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PART I. DOWN BELOW & THE ARCHON’S CASTLE 
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CHAPTER I 
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Beyond the Underground Fort






Zoe couldn’t believe she was moving without using her legs, hurling within the narrow confines of a dark space. The earthen walls of the underground fort were blurring and dissolving too fast for her to stop. She tried to wish herself back and jerked her hips, but the vortex was too strong.

Somehow, things were moving in different directions at once. Where would that place her? Zoe was no longer in the fort, or even on Earth. Just as her friend Tod had said, she was slipping into another world.

Zoe still felt connected to the Earth, if only by a thread. It was like a funnel or hose that let air or reality in, but stretched too thin. When it breaks, what will happen to me? Will I be able to come back? Tod has gone this way before and he became stranded. I should be afraid, she thought, but the energy was so powerful and so necessary that she let herself go. 

Zoe looked forward, if forward it was. The invisible cord stretched thinner, fragile as a sewing thread made of light. The slightest movement would snap it. To remain still was impossible, so Zoe flexed her toes. The connection broke, and she landed. Things settled around her and slowly took shape.






Just two days prior, she was with Tod in their underground fort, its clay layers pocked with rocks and intertwined with zigzagging roots. Zoe had always loved the feeling of being close to earth. Ever since she was a toddler, she loved to play and dig in the dirt. 

“What happened?” Zoe had asked that day.

“Don’t you know? You jarred me back.” 

She tried not to look too surprised. 

“From the other world,” Tod revealed, as if teaching her something elementary.

“Tod. I believe you go somewhere. How do you do it?” 

“I just focus my eyes on a spot for a long time. You enter in sort of sideways.”

“Yes, and then what?”

“Everything,” Tod said, then paused. “At first.” 






In the new world, bounder sized reddish rocks held a faint purple under glow. Beneath them, as if craving the light, were a few miniature, bonsai-shaped plants. Then further out she gazed up at billowy clouds half merged with the high parts of a mountainous range. Something in between boulders and mountains broke the rhythm of the world, a stark silvery structure. 

I’m in another world, just like Tod said, Zoe realized. One much larger than the underground fort. 

She took a step. Immediately,  something unseen pulled at her. When she tried to turn or stop, she found herself still being pulled. What could be causing this? 

Zoe walked without resting and walked despite herself. She neared a boulder whose reddish tone seemed stronger and whose irregular shape attracted her. Summoning her will, she moved to the side and placed herself behind it. Planting her feet firmly, Zoe caught her breath. She noticed the rock’s purple under glow had brightened.

Closing her eyes, Zoe realized she had been rigidly focusing ahead, as if compelled. Slowly, she opened her eyes and felt relief; she could switch them any which way. She noticed something that looked out of place. A too perfect circular object stuck out from the next boulder, and it was laying at an angle that defied gravity.

Is that a ball and one that’s just balanced? Zoe felt a desire to walk over and touch it, but she remembered the pull and stopped herself. She contented herself with gazing at the ball. It was hued with blue pastel, darkening toward the middle, its perimeter tinged with yellow. Is that  moon or sun-like? she wondered.

The sphere tipped slightly—then snapped back into place. Now my eyes must be playing tricks, Zoe thought, squeezing her eyes shut. The sphere was still there, looking askew. 

Zoe chalked it up to being in another world. Things are bound to be different here, after all. Glowing rocks, strange pull, and now this sphere. Zoe returned to studying it, wondering what it really was, when she heard a voice, “Don’t Earth’s children love to play?”
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CHAPTER II
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The Sphere 






It took a few moments for Zoe to register the sound as coming from the Sphere. It was pulsing. “What are you?” 

“I am what you see. Round, don’t you think?”

“Where are your eyes, arms, and...?”

“I forget Earthlings are prejudiced that way,” vibrated the Sphere. “You think there must be limbs and openings? There’s perfection to a circle. No protuberances, no need to eat or let things out.”

“You mean you don’t–”

“At least not in the manner and quantity you do.”

“You’re alive, so you have to breathe and eat. All creatures do that.” 

“Minimally ... a troubling dependency.”

“How do you get your food, or energy?” 

“There’s plenty of light, and light is energy. As for substances, you’d be surprised what’s in the air: water, pollen, miniature life forms, even elements.” 

Zoe remembered an air fern her father had kept, which didn’t need to be watered or put in soil. “I think ... I understand. But how do you talk, if you–?”

“Of course, you’re wondering about the need for a mouth. Do you think all sounds come from tubes vibrating air? I vibrate my entire surface.” 

Zoe felt a twinge of discomfort, wondering what was inside. “How do you do that?” 

The Sphere was not insulted. “I simply think and vibrate. Do you know how vocal cords work when you speak? Let’s not talk about how we do things. Play is a good way to find out what others are really like.”

How does it play without arms or legs? Zoe wondered.

The Sphere ignored her puzzled look. “I must ask for a favor. The top of this rock is rather sticky, electrically. I’m stuck.”

Zoe considered whether it was safe. The Sphere, however, sounded gentle and couldn’t grab or bite her. She had noticed too, the disturbing pull had become much less since she had been with the Sphere. Last, she was going to need help to survive in this world and find her way back.

Zoe  walked over, braving the pull, and unhinged the Sphere, which made a staticky sound. She carefully placed it on a lower ledge, noticing how delicate it felt. “I was wondering how–”

“I play?” completed the Sphere. “To begin, you can look at my surface. It will look like a movie at first, then you can enter my world.”

“You’re not from here either?”

“Few are,” informed the Sphere. “Most who come to the castle were not born here.”

Yes, the castle has been pulling me all along, Zoe realized.

Trusting the Sphere, Zoe gazed at its surface to see what would happen. 






Once again, things changed. Colors became intense and unexpected. Grass was backed with silver, plants sprayed flowers in novel shapes that spanned the rainbow, and the surrounding air would sparkle with blue flakes. The mountains beyond rose way above clouds and waterfalls dropped for thousands of feet. Near her feet, a gently bending stream coursed, filled with red-orange spotted stones. “Wow, your world is pretty!” exclaimed Zoe. “It feels great to be away from the castle. Can I stay here?”

The Sphere was nowhere in sight, however. A girl her own age, wearing a blue dress with yellow ribbons that streamed from her waist, was walking in the water. 

Realizing she was now in the picture and could move, Zoe walked over toward the girl.

“Hi there!” Zoe called. 

“Would you like to race?” she answered.

“Yes,  let’s race!”

The girl set off faster than Zoe could have imagined, running through the water as it was air, and then what looked like on top of it. “Come! You sort of slide.”

Zoe had stepped into the water and sunk to her calves. “You win this one!”

The girl stopped and shouted, “You have to run!”

Zoe ran, and her feet rose above the water. It was like  running and sliding at the same time. After she caught up to the girl, they stopped to rest, lying on lush green-silver grass. 

“Wow, I could do that forever.”

“There’s more,” said the girl.

“Tell me your name?” asked Zoe. “I think I know you from somewhere.”

“Yes, you do. We–”

The air shimmered for a moment, then the scene flickered off. Zoe saw the greenery had turned to purply rock. 

“Sorry, I had to draw you back sooner than expected,” vibrated the Sphere. “Our time has become limited.”

Limited––time? Although the Sphere hadn’t pointed, or rather couldn’t, Zoe sensed it had something to do with the castle. 

“We must go to the castle,” continued the Sphere. “We need to do something there.” 

Zoe had hoped the Sphere would help her avoid the castle. Then again, there appeared to be nowhere else to go in this world. 

Zoe suddenly recalled, “I’m looking for a friend named Tod. I think he’s stuck here somewhere.” 

A strong vibration went through the Sphere. “Then the castle is the logical place to start. I’m sure the Archon there knows about any Earthling visitor.”  

“What’s an Archon?”

The sphere paused, gauging how to answer. “He’s the one who rules this world. He’s not known for his kindness.” 

“What do you mean ‘not known for his kindness’?” asked Zoe, as they started moving toward the castle again.

The Sphere didn’t respond, absorbed in a mix of rolling and bouncing, until it became stuck again. 

“Here now,” Zoe lifted the Sphere and put it back down. 

The Sphere vibrated its thanks. “I couldn’t manage this area so easily without you. I think the stickiness is a defensive barrier the Archon put up to stop my kind.” 

She ended up carrying the Sphere past the field of rocks. As the castle’s pull fully returned, they were both hurrying. The Sphere bounded by her side, and Zoe realized it couldn’t speak and roll at the same time. Or rather, when it did, its voice sounded mixed up. 

The castle’s walls and turrets gradually came into sharper focus, their edges harsher and more angular than they first appeared. Its silvery metallic surface looked both disturbing and awesome. “It’s beautiful, in a way,” Zoe managed to say. 

“I don’t sense much laughter or play inside,” the Sphere added.

They came to a rise, at which Sphere stopped behind a dark red embankment littered with shattered rocks. A shrub-sized bonsai plant was shredded, its blue-green leaves strewn.   After gaining her breath, Zoe asked, “What happened here?”

“Not sure why defenceless plants would be killed. Target practice?”

Zoe thought the Sphere must be joking. When she realized he wasn’t, she became alarmed. “You haven’t told me. Why are you coming to the castle?” 

The Sphere didn’t answer right away, for it was busy scanning the castle’s exterior, whose reflected image enlarged on its surface.

“No sign of anyone?” asked Zoe

“Beings are definitely inside the castle, and we have a mission to some of them.” 

“Mission to some?” asked Zoe. “What is it we need to do? And for whom?” 

“I’m awaiting instructions. An earlier message sent me to join you and go to the Archon’s castle. I will be receiving another directive soon.”

The Sphere moved toward the left, past the blasted area to a clump of larger tree-like shrubs where they would be more hidden.

Zoe wondered who was giving the instructions, but it seemed the Sphere could pick up vibrations from anywhere. 

It occurred to Zoe to remark, “This Archon won’t like us snooping around his castle.”

“Correct, but I have ways to evade detection by his devices and guards.”

“Guards?” asked Zoe, but the conversation halted. 

Something suddenly plopped down from a tree near to them. It sounded loud, like a branch falling. A confused bundle—a loosely knit body of sorts—was trying to stand up.
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CHAPTER III 
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Rubbery Man 






A lanky body with a clown-like face teetered as arms flailed. 

The Sphere braced a leg, and Zoe caught a hand. A wobbly man steadied, leaning against the tree.

He wrapped his other arm around the tree and said, “Thanks for the hand, and ... nudge.” 

Zoe stared at the wide, oval face with large, round eyes and a smile. He appeared to be all face. She couldn’t help noticing his long, elastic arms and legs. His eyes were sleepy, and he rubbed them with his long fingers. “What’s going on?” he mumbled.

“Why are you here?” the Sphere confronted, just as Zoe asked, “Who are you?” 

“Well, two questions at once! As for the second, I am a Rubbery Man. As for the first, I was spying from my observation tree. Now it’s my turn to ask––what brings you here? I didn’t expect to be interrupted by a human or a sphere,  both of which are rather rare for this world.”

“Tell us first,” the Sphere vibrated. “What, and why are you observing?”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it? I’m watching the Archon’s castle. It’s hard to get in, with its all its detection devices, energy fields, and guards. There’s always a way.”

“And why are trying to get in?” asked the Sphere. “We’re looking to gain entrance, too.”

“Really? Everyone is usually trying to leave that place. Let me ask you again, why?”

Zoe spoke up first. “I’m looking for a friend. Have you seen another Earthling in this world?”

“Hmm....” mulled the Rubbery Man. “I’m not one to join in with another’s business, but maybe this time we should go together. A Sphere has certain powers that would be helpful to me. A human child, however, is limited.... 

“As for myself, I have unique capabilities and an extensive reach.” With that, the Rubbery Man swung, causing his arm to wrap around his body and throw him off balance. It took a lot of rearranging for him to stand up again.

The Sphere persisted, after the Rubbery Man became untangled. “You haven’t told us yet, why you are observing the castle,” 

“At least I know why I’m here. If you must know, I’ve come to free several of my kind here, who made the mistake of visiting the Archon’s world.”

“What happened?” asked Zoe.

The Rubbery Man yawned. “It’s well known that the Archon collects visitors who come to his world.”

“You mean prisoners?” 

“He calls them exhibits. The Archon goes to great lengths to create settings for worlds, even provide entertainment. But can’t be pleasant to be a prisoner on display.”

“How are you going to free them?” asked the Sphere.

“So many questions! Well, the Archon—you may not know—is usually busy doing his projects and experiments. I’m hoping he won’t give us much attention, even if we’re detected.” The Rubbery Man’s eyelids drooped as he talked and then fluttered for a moment before closing in sleep. 

The Sphere vibrated softly. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea to bring him along. The Rubbery Man might be too easily captured—going to sleep, falling, or drawing attention to himself with his rubbery arms and big face.” 

Zoe defended, “Granted, he’s bumbly and sleepy. But he’s friendly and knows the routines of the castle. No offense, but it would be good to have another set of arms and legs.” 

A brief snort interrupted them. “Big faced, huh? I’ve been hearing, or should I more accurately say, I’ve just remembered every word you’ve said. It’s one of my capabilities to remember what I hear while I’m sleeping.” 

“A necessary capability for those who need to sleep,” returned the Sphere.

“I can do well on that score too,” returned the Rubbery Man. “With only occasional naps, I’ve been observing the castle for two straight days.”

“And what have you seen?” asked the Sphere.

“The time of the guard’s shifts, when the gates open, and who passes through.”

“How can you see that far?” asked Zoe

The Rubbery Man answered by opening his eyes wide like an owl. 

The Sphere agreed. “Yes, we’ll  go together. Perhaps you should catch up on your sleep first.” 

It didn’t take more encouragement, and Zoe soon joined him. Closing her eyes, she thought about how little the lighting had changed since coming into this world, and how she had been awake a long time. 

The Sphere set itself to the side, its surface vibrating softly, as if humming to itself. 






When Zoe woke, she wondered where she was. There was no sun, and then she recalled that one had never been visible. She assumed that the sky had been overcast, but a diffuse, unchanging light permeated. The Rubbery Man still slept, his limbs stretched out in different directions. 

Pulsing gently, the Sphere conveyed, “I’ve received a message. I’m to aid both you and the Rubbery Man in your missions. The survival of this world may depend on it.” 

“Glad you’re helping us,” Zoe replied. “How can this world be depending on us? And may I ask, who’s sending those messages?” 

When the Sphere remained silent, Zoe reasoned, “I suppose whoever is sending you messages is on our side.” 

Zoe stood up, stretched, and gained a view of the castle. Its spires loomed large and looked brittle, and she wondered what went on inside. Then she spied  two rows of black dots emerging from the castle and raised her voice in alarm. “Soldiers!”

The Sphere made its surface concave, like a satellite dish. “Twenty or more with air machines. They’re breaking up into a zigzag search pattern. They must have detected us.”

By now the Rubbery Man had opened his eyes wide. “Twenty-four, to be exact. I bet they’re not happy having to leave their castle comforts.” 

Zoe turned to the Rubbery Man. “I thought the Archon was going to be too busy to be worried about us.”

“It’s not the best of luck,” the Rubbery Man admitted. “Sometimes, the Archon turns his attention to minor matters. Our unusual combination of energy fields might have attracted him. Or... maybe he’s looking to add a human to his collection.”

“Human... to his collection?” 

“Yes ... remember? The Archon has exhibits filled with aliens.” 

“I’m not alien,” Zoe objected. “He can’t just collect me.”

The Rubbery Man’s long neck tilted and his arms extended. “It’s his world, or so he thinks, and so he does what he wants. The Archon actually believes he’s helping others. Don’t ask me how.”

The Sphere darkened. “If we stay in this spot much longer, we’ll soon be collected. We need to move out and change directions.” 

The Rubbery Man shifted to the left. “There’s an ancient passage, a deep canal, that channelled water long ago. Its opening isn’t far. But the canal, I should warn, is a maze—-its rocks  shift and its energy fields are disorienting. Still, it’s our best chance to reach the castle unseen.”

“A canal would shield us more,” the Sphere agreed. “I’m already detecting scanner waves overhead.”
The Rubbery Man. “Let’s go. It will at least take us to the castle walls, but from there, I don’t know.” 
“I may prove useful then,” said the Sphere. 

The Rubbery Man led the way. The pull of the castle became less as they descended into the canal and the castle receded from view. But that hardly mattered now, for they were heading there.

The canal’s downward path had opened like a gash in the earth. It became littered with toppled, water-smoothed megaliths, just manageable with narrow paths for descent. 

“The soldiers’ air machines can’t come down here easily,” the Rubbery Man informed. “They’ll have to detect us from above and use their stun guns.”

The mention of stun guns disturbed Zoe. She had thought this world wouldn’t have any. Hurrying faster than she should, she stumbled on occasion. The Sphere had no trouble rolling, and the Rubbery Man navigated well enough, hanging onto rocks from different angles.

Zoe almost fell once, but the Rubbery Man caught her. “I’m good at catching things that fall, not so much myself,” he informed.

The canal’s passage was almost fifty feet deep and twenty-five wide, but it felt much deeper and wider. They were no sooner at its bottom than the maze of megaliths became denser and kept turning them, causing them to lose their sense of direction. Some rocks even appeared newly sprouted, leading them one way, then the other. 

“It’s a defense,” said the Rubbery Man. “Which way, Sphere?”

“Difficult to determine. The energy fields are shifting, bending signals—I can’t get a clear reading.”

Zoe sensed the same confusion. “What’s causing it?” 

“I’m more familiar with the aboveground,” the Rubbery Man answered. “I think the energy here has something more to do with the original inhabitants, the ones who made the canal before the castle.”

Zoe found it hard to believe. “It’s so huge, and I don’t see any marks by tools or machines. What happened to them? Did they die?”

“Don’t know,” the Rubbery Man replied. “No one has seen them for a long time, so it’s a safe assumption.” 

They went first in one direction, then another. Then a passage would abruptly open, leading them further downward. 

The Rubbery Man nodded. “This feels closer to the castle.”

Once, when the path forked, they took the way where rocks showed greater smoothness.

A diffuse light was dimming when Zoe said, “I need to rest. Don’t you two ever get tired?”

“I’m just getting properly rubbery,” replied the lanky man. “I can always use a nod, though. It could set us back, if those guys above are alert.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said the Sphere. “The soldiers are closing in. If we don’t move, we will be spotted shortly” 

The Rubbery Man’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?” 

“Ahead, I’m sensing devices. There’s no way to avoid them. Once that happens, it won’t take long before they find us.”

“Great!” said Zoe. “We’re hurrying just to be collected!”

“It is a way to get inside the castle,” the Sphere allowed. 

“His collections are permanent,” the Rubbery Man reminded. “And I’ve heard he can forget about a particular collection for a long time. We would quickly tire of one another in a caged display.”

“So, what do you propose?” asked Zoe. 

The Rubbery Man yawned. “If we go at a running pace, we could make it to the castle, ahead of the soldiers.” 

“Run? I’m exhausted now.”

“We need another plan,” said the Sphere.

The Rubbery Man’s eyelids drooped. “Might as well rest while we come up with one.” 

They topped by a group of domed-shaped rock. The Sphere asked, “Can you sense them?” 

“He hasn’t heard you yet,” said Zoe, laying against one of the rocks herself.

The Sphere scanned upwards. “I can delay them. I can project a pulse field and make them think we’re still here. It will only buy time, though. I could let them take me prisoner.” 

“No, no,” said the Rubbery Man, awakening. “We can all make it. Besides, we’ll need to use your ears and whatever other powers you have.” 

“A pulse field would confuse them for a time,” the Sphere granted. “Eventually, I predict we will be found. If only you two could be rendered invisible.” 

“Or had a weapon to defend ourselves,” the Rubbery Man added.

Mention of weapons unnerved Zoe again, and she felt a prickling to her skin as  something shifted in one of the rocks near them.

A loud crack startled them and one of the domed rocks moved. “How about an old-fashioned knock to the head?” a voice grated.

“Life form detected!” exclaimed the Sphere, casting a binding energy.

It held for only a moment. The rock-like creature broke out from the rock, its joints cracking, its movements reading anger. 

“Extreme caution,” pulsed the Sphere. “Highly powerful life-form!”
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CHAPTER IV 
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Rock Man 






A large, blue-grey human-shaped creature emerged out of the rock. He held two stones in his hands, which he was grinding together. Such strength emanated that Zoe was gritting her clenched teeth. 

When the rock-creature opened his hands like mittens, Zoe’s mouth opened wide. At first, it looked as if he had only a thumb with the other digits webbed together, but they split twice more. So the Rock creature had three fingers and a thumb. Bits of stone sprinkled out of the Rock Man’s hand, and the Rubbery Man whistled. 

“It’s alive!” exclaimed Zoe. “How can that be?”

“Call me Rock. I’m very much alive, and I like to crush things,” answered the creature. 

The Sphere looked as if it would bounce away from any blows, and the Rubbery Man as if he could spring back to shape. That left Zoe feeling vulnerable.

The Rock creature, however, made no threatening displays. He palmed the bits still left in his hand, put it into his mouth and chewed, his crystalline teeth making a gritty sound.

The Rubbery Man whistled again. “Taste good?”

“There’s better stuff where I come from.” 

Zoe, unable to stop goggling, asked, “Where is that?”

“Where rocks are more alive than this,” the creature answered with impatience.

“The Archon’s soldiers are still searching for us,” the Sphere interjected. “Will you help us, Rock Man?” 

“Help? I’m not in the business of helping. But I don’t like those metal heads. And if they come too close, they’ll have Rock to deal with.” 

“You’re with us, then?” asked the Rubbery Man.

The Rock Man raised a clenched fist. “If it means I have a better chance of smashing a few of those metal heads—and finishing something I started long ago—I am.”

The Rubbery Man had taken a step back, causing Rock to grate a laugh. “I enjoy crushing hard, metallic things—not weak, squishy things.” 

“The metal men’s suits can withstand high energy blasts,” the Sphere cautioned.

“The archon probably didn’t account for close combat,” the Rubbery Man mused. “Grappling force is a different kind of power.”

“He hasn’t factored me in,” asserted Rock. “I’m the only one of my kind alive on the surface of this world. The rock beings around us are dead or dormant.” 

The Rubbery Man marvelled. “You’re one of the old inhabitants of this world? I didn’t think there were any left.”

“Yes, things went bad, and I’ve hung on for a few thousand years. Lost track of time... Something changed, and I sensed the time had come.” 

Rock went with them, and Zoe could hardly stop looking at him. It was hard to tell exactly of what he was made of. His body’s surfaces looked like rock, but underneath were regular muscles. Fine, needle-shaped crystals sprang from his head like thick hairs, and his eyes looked like gems, glowing yellow green. When Rock brushed against rock projections, they snapped. 

“You’re strong!” exclaimed Zoe.

“Stone against stone,” said Rock.

“Were you once all stone?” asked the Rubbery Man.

“What do you think?” said Rock with a look that ended discussion.

The four  reached a widening of the canal. Ahead. a thick group of megaliths rose as if to bar their way. 

“Beyond those stones, there’s an open space before the canal narrows and goes deeper, outside the range of their scanners,” the Rubbery Man informed. “But if the soldiers intercept us before then, they can pick us off.”

Zoe protested, “I thought the Archon wanted to add us to his collection?” 

The Rubbery Man shrugged. “The soldiers may not go through a lot of trouble. Besides, they think it’s haunted down here.”

The Sphere, who had been skimming the ground, rose in the air. “It’s time to go. quickly.”

“I knew it!” exclaimed the Rubbery Man. “I figured you could fly. How?”

“No time for an elaborate explanation. Let’s just say I tap into an energy here in the canal.” 

For the first time, the world dimmed, and the Sphere led them by its faint pulsing light. They followed, not quite running. The forest of megaliths held more than had appeared from a distance. In the dim light, they kept bumping into half-buried boulders, except for Rock, who had a sixth sense of their whereabouts.

“Our time is short. Wait ... listen.” The Sphere had elongated, becoming like a two-dimensional oval, rebounding faint words.






“Are you registering any signs?” asked a voice which sounded like the soldier’s leader.    “I don’t understand it,” one answered. “I’m picking up after-presences from the area, but no trace of where they went.” 

“Can’t you tell? It’s a shadow from one of those bean balls. I should have figured they’d have one with them. They can leave doubles of themselves, and we’ll be left holding nothing. Go to the area of the last signatures,” ordered the Captain. “They should be nearby. It’s twilight, and the readings say they have a human with them. We should be able to catch up to them.” 

“There’s more you should know,” put in a third voice. “I’ve detected something I haven’t seen before. A large rock appears to be moving with them.” 

“Most likely, another trick by that bean bag. They always have a dozen up there—whatever they have. The Archon doesn’t keep them  anymore because they always escape. It doesn’t matter if we kill one of them. It’s the human we want alive.” 

“There’s another life form with them­ too­––a lanky man, somewhat rare for these parts.”

“That would be a bonus. Let’s make it a happy day for the Archon.” 






“They’re on an intercept course with my projection,” reported the Sphere. “It’s time to cross this last stretch.”

“Do we have enough time?” asked Zoe. “They sounded so close.”

“If you run, we should just make it,” the Sphere calculated. 

“I’m with you,” put in the Rubbery Man.

“Running and tricks will work for only so long,” countered Rock. “They need to face some brute force.” 

“Their particle beams are able to shatter stone,” warned the Rubbery Man.

Rock had already gone the other way, bounding with surprising speed.






“No sign of them,” a scout reported. “I’m reading an energy distortion in the area, like part of the terrain is moving.”

“They must be near,” the Captain responded. “The Sphere is likely throwing up a projection. Nothing to do but visually locate them.”

“Without our machines, sir?”

“The terrain’s too unstable to risk losing an air machine. You know how upset the Archon would be to lose of his machines.  Set your weapons to stun. We should be seeing them shortly.”

The patrol followed above the canal. “We’re passing by the distortion,” a soldier reported. “No sign of them yet.”

“Disregard the Finders! Keep your eyes peeled.”

“There!” cried a point man. “Just ahead!”

“Quick, or they’ll soon be out of sight,” shouted the Captain. “Fire at the cliffs just above them.” 

Three beams cut a swathe, shattering cliff overhangs and making for rock falls. The soldiers waited, looking for signs of movement.

“Good, they must be pinned,” the Captain surmised. “Easy pickings.” 






The Sphere had thrown up a protective shield just as rocks swirled down upon them. They bounded away, but the vibration left them shaken. 

“No sudden moves,” cautioned the Rubbery Man. “Remember, they’re attempting to capture us. Otherwise, we’d be dead already.” 

Zoe peered through the haze of the laser blasts that had vaporized rocks. “Do you see Rock anywhere?”

The Sphere enlarged slightly. “He must have blended into the terrain. The Rubbery Man is right. Our options are limited, and our time is short. They don’t know exactly where we are, though. I’m sending out another distortion.”

The Rubbery Man poked his head above the rocks like a periscope. “There’s a chance for Zoe to get away. Our capture could serve as a distraction.”

“Isn’t the Archon looking for humans?” asked Zoe. “Maybe you should get away and leave me to be captured.” 

The Rubbery Man shook his head. “No, we won’t  leave you behind. The Archon would put you in a collection by yourself, which is the worst torture. It’s best to be captured together.”

“No!” protested Zoe, getting up. At that moment,  a second wave of blasts struck from above and rocks whirled down. The Sphere’s shield flared––too slow. A jagged rock shot through, striking Zoe’s temple. She cried out, then collapsed. Blood pooled by her head as she faded to black. 
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CHAPTER V 
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Down Below 






The Captain viewed them from above and checked his finder. “Got them. The Earth girl is down. It looks bad. The Archon doesn’t like messes, so we’ll probably have to finish her. That’s a loss, but there’s two other life forms. Hopefully, they’ll help make up for the human.”






The Rubbery Man hovered over Zoe. “She looks near death ... She needs to heal, but that’s not what happens in the Archon’s exhibits. He’ll discard her, if the soldiers don’t do it first. 

Rock’s body remained tense. “The Sphere tried to shield us, but it’s disappeared. I would have thought it would remain behind to help us.”

Holding his head, the Rubbery Man grasped at a solution. “This is your world, Rock Man. What do you do when you get hurt?”

“I go deeper. Rocks below can bring healing.”

“I thought you said they were dead or dormant?” 

“Some of the deeper ones are still alive.”

“How do we get there? There’s not a cave in sight, and we can’t travel through rock.”

A faint vibration and a faint outline of an arc showed from a cliff face. 

“Is the Sphere still here?” guessed Rock.

The vibration became louder, and a black circle slowly etched against the cliff wall. 

Then words sounded from within the cliff. “Don’t be alarmed. I’m taking this form make a way.”

“How is that possible?” asked the Rubbery Man.

The Sphere answered was having the inky black circle sink deeper into the rock. At first the opening was the Sphere’s size, but the perimeter widened. When the outline sunk into blackness, they sensed a real opening.  

“Who knows how long the Sphere can keep it open,” urged Rock. “Let’s go.”

The Rubbery Man hesitated. “It’s the Sphere’s doing, but this dark does not look inviting. I’m more of a surface guy.”

Rock’s sudden loyalty took the Rubbery Man by surprise. “It’s for Zoe’s sake. We must go down below.”

The Rubbery Man stooped to pick up Zoe, but Rock intervened. “She’s lighter for me.”

They stepped past the inky surface, which closed behind them. 

There was no trace of the tunnel when the Archon’s soldiers appeared a few moments later. Their scanners flickered before going dark. :They were just here,” a soldier muttered. “Now they’re gone? The Archon doesn’t tolerate mysteries. Someone will have to pay for this.”






The Rubbery Man didn’t know what to make of it. “I’ve done travelling between worlds, but nothing like this. I sense the rock pushing to the side.”

“A natural experience for me,” said Rock.  “The Sphere has surprised me once more. I didn’t suspect such a light thing could master rock.”

The Rubbery Man considered. “I don’t think we know what the Sphere really is.”

“One thing I’ve learned,” added Rock. “You don’t know who someone really is until you spend time with them in the depths.”

The Rubbery Man wanted to ask more, but his questions seemed to be answered the further he went. 

Steadily, the passageway moved through layers of coppery rock. A light source was not evident, but their eyes somehow sensed light from the heat of the rock surround.

Rock stopped at one point to check on Zoe. “She’s still breathing.”

“Will it work?” asked the Rubbery Man. “Can rocks bring healing?” 

“The deep earth heals,” Rock assured. “My kind has known that from our beginning. With her need, however, we will have to go deeper than I’ve gone before.” 

“It already feels way down.” 

It got notably warmer as they descended, and the Rubbery Man wondered if the Sphere was protecting them from an even greater heat. 

The passage suddenly opened into a vast chamber and the coppery heat-light became intense.  

“We’re here,” announced Rock.

Geodes that looked like potato buds were scattered on the floor, and smaller ones populated the walls. A few were split open, emitting a pale yellow light. In the center of the chamber, megaliths were present, mostly upright with some flat. On a horizontal one, Rock placed Zoe. 

“What next?” asked the Rubbery Man.

“They’re here,” Rock announced.

“I don’t see anyone.”

“The standing rocks are Ancient Ones, and the geodes around them are their seeds, waiting to awaken.” 

The Rubbery Man peered at the monoliths. “They’re not moving.”

“Oh, they are. They’ve been quite active since we’ve arrived.”

“You can hear them?”

“Their voices are awakening too,” Rock replied.

“What are they saying?”

“I can’t make out words yet, but they’re surprised to have visitors.”

Things remained still for a time before Rubbery Man asked, “Do we do anything?” 

“Have patience. Wait.”

“What about Zoe?”

“She won’t die, at least not yet. The energy here is keeping her alive. But will it be enough to bring her back? 

Zoe had already awakened within herself, but she could not move her body. A dark warmth had enveloped her. Where am I? she asked. 

Zoe realized it was not a particular place, but a center of things. Beings were gathered around her that felt more real than real.

“Who are you?” she asked, feeling some of her strength return. 

A stone nearest to her took a more human form. Zoe wondered how this was possible, and whether she was dreaming. 

“I am one of the Ancient Ones from the world below,” spoke the rock being.

Zoe felt relief. “It’s good that the Archon only rules above. What is the name of your world?”

“We are not surprised you do not know, for those above have lost its name. In  the deep world, names are found.”

“How is it that I have come here?” asked Zoe.

“Those near death and those who die come here,” the Ancient One told. 

“I don’t want to die. I came here to look for a friend... I’ve found new ones.”

“Those are good reasons to be alive,” answered the Ancient One. “But if you go above, you will be captured. You can complete your dying here and be free of worries and concerns of  the world above.” 

Zoe felt the freedom of the surrounding presences. They were rock, but they could become light as clouds. They were not just confined  to the deep. “That is amazing!” she exclaimed. “I could be this too?” 

“As in the heavens, so in the deep,” replied the leader.

At those words, she was encompassed by a circle of Ancient Ones. Their energy merged around her, and the stone upon which she lay became soft. Her body settled into the stone, joining it, absorbing her pain and injury. She was healing, in this in-between place that could take her toward life or death and the beyond. 

“You can heal and return to face the Archon’s world above, or you can die and continue your passage beyond,” informed the Ancient One. “It’s your choice.”

“Will I succeed above?” 

“We cannot say how your story will end.”

“I see... No guarantees. No certainty.” 

Zoe decided quickly. “The freedom, the world you showed me are beautiful. I could let go, be free of pain and troubles. But my friends... they’re still up there fighting, and Tod is somewhere.... I can’t leave my friends behind! Please, send me back.”

“A brave choice,” replied the human-formed Rock. “Remember us when the time comes.”

“How can I forget you?” asked Zoe, wondering what time that would be. 

Soon, she was hurling again, like before in the underground fort, not knowing where she was going or where she might land. 
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CHAPTER VI 
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The Archon 






Minutes later, the Captain descended into the canal and became perplexed as he took stock of an  unexpected situation. “I don’t understand how we took so many casualties. Seven seriously wounded and seven equipments totalled!”

“We secured the human and a Lanky Man,” reported a soldier, who was uninjured and viewing the readouts. “I don’t know how she’s still alive. The Sphere must have shielded her.” 

The Captain remained distraught. “A sphere is out there, and something else. I’m not worried about a sphere, but that other entity, whatever it is, is dangerous. The Finder’s readings were erratic. It was there, then not there.”

“One of the wounded said it looked like a rock, sir.”

“Likely a battle hallucination. Perhaps the Sphere has developed a new offensive capacity ... We need to get back to base. The Archon will be even more angry when he hears about the wounded men and lost equipment.” 

“What about him?” asked the soldier.

“Lanky Legs? The Archon has been collecting those lately. It might help make up for the losses. But the Archon is really going to wonder what happened here.” 

The soldier closed the portable display. “I don’t think anyone can make sense of these readings.” 

“If anyone can, it’s the Archon. Let’s get out of here before that Thing comes back.” 

“Should we let them go?” 

“For now.  If they try to come back, scanners will find them. But what were they doing down here in the first place?” 








Not far from where the soldiers had been standing, Rock moved. He unlocked his arms, and the Sphere emerged, pale-white. Soon it pulsed back to its normal color.  

“My field distortion made you appear quite dead, like a normal rock,” informed the Sphere.

“But you left me weak all over. I could have taken them on.” 

“Sorry, I had to tone down your aggressive impulses. At close range, a blast could have ended you.” 

“I’m harder to kill than you think. And at least, I would have taken a few more down with me.”

“There’s no more time to debrief,” said the Sphere. “We must get into the castle, while events still distract the Archon.” 

“If it means more action, I’m with you,” said Rock. “But next time, let me decide whether I fight or not.” 

The Sphere glided ahead, the canal’s path narrowing. Rock followed, bruising boulders as he passed. 

“You’re blazing a trail,” vibrated the Sphere.

“I’m not afraid of those Metal Men.” 

“Maybe it’s too obvious to be noticed. Their sensors are looking for subtle energy patterns.” 

“Their machines don’t bother me either,” threw in Rock. “I’ll bust them before they can use them.”

“They have special weapons that can vaporize at a distance.” 

“You forget, I’m rather hard to locate.” 

“Let’s not take that chance. I’ve been cloaking you, and it’s not perfect.” 

They came upon the Castle’s shadow, where the canal levelled.

“Almost there,” informed the Sphere. “The ground is nicely smoothed for us.” 

Rock saddened. “Stone persons buried under ... It would take a lot to bring them back.” 

“What brought you back?” asked the Sphere. “You could have stayed dormant for a few more hundred years.” 

“Something stirred in me. I became restless. Somehow, the Archon’s levellers missed me. I’m good at hiding.” 

“Are you alone?” 

Rock didn’t answer, his hand placed against the canal’s wall. “There’s still wet in them. They’re smoothed over, but not completely dead.”  

“Is it possible to wake them?” 

“I don’t know. They’ve been dormant for so long. Remember, though, it’s hard to permanently kill a rock.”

The Sphere continued on until the castle’s wall abruptly stopped them. 

Rock felt the surface. “No way through this. Where did the water go?”






In an inner recess, a chamber whose exact location was hidden even from most of his guard, the red and black cloaked Archon was analyzing data lit on three large screens. A sensory grid, placed over his head, amplified his thoughts and read them.

Damage by an organic being, strong enough to break titanium bonds as if tinsel. The life form abruptly disappeared afterwards. Identify and provide risk assessment.

The metallic voice of the AI answered: “Unknown entity. Closest match, a rock being, extinct inhabitants of the prior world. Some powers exhibited not consistent with a rock creature, however. Intelligent beings with that much power and which can render its mass invisible, represents a high level of danger.”

The Archon did not like unpredictability. He pored over the data playback, which was erratic and made little sense. An idea occurred to the Archon. Could the unknown being be working with a Sphere? The Captain reported sighting one. Such an alliance would not be typical. But are conditions ordinary? 

“The limitations of a Sphere’s capacity are generally unknown,” the AI intoned. “They do have merging capacities. It is possible.”

The Archon found it hard to concentrate, as was attending another project and had new prisoners to place. He knew this matter, however, would bother him until it resolved. With his long fingers, he plotted the possible courses of the two missing life forms. No ready explanation surfaced.    

Irritated by this untidiness, the Archon jumped to consider the prisoners. He grinned at his good luck in capturing beings from two different worlds. It presented a unique opportunity to study how they would interact. The Archon decided to question the prisoners personally before placing them. An early interrogation of subjects was not usual for him, and the change in protocol vaguely disturbed him. Still, his curiosity had been amplified by recent events, and a half-formed plan had come to mind.

He asked the AI one more question. The unknown entity was last sighted in the ancient water course, moving toward us.. Why approach the castle unless they wanted to enter?

“Logical,” AI replied. 

The Archon suddenly noted, amid the distortions, energy traces that had moved in two different directions at once.

They can’t be going both ways. The Sphere was taking considerable trouble to mask their movements. Which way did they go? 

“Uncertain,” the computer responded.

Then we prepare for both, the Archon decided. He ordered an advance team to enter the canal from above and painstakingly sweep the area. Then he doubled the castle’s wall guard and put them on a high state of alert. They should be trapped, well enough.

“Logical, but time for discovery is uncertain,” confirmed the computer. 

The Archon’s efforts had only taken a few minutes, after which he re-opened a silvery, metallic box. From inside, he lifted a crystalline structure, recently obtained from a remote stellar system. He interpreted it as a device, its geodesic form resonating with energy of microscopic life-forms within. The microbes had unfortunately died, however, leaving only residues. He was trying to deduce their identity from trace metabolites and search for clues of how the microbes melded with the crystal to create a new capacity. Any thought of the prisoners or the invading Sphere with the unknown entity had been set aside. 

It wasn’t long before the Archon hypothesized a healing function for the stellar device, although how it worked remained unsolved. Happy with his initial success, he moved to a plan that would draw together the confluence of recent events. The day was advanced when the Archon smiled broadly as his plan took form. 

The archon had just finished adding coded contingencies into the computer when he was alerted to news. His soldiers had not come up with the outside intruders, something he partly expected. Second, the prisoners had been processed and were ready for interrogation. 

The Archon checked in once more with AI and thought-spoke. Evaluate new plan. If calculations are correct, I have found a way to remotely invade worlds. Please confirm.

There was an eight-second delay, a near eternity for the super computer. “Confirmed,” it responded.
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CHAPTER VII 
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Interrogation 






The Archon’s guards took Zoe and the Rubbery Man down on a long series of stone steps—sometimes expanding, sometimes narrowing, sometimes twisting into spirals. 

“Keeps you alert and guessing what’s next,” said the Rubbery Man. 

The guards then left them in a low-roofed chamber with shiny, metallic surfaces that jutted out at angular, geometric shapes. Its ceiling blended with the walls and would unpredictably project downwards. The Rubbery Man kept bumping his head and apologizing for being clumsy. 

“It’s not you. It’s this place,” said Zoe. 

The Rubbery Man hunkered down, twisting his neck to the side. “It’s sort of interesting ....”

“Highly uncomfortable, if you ask me, and not made for anyone of length.” 

“It’s made for those who wait for the Archon,” a voice boomed.

Zoe twirled. “Where are you?” She felt exposed before an invisible eye. 

“Standard Archon technique,” the Rubbery Man whispered. “To keep you off balance and show who’s in control.” 

Zoe felt both anger and despair. “I can’t believe I’ve come to another world to be captured by an evil archon. How will I ever help Tod now?”

The Rubbery Man put his finger to his lips. “There’s good news in all this. The Archon wants to see us personally before we’re placed, and we might learn something useful.” 

Zoe was incredulous. “I have a feeling that nothing will change for the better.” 

The Rubbery Man shook his head. “You can’t help but be  some confused, being new to this world and all. The Archon treats his subjects well.”

“You mean he’s–” 

The Rubbery Man’s mouth barely moved. “That and more ... he can read your electrical field to see if it’s matching what you say.”

“That’s horrible,” mouthed Zoe. 

A smile broke across the Rubbery Man’s face. “And we’ll have an entire place to ourselves! The Archon provides special rations and entertainment for his favorite exhibits. He’ll surely be happy to have a human.” 

The Rubbery Man nodded with a slight twist to his smile. “Micro-movements are being analyzed too. Eye twitches, heartbeat patterns, and jaw tension. Keep a friendly face on, Zoe.”






Outside the castle wall, the Sphere glided in a crisscross pattern. “There should be openings for the water somewhere.”

Rock pounded on the wall, which didn’t register the slightest vibration. 

“A complete mystery for which there remains only one possibility,” the Sphere reasoned as it rose. “The water had to go up to higher openings.”

Rock doubted. “Unless it floods, water doesn’t go up. And if you find openings, how will I climb this wall?” 

The Sphere didn’t answer, for it had narrowed and disappeared. Moments later, it re-emerged.

“Sluices. Above, in a room, there are dozens of suction tubes to channel water.” 

“Well and good,” grunted Rock. “But I can’t go up there and squeeze through a sluice.”

“That won’t be necessary. I’ve located an emergency exit, which opens from the inside.”

“It’s that easy?”

“Yes, but we have only a little time. I tripped another device and a search team has just exited the castle.” 








The Captain interrupted the Archon, who was studying read-outs on the meld device. “There is no sign of them, sir.” 

“What do you mean, no sign?” The Archon glanced at a console. “There are always signs. In the canal, traces lead right up to the castle wall.”

“I mean, no trace of them physically, sir.”

“So, they have learned to disappear, or you’ve learned to become blind?” 

“We’ve scanned the canal’s floor. They must have doubled back to head out of the canal. We’ve got that angle covered.”

The Archon tore himself from his charts. “So, they have either foolishly gone to their capture, or are they are already inside?”

“Inside?” 

“Yes, inside the castle! What part of that don’t you understand? Search the outer perimeter and cut off access to inner quadrants. Don’t interrupt me until they’ve been captured.”

“Yes sir. The recent arrivals....” 

“Are they ready?” 

“Yes. Everything is in place.” 

“Have the ear manned to insure proper readings.” 

“Will you be using the Deep Probe?” 

“Unnecessary. This collection is valuable. I have something else in mind for them.” 

“Yes?” questioned the Captain, but the Archon didn’t answer.








Rock passed through the emergency exit and met the Sphere, hovering over a bank of machinery.

“I wouldn’t mind busting up these gears and tubing,” he said.

“No time for that. We need to find our friends. The Archon’s castle is immense, with multiple levels and no clear paths. He uses confusion as a defense.” 

“If need be, I can bust an opening to make a path.” 

“That might prove useful,” the Sphere allowed. “I’ve detected thin walls, sliding partitions, and thick metal.”

“The Archon likes to keep you guessing––what’s solid or not. I don’t like games.” 

The two worked their way deeper into the castle. The Sphere slid along the passageway’s walls.

Following an impulse, Rock pushed against a wall. It retracted, revealing a passage that stretched a long way to a dim door. 

“Intriguing,” the Sphere vibrated. “This may lead us quickly in, or it may be a trap.”

“One way to find out,” said Rock, entering. 

“We found nothing,” the Captain reported.

The Archon was perturbed at another interruption without results. 

“Our men are still searching....”

The Archon’s eyes flashed. “Did you detect anything abnormal?”

“No obvious point of entry. A sluice was misaligned.” 

“That’s it!” snarled the Archon. “A Sphere can slip through slight openings. I’m not worried about one of them, but it probably let in the other being.”

“How could they have entered undetected?” the Captain objected. “Surely any larger being would have set off alarms.”

“I’m checking the record now. There’s an anomaly. Evidence around it has been erased. Put the entire quadrant on full alert. Dead end the main passageways.”

The Archon returned to his work, but the Captain remained. 

“Yes, the prisoners,” said the Archon without looking up. “The interrogation will begin shortly.”






Zoe placed her hands on the walls. “Have you noticed how clean everything is here? The floors, the walls don’t have a speck of dirt. Even the food they left for us was clean, square, hard, and tasteless.”

“Doesn’t leave any crumbs either,” the Rubbery Man added, rubbing his head and yawning. “You wonder if we’ll be cleaned up next ... I’m ready for a snooze.” 

At that, the Archon swept in, surveying them with an eye, curious and cold. “No need for cleaning or time for sleeping,” he said with a thin voice. “Welcome to my palace! An unusual combination we have here––the Earthling Zoe and a Rubbery Man.”

“How do you know my name? You’ve been spying on us!” 

“Earth children are rebellious,” the Archon commented, as if quoting a saying. “As for spying, that’s what scientists do—we observe and test.”

“What do you expect to see when you imprison people in awful places?” 

“Something interesting...” The Archon wondered why he entertained her question, but a whim drew him on. “A subject put in a difficult situation will display a wider range of responses within a shorter period.”

“Maybe it would be more interesting if you just let things happen in their own way,” the Rubbery Man countered.

“Contagious,” murmured the Archon. 

Zoe was undaunted. “I came to this world looking for a friend. Have you seen an Earthling named Tod? He’s–”

“I’m the one asking questions,” the Archon interrupted. “Several of my mechanized men have been seriously hurt. I don’t suppose you two could do that, but readings show something else was with you. Describe that being, or your accommodations, may not be so pleasant.” 

Zoe and the Rubbery Man remained silent.

“No matter,” said the Archon, with a wave of his hand. “I’ll find out soon enough. I already know about the troublesome Sphere, a hard life form to exterminate.” 

Zoe’s voice rose. “Is that what scientists do here—exterminate?” 

“It’s my mechanized men who have been injured so far!”

The Captain sent a signal into the Archon’s ear regarding the Deep Probe.

The Archon thought-replied, transmitting from a device in his temple. We will observe them in the collection first.

“So, when the experiment is over, you just keep us in your collection?” Zoe predicted. “We become things on a permanent display?”

“Things worth studying,”  the Archon corrected, his voice cold and metallic.

As a distant pounding sounded, the Captain communicated, “The intruders have been located.”

“Good,” thought-replied the Archon. “Handle it. We will not be needing an exhibit for them.”
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Earth Display 






“We did better than most,” the Rubbery Man complimented. “The Archon became interested enough to answer us.”

It didn’t make Zoe feel any better. “We only found out that he has no heart and that we’re things to be toyed with.”

“Maybe we can use something we found out to our advantage.”

Zoe was wondering what that could be, when a partition slid aside and guards appeared. Through a double set of metal doors, they were escorted to a large, semi-circular chamber ringed with several doors, coded with symbols. 

“Prisoners from other worlds,” muttered the Rubbery Man.

“Silence!” ordered a guard. “They came from dying worlds. Here, at least, they are safe.” 

“Mine wasn’t dying!” Zoe protested.

“There are reports to that effect,” said the other guard, gesturing them onwards. “The Archon has your interest at heart.” 

“How come he didn’t ask what my interests were?” 

“Earth creatures are rebellious,” said one of the guards, waving his hand over a pentagonal shape. A door slid open and revealed a natural landscape under a well-lit, domed chamber. In the center a white and brown cottage stood, with a stream to one side. 

At first glance, things looked normal, but that changed upon closer inspection. Zoe walked up to the water’s edge and touched a tree-shrub. Its leaves were artificial. The cottage looked like an enormous doll house planted from below by a hand. Artificial turf covered the ground, with no earth underneath.

Zoe broke down. “It’s not even half real! We’re in a theme park version of Earth.”   The Rubbery Man put his arm on her shoulder, but couldn’t think of what to say. 

“You should be grateful it’s not a punishment world,” said a guard who remained at the door. “The Archon must like you.”

“If this is liking....” Zoe’s voice cracked.

The guards left, and she leaned into the arms of the Rubbery Man. “The worst thing––not even real soil and plants.”

“I found sand,” said a voice from within the cottage.

Zoe startled and stiffened with expectation. 

Someone familiar walked out, dressed in a patchwork quilt of clothes and an old-fashioned hat. “It’s me,” Tod announced. “Forgive me for waiting for the guards to leave. I thought I’d let you exchange pleasantries first.” 

Zoe couldn’t help half-laugh, half-cry. “Tod! What an outfit!”

“It’s a mix of eras, but I’m used to it. Come in. I’ve tried to make it homey here, but supplies are limited, as you can imagine.”

Inside, everything was set in place, much literally so. The chairs were attached to the floor, as were the plates on the table. Only the utensils were loose.

Tod explained with a sweep of his hands, “Whoever made this looks like they scanned stills from our world. It will be hard for you, Zoe, especially the outside, knowing how much you like soil and gardening.”

“I thought the Archon originally
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