Gadianton robbers from The

Book of Mormon?”

“Certainly not me.”

“Well, now we know why we really came to Molemania.”

“We do?”

“To convert the entire nation. Why else? These people need to know the

truth.”

“Huh.”

Finally the elevator came to a stop, and as soon as the doors opened,

none of us waited to step out.

Ahead was the familiar scene of a dark tunnel lit by fake candles. We

proceeded with caution until Lenny turned to me and asked:

“Weren't you going to hold open the doors?”

With a sinking heart, I turned around to see the elevator doors closing. I

dived  forward  and  barely  stopped  the  doors  with  my  arm.  Eventually

Lenny relieved me from the unpleasant task by placing a rock between the

doors.
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“Thanks,” I said. The pain of the fresh scrapes on my arms was begin-

ning to set in. “That should hold them back.”

“Not for long.” Lenny pointed to a door beside the elevator. It was la-

beled “stairs.”

Knowing it was only a matter of minutes before Duthbert and his lack-

eys stepped out of that door, we continued our expedition. But before long,

the tunnel came to a dead end. Well, there was a way out, but we weren't

about to take it; it was a pit, as deep and dark as the one I'd almost fallen

into when running away from the Gahboos. In fact, judging by the equally

dark hole in the ceiling, this may have been the same pit … a bottomless

shaft of no return. The mere sight made me queasy. Again I had the sensa-

tion that the undergods were real, beckoning me into the darkness.

Meanwhile Bobbert had fallen to one knee. “The sea of shadows,” he

whispered. Then he began to pat himself on the head. “I never thought I'd

live to see this.”

“But what is it?” I asked.

“Shh!” he scolded. “It's the home of the undergods.”

Taking care to whisper, I replied, “You mean they live down there?”

To my wonder, Bobbert not only looked solemn, but tears were forming

in his eyes. With a quivering snout he whispered, “I'm unworthy. So un-

worthy. Great gods of the deep, have mercy on this wretched moleman.”

Finally he looked up at me, his black eyes glistening. “I’m so sorry, miss.

Can you ever forgive me?”

“For what?” I whispered, knowing exactly what he meant.

“For everything.”

Could I forgive Bobbert? Because of him, I was miles underground,

married to a hideous megalomaniac. Because of Bobbert, I would probably

never see my family again. Because of Bobbert, the boy I loved no longer

loved me. Because of Bobbert, innocent people were going to die.

Including himself.

“I forgive you,” I said.

He managed a weak smile. “Thank you.”

Once again Lenny was studying the map. He pointed to the wall on the

opposite side of the pit. “Just past this wall is a place called  the Golden

Cavern.”
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“The Golden Cavern?” I asked. “As in the place where Captain Mon-

eyshuckles is trapped for all eternity?”

“Um …”

Bobbert brightened up. “The Golden Cavern!”

“Hold on,” said Lenny, “what's all this about?”

Gunhilda explained, “According to legend, it's a place where you'll find

whatever your heart desires.”

I added, “Like an elevator.”

Bobbert added, “Or a new washing machine.”

Lenny looked confused. “And you guys believe that?”

“No,” said Gunhilda, “but if this place was made by the Romantic Divi-

sion, there's gotta be something good in there.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, like a fake sword or a bowl made out of fools

gold. We'll have to pay it a visit next time we visit the under-underwold

and aren't being chased by guys with guns.”

“Wait a minute,” said Lenny, pointing out another set of hieroglyphs on

the wall. “Bobbert, it's the ancient language. Will you do us the honors?”

Still sniffling, Bobbert climbed to his feet and investigated the fine print

beneath the hieroglyphs. After taking a moment to compose himself,  he

read aloud:

Unworthy mortals,

The place where ye stand

Is curse-ed and banned

To heathens who seek to revile,

While roamers who follow

The shadowy hollow

Without any heart to defile,

Shall happen upon

The temple withdrawn

From tormenting fires above,
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The bottom of earth,

The source of all birth

Of darkness and powers thereof.

The threshold is near,

Protected by fear

And hidden to all but the master

Of shadows between

And worlds unseen,

The key to undoing disaster.

For only do they

Have courage to slay

The demons that bind them to lies.

As Young Haggleshavern

Beheld in the cavern

That falling was but a disguise.

“Who's Haggleshavern?” I asked.

This time Bobbert rolled his eyes. “Are you telling me your mother

never told you the most  well-known bedtime story in Molemania?” He

paused for a moment. “I see your point. Long, long ago, there was a young

molegirl  named  Haggleshavern,  whose  name,  incidentally,  rhymes  with

cavern.”

“I gathered as much.”

“She was the youngest queen Molemania ever had, the most beautiful

molegirl in the entire universe, and when she sang, all of the salamanders

came out to listen.”

“Get to the point.”

“It was during the dark ages of Molemania, when everyone was starv-

ing, and the wrath of the undergods was upon the people, because they had

nothing left to cast as offerings into the Sea of Shadows. The high priest
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told the people that if someone would sacrifice himself, then there would

be food again. But the only one brave enough was Queen Haggleshavern.

She boldly threw herself into this very pit, and not long after, the under-

gods caused a new people to inhabit the netherworld, bringing enough food

for everyone. But the weird part about the story was, after Haggleshavern

jumped, no one ever heard a sound. Supposedly the undergods caught her

and carried her to the Golden Cavern, where she lives to this day.

“That's  kind  of  spooky,”  I  said.  The flickering  candlelight  and dark

shadows had a way of intensifying the imagination. Then my eyes were

drawn to the crystal that hung from Lenny's neck.

It was glowing.

“Lenny, your crystal,” I said. And then it hit me all at once … the final

piece of the puzzle. Suddenly, though my stomach sank at the thought, I

knew what we had to do. “We need to jump in the pit.”

“What?” my three companions exclaimed at once.

I walked over to the text on the wall and read aloud:

The threshold is near,

Protected by fear

And hidden to all but the master …

“Grandma told me that in order to pass through the under-underwold, I

would have to become a shadow master.”

Of shadows between

And worlds unseen,

The key to undoing disaster.

“And Howard told me that in order to become a shadow master, I would

have to have a black crystal. So I guess I'm not a shadow master yet, but

Lenny is, and he has the key. It glows when we're near a secret passage.”

For only do they

Have courage to slay
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The demons that bind them to lies.

As Young Haggleshavern

Beheld in the cavern

That falling was but a disguise.

“The pit is a facade. As evidenced by both the map and the reference to

Haggleshavern, it's really a doorway to the Golden Cavern.”

Lenny was rubbing his chin. “You seem a little too sure of yourself. Be-

sides …” – he leaned close so that Bobbert couldn't hear – “there's some-

thing satanic about all this. We didn't work so hard to save our souls last

night only so you could make ourselves offerings to the undergods.”

“It's not the undergods I trust,” I whispered back, “it's Grandma.” Then

I said a little louder, “Grandma also told me that I would have to 'become

one with the darkness.' You gotta trust me. This isn't the first riddle I've

solved in Molemania. I know how Grandma thinks.”

Lenny cautiously approached the edge of the pit, peering into the black-

ness. “There could be anything down there. It's not worth the risk.”

From behind came the creaking of a metal door. We turned around and

saw the silhouettes of our pursuers entering the tunnel.

“It's over, Ann,” Duthbert barked, his voice weary from the chase.

I turned back to the pit, my heart pounding. Maybe Lenny was right,

and I was a little too sure of myself. Yet what did I have to lose? If we were

to surrender, our lives were as good as over.

I was a Queen of Molemania, and like Haggleshavern, it was my job to

protect my people, no matter the risk. If I was wrong about the pit, perhaps

my death would persuade Duthbert to let my friends go.

I took a step forward.

“No, Ann!” cried Lenny, holding me back.

I looked him in the eyes, perhaps for the last time. “No matter what you

think of me, I still love you.” Then, tearing free from his grasp, I leaped.
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Darkness

My life flashed before my eyes. It began with a little girl full of life and

ambition. Then public school happened, and I learned how to doubt my-

self.  Shy and pathetic,  I  dreamed of someday shining again on an open

stage, the admiration of all the boys. Then I met Lenny, a bright soul who

didn't seem to care what others thought of him.

Following in his footsteps, I tried to let go. I tried to be happy. But ev-

ery time I glanced in the mirror, I saw the frightened girl beneath the mask.

The harder I tried to become a warrior princess, the lower I sank, until here

I was, falling down, down, down …

And down.

With  wind beating  against  my weightless  body,  I  knew death could

greet me at any moment. Yet I continued to fall. Confused and tormented, I

busied my mind with counting seconds.

Before I got to five, my body contracted with fear as something beat

against me. But it hardly hurt, and even stranger, this something came from

above.

“Hi, Ann,” came the voice of Lenny. In the dim light, I could feel him

falling beside me.

“Lenny?” I exclaimed.

“You looked lonely down here.” He had to shout over the wind.

Was I dreaming?

A moment later, another body toppled between Lenny and I as we con-

tinued to fall.

“Hi,” shouted Gunhilda.

“How is this possible?” I asked.

But before  anyone could answer,  Bobbert  smacked his way into the

party. A moment later, I had the sensation that we were falling faster, and

strangest of all, the wind, instead of beating harder, was dying down.

Finally we hit bottom, though as gently as if someone had set us down.

The next thing I knew, the pit lit up, and we were lying on top of a metal
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grate, beneath which was a giant fan. We were in a wind tunnel. On the

walls were neon tubes, pointing our way to a green exit sign.

“Thank you for riding the Sea of Shadows,” came the recorded voice of

a molewoman. “Please exit  through the door in front of you, and enjoy

your visit here in the under-underworld.”

As if this wasn't disorienting enough, another voice came from above.

“Move out of the way, it's our turn.”

I looked up to see Duthbert and his goons looking down at us from the

top of the pit, some twenty feet above.

Lenny helped to me to my feet, tugging me toward the exit. “Come on.”

As we passed through the door and up a staircase, all I could think to

say was, “I was right.”

“You're amazing,” Lenny said without any hesitation. “You're wonder-

ful. You're beautiful.”

Taken aback, I tried to look him in the eyes, but once again his mind

was elsewhere. Didn't he know how long I'd been waiting to hear those

words?

Why do I still feel empty inside?

At the top of the stairs, we found ourselves in a large cavern. A golden

cavern. Having come from shadowy tunnels,  there was so much light, I

was temporarily blinded, and I smacked into Lenny … who smacked into

Gunhilda. The consequences could have been bad had our expedition not

come to a skidding stop just feet away from a ledge. Some ten feet below

us was a sea of boiling lava.

“Not again,” I said.

Though Gunhilda had almost fallen to a scorching death, she was beam-

ing. “So that's why the Golden Cavern is golden.”

Lenny turned to me. “If Grandma was the brains behind this place, she

certainly has a twisted sense of humor.”

“Nonsense,” said Bobbert,  “this place is far older than Grandma. It's

probably as old as the earth itself.”

Lenny drew our attention to the air vents on the cavern's ceiling. “Is the

air-conditioning system also as old as the earth?”

Bobbert frowned. “The undergods knew the secrets of air-conditioning

long before we did.”
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“In any case,” said Lenny, “it explains why we haven't burned up yet.

This place must have one heck of an electric bill. And to think that our par-

ents are paying for it.”

It was time for me to cut in. “Guys, can we just focus on getting away

from the bad guys?”

Then Lenny drew my attention to the pillars. Jutting out of the lava, the

chain of stony pillars formed a dotted bridge across the glowing lake. “It's

simple enough, Ann. We hop across the pillars till we get to the other side.”

Following his finger, I noticed the elevator on the opposite side of the

cavern.

I got my wish!

Though the sight looked to good to be true. “Assuming we make it that

far, how do we know the elevator won't take us farther down?”

It  was Bobbert  who answered.  “You forget,  Ann,  this  is  the  Golden

Cavern. The only reason there's an elevator there is because someone must

have wished for it.” He surveyed the group. “Who was it?”

After a moment, Gunhilda raised her hand.

“Ah,” said Bobbert, “and did you wish for an elevator that goes down?”

“No,” said Gunhilda.

“There, you see?”

Unimpressed, I said to Bobbert, “If that's the case, then where's your

washing machine?”

“I'm sure it's over there somewhere.”

Lenny was stroking his stubbly chin, contemplating the arduous task

before us. “This won't be easy. But don't worry, Ann, I'll hold your –”

But I was one step ahead of him. Jumping the six or so feet to the first

pillar,  I  landed  with  swashbuckling  style.  Adrenaline  had  taken  over,

putting me in one of those “good day to die” moods. For having confronted

death again and again,  I  was beyond fear.  In  fact,  I  felt  like  a  warrior

princess.  Seeing  the  wide  eyes  of  my companions  only intensified  the

sweet insanity. “Are you guys, coming, or what?” That sounded like some-

thing a warrior princess would say.

For a split second, I thought I saw a flash of jealousy in Lenny's eyes.

Though his response was disappointing: “Nice job, Ann.” Seconds later, he

joined me. The pillar was some five feet in diameter, large enough to hold
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the four of us, but just barely.

That was when a sweaty Duthbert rose to the top of the stairs. His white

shirt was soaking, his glasses fogged over. Gasping for air, he said, “I give

you the best room in the house. I take you to the country club. I even buy

you Los Hermanos. And this is how you repay me?”

Within seconds, Duthbert was joined by Chuck, Willie, a couple of po-

lice officers, and Father Jackothan, who was being carried by two more po-

lice officers. It didn't take long for a barrage of guns to point our way.

“Hold it,” ordered Duthbert, “I don't want anyone to hit the girl.”

Gunhilda was ready to leap, but Bobbert was paralyzed, the excitement

in his face having drained as he looked from the enemies behind to the ter-

rible challenge before him. “I'm short and fat. Go on without me.”

Thankfully, Gunhilda wouldn’t have it. Taking the unsuspecting Bob-

bert in her herculean arms, she hurled him over the lava, straight to the first

pillar. The sight of the flailing moleman caused my heart to sink, as if he

were a bowling ball, and Lenny and I were the pins. A second later, the

three of us were lying against the top of the pillar, holding on for dear life.

Yet another second later, Gunhilda completed our dog pile. It hurt.

Back on the ledge, Duthbert was rubbing his fogged glasses against his

tuxedo jacket.  “Bobbert,  you’re  fired.  Gunhilda … I  already fired you,

didn't I?”

“Yes,” said Gunhilda as she lay on top of me.

“All right, you're good.”

The situation was stressful enough without the addition of scary music.

The sinister drones of a male choir were nothing new, but at the sound of

dragging chains, everyone turned their heads. Not far from where Duthbert

and his crew were standing was an opening in the cavern wall. The dark

hole began to glow a subtle blue. The light grew brighter.

“What's going on?” Duthbert demanded, but no one had an answer.

The weird light grew brighter, a direct contrast to the orange glow of

the cavern. The sound of dragging chains was growing louder, accompa-

nied by moans. Was it Queen Haggleshavern?

No.

To everyone's astonishment, out of the opening came a glowing man. A

human  man.  Pasty  white  and  covered  in  chains,  he  was  lumbering  in
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agony. Aside from those interesting features, he was one of the fattest men

I'd ever seen.

Duthbert's cronies didn't hesitate to point their guns at the ghostly ap-

parition, who, seeing himself thus threatened, recoiled in fear.

“I'm a ghost,” he cried. “You don't shoot ghosts.”

“What are you?” Duthbert demanded. “Jacob Marley?”

“I'm Captain Moneyshuckles,” the ghost said with a hint  of  offense.

“Can't you see the hat?” He drew our attention to his three-cornered hat. In

the silence that followed, he added, “I live here.”

A confused Duthbert turned to his companions, who only shrugged.

“Look,” the captain continued, “I've been roaming this cave for hun-

dreds of years, and I don't mean to sound rude, but all of you are going to

suffer my same fate.” He sounded less than sure of himself, his eyes still

on the guns. Then he turned his attention to us, and his face lightened up.

“Hey, it's Ann Wilkinson.”

Officially creeped out, I pulled myself out of the dog pile. That was

hard enough. Making the dangerous leap to the next pillar while my run-

way was littered with bodies seemed impossible. But someone had to lead

the way.

I made it, but just barely. With fresh scrapes running down my arms, I

found myself hunched over the edge of pillar number two, grasping and

slipping. A moment later, Lenny landed in front of me and helped me up.

“Very impressive,” said Duthbert, his voice projecting through the vast

cavern. “But I'm afraid your acrobatics are no match for our awesomeness.

Priest, summon the secret weapon.”

Father Jackothan looked bewildered. “You don't mean …?”

“You know what I mean.”

Apparently everyone had grown uninterested with the inconsequential

appearance of Captain Moneyshuckles.

Father Jackothan continued: “With all due respect, your majesty, I don’t

think that’s a good idea. It's hardly been tested, and there's no saying what

it will do.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” said Duthbert. “That could turn out bad,

couldn’t it?”

“Very bad, your majesty.”
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“All right  then.” Duthbert played with his bottom lip for a moment.

“Boys, summon the other secret weapon.”

Chuck also had a bewildered look on his face. “You don’t mean –”

“You know what I mean.”

Chuck and Willie looked at each other, raising their ice packs to their

heads. Then, bidden by duty, they walked back to the staircase and mo-

tioned to some unseen person … or thing. As soon as they'd given their sig-

nal, they didn't hesitate to run back to the others for safety.

Over on the pillars, all of us froze, our eyes glued to the dark entrance. I

could feel my heart pounding. Then out of the shadows stepped the most

demonic apparition I’d ever seen:

Brunhilda.
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Brunhilda

I heard a gasp escape Gunhilda’s mouth.

Brunhilda, the other secret weapon, strutted toward the ledge, rolling up

her sleeves. Hanging at her side was my sword. With her eyes fixed on

Gunhilda, she paced like a dog trapped behind a fence. “Thief,” she said.

Then, as if to rest her case, she reached into her purse and pulled out the

Golden Bowl of Fliegenwasser for everyone to see.

I couldn’t help myself. “It’s a bowl!”

“My bowl,” Brunhilda snapped.

“I’m glad to see you got your job back. But I’m afraid Gunhilda’s loy-

alty is to humanity, as yours should be.”

“My loyalty,” Brunhilda snapped, “is to justice.” She looked around to

see how her one-liner was received,  and the molemen nodded with ap-

proval. “We don’t tolerate thieves in Molemania.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “The majority of Molemania’s gross do-

mestic product is based on thievery.”

Duthbert, seeing Brunhilda’s loss, defended her with, “She means  do-

mestic thievery.”

“Yeah,” Brunhilda agreed. Then, with clenched fists, she crouched and

prepared to make the leap to pillar number one.

But before she leaped, Captain Moneyshuckles, with his eyes on the

treasure in Brunhilda’s hands, asked, “Do you want me to hold that for

you?”

“No,” said Brunhilda.

“Come on, I’m a pirate.” In response to everyone's stares, he added,

“Pirates like treasure.”

As if to irk the captain, Brunhilda handed the bowl to Duthbert. “You

hold it.”

“Thanks,” said Duthbert, as mesmerized as any by the evil thing.

Meanwhile, on pillar number one, Gunhilda picked up Bobbert and, not

waiting for our approval, hurled him to pillar number two.
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Though she hadn't acted a moment too soon, for Brunhilda, drawing the

sword  and raising  it  like  the  warmonger  she  was,  charged and leaped.

Standing together in the small space, for a moment the sisters just stared at

each other. Then Brunhilda, in a rare moment of honor, put the sword away

and faced her sister in hand-to-hand combat.

Back on the ledge, Duthbert and his crew began to chant. “Brun-hil-da,

Brun-hil-da …” Even Captain Moneyshuckles joined in.

“Gun-hil-da!” I protested, slapping Lenny and Bobbert until they joined

me.

Finally  the  sisters  clashed.  There  was  punching,  kicking,  grunting,

screaming, biting, scratching, and pulling of hair.

Come on, Gunhilda.

Lenny tugged my shoulder. “We don't have time for this.”

But I resisted. “We have to help Gunhilda.”

Meanwhile Duthbert shouted to Brunhilda, “You can deal with your sis-

ter later. Go for the girl.”

Brunhilda’s  demonic  eyes  turned  to  me,  and  this  time  I gasped.

Promptly abandoning my irrational heroics, I assisted Lenny with the most

pressing matter: getting Bobbert to pillar number three.

“Oh no you don’t,” said Bobbert. “I’d rather kill myself, thank you.” He

pushed us out of the way as much as possible, then stepped back, charged,

and leaped. The poor guy made it to the next pillar but landed flat on his

belly, clawing against stone to keep from falling to a fiery death.

Soon Lenny and I joined Bobbert on pillar number three and pulled him

up. And so the arduous cycle continued, with seven more pillars between

us and the elevator.

Back on the ledge, Duthbert shouted, “You can’t fool me, Ann. I know

you want to be my queen.”

I shouldn’t have humored him, but  any opportunity to defy Duthbert

was too good to pass up. Catching my breath, I shouted, “Does it look like

I want to be your queen?”

“I know how women work. You’re just playing hard to get.”

“In case I’ve somehow given you the wrong impression, let me set the

record straight. I will never marry you. Not in a million years.”

“You already did.”
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“That doesn’t count.”

“Yes it does.”

Back at the dueling sisters, poor Gunhilda was being crushed in a half

nelson.

“How could you even think of running away?” cried a triumphant Brun-

hilda. “You’re nothing without me.”

“Really?” choked Gunhilda. “I thought I was pretty cool without you.

You should have seen me with the policemen.”

Brunhilda tightened her grip. “And who taught you how to fight? Who

got you through school? Who felt so sorry for you that she shared her own

prom date?”

“Lies.” Gunhilda was turning red. “I wasn’t going to tell you, but you

leave me no choice. Klaus wanted to ask me, not you.”

“What?”

“He told me everything. He only asked you because he was afraid for

his life.”

Brunhilda tightened her grip.  “What a story!  And why would he be

afraid for his life?”

“Because of you.”

As Brunhilda pondered the implications, Gunhilda broke free. At this,

Brunhilda grew red in the face, throwing unbridled punches. “You're com-

ing back with me,” she barked.

Dodging her sister's punches, Gunhilda stood taller than I’d ever seen

her. “Unlike Klaus, I don’t take orders from bullies.” As her sister grew

reckless with rage, Gunhilda seized her in a full nelson.

Meanwhile, Bobbert, Lenny, and I had made it to pillar number four.

We were doing so well, Duthbert couldn't mask the nervousness in his rail-

ing voice:

“Ann, you have no idea what you're getting yourself into.”

“What do you care?”

“As your husband, I'm concerned for your safety. There are dark powers

in the under-underworld beyond anything you've seen before.  Here in the

abysmal home of the undergods, where the earth’s foundations rest on bot-

tomless inferno, you’ll find horrors to put your nightmares to shame.”



254

I’d  heard that  quote  before.  Bobbert  had read it  on a plaque in  the

palace. I remembered looking up at a colossal sculpture of a demon, fright-

ened of the unknown horrors that awaited me. That was before I’d really

seen Molemania, before I’d learned that everything was fake.

“I’m not afraid of your sand demons,” I shouted.

“Ann, do you have any idea where you are?”

“A few leaps from freedom.” I landed on pillar number five. Half way.

“I'll give you one more chance. Turn around now, and we won't sum-

mon secret weapon number one.”

Glancing back at  our  pursuers,  who were standing peacefully at  the

other side of the chasm, I  had an unsettling impression that  they knew

something we didn’t. Especially unnerving was the unearthly presence of

the mysterious Captain Moneyshuckles. Why was he even there? Still, as

far as I was concerned, turning around was beyond the realm of possibility.

“Never.”

“Suit yourself. Priest, summon the rygor.”
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Rygor

The what?

At the mention of the word rygor, Gunhilda relaxed her iron grip.

Brunhilda removed her teeth from her sister’s calf.

Father Jackothan looked horrified, saying, “I thought we agreed against

it.”

“I changed my mind,” snapped Duthbert, “Now are you gonna summon

it, or do we have to …” He turned to his goons for support.

Willie raised a bottle of  pills.  “Or do we have to give you some of

Grandma’s meds?”

“Yeah,” said Duthbert.

Father Jackothan looked at me, his face tortured. “Not for you, Duth-

bert, but for the good of Molemania, I will exercise the true power of the

undergods.” He raised his black staff, closed his eyes, and began to chant.

“Ah roovahtzmah  mootachat  elleem'  hatzoogah roochamee  lovar  shock

hooshpee moosharrat …”

I turned to Bobbert. “What's a rygor?”

Bobbert's eyes had never looked wider. “Only the biggest, most horrible

thing in the universe!”

“That's what I thought.” I turned to Lenny. “Don't worry, everything's

fake in Molemania.”

“Who said I was worrying?” asked Lenny.

Yet the three of us didn't hesitate to scan the glowing lake around us,

searching for … anything.

Father Jackothan finished his chant, and suddenly the only sound was

the bubbling lava.

One spot was bubbling more than others. The bubbles grew larger. Then

they burst into a shower.

Lenny threw me to the ground, covering me with his arms. But I was

too eager to see our impending doom to let Lenny block my view.
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Emerging from the depths were the tips of horns … gargantuan horns,

steaming like smoke stacks. Then came a reptilian head … yellow eyes, an

arsenal of jagged teeth … it was just like the colossal statue I’d seen in the

palace. Opening its fiery snout, the monster blasted a gravely roar, so loud

that the vibrations would have knocked us over were we not already down.

The demon continued to rise, revealing a scaly body of impenetrable girth,

dripping with torrents of lava.

“Yes!” cried Duthbert, unable to contain his joy. “Yes!”

The rygor began to trudge through the lava (which only went up to its

waist) at the speed of an overgrown snail. Thankfully, it was a good fifty

feet away from us.

Someone let out a hair-raising scream. It was Bobbert. Finding super

moleman strength, he leaped to the sixth pillar with ease.

Meanwhile Lenny was running his fingers through his hair as he stared

at the rygor. “This can't be real. It's not possible.”

“Obviously,  I  was  wrong.  Somethings  are real  in  Molemania.  And

here's  how to tell:  if  it’s  dark, horrible, and illogical,  it’s real.  And you

know what’s fake? All that rot about true love, happy endings, and good

overcoming evil. Reality is a stinking torture chamber ruled by the laws of

randomness.”

“We’re here for a reason, Ann.”

“So you and Father Jackothan keep telling me.”

“God won’t forsake us.”

“I'm not so sure anymore.”

Meanwhile, with a giant, scary monster on the horizon, the dueling sis-

ters had lost their wills to fight.

“Come with us,” said Gunhilda. “I got us a new flat with a hot tub.”

Brunhilda looked from one side of the cavern to the other. There was

wistfulness in her face. “I can't. I’m a molewoman now.” Then, to my won-

der, she handed the sword to Gunhilda. “Here, you might need this.” She

turned around, backed up, and leaped back to the ledge where Duthbert and

his crew were watching.

Gunhilda went the opposite direction.

As Lenny and I landed on pillar number six, Father Jackothan shouted

at us:
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“Now you must return. The rygor will go for the nearest target.”

Sure enough, the monster was staring right at us, its yellow eyes even

more frightening than Brunhilda's.

Before long, Gunhilda landed in our midst. She didn’t hesitate to hand

the sword to Lenny. “I think you can put this to better use than me.” Then

she jumped to the next pillar to assist a struggling Bobbert.

How could I  not be offended? It was my sword. The old sage had en-

trusted it with me, not Brunhilda, not Gunhilda, and certainly not Lenny.

Oblivious of my consternation, Lenny said, “Maybe we should go back.

There’s still time.”

I glanced back at the ledge, where the bad guys were waiting for us,

then up at the towering rygor, and, weighing the consequences, was glad

that  someone  else  had  suggested  the  despicable  idea.  “Maybe  you’re

right.”

“We can always find a new way to escape,” said Lenny. “We’re good at

that.”

“Yeah.”

He nodded at the pillar behind us. “Ladies first.”

“No, you go first.”

“I went first last time. It's only fair.”

He had a point. As I prepared to leap, he added:

“Besides, this way I can protect your back.”

I froze. “With my sword.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It was given to me by the old sage from beneath the grave.”

“Can we talk about this later?”

“He thinks I'm the chosen one, you know.”

“Ann, the monster's getting closer.”

“I was destined for that sword.”

“But you don't know how to use it.”

“And you do?”

“Well, it’s just that –”

“Face it. This is another one of your schemes. You’re gonna sacrifice

yourself so I can live. Lenny, that’s stupid.”
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Just then an unexpected voice cut in. “Ann Wilkinson!” I followed the

voice to the right side of the cavern, where Captain Moneyshuckles was

standing on another ledge. How the glowing fat man had gotten there I had

no idea.

“Turn away now before it’s too late.” His voice was full of bravado as

he shouted across the lake.

“How do you know my name?” I demanded. My attention was being

pulled in so many directions at once.

Lenny answered, “He watches TV, just like everyone else.”

“I do  not watch TV,” the captain snapped. “I’ve been trapped in this

cavern for hundreds of years, and you will be too, unless you turn away.”

Lenny tugged my arm. “Just ignore him. We'll jump together, all right?”

Still, I answered the captain. “You want me to go back, huh?” He was

just another one of my critics. Then I turned to Lenny, pointing to the ele-

vator. “Come on, let's keep going.”

“But …” Lenny pointed to the rygor, which was not only uncomfort-

ably close, but was beginning to growl. “… we'll never make it.”

Notwithstanding, I leaped to pillar number six, and a troubled Lenny

soon followed.

From behind us, Father Jackothan cried, “You must turn back!”

From ahead, Bobbert cried, “Hurry up!”

From my right side, the rygor growled liked a gargantuan tiger.

From my left side, the captain cried, “Repent of your pride, Ann.”

As I prepared to leap to pillar number seven, I couldn't  stop myself

from responding to the captain. “What are you talking about?”

Over on his ledge, the captain waved his heavy chains, his belly bounc-

ing. “Out of pride I descended to the bottom of the earth, though everyone

said it couldn’t be done. Out of pride I chose my vain ambition over those

who were  most  dear.  Out  of  pride,  I  refused to  learn  the one lesson I

needed most.”

“No one wants to hear your morals,” I hollered, landing on pillar num-

ber seven. Bobbert and Gunhilda were on pillar number nine, with only

one more pillar to go. Unfortunately, with the rygor only about twenty feet

away from Lenny and I, our escape didn't look so promising.
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To my annoyance,  the  captain continued.  “You’re  going to  hear  my

moral anyway.”

“Why should I listen to you?” I shouted. “You're not even real.”

“What  do  you  mean  I’m  not  real?  Can’t  you  see  my  ghostly

luminosity?”

Come to think of it, the rygor was clearly real … which meant the un-

dergods were real. “If you’re a real ghost, fly over the lava.”

“Contrary to popular opinion,  ghosts are subjected the same laws of

physics  as  everyone  else.  Except  for  with walls.  We can walk through

walls.”

“Prove it.”

“I don’t have to prove anything.”

Lenny and I  landed on  pillar  number  eight.  Bobbert  and  Brunhilda

landed on the opposite ledge, not waiting a moment to pound the elevator's

button.

“Wait a minute,” said the captain, “you distracted me. I was about to

tell you the one lesson I was supposed to learn, which is … overcome your

flaws in the pursuit of excellence.” He didn’t look too sure of himself. “No,

wait,  it’s the modern moral.  Accept yourself  for who you are, including

your flaws.”

“That’s a stupid moral,” I snapped.

“Repent of your pride before it’s too late,” he snapped back.

The rygor was about  ten feet  away,  its rumbling growl beginning to

shake our bodies. There was no way Lenny and I were going to make it.

Even if we could have gotten to Bobbert and Brunhilda (who were waiting

for the elevator), it would have only succeeded in getting us all pulverized

at once.

“We need to compromise,” said Lenny. “If we’re on separate pillars, the

rygor will have to choose between us, and at least one of us will have a

chance of escaping.”

“That sounds fair,” I said. The horror of the situation hardly dawned on

me. I was only interested in playing a fair game to the very last move.

The plated belly of the rygor was almost within touching distance.

Lenny was about to leap to the ninth pillar, but I grabbed his arm.

“My sword,” I insisted.
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Fighting an inner battle, Lenny finally handed over the sword. Then he

leaped.

When I looked up, the rygor’s yellow eyes were staring down at me.

With its claws extended, it began to reach for me.

“Hey!”  Lenny shouted  at  the  rygor,  trying  to  steal  its  attention.  He

waved his arms. He practically did jumping jacks. But the rygor's demonic

gaze was locked on me.

I held my ground. This was no mere monster I was facing. It was the

embodiment of everything horrible in the world. It was Duthbert. It was

Father Jackothan. It was the Gahboos. It was the Bahboos. It was Lenny. I

could defeat them all. I was a shadow master. I’d solved impossible rid-

dles, taken leaps of faith, and survived the very jaws of hell. How could

anyone be more qualified to wield this sword? I remembered the words of

Grandma:

Once you’ve mastered it, it will shoot lasers.

I gripped the hilt as hard as I could, willing it to send forth its mighty

power. I pointed the tip at the rygor's scaly forehead, where, to my wonder,

a little red dot appeared.

“Neat.”

The next thing I knew, Lenny was standing beside me, trying to pry the

sword from my hands.

“What are you doing?” I cried.

“I can’t let you die!”

“We had a deal.”

“You don't know how to use it.”

“Yes I do.”

“Ann, please, just let me …” Suddenly he stopped fighting. “I get it

now.”

“What?”

“It all makes sense.”

“What are you talking about?”
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“I'm sorry it  has to end like this,  but  you leave me with no choice.

Goodbye, Ann.”

Once again my attention was torn. On one hand was my imminent de-

struction.  On  the  other  hand,  the  boy I  loved was  getting  inexplicably

melancholy. I couldn't process it all.

“Oh, and about what you said earlier … before you jumped in the pit

…”

“Yes?” To that I could give my full attention.

For a moment he just stared at me with tortured eyes. “There's no time.”

Then, to my wonder and horror, he fell backwards, straight off the pillar.

“Lenny!” I screamed as he plopped into the lava, ten feet below.

Then I felt the rygor’s fingers wrap around me, strangling my body like

a rodent in the coils of a snake. Wind rushed against me as the monster

raised me toward its terrible mouth. All I could see were gates a salivating

teeth.

“Serves  you  right,  Ann,”  Captain  Moneyshuckles  hollered  from his

ledge. He then turned around and walked through the wall.

Next came Bobbert’s elated cry: “Ann, there’s a Sears catalog over here

with a five-hundred dollar gift card!”

Then came the voice of Gunhilda: “I’m sorry, Ann.”

But it  wasn’t  over yet.  Daring to look into the rygor's  giant,  yellow

eyes, I pried my arms free from its crippling grip. Thinking of David and

Goliath, I focused on the vulnerable skin between its eyes, and flung the

sword with all my might.

The sword twirled past the rygor and into the lava. I never did have a

good throwing arm.

And then the rygor ate me.
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Bloody Ann

Death.

What a beautiful word. How nice to slip away from my troubles, to be

free from monsters and molemen, to do nothing but … nothing.

Was that really what it came down to? Nothing? I certainly wasn’t see-

ing anything. No pearly gates, no fires of hell, no sensation whatsoever. So

the facts were in. The only thing my uncompromising stubbornness had ac-

complished was getting me killed. All that fuss over religion and morality

were a waste of time.

Why hadn’t I buried myself in materialism? For all the caffeinated bev-

erages I’d turned down, I might have experienced a degree of happiness.

Why had I so often ordered salad instead of double ranch bacon cheese-

burgers? If only I’d slept in a little longer, enjoyed a little more TV, and in-

dulged in the pleasures of teen idol worship. Never again would I crunch

the buttery goodness of an E.L. Fudge cookie or bathe my tongue in the or-

ange-colored MSG of Cheetos.

Wait a minute … if I’m having these thoughts, I must exist. Meaning

there is an afterlife.

If only I'd memorized a few more scriptures. If only I'd helped a few

more old ladies cross the street. If only I hadn't botched my last few mo-

ments in a show of wavering of faith. Perhaps this was the reason I was

floating in outer darkness. Not even the undergods wanted me.

But where was Lenny? Had he already ascended to heaven? Of course

he had. Of course there was no place in the universe for Ann Wilkinson.

It hurt.

It really hurt.

It was like being slapped in the face.

Again and again.

I opened my eyes.

Looking over me was Duthbert, his snout broadening into a smile.

I screamed.
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There were cheers and applause.

My heart was racing, my breath short.

“Finally,” said Duthbert, rubbing his wrist. “If I had to slap you one

more time …”

“Where am I?” My voice was as frail as ninety-year-old woman's. Pain

began to creep into my cheeks … my neck … my arms … my legs … ev-

erywhere.

“My place. We’re married, remember?”

Seized with fear,  I  sat  up in the bed and was relieved to see others

standing around us. Judging by the plethora of Molish doctors and nurses

in green scrubs, I thought I must have been in a hospital. Then I noticed the

stacks of monitors. I was in Grandma's room … in her bed … in a patient

gown. There were little plungers and wires all over my body.

Duthbert,  however,  was  still  in  his  unkempt  tuxedo,  his  white  shirt

stained with dirt and yellow sweat marks. Notwithstanding his appearance,

he towered over me with a power that made me feel completely vulnerable.

“What are you going to do to me?” I asked.

“All in good time, my dear,” he said. “But  first  we need to get you

ready for the reception. We’ve only got six hours!”

“Why aren’t I dead?”

Duthbert laughed. “Don't sound so disappointed. What, did you think

the rygor was going to eat you? It simply carried you back in its mouth.”

Though I found that hard to believe, I was far from having another ex-

planation. “Where are my friends?”

“Dead.”

“Liar.”

“You saw Lenny go down with your own eyes. Had you not passed out,

you would have seen the rygor knock down Bobbert and Brunhilda, who

suffered the same fate. Oh, and don't forget Grandma.”

“Grandma?”

“Murdered.”

“Murdered?”

“By hippies.”

“No …”

“Yes. And it's all your fault.”
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I turned to the doctors and nurses, but none of them would meet my

gaze. As if in respect for the dead, they were drooping their heads. The

somber sight,  compounded with the smells of Grandma's room, was too

much for me.

“Someday they'll refer to you as Bloody Ann,” Duthbert continued.

“I'm not the murderer. You are.”

“Still don't believe me? Turn on the news. Perhaps you'll be convinced

by the pictures of Grandma's mutilated corpse. … Are you crying?” He

turned to the doctors and nurses. “She's crying. I'm sorry folks, but I think

tender moment calls for a private talk between my wife and I. Would you

be so kind?”

I wished one of the doctors or nurses would have said something. In-

stead, they began to exit the room without a sound.

“No!” I tried to get off the bed, only to find myself tied to it. In these

conditions, the thought of being alone with Duthbert was beyond terrify-

ing. “Stay.”

The medical staff stopped, turning to Duthbert for confirmation.

But I wasn't about to let him talk. “I’m  … feeling sick.” Which was

true.

“Beat it,” Duthbert barked at them.

To which I shouted, “As your queen, I order you to stay.”

The staff looked thoroughly confused until Duthbert settled the debate

with, “Kings overrule queens.”

“No they don't,” I rebutted, but this time the staff wouldn't stop.

As Duthbert watched them leave, I turned to the nightstand beside me,

where my nasty clothes lay in a heap. Someone had brought down every-

thing from my room, including the terrible yellow dress and Lenny's copy

of The Book of Mormon. I made a frantic search for my car keys, but with

Duthbert about to turn around, I had to settle for the bluntest object I could

find: my phone. I hid it in my gown.

Duthbert began to pace. “Well, my dear, what a courtship we’ve had.

The two of us have grown immensely in these last few days.”

“Get to the point.”

He took a deep breath. “The first thing you’ll need to learn is that I’m

the only one in this marriage who’s entitled to attitude.”
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“Whatever you say, Duthy-pooh.”

He raised an authoritative claw. “I've put up with a lot from you, Ann,

but no more. Tonight from seven to nine, all of Molemania will be shaking

our hands, and I don't want any funny business.”

“Funny business?”

“Don’t talk to anyone. Don't do anything. Just smile and nod. Got it?”

“And … what if I don’t?”

“Then I’ll …”

“Throw me in the lava?”

“Yes.”

“Please do. I’d like to visit Lenny.”

His snout wrinkled.  “Second thing,  there will be no more talk of your

boyfriend.”

“Lenny. Lenny-Lenny-Lenny.”

“Shut up.”

“You know, that reminds me of Lenny.”

“How would you liked to be stretched out on a rack?”

“You sure know to talk to a girl.”

“I’ll talk to you however I want.”

“And so will I, Duthy-pooh. Or would you prefer Berty-pooh?”

“If you call me that again, I'll –”

“All hail his royal highness: Berty Pooh!”

“You are very immature, did you know that?”

“You’re  the  one  who  chose  to  marry  a  teenager.  Having  second

thoughts?”

“For your information, my motivation runs deeper than your hotness.”

He grimaced at my disheveled appearance. “Which I’m beginning to have

second thoughts about.”

“I know all about your glorious plans. You want to unite molepeople

and humans. And somehow you think our marriage is going to do that.”

“It  will do that. The whole world will be smitten by the novelty of a

moleman  married  to  an  attractive  girl.  You  and  I  will  be  superstars,

renowned above and below, featured in the checkout stands of every gro-

cery store.”
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“Oh. I can see it now. After missing for over a week, Ann returns to the

arms of her worried parents. But with her is an unexpected guest. ‘This is

my husband,’ she says with an unnaturally wide smile, as if someone were

holding a knife against her back. ‘He’s a moleman, and he saved me from

mountain lions — the little dear — and now he’s going to solve the world’s

energy crisis by selling you geothermal power at ridiculously jacked up

prices, the clean solution for a better world. Duthbert cares for Mother

Earth, do you?”

Duthbert was admiring his image in one of Grandma's mirrors. “Pre-

cisely. We'll make Molemania rich … so rich that we'll buy up the whole

world. Which belongs to us anyway.”

“There's only one thing I don't understand.”

“Yes?”

“Why the rush? With such grand designs, surely you could have held

out for a better girl.”

“Because if I waited any longer, I'd miss the Spring application dead-

line for the Oprah Winfrey show. Which is tomorrow, by the way, so make

sure to look good for the video.”

“Won’t your little plan endanger the national security your  people are

so  fond of?  What  if  the  humans  discover  your  power-stealing  and  ca-

ble-tapping and girl-abducting? They could totally waste Molemania.”

“That’s not my problem.”

“Come again?”

“The age of the moleman is over. Look at us, Ann. We’re not going

anywhere.  We’re  not  doing  anything.  The  netherworld  is  where  it’s  at.

Once I’m a world-famous celebrity, I’m going to buy us an island and a

great, big mansion, where you, my … hot … wife will massage my feet

while I play video games. Speaking of which, did I tell you that you look

terrible?”

“Well, I have been bathing in rygor saliva.”

“We need to get you to the salon right away. I refuse to be married to an

unattractive wife.”

“What  if  don't  put  on  makeup?  Will  you  poison  me  like  you  did

Grandma?”

His eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
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“You know what I’m talking about. I saw your goons do it last night.”

He looked at me with disdain. “The fact that you’re my wife doesn’t en-

title you to my secrets.”

“You’re an open book. You wanted to keep Grandma out of politics so

you could be the top dog.”

“Let it be a lesson to you.”

“So you have been poisoning her.”

“Obviously.”

“And what if I announce this little fact to the rest of Molemania?”

“Get in line. The press has been breathing down my neck for years,

blaming me of anything and everything. But they've never had a shred of

evidence. You know why? Because I don't get caught. I'm the best. And

you, little Ann, are the least of my worries. No one will believe a word you

say … Grandma killer.”

“You’ve delivered your message. Now let me sleep.”

“Not until you promise to behave.”

“I promise.”

“You promise what?”

“I promise to make your life as miserable as possible till the day I die.”

Scowling  at  me,  Duthbert  pulled  out  his  phone  and  placed  a  call.

“Chuck. We need some more meds in Grandma’s room. Better make them

extra strength.”

“All right!”

“Just a sec.” Duthbert lowered his phone. “All right what?”

“You win.”

“You’ll stand in the line?”

“I’ll stand in the line.”

“You won’t try to run away?”

“I won’t try to run away.”

“You’ll smile and nod without saying a word?”

“I’ll do whatever you want!”

Duthbert smiled. “Nevermind,” he said to the phone, putting it away.

Then he said to me, “You see, we can make this marriage work. Now I'll

comply with  your demands.” He started for the door. “I needed to leave

anyway. So much to do.”
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“Like what, plan more ways to ruin my life?”

“As you'll soon learn for yourself, it’s the unfortunate duty of royalty to

micromanage the incompetent. Such as the chefs who will be catering for

the reception. At the last party, I specifically ordered teriyaki meatballs, but

they made Swedish meatballs. And I told them how much I hate Swedish

meatballs.”

I had nothing to say.

“Goodbye kiss?”

“No.”

Thankfully, he decided to pick his battles, turning and walking to the

door.

“Duthbert …”

“Yes?” He had hopeful eyes.

“In exchange for  becoming your eternal slave, I think it’s only fair to

ask for one small favor.”

“Get on with it.”

There was only one person in Molemania who could help me. “Send me

Father Jackothan.”

Again he scowled. “Why?”

“I wish to … confess my sins.”

“Sins?” His interest was peaked.

“You know … disobeying my king … defiling the underworld … those

type of things.”

“He already knows all that.”

“He doesn’t know everything.”

He studied my face. “Such as …?”

“I … have a dark secret.”

He stepped closer. “What?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Of course you can tell me. First, I’m your husband. Second, I'm your

king. Third, I’m the head of the Bahboo church, the highest ecclesiastical

authority in Molemania.”

Despite my aggravated state, I felt a smile coming on.  “But I’m not a

Bahboo.”

“Of course you are, by marriage.”
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“Apparently you didn’t  hear.  I  was purged  last  night.  I’m a Gahboo

now.”

“Very funny.”

“Send for Father Jackothan. He'll tell you. He was there.”

“You’re just trying to annoy me.”

“We Gahboos believe in ending the TV Tapping Act and returning to

the dark ages.”

“Shut up.”

“Please, this is my only request.”

“I’ll think about it.” He left the room, slamming the door behind him.

Relieved to have him gone, I pulled out my phone and tapped the stop

recording button. “We humans are also especially good at eavesdropping.”



270

Missionary

“Why, Lenny?” I asked the empty room.

I could almost see him standing there in the shadows. Not only that, but

I could almost hear his voice, saying, “Isn't it obvious? As long as I was

alive, you refused to save yourself.”

“But it's so cheap,” I replied to the shadows, wondering if I was losing

my mind, though not caring. “You can't just kill yourself.”

“It was the price I had to pay to save you.”

“Only you failed. The rygor still got me and carried me back to Duth-

bert.”

“Well, if you'd been a little faster –”

“Oh, so it's my fault now.”

“Of course it's your fault.  Everything's your fault. How could anyone

love you?”

I  threw  a  shoe  into  the  shadows,  dispelling  the  tormenting  ghost.

Though Lenny wasn't the only one. Bobbert, Gunhilda, and Grandma were

always there … watching me. How could Duthbert have been so sadistic as

to place me in Grandma's room? Didn't he know she'd come back?

Tied to the hospital bed, I struggled in vain … for how long I didn't

know. My only relief was in discovering a TV remote, which I grabbed

without hesitation.

One  of  the  monitors  flipped on to  the  Molemania  Network.  After  a

pantyhose commercial, a news broadcast showed a female reporter stand-

ing in front of an old shack that was surrounded with caution tape and po-

lice officers. The reporter said into her microphone:

“For those of you now joining us, it’s a tragic day in Molemania. Just

hours  ago,  the  body of  Grandma  was  discovered  inside  an  abandoned

house on the West side of town. Earlier in the day, hundreds of eye wit-

nesses saw Ann, our controversial new queen, deliver Grandma to a group

of anti-government activists, whom detectives believe were responsible for

the murder.”
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True  to  Duthbert’s  words,  the  screen  showed  a  horrific  image  that

burned  into  my  memory.  There  was  no  mistaking  the  bloody  face  of

Grandma, her eyes staring into space.

“Police have reported three other fatalities that were believed to have

taken place around the same time.” The screen showed superimposed im-

ages  of  my  friends.  “The  royal  herald:  Bobbert  McBilliam,  Duthbert's

netherworldian  bodyguard:  Gunhilda  Bleibenschneiber,  and  the  nether-

worldian terrorist: Lenny Christensen. While police have remained silent

on the location and details of the deaths, everyone agrees on one thing:

somehow this is all Ann's fault.”

The broadcast cut to another reporter on the streets. Around him were

mobs of angry molepeople, waving their  fists  and shouting in unison.  I

tried to decipher what the reporter was saying, but the mobs were over-

powering with the words:

“Kill the netherworldian!”

“Oh not again.” I turned off the TV. This was all too horrible to be real.

The mere fact that I was alive was a strain on credibility. How I wished I'd

died with my friends.

There was a knock at the door, and in came Father Jackothan, hobbling

on his cane.

Amazed, I said, “He actually sent you.”

The old moleman whispered his reply: “No doubt so he can listen in on

our conversation.”

“Of course,” I whispered back.

“I have nothing to hide. Do you?”

“No.” I wiped away a tear.

“Well?”

“I had no idea it would end like this.”

“I warned you of the wrath of the undergods.” His voice was as dry as

ever.

“What matters is that I'm back. To stay.”

He laughed. “Why should I believe that?”

“Because even if escape were a possibility, I can't leave.”

“Why not?”

“My friends won't let me.”
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“Friends?”

“Nevermind. It's just … I have nothing to live for anymore. Not for my-

self, anyway. My hope is that in becoming the queen Molemania needs –

the queen Grandma once was – I can redeem myself.”

“I knew you'd come to see the darkness. You've been purged in the sa-

cred inferno. You've been to the bottom of the earth. You're a true shadow

master.”

“Listen, you promised you'd protect Lenny in exchange for my becom-

ing a Gahboo. I've kept my side of the bargain –”

“You have?”

“I'm a Gahboo, aren't I?”

“Technically.”

“Well, because Lenny's no longer with us, you can no longer keep your

side of the bargain.”

“I see,” he said coldly.

“All I'm asking is that you protect me instead.”

“From what?”

“If you haven't noticed, a lot of people want to kill me right now.”

“Are you afraid to die?”

“After everything I've been through, death would be too easy. My pun-

ishment is to live.” 

“I like your spirit, Ann. I swear I'll protect you.”

“From Duthbert as well?”

“You know I can't promise that.”

“I'm begging you.”

“Even if I had the power, for the first time in many years, Duthbert and

I are on good terms. For the sake of Molemania, I wouldn’t want to dam-

age our relationship.”

“So that’s what it all comes down to? Politics?”

“You're still young and idealistic, but in time you too will learn the art

of compromise.”

I whispered, “Then I have no choice. I'll have to kill him.”

He whispered back, “Has it come to that?”

“I do have one more plan. But when it fails … yes.”

He smiled. “Do what you must.”
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I wanted to tell the loathsome creature to leave, but for Lenny's sake, I

had to do one more thing. Filled with butterflies, I pulled the Book of Mor-

mon off the night stand, opened the cover, and gave my handwritten note a

final glance:

Dear Father Jackothan,

Remember that time you forced Lenny and I to join your church? 

In return, I think it's only fair for you to give our holy text a 

chance.

Your unhappy Esther,

Ann

P.S. It turns out that molepeople descended from the Gadianton 

Robbers (see Helaman 1 - 9).

I handed him the book, and he frowned at the cover. “This is inappro-

priate on so many levels.”

I shrugged. “It's what we do.”

Tucking the book under his arm, he hobbled out of the room without

another word.

It's strange to note that as he left me to my tortured solitude, where I lay

in the bed of a dead molewoman, miles underground, surrounded by dark-

ness and the ghosts of the people I'd killed, as the member of high order in

a dark religion, as the queen of a nation of thieves, with my heart broken

and my pride shattered, I'd never felt closer to God.
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Reception

Though I longed for sleep, the longest day of my life was far from over.

Again molewomen with red claws were digging through my hair, penciling

around my eyes, and smearing brown muck on my cheeks to tone down my

netherworldian features. They told me to put on another Molish dress that

was too small for me: my wedding gown. I slipped the horrible thing over

my hospital gown.

The spots I was seeing could be explained from a lack of sleep. But

when I started wandering through a winter wonderland, I was quite certain

I'd lost my mind. That is, until I crashed into a table and realized I was in

the ballroom. The place was dazzling with lights … thousands of them,

sucking untold kilowatts  from the netherworld. There were pyramids of

crystal glasses and swans carved from ice. There were mountains of éclairs

and endless trays of meatballs … sweet, delicious meatballs.

I was making my way toward them when I crashed into a flower girl.

Her wicker basket flew through the air,  scattering synthetic pansies and

crashing into the strings of a harp. The harpist paused her delicate song as

more than a few heads turned my way.

“Sorry,” I said, still forging onward.

“Hey,” said Chuck,  popping out of  nowhere, “you're supposed to be

taking pictures.”

I shoved him out of my way, reaching for the meatballs. But he and

Willie overpowered me. In desperation, I nabbed a nearby éclair, stuffing

the creamy sustenance into my mouth.

Only as they dragged me away did I notice the most prominent feature

of the ballroom: the colossal … something I'd seen before when I'd first

met my bodyguards. The huge something stretched all the way up to the

tall ceiling, still covered by white cloth. Only now it was tied with a giant,

red bow.

“What is that thing?” I asked.
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“Your wedding present,” said Willie as he pushed me into a crowd of

molepeople.

“All  right,”  said  the  photographer  –  a  lanky,  young  moleman  in  a

tuxedo who looked like Duthbert's cousin – “everybody squeeze together.

Short people in front, tall people in back. Ann, why don’t you sit on Duth-

bert’s lap?”

“No,” I said.

Rolling his eyes, the photographer proceeded to take pictures anyway. I

didn’t smile for a single one.

Then it was time for the line.

“Remember,” said Duthbert, who was standing beside me, “smile and

nod. That’s it.” A moment later, his grin was broad, and his eyes were wide

as he shook the wrinkly hand of some great aunt.

I did as he said. Exactly as he said. Though many questions must have

come my way, I didn't hear any of them. I wasn't there. I was too fixated on

the silver punch bowl from which the face of Lenny was staring back at

me.

Now and then I recognized a real person: Barry, the chauffeur; Dave,

the moleman whom no one liked; the paparazzi guy in the black jacket,

whom I hated; the fat molewoman who made exceptionally good hot dogs;

the guy in the wife-beater who had laughed at me on the streets; and Joce-

lyn, Brunhilda’s friend who still had no function whatsoever in my story.

Suddenly my hand was in pain. Someone  had an unbelievably strong

grip. It was Brunhilda. She was reaching in for a hug.

“Beat it!” I barked, giving her neither smile nor nod.

She beat it.

As I watched her from a distance, she didn't grab any food. She didn't

talk to anyone. She just sat alone at a table.

“I hate you,” I said to the next person in line. I didn’t care who it was.

“I hate all of you,” I said to the next person.

Amid a gap in the line, Duthbert leaned over and whispered, “Lest you

get any funny ideas, let me crush your hopes. The doors of the palace have

been equipped with a state-of-the-art locking system, newly installed for

this event. No one can possibly get in our out without clearance. But even

if someone could, the palace is surrounded by over fifty guards. With ma-
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chine guns. In other words, you're not going anywhere, baby, and none of

your hippie friends are getting in.”

Then it was time to cut the cake. It was a behemoth of a cake, with

countless tiers smothered in buckets of fondant. Balancing at the top were

figures of myself and another wax depiction of Duthbert that looked noth-

ing like him. As the lanky photographer went wild with flashes, Duthbert

grabbed the cutting knife and was about to make an incision, when one of

his aunts said:

“You're supposed to cut it together.”

Duthbert looked up at me. He looked down at the knife in his hand.

Then he looked back at me. “Actually, let’s do the cake later.” Looking

around for a means of changing the subject,  he spotted the microphone

stand. “First I want to make a little speech.” He gave the knife to chuck be-

fore proceeding.

“Ladies and gentlemen, it’s not everyday one meets a girl like Ann.”

His voice reverberated through the spacious ballroom. All heads turned our

way. “When it came to choosing her a wedding present, I knew it would

have to be something extra special. And believe me, it is. So without fur-

ther adieu, Ann, darling, I present to you this very expensive symbol of my

love. Hit it, boys.”

To my wonder, the house lights dimmed, timpanies rolled, and actual

spotlights  appeared  on  the  towering  wedding present.  As  if  that  wasn't

enough, on the opposite side of the ballroom, red curtains were parted, re-

vealing a full symphony orchestra. The strings began to tremolo, the horns

began to crescendo. The conductor, an old moleman with bouncing, gray

hair, waved his baton with unbridled passion, as if this single moment were

the climax of his career. I felt as if Superman might fly by at any moment.

At the base of the giant present, a team of molemen tugged at ropes,

pulling down the billowing cloth, revealing …

A giant marble statue … of Duthbert.  Like its wax counterparts,  the

thing was much better to look at than the actual Duthbert. It was a ripoff of

the Statue of Liberty, complete with spiky crown, torch, and flowing toga.

At the crash of a symbol, the torch erupted with glorious flames.

The audience went wild.
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Unfortunately,  there  was  more.  A procession  of  young  moleboys  in

black robes was walking between the tables of guests. They were in single

file lines, holding candles and singing a tender song about giving light to

the world. Despite the innocence of their delicate, soprano voices, I noticed

the scowl of Father Jackothan, who was sitting at one of the tables. Light

being a good thing must have been one of the perversions of Bahbooism.

Meanwhile, as the boys continued to sing, Duthbert approached me and

got on one knee. Still speaking into the microphone, he said, “Someday,

Ann,  our  great-great  grandchildren  will  look up  to  this  statue  and say,

‘There’s the guy who led Molemania into the space age.’ You see, my true

gift to you isn’t this multi-million dollar edifice … but myself.”

As loud as the music was, an audible “aww” spread over the audience.

Suddenly the lights and all power went out, just as had happened when

Grandma had tried to escape. Were it not for the blazing torch on what will

hereafter be referred to as the Statue of Tyranny, the ballroom would have

been pitch dark. The symphony stopped, and the crowd began to panic.

Without a working microphone, Duthbert had to shout over the noise.

“Don’t worry, folks, I'm sure it's just a temporary power outage, no doubt

the netherworldians'  fault.  But as you can see, even without the nether-

world, the flame of Molemania shines on.” For this he was showered with

applause. “What you're seeing is genuine, Molish, natural gas, one of our

many resources for a brighter tomorrow.” More applause.

As if all of this was part of his show, the lights turned back on, and the

audience was overjoyed. Duthbert tapped his microphone, then continued

his speech. “Truly, with me as your leader, we shall rise above darkness,

transcending old barriers, and joining forces with the netherworld.” This

time there was a fair amount of boos mixed with the applause. Realizing he

might have gone too far, he changed the subject. “Ladies and gentlemen,

I've thought a lot about about this speech, and I decided that words can

only go to far. So instead, I’m going to grace you with a song.”

I had to stifle a laugh.

“By Ann.” He tried to hand me the microphone, but seeing my reti-

cence, he added, “After all,  she came all  the way to Molemania just to

showcase her lovely singing voice.”
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Then I realized what a grand opportunity this was. Taking the micro-

phone, I used my free hand to pull out my phone. “Before I grace you with

a song …” I was shocked by the hoarse sound of my battered voice, as if I

were a chain smoker. “... I too, would like to make a little speech.”

Seeing Duthbert's horrified face, I distanced myself. “You see, Duthbert

and I were talking earlier today. About us. And then we got to talking about

Grandma, may she rest in peace. He said the cutest thing, and I want you to

hear it.”  With a few taps to  the phone,  the  incriminating evidence was

ready to go. I held up the device and pressed “play.”

For a brief moment, Duthbert and I stared at each other. Finally I was

the one in power. The feeling was absolutely wonderful. Without help from

anyone else,  my plan was actually working.  I  was about  to expose the

slimy prince of Molemania and secure my freedom. It was too good to be

true.

That was when the doors of the ballroom burst open, and in walked

Lenny, dressed like Robin Hood.

“No!” I screamed.
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Lenny

At once the spotlight operators shifted their focus.

“Long live King Richard!” Lenny shouted, his voice filling the ball-

room. At the sight of the “netherworldian terrorist” risen from the dead, a

wave of panic spread over the people.

Holding the only microphone, I become the impromptu emcee. “That

was random.”

Lenny saw my point. “Sorry. Love live Grandma.”

The word “grandma” was echoed all around me as people turned their

heads in confusion.

Perhaps this vision of Lenny was a delusion, and I really had lost my

mind. My heart, however, was fluttering. I wanted him to be real … even

though his timing couldn't have been worse. If only he'd stayed dead for a

just a few more minutes.

Feeling lightheaded, I must have tipped over, because the next thing I

knew, I was caught in the arms of several guests.

Lenny  raised my sword (the one that had fallen in lava), and behind

him, running through the open doors, assembled a small army. They were

my hippies and bums in all their flamboyance, armed with crowbars and

broken beer bottles. Among them were Bobbert, Gunhilda (both looking

very much alive), and The Old Sage from Beneath the Grave.

Lenny continued: “What I'm meaning to say is, hand over Ann or suffer

the consequences.”

Part of me wanted to run into his arms. Another part of me wanted to

pick up a chair  and beat  him over the head … just  when I thought I'd

achieved a state of spiritual mastery. Getting back onto my feet, I said into

the microphone, “Well, ladies and gentlemen, this is certainly a surprise.

I'm sure all of us would like to hear Lenny's miraculous story. However,

first I'd like to direct your attention back to me.”

I was interrupted by a shouting Duthbert: “Aren’t you guys supposed to

be dead?”



280

Lenny began to strut into the reception, not the least bit ashamed of his

green tights.  “When one achieves a certain level of heroics, he becomes

impervious to the forces of evil.”

Duthbert started approaching Lenny as if they were playing game of

chicken. “You're saying the sheer force of your goodness generated a force

field that protected you from the lava?”

“Yes. Metaphorically speaking.”

“How about literally?”

“Literally … no air  conditioning system could possibly cool  a giant

room full of lava. The pillars should have melted. The monster could have

never existed.”

“But it did exist.”

“If you mean as a robotic puppet wading through a lake of corn starch

and orange die, then you're right.”

It  took a moment for the truth to sink in, but when it  did, Duthbert

stomped, fuming for everyone to see. “You see why I've been trying to shut

down the Romantic Division? This is how Grandma's been secretly spend-

ing our tax dollars.”

“Speaking of which …” The voice came from the Old Sage from Be-

neath the Grave. “In light of recent events, we've decided to open the un-

der-underworld to the public. I  have a hundred free passes to the grand

opening. First come, first serve.” He held up a stack of tickets, and people

immediately rushed out of their seats to get them.

An overwhelmed Duthbert turned to Father Jackothan. “Did you know

all this?”

With a menacing smile, Father Jackothan nodded.

“And all the while I thought you had some actual power.”

“I did just as you wished,” said Father Jackothan. “You'd heard the leg-

end that only a priest could summon a monster from the deep, and it was

true. Only I knew the voice-activation commands. Grandma and I worked

it out that way. And if you were a real priest, you too would know the se-

crets.”

“You Gahboos are nuts.”

I  hate  to  admit  it,  but  I  agreed  with  Duthbert  on  this  one.  Father

Jackothan must have known my friends were still alive. Why hadn't he told
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me? Did he think the truth would cause me to question my loyalty to Mole-

mania? If so, he was right.

And as for Lenny … I didn't care if hundreds of people were listening.

“If you knew none of it was real, why didn't you tell me, Lenny?”

“Forgive me, Ann,” he hollered back, “but when I figured it all  out,

there was no more time. And as long as Duthbert thought I was alive, I

knew I'd have no chance of rescuing you.”

Duthbert pushed his way through guests to get closer to Lenny. “I can

hear you guys, you know.”

Ignoring him, I said to Lenny, “And you also knew that as long as Ann

thought you were alive, she would continue to mess up your plans.”

Lenny didn't have a ready reply. He almost looked relieved when Duth-

bert marched up to him.

“How'd you get past my security?” Duthbert demanded.

“Easy. The doors were open.”

Duthbert just stared at him. “What?”

Lenny returned the stare, looking down at the little guy.  “The doors …

were open.”

Duthbert turned to the audience with an exasperated shrug. “Can any-

one make sense of this guy?”

I confess, I was gratified by the audience's laughter. You go, Duthbert.

Lenny continued: “I hate to be the bringer of bad news, but your secu-

rity system is worthless when the power’s out.”

“So you caused the blackout. How'd you do it?” Behind his back, Duth-

bert  was doing something with his fingers.  Having seen this enough to

know he was signaling his goons,  I scanned the ballroom until  I  found

Chuck. Chuck said something to a security guard, and the security guard

said something into a hand radio.

Lenny didn't notice any of this. He was too preoccupied with his role of

hero,  relishing  every moment.  “Easy,”  he  replied  to  Duthbert,  “we un-

plugged it.”

“It?”

“The plug to the netherworld.”

“Impossible. No one could even get close to the national outlet without

royal clearance.”
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“Let's just say we've got friends in high places. Higher than you.”

“Ha!”

“You want ha? I'll show you ha.” Lenny turned back to the open doors

and hollered, “Come out, Grandma.”

The  ballroom fell  silent  as,  passing  from darkness  to  light,  came  a

ghostly apparition. Puffy, white hair, thick, red lipstick, there was no mis-

taking Grandma on her electric wheelchair. Only this time, dressed in a

white gown, she was as radiant as an angel.

“Duthbert,” she said, raising a reproving finger, “you’ve been a naughty

boy.”

Many gasped. Some even screamed. Duthbert, his snout falling open,

backed up and crashed into a table. Then he came to himself, shouting,

“Once again, there's nothing to worry about, folks. What you're seeing be-

fore you is nothing more than some sort of phosphorescent stage makeup. I

saw the same thing in the so-called under-underworld.” Then he turned to

Grandma. “How clever. You went to all the trouble of faking your death

just to keep your little unplugging operation under the radar … what you've

been longing to do for all this time. Nothing too hard for the lady who

owns the Molemania network. Which stinks, by the way.”

Now gasps of offense could be heard throughout the audience as their

very king insulted their pride and joy.

Unaffected,  Duthbert  straightened  his  tuxedo  and  marched  back  to

Lenny, almost snout to nose. “Now tell me this, Peter Pan, how'd you get

past my guards?”

“Robin Hood,” Lenny corrected. For a moment, he lost the staring con-

test. But what did his great brain have had in store? His little gang was sur-

rounded on all sides, and the security guards were beginning to mobilize

toward him. I wanted to warn him, and yet part of me held back. Did I ac-

tually want him to fail?

“Simple,” Lenny continued. “We bribed them.”

“My guards would never succumb to such corruption.”

“No? What about for doughnuts?”

“Doughnuts?”

“One-hundred glazed doughnuts at Dan's Food and Drug. Each.”
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The hairy guy in the potato sack raised a stack of coupons. “You can

thank us for that.” He looked Duthbert in the eyes. “And by the way, I want

my wife back.”

Duthbert had had enough. He turned to his ever-growing body of secu-

rity guards. “Get these morons out of here.”

But Lenny raised an objecting finger. “I wouldn't do that if I were you.”

He spoke with such confidence, not a single guard budged.

“Why?” Duthbert demanded, a hint of nervousness in his voice.

Again the entire ballroom was silent as Lenny resumed his strut. He ap-

proached a refreshment table, and I watched with seething jealousy as he

popped a meatball into his mouth. He even had the audacity to swallow his

food before talking. Only he didn't  talk. He started chewing on another

meatball. From the way his eyes scanned the ballroom, I realized he was

formulating a plan in that very moment. He was winging the whole thing.

I couldn't blame him. In just a few short hours he'd escaped from the

under-underworld, rallied his forces, picked up a Robin Hood costume, and

carried out a brilliant infiltration. How could I help but love him? The truth

be told, I was madly in love with him, more than ever. And it made me fu-

rious.

Fearing what I might do, I started moving to the back of the ballroom.

“Well?” Duthbert demanded of Lenny.

Lenny's eyes were still in scanning mode. But overcome with pressure,

not only from Duthbert and the throngs of molepeople who were leaning

forward, but to his comrades, who were starting to look nervous. His eyes

met a platter stacked with éclairs, and a smile graced his lips. I couldn't be-

lieve he could eat at a moment like this. Then, to everyone's surprise, he

hurled the éclair into Duthbert's face, causing an explosion of cream. “Be-

cause of that,” said Lenny.

I should have been the one to do that.

Taking another éclair in hand, Lenny cried, “Attack!” And following his

example, his little army ran to his side, taking éclairs, meatballs, croissants,

carrot cake, and worms (for the more traditional eaters). They hurled these

messy projectiles at the security guards.

You interrupted my plan for this? My muscles were so tight, I had to tell

myself to breathe.
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As Duthbert  wiped off  his face,  he shouted,  “Shoot them!” Seconds

later, a security guard fired a gun, which, intentionally or not, caused the

explosion of an ice swan.

For the audience members who weren't yet panicking, the gunshot was

the last straw. Everyone had gotten up from their seat and was heading for

the doors. Chairs were knocked over. Tables were overturned. The place

was so chaotic,  the  security guards could hardly fire at  a revolutionary

without hitting a guest.

Seeing this dilemma, Duthbert turned around and spotted me. (I was

well on my way to the opposite side of the ballroom.) “Go for the girl,” he

barked at the guards.

In response, Lenny cried to his army, “Don't let them get Ann!”

The last thing I needed was to get trapped in Duthbert's game of “take

another step and the girls dies.” At the same time, I wasn't about to let

Lenny rescue me. Period. Hoping to disappear into the chaos, I dived be-

neath an empty table.

“Over there, beneath the table,” shouted one of the guards.

Dang it.

Meanwhile  I  heard  the  voice  of  Lenny  issuing  another  command:

“Grandma, tell them to cut the power.” 

Grandma spoke into a radio of her own, and seconds later, everything

went black again, followed by the usual outbursts of terror.

Lenny must have expected me to use this opportunity to sneak over to

his side. While I knew better than to think the molepeople couldn't see me

in the dark, there were bodies everywhere, and infrared vision or no, distin-

guishing mine wouldn't be as easy as before.

But instead of going to Lenny, I following the dim light of the statue of

tyranny, dashing from table to table until reaching the nearest meatball tray.

I knew I was being irrational, but I just needed a moment to think. And eat.

Over the pandemonium, Duthbert's whiny voice cried, “Is this the best

you can do, Grandma, turn off the lights? You think you can force us to

light candles and read books? Maybe in your Molemania. But for your in-

formation, I'm in power now, and I say books are lame!” In a softer voice,

as if to yet another radio, he said, “Now, doctor.”
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Not long after, the power came back, even brighter than before. In fact,

the room was nearly blinding.

Once  again  I  ducked  behind  a  refreshments  table,  grabbing  another

meatball on the way.

Having found the microphone, Duthbert's amplified voice was uncom-

fortably loud: “Ladies and gentlemen, say hello to the new Molemania,

powered by one-hundred percent netherworldian-free geothermal electric-

ity.  So  efficient,  so  powerful,  so  out-of-this-world  awesome,  soon  the

netherworld will be coming to us for power.  We’re not going back to the

stone age, Grandma. Not today.”

It started with Chuck and Willie. “Duthbert! Duthbert!” Then the pho-

tographer and Duthbert's extended family caught on. Then nearly half the

ballroom was chanting the name of their fearless leader.

On a power high, Duthbert gave another order through his radio. “Lock

the doors to the ballroom. No one's getting out of here until I say so.”
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Trapped

As I chowed away on beefy goodness, I noticed the automatic doors of

the ballroom swinging shut. From all around echoed the mechanical clatter

of locks. Those who hadn't yet escaped tugged at the handles, but the doors

wouldn't budge, inspiring another wave of hysteria.

Meanwhile Duthbert walked straight up to Grandma and swiped the ra-

dio  out  of  her  hand.  “You  won't  be  needing  this  anymore.”  He  then

dropped the radio in a bowl full of red punch, where the device sizzled and

crackled. With a beaming face, he turned around and hollered, “I know

you're in here somewhere, Ann.”

Next came the voice of Lenny: “Come on, Ann, where are you?” He

sounded so close, I peaked over the table to see him standing on the other

side.

All this time, Lenny's army hadn't ceased to hurl cream-filled missiles

at the security guards, now and then pegging an innocent bystander. Amaz-

ingly, the guards, due to the impracticality of shooting in the chaos, had

also taken to fighting with food. Soon, whether from self defense or sheer

fun,  molepeople on every side (or no side) of the conflict were hurling

food, filling the air and littering the floor with cream, crumbs, strawberries,

marshmallows, meatballs, and chocolate fondue.

The bums, however, weren't  fighting. They were stuffing their faces.

I'm guessing Lenny had promised them such spoils of war for enlisting.

From another part of the ballroom came the voice of Bobbert: “Hurry

up, Ann. We have a limosine waiting out front, and the driver charges by

the minute.”

Behind me came the sound of shattering glass, and I turned around to

face a string of light bulbs. One of them had exploded, showering the place

with  shards.  Then  another  bulb  exploded.  Then  all  of  them exploded.

Throughout the ballroom, so many lights were exploding, it sounded like

machine gun fire. Needless to say, there were even more screams from the

panicking crowd.
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“For the last time,” came Duthbert's amplified voice, “there's nothing to

be afraid of. As you can see, the new power system hasn’t been fully tested

yet. But that doesn't diminish from its awesomeness.”

As he spoke, a shower of sparks hit the table behind him, which was

covered with wedding presents and tissue paper.  The table erupted into

flames.

“No.”  Duthbert  lowered his  microphone,  turning to  face the blazing

spectacle. “Not the presents …”

The fighting was getting even worse. In the heat of the chaos, people

were losing their sense, attacking anyone and everyone. One of the bums

picked up a punch bowl and drenched an old molewoman. A little molegirl

was pulling roses out of a vase and ripping them apart. Bobbert had picked

up a stack of china plates and was throwing them against the wall. The Old

Sage from Beneath the Grave was stomping on the few wedding presents

that hadn’t yet caught fire.

Is this where I belong?

As Gunhilda demolished the wedding cake with a fondue pot, she no-

ticed her sister standing off in the background. Gunhilda extended the pot,

but Brunhilda only turned her back.

“Come on,” Gunhilda insisted. “It’s fun.” With a final slam of her pot,

the remnants of the cake toppled to the ground.

Brunhilda's eyes were sad. She looked at the floor. She looked at the

ceiling. Then her heavy frown lightened. She reached into her purse and

pulled out the golden bowl of Fliegenwasser. “You've brought me nothing

but grief,” she said to the iron pyrite. Then, fixing her eyes on a pyramid of

crystal glasses, she twisted her body like a discus thrower and hurled the

bowl. The result was spectacular.

Humans are as insane as molepeople.

As I sat on the floor behind the refreshments table, silently taking all

this  in,  I  was horrified to see someone walk up beside me … polished

shoes, velvet pants, silk cummerbund. I looked up to see the face of Duth-

bert, who was investigating the food. His shoulders were slumped. His bot-

tom lip hanging out.

I held as still as possible.

He noticed me. “Oh there you are.”
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Still I didn't move.

He turned his attention back to the food. “Are you having a good time?”

“Not really. You?”

He shook his head. “What's good to eat?”

“The meatballs are pretty good.”

He nodded. “I'll start with some broccoli.”

“Aren't you gonna take me for ransom or something?”

“Maybe later. Right now I just need a breather.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“It's a pretty rotten party, don't you think?”

“Yeah.”

Now's your chance, Ann. Take him by the throat and end this!

After chewing a chunk of broccoli, he said, “You want a drink or some-

thing?”

“I'm good.”

“All right.” He popped a meatball into his mouth. As he chewed, his

snout wrinkled. “They’re Swedish!”

Unable to hold back my smile, I wondered if I was actually enjoying his

company or if I'd merely grown fond of hating him. Having a sudden idea,

I swiped the microphone out of his pocket.

“Hey,” he said halfheartedly.

Almost feeling guilty, I quickly distanced myself, blowing my cover in

the process.

“There she is!” someone shouted, followed by a wave of commotion.

For a moment, the projectiles ceased as everyone turned their attention to

me.

With a pounding heart, I raised the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen,

on Duthbert's request, I will now sing a song.” I even turned to Duthbert

for approval.

Duthbert gave an apathetic nod. Seeing this, the security guards who

were about to spring on me stopped in their tracks.

Whether or not I sounded like a chain smoker, I turned to Duthbert and

began to improvise:
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I was lost and afraid,

My heart torn in two,

Searching for love.

Though I had no idea where I was going with this, I sang from my di-

aphragm.

And then … there was you.

A vulnerable Duthbert gaped back at me in confusion.

Unable to hold his gaze,  I noticed Grandma in the distance, smiling

back at me. I wasn't singing for Duthbert, I was singing for Grandma, what

I'd come here to do. Are you feeling better, Grandma?

As if perceiving my thoughts, she seemed to nod ever so slightly.

Then my gaze met Lenny's. Rather than a look of confusion (of course

he saw through my antics), his sad eyes seemed to say,  You really don't

want to come with me, do you? I had to look away.

As I continued the song, I carefully pulled out my phone, and my guilty

eyes gravitated back to Duthbert. He was staring right back at me, his brow

lowered. Then he started walking toward me, extending his claws.

The song ended with a speedwalking contest between the two of us.

I'll love you forever.

Okay, that's a lie.

I'll love you for never.

I want you to die.

No one applauded. They were too confused.

As  I  weaved  through  molepeople,  chairs,  and  tables,  and  a  furious

Duthbert trailed behind, I hastily said into the microphone, “There's to you,

Duthy-pooh. And now, ladies and gentlemen, as I've been trying to tell you,

I have a little recording that you really need to hear.”

That was when the speakers blew out, the flaming table of presents col-

lapsed, and the last of the working lights exploded.
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Everyone's  eyes  were  drawn  to  the  flaming  torch  of  the  Statue  of

Tyranny, which, in the low lighting, appeared extra demonic. After a mo-

ment of silence, Bobbert shouted:

“Who wants more revolution?”

The cream-dappled crowd (high on endorphins) responded with cheers,

and the chaos resumed. Once again, the air was darkened with food.

One person, however, seemed oblivious to the chaos: Father Jackothan.

As éclairs flew over his head, he sat alone at a table, reading … my book.

Bobbert, on the other hand, seemed to be experiencing the biggest rush

of all. Charging toward the Statue of Tyranny, he was holding a stick of dy-

namite in one hand and a lighter in the other. Then, with an underhanded

pitch, he hurled the sparkling dynamite high into the air. The stick landed

in the crown of the statue, near the ceiling.

“Take that,” Bobbert cried, raising his in arms in exultation.

A moment later, Duthbert ran to his side, pointing up at the flaming

torch. “You idiot! That thing is pumping with natural gas. The instant the

dynamite goes off, we’re all gonna die!”

Bobbert lowered his arms a bit. “Oh. Sorry.”
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Duthbert

As the news of our impending doom spread like a wildfire, the screams

reached an all time high.

“Open the doors!” the molepeople cried, still trying in vain to get out.

“Open the doors!” Duthbert repeated into his radio.

A moment later came the staticy reply of a technician: “Sorry, sir, but

the controls … blew up. If we could switch back to the netherworldian

power, we might be able to get things working again.”

Duthbert mumbled to himself, “I knew we should have tested it first.”

Then,  with  hopeful  eyes,  he  turned  to  Grandma.  “Grandma,  tell  your

friends to turn on the –”

With a scowl, Grandma pointed to her radio, which was lying belly up

in the punch bowl.

The hope in  Duthbert's  eyes  faded.  “I  probably shouldn't  have done

that.”

Meanwhile, I was clinging to marble. Though I'd never rock climbed in

my life, with my hands and feet gripping the folds of the giant toga of the

Statue of Tyranny, I was making decent progress. I knew countless lives

depended on my ability to get to the dynamite in time and tear off the wick.

Finally a way to redeem myself, a way to atone for all things horrible about

Ann Wilkinson.

All was going well until I touched something … fleshy. Beneath my

hand was the hand of Lenny.

“What are you doing, Ann?” he exclaimed.

Seeing him there,  climbing beside me,  I  wanted to  scream.  “Saving

Molemania. What are you doing?”

Of course, Lenny was scaling the statue as naturally as a monkey. He

passed me right by, saying, “You're the best, Ann. But don't worry, I've got

it under control.”

No you're the best, and I can't stand it anymore. “I'm coming too.”
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“Please don't.” He was already holding on to the statue's lower arm, his

biceps bulging as he pulled himself higher. “It's too dangerous. I don't want

to lose you.”

“I don't want to lose you.” I climbed fast and furious, digging my fin-

gers into the shallow pores of the stone. Though we were already so high

up that one slip could have been the end of me, I didn't care.

What are you doing, Ann?

His question resounding through my mind, I looked up the beautiful

boy. He was so high above me. Gosh, I loved him.

“All right, Lenny.” I began to let myself slide.

He smiled down at me as he climbed onto the shoulder of the statue.

I knew he could do it. He could do anything.

Or so I thought, until he lost his foothold and did a belly flop on the

statue's shoulder. Though he struggled to get up, with nothing to grab onto,

he was stuck.

My heart pounding, I stopped my descent. “I'm coming!”

Now  I  climbed like a monkey.  It didn't matter that the dynamite was

bound to go off any second.  My boy was in trouble. Though if any time

passed at all, I wasn't aware of it, because the next thing I knew, I was

standing next to Lenny, pulling him to his feet.

Without a second to spare, he pointed to the crown, which wasn't far

above. “Come on.”

Together we continued our ascent,  taking hold in the grooves of the

statue's flowing hair (as I mentioned, it looked almost nothing like Duth-

bert). We climbed at record speeds, soon grabbing onto the giant spires of

the crown and pulling ourselves through. Lenny helped me, and I helped

him.

The dynamite lay against the interior of the circular crown, emitting a

final spray of sparks. Lenny lunged for the stick and, holding it before his

lips, blew with all his might. I joined in the effort. We blew and blew, but it

wasn't working.

Then there was an exploding pop.

My muscles clenched, but rather than burning flames, I felt a blast of

coldness. Something was spraying at me, covering my body in foam. Turn-

ing to the source of the offending stream, I saw …
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Duthbert …

… holding a fire extinguisher.

Standing a few feet away from us, Duthbert continued to liberally apply

the white foam, not only to the stick of dynamite but to Lenny and me.

Needless to say, the fuse had been extinguished.

I wiped the cold stuff from my face. “How did you –”

“I took the stairs,” said Duthbert, nodding to a trap door by his feet.

Then he directed our attention to the statue's torch, which had gone out.

“But only after shutting off the gas. We live by a motto here in Molemania:

safety first.” Then, with an evil grin, he continued to spray us, bringing

back dark memories of the country club.

It was that very moment when the smoke from the burning table below

triggered the sprinkler system on the ceiling. Of course, one of the sprin-

klers was directly over Lenny and I, drenching us while Duthbert remained

dry.

Having never looked happier, Duthbert dropped the metal extinguisher

and began to pace around the circular enclosure, saying:

“So the humans lose, beaten by a moleman.” Looking thoughtful, he

added, “A sign of my destined triumph over humanity. Yes!” Hardly able to

contain himself, he snatched the foamy dynamite from Lenny’s petrified

hand and leaned through the spires to face the ballroom below.

“Hey!” he shouted, raising the dynamite for everyone to see. “I put it

out!”

The ballroom erupted with cheers.

“Let’s hear it for the king!” he continued.

The ballroom went wild.

He was so giddy, he started busting some more of his Michael Jackson

moves while improvising a song: “They call  him Duthbert  … savior of

Molemania … master of the universe.”

Cold, wet, and shivering, I was at a loss. That is, until I noticed how

close Duthbert  was  standing to  the  edge of  the  crown.  One  little  push

would put an end to the tyrant.

The moment had come.
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Ann

But Duthbert beat me to it. Encouraged by the chants of the crowd, he

got more and more into his victory dance until he slipped on fire extin-

guisher foam and fell out of sight.

Lenny and I glanced at each other, then we rushed to the spires and

peered down. The fat king was sliding down the marble image of his own

face, all the way to the tip of his snout, where he held on for dear life.

“Help,” he squeaked.

Lenny turned to me. “Should we help him?”

I looked down at the pathetic creature, at the vain, self-centered wretch.

In his terrified eyes was something that reminded me of ...

Me.

“Of course,” I said, pulling off my shoes and socks. Leading the way, I

carefully climbed down the statue's face, and Lenny followed. Soon, crawl-

ing on our front sides, we made our way along the snout.

Meanwhile Duthbert shouted, “Priest!”

In response, the casual voice of Father Jackothan hollered from below,

“What is it, sire?”

“Tell your gods to save me!”

“You’re the head of the Bahboo church. Do it yourself.”

Beginning to slip, Duthbert cried, “Hurry up!”

Father Jackothan took his time in getting to his feet and raising his staff.

“Oh mighty undergods, keepers of the deep, if it be thy will, save thine so-

called anointed one from such a … poetic death.” He tapped his black staff

on the floor, and the ballroom fell silent as people looked around for a mir-

acle.

Duthbert continued to slip, and Father Jackothan hollered, “Apparently

it’s not the undergods’ will.”

As Lenny held me from behind, I grabbed Duthbert's hands, his claws

digging into my wrists. His massive weight was more than I could bear,

and yet I held on … causing all three of us to slide. The fact that we were
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covered with foam wasn't helping.

Duthbert's wide eyes met mine. “Ask your god!” he plead.

I was speechless.

“Please, Ann.”

The whole ballroom had fallen silent.

“But I ...” I turned to Lenny. “You do it.”

“No!” Duthbert demanded. “You're the one.”

I didn't know what that meant, but as my arms were being tugged from

their sockets, our bodies sliding off the edge, there was little time for dis-

cussion. Closing my eyes, I forgot all my shame and said out load:

“Dear God, I know I've been awful at times. And I'm sure you know

how awful Duthbert has been. With a few exceptions, this whole nation is

full of awful people, and I wouldn't blame you for letting us die.”

“Get to the point!” Duthbert demanded, completely dangling from my

arms.

“As a queen of Molemania, I'm asking you to forgive us. Forgive us for

the stolen power and cable TV. Forgive us for our pride and vanity. Forgive

us for … no, I can't ask for any of this.”

“Ann!”

“Just give us what we deserve.”

And then we were airborne, a feeling I'd come to know well.

I threw my life away to save Duthbert? What's wrong with me?

Just then it occurred to me that I hadn't done my scripture study for the

day. With only a moment to spare, I thought of Matthew 25:40:

Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my 

brethren, ye have done it unto me.

And then I hit bottom, slapping against something hard … and poky.

Whatever it was, it sure had a spring. Looking around, I saw myself in the

hands of a crowd of molepeople. Smiling molepeople.

They cheered.

Not  far  from me  was  Lenny,  also lying  in  the  hands of  an  adoring

crowd.
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Duthbert, however, was lying on the floor, which had cracked around

him. No one had come for the heavy guy.

“Ow,” he said, trying in vain to sit  up. Then,  dropping his head, he

added, “Thank goodness for royal healthcare benefits.”

The sprinklers were still raining down on us from above. Everyone was

drenched and covered with cream, and dust … that is, mud.

As  the  crowd  set  me  down,  Bobbert  approached  me  and  asked,

“Where’s the dynamite?”

“We put it out.”

“Yes, but where is it?”

“I don't know, why?”

“Because there's a lot of fire over there.” He pointed to the flaming

presents table, which hadn't yet been quenched by the sprinklers. “And one

can't be too careful.”

That  was  interesting,  coming  from Bobbert.  But  seeing  his  point,  I

turned to Lenny. “Do you have the dynamite?”

Lenny shook his head. “Duthbert had it last.”

The three of us turned to Duthbert, who was being helped up by Chuck

and Willie.

“I dropped it,” he said. “Can you blame me?”

Bobbert's concern was validated when the flaming table exploded, tak-

ing out part of the statue with it. The force threw every last one of us to the

floor, where we were covered with a spray of gravel, dust, and tissue paper.

The reverberant boom faded away, but it was followed by the unsettling

sound of cracking and crumbling. Looking up through the dust, we saw the

Statue of Tyranny leaning forward. The entire room was trembling.

“Run!” I cried, leading the way in a mad dash to avoid being crushed by

the falling edifice. When it crashed against the floor, sending chairs flying

and smashing every table in its way, the ballroom was completely filled

with dust.

Duthbert the Marvelous had fallen.
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Rubble

As the rumbling died down, a new sight appeared through the clearing

dust: rubble. Slowly people came out of their hiding places.

Bobbert climbed atop the tallest chunk of rubble and waved a table-

cloth. “It's an omen. Duthbert's no longer our king.”

Duthbert responded in a feeble voice, “It was just a symbol. It doesn’t

mean anything.” He turned to one of his security guards. “For the last time,

arrest these anarchists.”

The guard replied, “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t seem to pick up my hand-

cuffs.” As a demonstration, he bent down and tried to do so, but the hand-

cuffs slipped right out of his hands like a wet fish. Though strange, the rea-

son was clear enough: the guard, like everyone else, was still covered in

cream and dripping wet.  Everything was covered in cream and dripping

wet.

Coming to realize it, the guard wasn't the only one having problems. All

over, people were slipping and falling. A horrified molewoman was trying

in vain to pick up a fallen bracelet. A little molegirl was trying to pick up a

portable game system. A fat moleboy was trying to stuff the remnants of

the toppled cake into his mouth, whimpering as handfuls of watery frosting

slipped through his fingers. All types of molepeople were on their hands

and knees attempting to pick up water coupons for glazed doughnuts and

free passes to the under-underworld.

Brunhilda was trying to pick up the Golden Bowl of Fliegenwasser.

Gunhilda, seeing the sorry state of her sister, placed an arm around her.

“Let it go.”

Bobbert, who had moved on to more important things than politics, was

trying and failing to pick up his fifty-five dollars in “tips.” Getting frus-

trated, he happened to glance at me.

I couldn't help myself. “I told you your treasures would become slip-

pery.”

“Shut up,” he replied.
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Someone  took my hand.  Lenny.  He squeezed,  and I  squeezed back.

With his torn, green tights, messy hair, and dirty face, he'd never looked

handsomer. Our bodies drew near each other. And nearer.

“Wait,” I said, pulling back. Climbing onto the same piece of rubble

Bobbert had used, I shouted, “Ladies and gentlemen, as I've been trying to

tell you all night, there's a very good reason why Duthbert should no longer

be our king.” I pulled out my phone. “Though we've lost our amplification,

if you'll kindly gather around me, you'll hear for yourself as Duthbert con-

fesses to having poisoned Grandma.”

As the audience chattered in surprise, Duthbert opened his snout and

raised a feeble claw. Then he lost his will to defy.

The only problem was, my phone slipped out of my hands, bounced off

the rubble, and slid across the wooden floor … just when I thought I was

exempt from the curse. “Umm … if you'll kindly gather around.”

A mass of molepeople joined me in crouching around the phone, and I

prepared to play back the recording.

Then the battery died.

“No!” I exclaimed. “Does anyone have a charger?”

A tall moleman in a shirt and tie stepped forward. After hesitating for a

moment, he announced in a quivering voice, “I can verify Ann's claim. I

heard the confession with my own ears.” I recognized him as one of the

doctors who had been in Grandma's room.

A molewoman  stepped  forward,  whom I  recognized  as  one  of  the

nurses. Looking equally nervous, she said, “I also heard the confession. We

were … pressing our ears against the door.”

The crowd continued to chatter, and another person stepped forward,

and another, all of them reluctantly testifying against Duthbert. If I hadn't

first put my neck on the line, the cowards probably would have taken the

secret to their deaths.

Finally,  a defeated Duthbert exclaimed, “Is there no more privacy in

Molemania?”

To which I tried to think of a poetic response. What I came up with was,

“ba-bam!”

Within moments, the security guards had gathered around Duthbert, and

with a concentrated group effort, succeeded in placing the slippery hand-
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cuffs on his wrists.

Lenny also approached Duthbert, and this time it was Duthbert who lost

the staring contest. With a quick swipe, Lenny snatched the former king's

crown … nly the crown slipped out of his fingers and clattered on the floor.

With the help of a teenage moleboy with a pink mohawk, they succeeded

in  kicking  the  crown  onto  a  tablecloth,  which  they  carried  over  to

Grandma. From there,  they delicately placed the crown onto Grandma's

frizzy hair.

“All hail the true ruler of Molemania,” cried Lenny.

In the background, as led by an exuberant Old Sage from Beneath the

Grave, a feeble chant was beginning to spread through the ballroom: “Long

live Grandma!”

Not everyone was enthusiastic about the idea, such as the former sup-

porters of  Duthbert  and the anti-government teenagers.  The person who

looked the most uncomfortable was Grandma herself. The situation grew

especially awkward when the crown slipped off her head.

Lenny shrugged. “It's just a symbol.”

Speaking of symbols, Father Jackothan was trying to pick up his staff.

Bending his ancient back, he was mumbling curses in the ancient tongue.

I pointed to the unhappy moleman. “Duthbert’s not the only one who’s

lost his authority. This must mean that our marriage is no longer valid.”

Father  Jackothan scowled.  “I  resent  that.”  But  with all  the  attention

turning to him, he gave up on his staff and hobbled away as quickly as he

could.

A team of impromptu medics and security guards were carrying Duth-

bert away on a table cloth. Amid the bumpy ride, he turned to me. “Ann,

since I married you a day ago, you've given me nothing but headaches.

Very expensive things have broken, my career exploded in my face, I've

been reduced to a cripple, and all of Molemania has been chaos. Consider

our marriage annulled. And go home, will ya? Any guy with a brain would

stay as far away from you as possible.”

As if heavy shackles had fallen from my body, I instinctively turned to

Lenny. He was supposed to say, “Then consider me brainless,” throw his

arms around me, and give me the kiss of true love.
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But his attention had been drawn elsewhere. He was on his hands and

knees, lapping up the remains a smashed éclair.
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Aftermath

“Lenny, come quick,” I said. Sitting on the edge of Grandma’s couch,

my eyes were glued to her television screen. I turned up the volume as the

familiar molewoman in the gray skirt-suit said:

“And finally the story you’ve all  been waiting for: the wedding that

turned to revolution. Tonight,  hundreds of guests were gathered to cele-

brate the union of King Duthbert and his controversial bride, Ann. Imagine

their surprise when a violent group of anarchists broke through security

and  crashed  the  party.  The  insurgency  was  led  by  Ann’s  notorious

boyfriend, Lenny, who, for some reason, was dressed as Peter Pan.”

The report cut to an interview of an old molewoman whose face and

glasses were splattered with cream. She said, “I was afraid for my life. I

was afraid for Molemania.” She ran a finger along her cheek and licked the

residue. “It was fun.”

The reporter continued. “The chaos wasn't limited to the palace. All of

Molemania suffered the consequences of the literal rivalry over power be-

tween Duthbert and Grandma. Circuits were blown, buildings caught on

fire, and had not an emergency effort succeeded in switching us back to the

netherworldian grid, the entire underworld might have gone … under.

“But what ended the conflict? According to an overwhelming number

of eye witnesses, it all came to a sudden end when a supernatural slipperi-

ness prevented further violence. Some even attributed the phenomenon to

the vengeance of the netherworldian God.”

“It was weird,” said another interviewee, a fat moleman with wide eyes.

“I dropped my cake and …” He struggled for a moment. “... couldn’t pick

it up again. It was as if I was being taught a valuable lesson … as if there

was more to life than material pleasures.”

Back to the  reporter.  “But  Doctor  Schneebles,  a  renowned physicist

from Molestadt University has another explanation.”

I  recognized the grumpy-looking  Doctor  Schneebles from the power

plant and press conference. In  his German accent, he said, “What we’re
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seeing here is actually quite common. Aside from the obvious effects from

an overwhelming amount of frosting and water, if you put enough people

in a room, their clothes start to rub against each other, generating static

electricity, which, with enough energy, turns into magnetic fields. And with

the interaction of reversed polarities, we get the slippery effect. It happened

to me the other day when I tried to wash the dishes but they kept slipping

out of my hands. So my wife had to do them. The bottom line is, there’s no

need to learn a valuable lesson from any of this.”

Back to the reporter. “Supernatural or not, the facts are, hundreds of

Molemanians are filling the streets singing Kumbaya at this very moment.

At least part of the reason is due to the impending impeachment of Duth-

bert, who, following the aftermath of the conflict, confessed to having been

part of a conspiracy to keep Grandma in poor health. While he's currently

in  the  hospital  awaiting  his  trial,  Molemania  is  filled  with  speculation.

We’re live on the scene with Lonald.”

Lonald, a anchorman with a goofy grin,  was outside the palace gates,

where, as usual, hundreds of molepeople filled the streets. Countless cell

phones were being waved back and forth. The dazzling crowd really was

singing “Kumbaya.” “Thanks Belindabeth. I haven’t seen this much excite-

ment since the inauguration of the TV Tapping Act. While many are cele-

brating Duthbert’s demise, others are concerned over the future of Mole-

mania. Will Grandma reclaim her throne? Or will Ann be our new queen?”

He pointed his microphone to one of the bystanders. “How would you feel

about a change in government?”

The bystander was the fat guy in the white tank top. “These netherworl-

dians had no right to interfere. The last thing we need is a crazy, old bag

running our country again, let-alone a teenage girl.”

The reporter turned his microphone to a more conservative moleman in

a shirt and tie, who said, “While certain aspects of Duthbert’s personal life

should be brought into question, there’s no denying he’s one of the best

leaders we’ve had. The economy’s booming. Why would we want a change

in government?”

Next was a serious-looking molewoman. “Everyone seems to overlook

the fact that we’ve been a republic for over a hundred years. The offices of

king and queen are more symbolic than anything.”
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Back to the reporter. “And that's that. Next up, Glamor Gossip. Find out

which Molish celebrity has a crush … on you.”

I turned off the TV and, for a moment, just breathed. Again I was seeing

spots. My frontal lobe was throbbing. What a day.

Grandma, who was sitting up in her hospital bed, said to Lenny and I,

“Have some more milk and cookies before you go to sleep.”

“Thanks, Grandma,” I said, “but I'm stuffed.”

“Me too,” said Lenny. “Your macaroons are amazing.”

“All right, then,” said Grandma. “Ann, you take the couch. Lenny can

be a gentleman and sleep on the floor.”

Lenny didn't hesitate to comply, throwing down a quilt and sprawling

out. He looked as tired as I felt.

I should have been too, but there were hundreds of questions I wanted

to ask the true queen of Molemania. “Grandma ...”

“Yes?”

“If the people really want me, I'm more then willing to stay in Molema-

nia and be their queen … but now that you're back in health, I'm wondering

if –”

“Ann, I'm fully ready to resume my role as acting queen. But whenever

you choose to visit, you will always have a place here in Molemania.”

It was like breathing sweet air after a week of clogged nasal passages.

“Thanks, Grandma.”

As I lay down on the soft couch, having the boy I loved and the mole-

woman I admired so near, the night felt like a sleepover with my friends,

and I wanted to stay up, talking and laughing into the wee hours. “Can I

ask you another question?”

“Of course,” said Grandma.

Thinking of the bright sun, high above, part of me was afraid. I hadn't

realized it till then, but I'd actually grown attached to the darkness, to the

shadows, to the mysteries of the deep. I thought of this boundless under-

world and the creatures and civilizations that inhabited it. I thought of the

faces and voices I'd grown to … well … love. I wondered how many other

unseen worlds there were, how many more adventures awaited me, what it

all meant, and as I tried to formulate my question, I fell asleep.
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* * * 

Not  until  Lenny started  shaking  my shoulders  did  I  open my eyes.

“What time is it?” was the first question that came to mind.

“Nine AM. We're free, Ann. Let's go home.”

I sat up. Taking comfort in the sight of Grandm'as quilts and porcelain

dolls, I felt at home, as if Molemania was just a dream. And as crazy as it

seemed, I didn't want the dream to end. Not yet.

“There's one thing I want to do first,” I said.

With  the  help  of  Lenny,  Grandma,  and  the  palace  staff,  we  got  on

phones and organized a royal luncheon. It was late notice, but  Grandma

and I were queens; we could get away with it. When twelve o’clock rolled

around, the dining hall was all prepared.

Bobbert was the first to show up, then Gunhilda and Brunhilda, Howard

the  city  employee,  Barry the chauffeur, the band of vagrants in all their

smelliness, a handful of Lenny's teenage anarchists, the lady from the hot

dog stand, Brunhilda's friend Jocelyn (whom I did not invite), a fat, mid-

dle-aged human guy, whom I recognized as Captain Moneyshuckles (no

longer glowing or walking through walls), and Chuck and Willie (whom I

most certainly did not invite).

“Did you invite them?” I whispered to Lenny.

Lenny shook his head, and both of us turned to Grandma, who whis-

pered, “Let bygones be bygones.”

It's not that I hated anyone, there were just certain people I didn't want

at my party. So you'll understand my indignation when Father Jackothan

hobbled in with a new staff. It took me a moment to realize that everyone

had taken their seat, waiting for me to officiate.

“Oh, sorry.” I  stood up, though with certain unpleasant faces staring

back at me, my gaze fell to the floor. “Ladies and gentlemen, I wanted to

invite you all here to say … thanks.”

“Don't mention it,” said Willie, chewing on a cookie he'd prematurely

nabbed from the buffet table.

Let bygones be bygones. My eye's met Brunhilda's, and it took all my

willpower to keep from looking away. If I could forgive Bobbert and Duth-

bert, I could forgive anyone. Even myself. Brunhilda was smiling at me. I
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smiled back. “If there's one thing I've learned in Molemania, it's that each

and every one of us is  …” I searched for the words,  reaching into the

depths of my soul. “… equally messed up.”

There were applause and cheers from everyone.  Nearly everyone. Fa-

ther Jackothan didn't look amused.

After lunch, we shook hands, gave hugs, and said goodbye. Though Fa-

ther Jackothan lingered behind, asking to speak with me in private. As we

walked to the side of the dining hall, my reeling mind prepared a speech of

why I couldn't stay in Molemania.

“I trust you'll return some day,” he said.

I shrugged.

“What a shame. You could have come to know the full depths of the un-

derworld. There are many more nations down here than Molemania, you

know. There's so much you could have done.”

“Well,  if  it  was really the  undergods who brought  me,  I  guess  they

could bring me back.”

He smiled and handed me a business card.

“What's this for?”

After glancing around the room, he whispered,  “I’d like to visit with

representatives of your church. Do you think that can be arranged?”

My jaw must have been hanging open, because I felt  an inability to

speak. So I nodded.

* * *

“I'm sorry, Bobbert, but we really need to go home,” I said.

“But you can't. Not yet. We're preparing a big surprise for you, and it

won't  be  ready  till  tomorrow  morning.  Please,  Ann,  what's  one  more

night?”

The little guy was just as hard to haggle with as when I first met him.

Lenny shrugged.  “Now that  we're  free,  it would be  fun  to  see  the

sights.”

Bobbert  pulled  something  out  of  his  pocket.  “Besides,  I've  got

Grandma's credit card.”
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Like in the beginning, Bobbert served as our tour guide, and Gunhilda

and Brunhilda  tagged along as  our  bodyguards.  The  only addition  was

Missus  McBilliam, who turned out to be a near replica of her husband,

only with too much eye shadow and a flowery hat.

The first stop was Molemania's water park. It was actually really nice.

The water was heated by hot springs, and there were these dangerously

awesome tunnels that you had to swim through before emerging into ro-

mantic, little grottoes, where the water reflected on the ceiling. It was a

perfect place for a guy to take a girl's hand and gaze into her eyes.

What are you doing,  Lenny? I thought we we were just friends. But

aside from confusing my tender heart, he didn't do anything.

Afterward, we tried to catch a movie, but the theater was shut down due

to an exploded projector. On the outside of the building, one of the poster

caught my eye.  It depicted a badly-drawn human girl in a tight wedding

dress. She was wielding a sword, her eyes insane, blood trickling out of her

mouth. The title was written in dripping monster letters: “The Netherworl-

dian … Coming Soon.” Beneath it was a caption that read, “She wants to

overthrow your government.”
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Home

The next morning, Grandma did have a big surprise. We took limousine

to the edge of the city and up to one the highest points in Molemania,

where we could touch the walls of the cavern.  All around us were the fa-

miliar sights and sounds of a protesting crowd, held back by policemen and

barricades. The crowd was waving signs that had phrases such as:

Don’t Blow Up Molemania! Say No to Geothermal!

And …

Netherworldians waste more power than we do!

As the protesters booed at us, policemen escorted us through several

layers of heavily-secured gates, and finally to a section of the cavern wall

where a huge cord protruded from a giant electrical outlet.

Grandma, sitting beside me in her wheelchair, said, “Just one tug, and

your parents will never pay another high electricity bill.”

“But how will you survive?” I asked.

“Duthbert had a lot of bad ideas, but self reliance wasn't one of them.

We'll get there some day. In the mean time, we'll just have to read books.”

The boos grew louder in the background.

As I  was obviously supposed to do the honors,  I  wrapped my arms

around the cord and gave it a good tug. It didn’t budge. But with the help

of Lenny, Bobbert, and Gunhilda (Brunhilda was busy protesting), the cord

finally popped out, and all of Molemania went black.

To make a long story short, as flashlights kicked on, none of us cared to

stay for the after party. Tomatoes  and soda cans hit  the limousine, and

Barry floored the pedal, supposedlytaking Lenny and I home. Before we

entered a dark tunnel, I looked back to see the city, which was beginning to
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flicker  with candlelight.  Even after  all  I'd  been through,  even though I

knew exactly what was out there, gazing at the city lights stirred a longing

within me. I’d spent one week in Molemania. One crazy week.

We passed an immigration booth, where an officer gave us a wave and

raised the metal arm that blocked the road.

The next thing I knew, I was standing in an elevator with Lenny and

Bobbert. (In the end, even after all my speeches, Gunhilda and Brunhilda

still needed more time.)

* * *

After a blast of dynamite and a shower of dirt, we climbed from one

world to the next, a breeze of cool air coming over our bodies. Now I had

definitely transcended. Henry David Thoreau had nothing on me.

Stars.

I’d never seen anything more beautiful. They were like sparkling stalac-

tites, hanging from the ceiling of all ceilings. The largeness of it all was

more than my cave-dwelling mind could fathom. Each dazzling light was

another world … a world of worlds. There were so many more adventures

to be had.

Though one thing didn't make sense. When we'd passed the immigra-

tion office, the time had been just past noon. How could the stars have

been out?

“Well,” said Bobbert, looking at his watch, “it’s nearly thirteen o’clock,

and I'm well past due for lunch.”

“Thirteen o'clock?”

“How you netherworldians manage a day in only twenty-four hours is

beyond me. If I only got eight hours of sleep, I'd probably look as pale and

scrawny as you.”

“Thanks.”

Bobbert was hugging himself as he stared at the glittering sky. “You re-

ally want to stay up here?”

“Why not?”

“It's so … open.”
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“Isn't it great? There's freedom for wherever we want to go, space for

whatever we want to do.” (He made no reply. Apparently I'd given him

something to think about.) I myself was feeling sentimental. “Well, Bob-

bert, here’s where it all began … just you and I.”

“So long, miss.”

I turned to his voice, but he'd already scurried down the fresh burrow

from which we’d emerged.

“Wait,” I said, but when I looked down the hole, he was nowhere in

sight.  Knowing Bobbert's  explosive habits,  I  knew it  was dangerous to

stand there, so I grabbed Lenny's hand, and we distanced ourselves. Not

long  after,  the  ground  shook  beneath  us,  our  ears  contracted  from the

boom, and the burrow was no more. Molemania had locked its door.

My eyes met Lenny's. How I hoped I'd never have to tell him goodbye.

“So,” he said, letting go of my hand and taking a seat on the grassy hill,

“what now?”

“Now we …” I also took a seat.  “… go back to  our  boring human

things.”

“What good is hanging out in a fantasy world?” Apparently Lenny was

also feeling hopelessly sentimental. “You can only hold on to it for so long

before you're left feeling emptier than before.”

The breeze was the very essence of life. I just wanted to lie down in the

grass and take it in. “I don't know about that. We can make this our fantasy

world.” Looking at my handsome boy in the starlight, I realized that no

wonders I'd experienced in the underworld came close to this moment.

For a time, the only sound was the breeze. Then Lenny turned to me.

“What?”

“What do you mean, what?”

“You were looking at me funny.”

“Was I?” I wasn't the least bit ashamed.

“You know, you're very intimidating, Ann.”

I laughed. “That's ironic.”

“Do you have any idea how many guys would have loved to be in my

shoes for the past week?”

“No. I don't.”
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“For the Valentines dance alone, I had to ask you an entire month in ad-

vance, and even then, I barely beat out Max Smith, who had ordered six

dozen roses and was going to place them on your lawn that very evening.

He was pretty mad when he found out.”

“Six dozen roses would have put your bag of popcorn to shame.”

“It was the best I could come up with under the pressure. Shawn Green

was talking about singing outside your window with a mariachi band, and

from what I heard, Gordon Watson was planning a whole production with

sword fighting and ninjas.”

“Wow.”

“And yet,  when you were  first  kidnapped,  you sent  Bobbert  to  me.

Why?”

“Do you really not know why?”

He ignored my question. “All my life I'd dreamed of being a hero in a

place like Molemania. Evil princes … monsters … a beautiful damsel in

distress. But when I got there, no one was interested in me, it was all about

you.”

“Everyone ignored me. You were able to form an army.”

“Because of you. It took the molepeople awhile to warm up, but when

they did, it was because they wanted to help the girl whose face was all

over the news. They loved you. Everyone loves you.”

“You're not giving yourself enough credit. Were it not for your brilliant

leadership –”

“Brilliant leadership? Tell me you're joking.”

“Come on, Lenny. Take your assault on the palace.”

“You mean when they clubbed me over the head? What, are you trying

to rub it in?”

“It was brilliant, not to mention brave. You sacrificed yourself in order

to form an alliance with the Gahboos, all the while lulling Duthbert into a

false sense of security.”

“You've obviously looked deeper into this than I have.”

“Don’t be modest.”

“Ann, I had no plan. Why else would I have stormed the palace with

nothing but a crowbar and a bunch a bums, the only guys who were stupid

enough to follow me?”



311

What confused me was how serious he sounded. “Didn't  you form a

conspiracy with Father Jackothan?”

“He came to the jail to see you, not me.”

“That can't be true. He didn't know I was going to visit you.”

“Yes he did. He saw the news reports. He heard the gossip. He figured

out what I already knew, that you were unstoppable, and one way or an-

other, you'd find a way to see me.”

“You didn’t have any plan at all?”

“I was winging it every step of the way.”

“Not true. When we were at the Jaws of Hell, you were totally conspir-

ing with Bobbert, and I almost fell it.”

“But you didn't. That makes you the brilliant one.”

“And then you pulled off that amazing rescue in the ballroom.”

“Grandma pulled it off, which was entirely due to you, because you're

the one who set her free.”

To that I had to stop and think. “Well … I could tell you were winging

it in the ballroom.”

“Duthbert  was right  about  you.  You're uncontainable.  You're unbeat-

able. And as far as I'm concerned, you're un-rescuable.”

“He also said that anyone with a brain would stay as far away from me

as possible. What does that make you?”

He laughed awkwardly. “I dunno.”

“Lenny, up until now I've been a patient girl. I've given you a lot of

hints, and either you haven't noticed, or you don't like me in the same way

I like you. I demand to know which.”

First he looked at me with frightened eyes, then a nervous smile. “Of

course I like you.”

“But –”

“But nothing.”

The silence that followed was painful.

“All right,” I said, “so you don't like me in the same way. That's okay.

You tried to tell me when we were trapped in the net.”

“Wait … I told you what?”

“You said that we're … friends.”

“Of course we're friends.”
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“Can we change the subject?”

“You're my best friend.”

“I thought Joe Hynes was your best friend.”

“Do you think I'd want to be trapped in a net with Joe Hynes?”

“I don't know how you guys think.”

“Ann, there's no one in the world I'd rather be with than you. And ...”

“And?”

He took a deep breath. “And … I'm not very good at this whole making

the first move thing.”

“Let me get this straight. You'll charge into battle. You'll willingly de-

scend into a pit full of lava. But you're afraid of a girl?”

“Something like that.”

“I see.” With no further adieu, I placed my hands on the back of his

head and forced his lips against mine. As far as first kisses go (not that I'm

an expert on the subject), it was pretty lousy. But that didn't stop something

from tingling within me.

“Wow,” he said.

“Yeah,” I replied. Then I had a wonderful thought. “Hey, McDonalds is

still open. Are you up fore ice cream?”

“Sounds great.”

I reached into my pocket. “Oh no.”

“What's wrong?”

“You'll have to drive. My car keys are still in Molemania.”

“Talk about a bad plug for a sequel.”
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ALSO from Stephen Gashler

“Filled with whimsical satire and hilarious situations, The Bent Sword 

will inspire any who have ever wondered why life isn’t more like a story-

book. Reminiscent of The Princess Bride, this book is a mixture of humor, 

adventure and heroics. Stephen Gashler has written a fun and entertaining

book that will provide hours of enjoyment and become a fan favorite.”

– Meridian Magazine
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