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AN ENTIRE WORLD
BENEATH THE STREETS.

Talon lives Downside, that is, underneath New York City. There is a strict code of secrecy among the Downsiders. However, when Talon accidentally meets a young woman named Lindsay, who is a Topsider (from above the ground), the two worlds inevitably collide. They become friends and love blossoms. The punishment for Talon’s lack of discretion could be death. What will happen to them? Will the entire Downsider community be discovered?
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Once Below a Time

Cities are never random.

No matter how chaotic they might seem, everything about them grows out of a need to solve some problem. In fact, a city is nothing more than a solution to a problem, that in turn creates more problems that need more solutions, until towers rise, roads widen, bridges are built, and millions of people are caught up in a mad race to feed the problem-solving, problem-creating frenzy.

Even the structure of a city is no accident. To look at New York, one might think the whole skyline was haphazard: an outcrop of skyscrapers downtown, followed by smaller buildings, giving way to skyscrapers again at Midtown—like two mountains with a valley in between. But if you studied the earth beneath the city, you’d know the reason for this structure: The city is built atop an underground mountain range, and only where the granite peaks come close to the surface, is the earth sturdy enough to hold skyscrapers. The shape of the skyline is no accident at all—it’s a perfect mirror of the unseen mountains below.

Hiding below the surface are many more solutions to the woes of civilization—from hundreds of miles of subway lines, to thousands of miles of utility tunnels, all so twisted and confused that no Topsider can truly know what lies beneath.

Or who lies beneath.

As in the sea, where strange and mysterious creatures thrive on thermal vents in the deepest trenches, a deep city Downside grew; a place where people learned to thrive separately and apart from a world ruled by the sun. In time those people grew strong and noble, for nobility was the only way to save themselves from the despair of a life without sky. Of course, that isn’t to say they were any wiser than Topsiders. Just like anyone else, their potential for profound stupidity ran deep. But unlike most surface dwellers, the Downsiders nurtured in their hearts a bright and untainted innocence. That innocence alone made them like few others on this shrinking planet—and who’s to say whether things would still be the same had it not been for the Great Shaft Disaster, and the power of a single chance meeting to change the world.

The year is now, the month is December. And it all began last night....
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Talon

High above the windblown city, a drop of falling rain was caught by an icy blast and puffed into a feathery flake of snow. No longer did it plunge through the city, but instead drifted slowly toward the magnificent lights of a New York night.

It sailed past the tip of the Empire State Building, whose upper floors were lit a Christmas green and red. Then, caught in a crosswind, the flake sailed further uptown, spinning around the icicle spire of the Chrysler Building and drifting down toward the late-night traffic of Forty-second Street. At 11:00, from high above, one might think the streets of the city truly were paved with gold, for the roofs of the taxis were like great golden bricks as they sat waiting for the light on Lexington Avenue.

Sheltered from the high winds, the flake wafted undisturbed down the face of Grand Central Station and landed on the tip of the nose of a young man who sat firmly on the bottom rung of life’s ladder.

His name and destiny are of little importance, but he does command some attention here, for the sole reason that his life is about to end.

All of nineteen years old, but with a hopeless weariness that made him seem many years older, he huddled in a stone niche, near the great train station’s entrance. He did not bother to shake out the snow that now speckled his hair.

People ignored him as he sat in the lonely corner. The well-dressed men and women in the city were skilled in looking the other way when they came across a derelict bit of humanity. To the business folk in camel-hair coats and Armani shoes, the bums of the city were unfortunate byproducts of their lives—like the mountains of trash that accumulated each time the sanitation workers went on strike—so they simply turned their noses up and kept on walking.

Tonight the young man did not extend his cup for spare change. He wanted no one’s money anymore, no one’s pity. His will to live was quickly failing him, and by morning his will, and his life, would extinguish in the cold, like a street-light flickering out at dawn.

As he sat there, searching for a reason to be, he caught a pair of eyes watching him from a storm drain across the street. In truth, those eyes had been watching him patiently for more than an hour, studying his actions—or lack of action. Only now, in the headlight glare of a bus changing lanes, did he see those eyes regarding him from beneath the curb across Forty-second Street. The face appeared young— younger than he—but in an instant the bus crossed in front of him and, when it passed, the storm drain was just a dark slit in the curb once more.

With the numbness of his fingers and toes slowly growing into his wrists and ankles, he dug up the will to rise to his feet. Then he shuffled into the warmth of Grand Central Station, still trying to figure out if the face he saw in the drain was truly there or just an image dredged up from his own troubled mind.

There were others like him occupying the warmer corners of the station. Most were older, indigents without a penny to their name who stood little chance of finding their way back into a productive life. Some were drunks. Others were mentally ill. Still others were cast here by unfortunate circumstance and had become resigned to their lot. As the young man passed them, he knew he could not live with that sort of resignation. But neither did he know how to pull himself up. And so he continued down.

He found himself descending the steps of track twenty-five. The platform was deserted and dim in this off-hour, so no one saw him hop down onto the tracks. Or so he thought. In a moment he was stumbling away from the pitiless world above, into a dark tunnel. He made his way through the blackness, not slowing his pace, and he fell many times, shredding his palms on the railroad ties below. Still, he continued on. He wasn’t really sure what he was doing, until the headlights appeared far ahead. They lit the track in front of him and the many other tracks on either side that ran deep under the superstructures of the city. He stopped moving and stood there, staring into the light, until he knew for sure that the train was on his track, zeroing in on him.

If he stood his ground and let the train bear down on him, would anyone ever know? Would anyone ever find him in the mildewed darkness? Or was this the perfect place to disappear for good?

His heart beat a rapid, unnatural rhythm as the ground beneath him rumbled with his approaching end. No horn was blown. Perhaps the conductor wasn’t watching the track. Or perhaps he was purposely looking the other way.

As the young man stood there, he wondered whether this would be an act of bravery or cowardice and, realized that, in the end, he did not care; in ten seconds, the answer to the question wouldn’t matter.

The blinding headlights filled his entire mind, and he leaned forward to receive them...but then somewhere deep beneath his desire to leave this world, an instinct for survival kicked in and surged powerfully up his spine, sizzling in every nerve ending. The fear became so intense that he screamed louder than the roar of the train, and leaped out of the way. The train caught the heel of a shoe and spun him around, slamming him against one of the many steel I-beams that held up the city above, and he gripped onto that beam as the underdraft threatened to drag him under the train, to those crushing wheels that were suddenly far less attractive than they had been a moment before.

When the train was gone he put his head into his hands and, for the first time in many years, he cried. He wept long and loud, crying for all the things lost in his life, and for all the things that he would never be.

It was when he paused for breath that he first heard the rats.

No. Not rats. These skittering sounds were too slow, too heavy to be the footfalls of rats. He looked up and around. While his central vision was still blurred by the bright imprint of the train headlights on his retina, he did see rapidly moving shadows in his peripheral vision. They darted from track to track, hiding behind I-beams. They appeared human.

Finally the shadows stopped before him. He could hear them breathing steadily, just a few feet away, and he began to worry.

He knew of the mole-people: the unloved of the city, who banded together in the city’s many tunnels. Some were friendly and accepting of newcomers. Others were dark and dangerous.

“Go away,” he snarled at the three figures before him. “I don’t have anything to steal.”

There was silence for a moment, as if these figures had all the time in the world. Then the one closest to him spoke. “We wish to know your name.”

The voice sounded young. A boy’s voice, still in the process of changing.

“What do you care?” answered the destitute young man, still clearing the tears from his eyes.

Another moment of silence, and then again the statement, calm and controlled. “We wish to know your name.”

The figures before him patiently waited for a response.

“Robert,” he finally spat out. “Robert Gunderson.”

“We’ve been watching you, Robert Gunderson,” said another voice, this one female. “We saw you challenge the train and survive.”

“I didn’t mean to survive,” he told them. “I just lost my nerve.”

“We know this,” said a third voice. Another boy, with a voice much raspier than the other’s. “This is why we’ve made ourselves known.”

“Look at us, Robert Gunderson,” said the boy in front, clearly the leader of the three. The girl then turned on a flashlight, lighting up their faces in shadow-filled relief. Robert gasped at the sight, because it was far from what he’d expected. He’d expected to see three filthy tunnel-rats, held together by hate and mud-stained rags. But there was nothing dirty about this trio. As he sat there wiping his eyes clear, he began to sense that these were not homeless people who took refuge in tunnels. These kids were something entirely different. Their hair was shaved around their ears, but dense and long everywhere else. It hung down their back and about their shoulders. Their clothes were coarse, woven garments, but on closer inspection Robert could see they were made up of tiny patches sewn together from a thousand different fabrics. Each wore wide metallic wristlets and ankle bracelets with intricate designs, and hand-carved hieroglyphics that looked part English, part something else— Arabic or Russian, or Chinese—or maybe a combination of all three. They wore watches on—of all places—their right ankles. The leader, whose hair flowed in thick bronze locks, wore a shining metallic vest that looked like some sort of ancient chain mail. Robert stared at that vest for the longest time, knowing there was something even stranger about it, and the rest of their metallic accessories, but he couldn’t quite say what. Even their flashlight was strange—its face oblong instead of round, and its shaft swirling with red and green patterns. It seemed ancient and almost holy.

“Few Topsiders look upon us and live,” said the leader. This wasn’t a boast or a threat, but a mere statement of fact.

“Then why do I live?” asked Robert.

The leader’s face remained solemn. “You don’t,” he said. Then he reached behind him and he pulled a sword out from a leather patchwork sheath. It wasn’t smooth and mirrored like the swords Robert had seen in movies. This was specked and rough—as if it were made of aluminum foil, pounded and re-formed until it was heavy, sharp, and dangerous. And the sword’s handle—it seemed to be little more than the grip of a gearshift.

It was then Robert realized what was so strange about the metallic objects they wore. The bracelets were forged of discarded tin cans. The chain-mail vest was a thousand soda-can pop-tops strung together. Everything they had, from their patchwork clothes to their relic of a flashlight, was made out of the world’s garbage.

“Today you die, Robert Gunderson,” said the leader, and with that he raised his trash-hewn sword above his head and swung it toward Robert’s neck in a swift, killing arc.

 

This was Talon’s favorite part. But although he felt a thrill rush through him as he brought the blade down, he kept his face hard and unrevealing. Before him the nineteen-year-old man who had been named Robert Gunderson closed his eyes and grimaced, waiting for his head to be lopped off by Talon’s blade...but Talon had something else in mind. He stopped his blade just before it touched his skin, then rested the sword heavily on Gunderson’s shoulder. The look of surprise and relief on Gunderson’s face was a fine thing indeed.

Gutta turned her flashlight in Gunderson’s eyes so they could see him—his every move, and the sincerity of his words.

“You have fallen through the bottom of the World,” Talon said, his voice a monotone, almost like a chant. “Say it!”

“I...I have fallen through the bottom of the world,” repeated Gunderson, his eyes darting back and forth, not understanding—not knowing how important this moment in his life was.

“Do you renounce the Topside? All its joys and evils?” asked Talon, trying to find a depth in his voice that had not yet come. “Do you shed all ties that held you there?”

“What is this?” demanded Gunderson.

“Answer the question,” snapped Railborn, his voice raspy and hard, like his father’s. Of the three of them, Railborn had the least patience when it came to catching fallers.

Talon, who was leading today’s mission, threw his friend a warning look, then turned back to the frightened faller sitting in the dust before them.

“Nothing holds me there,” said Gunderson with just the right level of bitterness in his voice to convince Talon that he told the truth.

“Do you swear never to seek the sky again, for as long as you may live?”

Gunderson faltered a bit with this one. Then, as Talon watched, some color came to the lonely faller’s face. He seemed to understand, at least in part, what was happening, what was being asked of him—and what he was being offered. His resistance began to fade, and his falling spirit seemed to open for them to catch.

“Yes, I swear,” he said. And then again, with even more resolve, “Yes, I swear.”

Talon removed the sword from their pledge’s shoulder, and slipped it into the sheath his mother had painstakingly sewn for him from a hundred discarded wallets. “Robert Gunderson is dead,” Talon announced. “Stand from the dirt, faller.”

The man who had been Robert Gunderson stood up, wafting his filthy stench in their direction as they did. His smell was an abomination that would soon be discarded, along with his former self.

“Remove your clothes,” said Gutta, who had her own favorite parts of the ritual.

“Why?”

“Just do it,” snapped Railborn.

Talon sighed at his friend’s impatience. “To come into the Downside,” Talon explained, “you can bring nothing from the Topside but your flesh. You will even leave your name behind.”

“My name?”

“Fallers don’t need names,” said Gutta.

Talon took a step closer and put a reassuring arm on the faller’s shoulder. “You will be given a new name when you have earned it. For now, you must remove your Topside garments and follow us.”

Talon reached over and pushed Gutta’s flashlight down so the faller could disrobe in darkness.

“You’re no fun,” Gutta grumbled at Talon.

When the faller was as bare as the day he had first entered the world, Talon led the way. He could hear the faller’s feet squishing through the midworld muck behind him, while Railborn flailed his sword at some stray pigeons that haunted the train tunnel.

They continued on, veering down a tunnel with rails so seldom used that they didn’t have the polished sheen of more well-worn tracks. At last they stopped at a soot-blackened cinder block wall that could have been there since the very birth of the city.

“What’s wrong?” asked the faller. “Why are we stopping here?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Talon answered simply and he motioned to Railborn, the largest of the three. Railborn leaned against the wall, and it gave inward, leaving a large rectangular opening. Gutta turned off her flashlight to reveal the glow of a single gas lamp within the secret passageway. Its flame cast just enough light to show the set of worn stairs beyond, heading down into darkness.

The faller peered in but did not dare move toward the stairwell. He waited for Talon and the others, but they did not go any further.

“The rest of the journey you must make by yourself,” Talon told him. “No one can lead you there.”

The faller looked apprehensively down the steps, then back at Talon. “No one can lead me where?”

“You’ll find out,” said Gutta.

It was only after the faller had taken the first step into the passageway that Talon told him something to ease his fear. “At the bottom of the steps,” said Talon, “you’ll find a subway tunnel that hasn’t been used for two generations. Walk with the breeze to your back and continue hudward. You’ll get there.”

Railborn looked at him sharply, for Talon was not supposed to offer anything to the faller but a chance. No kind words. No directions. But it was Talon’s call, and this far from home he could do as he pleased.

“Go on before we change our minds,” said Gutta.

The faller took a slow step forward, and another. Then finally he descended, disappearing into the hidden shadows below to seek out the second chance that Talon had placed on his shoulder with the slightest touch of his tinfoil sword.

That should have ended a successful evening’s work for the trio, but Talon had other ideas—and the others were obliged to follow him, if for no other reason than to keep Talon out of trouble.

Still full of energy from the thrill of the catch, Talon led his friends up to a sidewalk grate. The night was nearing its end, but still, through the grate above their heads, they could see the soles of shoes hurrying past, on their way to whatever things those strange surface folk did. Some stepped into the yellow cars Talon knew to be taxis and were whisked away. Others lingered, enjoying the warm updraft the vent offered them in the cold night. No Topsider ever noticed the three just below their feet, for no one ever thought to look down.

Railborn, gnawing on a mushroom chip he had found in his hip pouch, grumbled about the faller they had just caught. “He didn’t deserve it.”

“You always say that,” reminded Gutta, grabbing his chip and eating it herself.

Railborn just pulled out another chip and shrugged. “It’s always true.”

Talon ignored their bickering and kept his eyes turned upward. From where he stood he could see, through the grate, the tops of two tall buildings on the yonkward and batward sides of the street. Their tips seemed almost to touch in the sky above his head, and all around them flakes of snow fell, but none came near the grate—the updraft made sure of that.

“Why are we here?” Gutta asked. “We caught our faller— why can’t we go home?”

“Maybe Talon’s got his heart set on catching another one tonight,” said Railborn with a taunt in his voice. “I actually think Talon likes it.”

Talon only spared him the slightest glance. “And what if I do?”

Railborn crossed his arms, a gesture that always made his broad shoulders even more imposing. “I never thought you’d be so...soft.”

Talon threw him a cool gaze and gently touched the hilt of his sword as a friendly warning for Railborn to watch himself. “You don’t like Catching, Railborn, because you’re no good at it.”

“Catching reeks like sewage,” complained Railborn. “I can’t wait for our next rotation. Maybe we’ll get the Hunt!”

“We won’t get the Hunt,” said Talon. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if we flunked Catching.”

Railborn grimaced at the thought. “Why?”

“Because of you,” snapped Gutta.

“Wha’d I do?”

“They’re never going to let us hunt anything until you learn compassion,” said Talon. Railborn just grunted and waved the thought off, but then he paced a bit in the small concrete chamber, knowing it to be true.

Talon reached up to touch the grate above his head. It was cold, in spite of the warm updraft. Cold enough for the chill to run down from his fingertips to his wrist. It felt strange and new, and it reminded Talon how much he wished this rotation could last longer than three months. Their first two rotations—Tapping and Mapping—were nowhere near as exhausting as Catching, but unlike those first rotations, Catching was the first task that brought them to the threshold of the Topside. What they had seen during these nights through storm drains and sewer grates had not impressed Railborn and Gutta, but to Talon, every brief hint of surface life was a wonder: from the sooty smell of the air, to the awful ear-wrenching sounds. Once, he had even seen the slim grin of the moon—tales of which he never believed to be real until he actually saw it through a grate. He didn’t mind the endless hours observing prospective fallers each night, and he teased himself by imagining that he might someday see the dawn and not go blind.

“It’s getting close to daybreak, Talon,” said Gutta, a hint of worry in her voice. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Talon took his eyes from the grate up above and turned to them. The hem of Railborn’s garment fluttered with the draft blowing in from the hole behind him.

“Stand over there,” Talon told him. “You, too, Gutta—up against the wall.”

The two looked at one another, uncertain. When they didn’t move, Talon reached out and pushed them gently against the wall. “I said, stand there!”

Still, Railborn resisted, his stance reminding Talon that although Talon might be the oldest of the three, Railborn was the largest.

“I want you to block the air coming in from below,” he explained.

Railborn furrowed his dark eyebrows. “But then the Top-side air will come down on us. It’ll get cold....”

Talon smiled.

Gutta was quick to cooperate once she saw Talon’s smile. She positioned herself so as to take up as much room in the opening as possible and pulled Railborn in with her, squeezing against him to fill all the available space. This time it was Railborn’s turn to smile. He offered no further resistance, enjoying the moment and trying to hide the sudden redness in his cheeks.

In a moment the cool air dropped over them like a sheet, and then a sudden gust of wind swooped down, kicking up dust and giving them all a harsh taste of winter.

“I don’t like it,” said Railborn, shrinking away from the cold. “It’s...unnatural.”

“Why would Topsiders want to live with that cold?” asked Gutta.

“Because they’re too stupid to know any better,” answered Railborn.

But Talon wasn’t so quick to pass judgment. Talon thought that if he could feel what the Topsiders felt, he would understand the mystery of why they were what they were. “The Champ says you can’t appreciate being warm until you truly know the cold.”

Railborn snorted his disapproval. “The Champ says this, The Champ says that—if everything The Champ says is so wise, why don’t you just move in with him and spare us from having to hear you talk about him?” But even as Rail-born spoke, there was fear in his voice—because he knew, just as Talon did, that The Champ was a force to be reckoned with; a man whose words had profundity none of them would dare challenge.

“If people knew you were talking with him, there’d be trouble,” warned Railborn.

“He’s not really a Topsider,” said Gutta.

“Why do you always side with Talon?”

“Quiet!” Talon raised a hand, refusing to listen to Railborn’s warnings. Instead, he concentrated on the icy wind swirling around him, filling him with gooseflesh.

The cold was by no means a pleasant sensation—but it wasn’t as awful as Railborn made it sound.

Talon waited a moment longer, hoping, and watched the space above the vent. And then what he was waiting for finally came. The snow! The wind above had stopped for a moment, and as soon as it did, thick tufts of the stuff drifted down through the grate, settling on the ground around them and disappearing. Talon focused on a single flake as it wafted down toward him. To Talon the tiny thing was like a messenger from a strange world that lay just out of reach. What an amazing existence this speck of frozen sky had had! Falling from the distant heavens, drifting between sky-piercing towers, just to end its life here before his eyes. Talon held his hand up, and the snowflake landed on the back of his knuckle. He could feel its cold, gentle touch on his skin.

He brought it down to observe it, so gently resting there, already beginning to melt. He wanted so much to keep it— and then realized there was a way that he could. He began to bring the snowflake on the back of his hand toward his mouth.

“Talon, no!” said Gutta. “What if it’s poison?!”

“You don’t believe those stories, do you?” Then Talon licked the snowflake away, feeling the tiny, almost imperceptible chill as it dissolved on the tip of his tongue.

Gutta and Railborn unwedged themselves from the space they clogged. There were a few moments when the cold and warm air fought each other for control—but finally the cold drained away, and the warm updraft kept the snow away once more.

“What did it taste like?” asked Gutta.

“I don’t know,” answered Talon.

“It didn’t taste like anything...but...”

“But what?”

Talon tried to put the feeling into words, but the sensation had passed so quickly, he was already forgetting it. He wished he could have a second taste, but the hour was late and they were expected home. “Let’s go—dawn will be coming soon.”

“How would you know?” snapped Railborn. “Have you ever seen it?”

“I’ve heard it’s blue,” Gutta offered, letting her eyes drift to the grate again and the dark sky beyond. “I’ve heard that the dawn paints all things a deep royal blue, before the sun comes and burns it away out of anger.”

“The sun isn’t angry,” said Talon. “It just...is.” Then he turned from the grate and headed down, toward home, hoping that tomorrow night might bring a fresh fall of snow to the tip of his tongue.
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High Perimeters

If you tried to find the reasons for the Great Shaft Disaster, and why the events that surrounded it occurred the way they did, you might find yourself wandering in your own Downside maze.

To the Topsiders, it was all a simple matter of incompetent engineering. To the Downsiders, the whole fiasco was punishment for the lawlessness that reigned in these days without a proper leader—the same lawlessness that propelled some of the younger Downsiders to bend and sometimes break the age-old rules that kept the two worlds apart.

And then again, the disaster could have been nothing more than brainless, pointless luck—something that certain cynical observers both above and below would agree upon.

In truth, it was a combination of all three, coupled with the gentlest taste of a single snowflake, and the burning need of a lonely girl.

 

Somewhere near the highest perimeter of Topside life, Lindsay Matthias finally came to the realization of how small and insignificant she was. It was the day after Christmas and, as her mother liked to remind her, the first day of the rest of her life—which she now feared would end in a midair collision, or terrorist bombing, or some other such catastrophic aviation event. She flew to New York twice a year to see her father, but it didn’t change the fact that she hated flying alone. In fact, she hated flying period.

She fiddled with the ends of her hair as the plane bounced to and fro. She wore her long blond hair in a single, tight French braid that she liked to drape around her right shoulder like a golden sash. It was nowhere near as magnificent as her mother’s braid, which stretched down to the small of her back. “It’s a hairstyle that only suits the most attractive, or least attractive girls,” her mother once told her, but failed to suggest which of the two Lindsay was. Like so many of her mother’s comments, it was maddeningly ambiguous—such as when she would tell Lindsay how beautiful she was “in a certain light,” or lovingly say, “You remind me of myself at your age,” when she always referred to her own teenage years as awkward and unpleasant. But Lindsay knew she was, at the very least, reasonably attractive, and that was enough for her. Right now, though, she was in danger of breaking out in a case of nervous zits.

“Are the wings supposed to move like that?” she asked the stewardess as their descent into the New York area brought them through a pocket of “mild” turbulence.

The stewardess smiled at her with professional patience. “Of course they are,” she said.

“If they didn’t flex with the wind, little lady,” added the know-it-all passenger beside her, “they’d snap right off like pieces of plywood.”

It really wasn’t the kind of information she wanted to hear.

“Are you headed home?” the stewardess asked in an undisguised attempt to change the subject.

Lindsay hesitated. “I don’t know. I suppose I am.”

The truth was, Lindsay was in transit between homes— and not just in the usual transcontinental-divorced-parental sense. This time her ticket was one-way. All of her possessions were crammed into three suitcases somewhere in the hold. Her mother had seen her off at the airport in a hurry because she had her own flight to catch, and in theory, her father was meeting her at LaGuardia. But theories often proved to be unsound—especially where her father was concerned. He was a man who lived his life twenty minutes behind schedule, and in a perpetual state of apology. More than likely it would be her unbrother Todd at the airport, suitably annoyed at having to be there. The thought of being greeted by Todd was more stomach-turning than the turbulence.

“Pretty up here, ain’t it,” said the know-it-all man beside her, trying to peer out of her window. He wore the Texas twang in his voice like a badge of honor.

“I try not to look,” she answered, trying to hide her own Texas accent. She was determined to lose her drawl so she didn’t come off like a tourist in New York. Tourists are targets, her latest book on personal safety had told her. Never be a tourist, even when you are. Well, if nothing else, living in New York would put her self-defense training to use.

“You really should look,” nagged the man. “It’s one of the great privileges of modern life. A hundred years ago, not a soul on Earth could see what’s out your window right now.”

Still, Lindsay had no desire to look. It wasn’t so much the flying that bothered her. It was the helplessness of being completely within someone else’s control—her life entirely out of her hands. She didn’t know why that should bother her—after all, she ought to be used to that feeling by now. From the time she was an infant, Lindsay’s marching orders were to get with her mother’s program. Problem was, the program was constantly changing. Her mother was a career college student, forever chasing a Ph.D. but never quite certain of which one she wanted. This would have been fine had parenting been on her list of personal skills. But poor Mom couldn’t even nurture a cactus garden. After years of hopscotching through relationships and time zones, her mom finally decided to run off with her zoology professor to spend three years in Africa, studying the mating habits of white rhinos. And since there were no Girl Scouts or gifted classes on the Serengeti, Mom handed Lindsay over to dear old Dad—this time not just for vacation, but for all eternity.

“Landing at LaGuardia sure is something special,” twanged the man beside her. “You come down right over the city. No better view anywhere, especially this time of day.”

To get the man off her back, she finally looked out of her window. She thought she would find patchwork farmlands, but they were already above the suburban sprawl that surrounded the city. It was twilight—the sky was full of color, but she didn’t look up. She could only look to the ground, where streetlights were already beginning to come on. To Lindsay, it looked like a grid of computer chips, stretching out for miles and miles. So many people, she thought. Lindsay could count on a single hand the people who really cared about her. And now, outside her 767 window, was a brutal reminder of how many people didn’t.

“Kind of makes you feel real small,” said the man beside her. “Puts your life into perspective.”

“Yes, it does,” said Lindsay, finally understanding what a cruel thing perspective could be.

 

In a place where perspective never reached the horizon, Talon Angler cradled his little sister in his arms. “Tell me about the Topside,” asked Pidge in between bouts of coughing. He tried to entertain her with her favorite toy—an old battery-operated puppy that had lost most of its fur long before it came to the Downside. But she had had no interest in any of her toys since her sickness had come. Now, as Talon touched his lips to her forehead to feel her fever, he could tell it was soaring.

“Please, Talon,” she asked again.

Talon took a deep breath. “The Topside is an Inside-out, Downside-up kind of place,” he told her. “Filled with strange people and strange machines.”

“Tell me about the people,” Pidge rasped out. Talon shifted position, trying to remember the Topside lore he had gathered from his brief glimpses through the grates, the old tales, and, of course, the strange ramblings of The Champ. All considered, Talon knew very little, but ever since he began his Catching rotation, little Pidge saw him as the world’s foremost authority on surface life.

“The people’s minds have been scorched by the sun,” Talon continued, “until they can’t tell up from down. That’s why they build towers instead of tunnels, like normal people.”

Pidge ran her feverish hand along Talon’s handcrafted pop-top vest, making a gentle metallic rattle with her fingers. “What are the towers for?”

“Punishment,” explained Talon. “All day long Topsiders hurry from one tower to another, in uncomfortable shoes. They race around in a circle from avenue to avenue, getting some money each time they go around, then giving it right back to the rich people, who own the streets.”

Pidge coughed again as Mom slipped through the curtain to bring her a bowl of throgsneck soup, just like Grandma used to make. “Nothing a nice bowl of throgsneck soup can’t cure,” Mom said. But that was just wishful thinking. Pidge’s cough was a thick liquid bark, and it would take more than soup to make it go away. So far none of the usual remedies were working. There were whispers that it might be a return of the dreaded Tunnel Fever—but then, that’s what they called any sickness that killed people. Talon doubted there really was such a thing.

Their mom began to fuss with Pidge, feeling her forehead, fluffing her pillow, and Pidge, in no mood for parental doting, pushed her mother’s hand away and began to whine.

“It’s okay, Mom,” said Talon, who was always best with Pidge when she was ill, “I’ll stay with her.”

His mother threw Talon a worried glance as she gently set the soup down before them. “See if you can get her to eat,” she said, then reluctantly slipped back out through the heavy curtains.

Pidge looked at the rich, flavorful brew, but had no interest in it. “Tell me about the machines.”

“You know about those,” said Talon.

“Tell me anyway.”

“Okay...there are the trains, which the smarter Topsiders use, that take them underground. Then there are the Top-side cars—loud, sludge-smelling things that start and stop, start and stop, and never get anywhere. The cars have loud horns that the Topsiders blow at one another to keep each other awake while they sit in their cars, waiting to move.”

Pidge laughed, but it came out as a pained cackle. “Are there any good-guys up there, or are they all bad-guys?”

“I’m not sure,” said Talon. “But I do know that there’s a place called jail, where the bad ones go.”

“I’ve heard of that place,” whispered Pidge. “Do all Topsiders go there?”

“They all do sooner or later,” Talon explained. “And they have to stay there a long time if they don’t have a special card that gets them out of jail for free.”

Pidge looked away. “I feel sorry for them,” she said. “Maybe we could build enough tunnels so they could all come down here, and we could teach them up from down.”

“Maybe,” whispered Talon. Pidge’s eyelids were drooping. Before she slipped off to sleep, he tried to bring a spoonful of soup to her lips, but she pushed it away with a limp hand. Then in a moment she was asleep, rasping slow breaths.

 

Throughout his Catching expedition that night, Talon carried the unrelenting feel of Pidge’s fever against his lips. Gutta, and even Railborn, could tell that Talon was not his usual self. As they peered through the narrow drain slits and concrete cracks to track potential fallers, Talon’s mind seemed elsewhere. Because they knew about Pidge’s condition, neither was surprised when Talon brought up the idea of a Topside Raid.

“No! Don’t even think about it,” bellowed Railborn loud enough to be heard through the exhaust vent they stood behind, watching a dirty man with a shopping cart.

“It’s been years since the last official raid—maybe it’s time.”

Railborn had already begun to pace. “What makes you think anyone’s gonna listen to you? And, anyway, why would anyone go after what happened the last time?”

“No one really knows what happened the last time!” Talon reminded him. All anyone knew for sure was that twelve strong Downside men were sent up one fall, wrapped in heavy skins from head to toe and wearing dark goggles to protect them from the unpredictable effects of the sun— then, a few hours later, they came back battered and bloody. According to their mad ravings, the moment they rose from the manhole they had been trampled by what they described as “a frenzied stampede of crazed Topsiders”— thousands of them running in an endless pack down First Avenue, each wearing short pants, and numbers on their backs. Needless to say, no one believed them, and they were all locked away in the Chamber of Soft Walls—victims, they say, of Sun Dementia. It was a dark moment in Downside history that no one liked to talk about.

“Well, then, what about an unofficial raid? A secret one— just us three. We’ll go after nightfall and come back before dawn.”

Talon turned to Gutta for support, but she was not forthcoming. Instead, she leaned back with her arms folded, reserving judgment as she watched the two boys debate.

“It’s against the law!” said Railborn. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to end up on a slime gang, cleaning tunnel walls all my life.”

“That won’t happen—people go on secret night raids all the time, right, Gutta?”

Gutta still stood with her arms folded. “I’ve heard rumors...”

“Made-up stories!”

“Oh yeah?” said Talon, getting in Railborn’s face. “Where do you think lightbulbs come from, Railborn? And batteries, and pens, and conditioning shampoo?”

“Topsiders make them for us, like bees make honey,” was Railborn’s rote response.

“Yeah, they make them—but how does it all get here? Do you think the rain just washes it down the drains to us? Think about it, Railborn. Somebody has to get it! It’s just that no one talks about it.”

Talon’s logic struck a chord in Railborn, but it only served to make him even more obstinate. “If no one talks about it, then it’s not my problem. It’s like my father says—”

“Your father?” Talon laughed, tossing a glance down at Railborn’s alligator boots. “I wouldn’t put too much faith in a man who hunts an entire species to death!”

At that, Railborn pulled out his sword and swung it against the wall. His ruddy face turned a deep shade of crimson. “That wasn’t his fault,” growled Railborn. “And if you say one more thing about my father, I swear I’ll sludge-face you, Talon. I’ll sludge-face you in the main line!”

Finally Gutta came between them. “Now that’s something I’d like to see,” she said with a smile, pushing them away from one another with arms that were deceptively strong for their size. “But I’d rather not see it now.”

Both Talon and Railborn kept their silence for a moment. Beyond the grate, a car horn was suddenly silenced by a crunch of metal, followed by angry, incomprehensible voices. Two taxis had collided. It seemed to be what they did best. Talon paid it no mind. Instead, he told his friends what was really on his mind.

“My sister needs medicine.”

Railborn offered him an impotent shrug. “How do you know they have what she needs?”

Railborn had a point—Talon didn’t know—but he had heard rumors about people who were brought back from the edge of death by Topside potions in orange vials. Topsiders might not be too bright, but there were certain things they did very well. It was no secret that battling death was one of those things.

“She’ll get better,” offered Railborn, gripping Talon’s shoulder in a rare show of compassion. “I’m sure she will.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

Railborn pursed his lips and spoke gently. “Then it just wasn’t meant to be...and none of the medicine in the world could change that.”

Not able to hold each other’s gaze, they turned to peer out of the grate. The two cars, their hoods spewing steam, clogged up traffic like a rat in a drain. Right now none of the three were interested in the mysteries and miseries of the Topside streets. While they had been arguing, their potential faller had taken his shopping cart and moved on. There was nothing keeping them here anymore, and it was time to make the trek home.

As they wound their way through air ducts and forgotten subbasements, Talon could not get the image of his sick sister out of his mind. “A true friend would come to the surface with me, if I asked,” he told Railborn.

“But a true friend would never ask another to break the law,” was Railborn’s response.

Railborn went on ahead, but Gutta lingered with Talon, waiting until Railborn was out of earshot. “I’d go with you, Talon,” she said, “if you asked me.”

Talon smiled at her offer but knew that Railborn was right: A true friend would never ask. Besides, what good was a Topside Raid when he wasn’t even sure what he was looking for? He thanked Gutta and told her to go on ahead.

“Maybe you can talk to The Champ,” she suggested. “He’ll know what to do. He might even get you what you need. I think that maybe he has his own magic.”

“Yeah, maybe.” The last thing he wanted to do was beg The Champ for charity, but now it seemed he had little choice.

Talon sat down on the rusted remains of some disowned appliance, then watched as Gutta disappeared behind Rail-born down a jagged hole in a concrete floor to an abandoned utility tunnel below. When they were gone, Talon took a different route, trying to lose himself in the maze of subbasements and accessways that made up the uppermost reaches of the Downside’s High Perimeter. Places that rested so tantalizingly close to the surface, you could feel the air around you change with the weather.

As frustrating as it was, Talon had to admire the way Railborn stuck to his sword and held firm to the laws and edicts that governed Downside life. A few years ago, no one would have dreamed of traveling to the surface without getting permission from the proper authority. The problem was, no such authority existed now. There hadn’t been a real leader—a “Most-Beloved”—since before Talon was born, because the Downsiders thoroughly believed that it was better to have no leader than a bad one. These days everyone was waiting for the perfect someone who would be spontaneously and unanimously exalted into the lifelong position. Unfortunately, nobody was universally loved anymore. There were the Wise Advisors, of course, but without a leader to run things, no one really listened to what the Wise Advisors had to say—mainly because nothing they ever said was either wise or advisable.

Talon pondered and puzzled over his alternatives as he wandered the many passageways of the High Perimeter, still not ready to cross the clearly marked boundaries that separated Downside chambers from those of the upper world. It was as he wandered that fate—and the answer to his woes— hit him like a brick.

 

In a city where things were constantly being torn down to build a bigger and better tomorrow, falling bricks were more the rule than the exception. Demolition was a growth industry, and the buildings that remained were endlessly renovated to satisfy the ever-changing tastes and lifestyles of those who lived there.

On East Eighty-fourth Street, one such home was under renovation—or, to be more precise—two such homes. Two identical three-story brownstone town houses were being merged into one. And all because Lindsay Matthias had moved in with her father.

It had begun as a simple enough project: rip out a living-room wall and some upstairs walls, then join the two buildings like Siamese twins. A single living space with two faces on Eighty-fourth Street. But things are never as easy as they seem, and Lindsay Matthias found herself living in a home that was perpetually incomplete.

Right now, the second-floor hallway was the center of incompletion. In the middle of the hallway, where there had once been a mirror, was now a jagged hole lined with broken plaster and brick. Beyond that hole was the matching hallway of the building next door. It was an eerie thing to see because it gave the illusion that the mirror was still there. Lindsay had been tempted to step through the looking glass but didn’t dare because there was a two-foot gap between the buildings that didn’t show on the blueprints— hence the trouble with remodeling—and beneath that gap was a pitch-black drop down to who-knew-where. That hole in the wall had been there ever since she had arrived from Texas the week before, and since her room was closest to it, she found the winter nights bitterly cold.

“That’s life in the big city,” Todd, her preening weasel of a stepbrother, had said. “Deal with it, or die.” Todd probably missed the mirror more than anyone else because it gave him one more opportunity to admire that pretty face of his that all the girls fell for. That is, all the girls too stupid to figure out what a preening weasel Todd was.

If there was any saving grace for Lindsay, it was that she didn’t actually share any genetic material with Todd. How she and Todd ended up under the same roof was a story in and of itself. It was Dad’s fault, really, because he had a tendency to fall for flighty, impulsive women who never quite took to motherhood.

Todd’s story wasn’t much better than Lindsay’s. His mother was a dancer who gave birth to Todd long before she even met Dad. Then, shortly after she and Dad were married, during her Sunday matinee performance of Cats, the woman took a bad leap, plunging right into the orchestra pit. This was one cat who didn’t land on her feet. They rushed her off to the hospital while Todd, only eight years old at the time, was left in tears, clutching her dismembered tail in the theater lobby.

During her three months in traction she had a spiritual awakening, and upon her discharge from the hospital she joined a cult in the mysterious recesses of Brooklyn, where she remained ever after. Dad, his heart being much larger than his brain, became Todd’s guardian, and lavished on the boy all it took to spoil him putrid. None of this, of course, explained Todd’s cruel streak and his atrophied conscience. He was the kind of kid who wouldn’t just pull the wings off of flies; he would then dangle the severed wings in front of the flightless insects just to torment them.

In spite of having come from similar domestic fall-outs, Lindsay was quite different. Having spent her formative years in the company of academics, she had a love of literature and art. She could explore the city’s libraries and museums for weeks on end, and suspected she would do precisely that, because Dad wasn’t exactly bending over backwards to spend time with her. Mark Matthias was too emotionally involved with civil engineering to have a life beyond his work. But then, it takes a special kind of man to devote his life to the building of an aqueduct.

Dad’s late hours left plenty of time for Lindsay and Todd to share—and since the moment Lindsay’s plane touched down, she had become a new wingless fly for Todd to torment.

It was 10:00 in the evening when Todd burst into Lindsay’s room without knocking, as he always did. “Lindsay, Lindsay, Lindsay...” he said with a sigh and a sad shake of his head. “You and I need to talk.”

“Why?” she asked apprehensively, putting down the book she was reading and pulling her knees up under her covers.

He sat at her desk chair and used her bed as a footrest for his grimy shoes. “You just had to run and tell Dad I was smoking, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t run to him. He asked me about it.”

Todd grabbed a paper clip from the desk and used it to scrape the dirt out from under his fingernails. “There’s a little thing called a ‘white lie,’ you know.”

“I won’t lie to my father.”

“Our father,” insisted Todd.

“If you say so.”

Todd put down the paper clip and leaned in closer. “He lectured me for forty-five minutes,” he said. “That’s a new record.”

But obviously none of it sank in, because Todd’s breath reeked like a diesel exhaust pipe.

“Listen, Todd. The last thing I want is to stand between you and a premature death, so suck cigarettes all you want, but I won’t lie to Dad about it.”

“You don’t get it, do you?” said Todd—which was something he often said. Lindsay had yet to figure out what “it” she was supposed to “get.” Todd glanced down at the night-stand, and Lindsay reacted an instant too late. His lanky arm snapped out like a toad’s tongue and snatched up her book before she could stop him.

“So, what ya’ reading?” He closed the book to look at the cover, losing her place. “The Time Machine?”

“I happen to like H. G. Wells,” she said, trying to sound far less defensive than she did.

“Yeah,” scoffed Todd. “So do most people who don’t have a life.”

He stood and sauntered toward the door, book still in hand. Lindsay swung out of bed to go after him. “Give me the book, Todd.”

He didn’t turn back to her until he reached the threshold. When he did, he put out his hand to keep her at arm’s length as she grabbed for the book that he still held teasingly out of reach.

“I’ve got some advice for you, Lindsay. It’s ten o’clock on a Friday night. Most people are getting ready to party, and you’re sitting here in bed. Do yourself a favor. You’re in New York now. Get a life.”

And with that he hurled the book toward the jagged hole in the unfinished hallway. The book hit a loose brick, knocking it free, and both brick and book disappeared down the dark crevice between the twin brownstone buildings.

“Cool,” said Todd. “Two points!” And he sauntered away.

“Todd!” screamed Lindsay, grinding her teeth in fury, but it was no use. She heard the front door open and close, and he was gone.

So angry was she that she didn’t hear the distant yowl a few seconds after the book and the brick had fallen....

...But much later that night, she did dream she saw something.

She dreamed that she got up in the middle of the night to get a glass of water. And on her way back to her room, she saw a face watching her from the gap that separated the two buildings. Curly-haired, and with large-pupiled eyes, the shadow-boy peered at her from the dark gap, like a ghost staring out through the looking glass. Then he disappeared with a tiny clatter to that dark space between the bricks. It wasn’t until the morning, when Lindsay found the glass of water on her nightstand, that she realized she hadn’t been dreaming at all.
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