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      The problems began because she was invisible.

      Her long silver gray hair pulled back and fastened in a bun at the nape of the neck. She was stooped beyond her years, hunched over in an attempt to remain unseen and ignored by the world. She dressed in soft baggy jeans and even baggier pale colored T-shirts. And gray running shoes, although she never ran.

      Penelope Mason had no desire to draw attention to herself.

      Her whole life had been an attempt to become invisible. From her childhood filled with fighting parents, who spent years telling her in great detail every single thing that was wrong with her, to her friendless adolescence filled with books of all sorts, to her adulthood of lonely solitude.

      Her only social interactions were when coworkers at the library brought her more books to repair. Penelope spent her time alone.

      She never talked to anyone on the crowded bus; which always smelled like people who hadn’t bathed in a month. Her face was always hidden in a book. For protection. She wore earbuds in her ears with the plug-in end tucked down in her coat, nothing attached to it.

      She didn’t mind silence.

      People always hurt her.

      She rode the bus home to her tiny studio apartment. It was furnished with a lumpy twin bed, an old overstuffed chair and bookcases made of concrete blocks and boards. The only view looked out on an alley. Penelope cooked meager meals for herself. She didn’t deserve any better.

      Penelope had no friends and her parents were, thankfully, long dead. Her life, one of routine and order felt meaningless.

      She didn’t do anything of any importance. Since she had few hopes or dreams, it felt unlikely that she’d ever do anything important either.

      She didn’t speak up for herself. She felt unhappy with her life, but unable to change it.

      It was a Monday that it happened.

      She’d been in the middle of her second cup of strong black tea when her boss, Janice, called Penelope into her office. The whole thing was blurred now. Something about the district needing to cut hours. She needed to work faster, to prove her worth. She was in competition with the only other book conservator in the district. One of them would be laid off in three months, at the end of the year.

      Just after Christmas. Which she hated anyway.

      Penelope left work with a sinking feeling in her belly. She’d be the one cut. She knew it. And there weren’t many jobs like hers left. She’d have to move to a new city. Find a new job.

      Or take early retirement. She probably didn’t have that much saved.

      She worried about it all the way on the cold bus ride home. She barely noticed the unwashed smelly man next to her.

      Penelope couldn’t concentrate on her book as her future unraveled before her. She read the same paragraph countless times and remembered none of it.

      The bus crept closer and closer to home. Her sanctuary. Rain dripped down the outside of the windows. Inside, the windows were fogged over, forming a barrier that obscured the coming darkness outside. At least she’d worn her raincoat.

      It seemed to take forever to get home. Finally, it was her stop. She stuffed her book inside the forest green backpack, shouldered it, stood and walked out the door and down the steps onto the sidewalk. The bus drove off.

      Except that this wasn’t her stop.

      Penelope looked back at the bus, to see if she’d taken the wrong bus number, but it was gone. The entire street was gone. There weren’t any cars around, or sidewalks.

      It was dark, nighttime, not rainy dark.

      Confused she looked around and saw nothing but tall evergreen trees surrounding a grassy meadow.

      The only thing that was constant was the rain. Dribbling down from the sky. She put her hood up and felt the water soaking into her running shoes.

      The air smelled different, though. Stronger. Earthier and almost moldy.

      Where was she and how had she gotten here?

      She must have fallen asleep. This must be a dream.

      A large furry dark shape moved towards her. She wasn’t afraid of it. It looked quite friendly, almost like a huge green teddy bear. Sweet, kind eyes that seemed to cry out for love.

      She felt more calm the longer she looked at it. It walked upright on two legs and must have been about eight feet tall. It was only a few yards from her when a squawk from a nearby tree got her attention.

      She saw a dark form the size of her head, stretch its wings as if to shake off the rain.

      Then the bird dive bombed her.

      “Don’t just stand there,” it shrieked. “Run, follow,” it said, turning its head to point the beak off to her right.

      She turned to look.

      Shadows ran through the darkness. People. Running. Then they stopped. Looking around. Some carried long sticks that looked like spears.

      Penelope froze. Confused.

      Maybe they wouldn’t see her. Fear built in her belly.

      The green bear-like thing was still moving slowly towards her.

      Tension filled her muscles.

      She couldn’t run, like the huge black bird suggested, let alone follow. Follow what? She looked back at the bird. A raven? But it was gone. Ravens were very smart birds, but that didn’t mean she should take its advice.

      She closed her eyes, pretending she wasn’t there.

      I don’t exist, she told herself.

      “Who are you?” said a deep voice, grabbing her hand and pulling her along.

      “No one,” she whispered.

      “You are someone. Come with us. The dawn is being born. It isn’t safe,” said the woman’s voice. She continued pulling Penelope along and looking warily back at the green creature.

      Penelope opened her eyes. Before her stood a woman. The woman was dressed in leather clothes, but Penelope couldn’t see much detail. Dark hair and dark eyes, but the eyes looked larger than normal.

      On the horizon a lightness appeared in the sky. The rain was lessening. The green creature was still slowly coming towards her.

      “Come. You must get away from the hurracha. And they will be out soon.”

      “Who?” asked Penelope.

      “The Day People. Run.”

      The woman ran and Penelope followed. Although she couldn’t say why.

      Shouting came from behind them. She heard a whirring sound and saw an arrow hit a tree beside her. She ran faster.

      Penelope followed the woman into the trees, bushes slapping her in the face. She panted and tried to catch up. Felt confused.

      Where was she? Her part of Seattle had no hills? This couldn’t be Seattle. But it didn’t feel like a dream either.

      She struggled to get a breath. Out of shape.

      The woman appeared in front of her. Penelope gasped, startled.

      “This way,” the woman said, turning down a path around a stone outcropping.

      The trees had been so tall, Penelope hadn’t even seen the mountain towering above them.

      She ran, following the woman around the columns of stone and into a dark hole in the side of the mountain. Penelope slowed down, trying to breathe. She wasn’t used to running at all.

      The woman said, “Come,” and Penelope followed her through a labyrinth of tunnels, narrow and short. Then they widened into large hallways and caverns. The stones glowed like backlit quartz, forming a dim light for her to see.

      Up ahead, Penelope could see nine or ten people moving down the corridor. Some tall, some short, all carrying bulky loads. The tunnel smelled stuffy. People were sweating. But it smelled different than the people with her on the bus. Somehow, these people smelled clean.

      Smoke wafted past her nose and the smell of cooked meat, like some of the restaurants she passed by on the way home from the bus. Her stomach growled and she remembered the tasty left over sausage and biscuits with gravy she’d planned for dinner tonight.

      Why was she here and how had she gotten here and where was here anyway?

      She followed the others into a large cavern, the size of a cathedral.

      She stood gaping at the height of the ceiling and the complex woven tapestries on the walls. Two large fires burned on one side of the room, the smoke spiraling upwards to an opening high in the ceiling. The smoke moved quickly as if being sucked out there. Did it vent to the outside of the mountain?

      Tables and benches made from carved logs lined the room and in the center was an open space where the people dropped their burdens.

      Two bloody carcasses of large animals lay there along with a couple of huge bags, three large pottery urns and what looked like a pile of clothes.

      “Aah, what did you find tonight?” asked an old man, who rose from a chair and peered into the bags. His voice echoed off the smooth cavern walls.

      Penelope fingered a long welt on her cheek from where one of the bushes had slapped her. It still stung.

      She stood towards the back of the others, trying to remain unseen. Strands of her long gray hair hung loose from her bun and she tried to push it back in. Her raincoat dripped water with quiet splats onto the stone floor.

      Where should she go? How could she get out of here, wherever here was? No, she wasn’t really here.

      This must be a dream. No, a nightmare. She’d fallen asleep on the bus on the way home from work. It was about getting threatened regarding the lay off. She just wanted to be at home in her tiny apartment.

      Alone.

      She closed her eyes and said to herself, ’Please, please send me back home.’

      “Ah, what have we here?” asked the old man.

      She opened her eyes.

      Everyone had stepped away from her, leaving her exposed. And more people were coming into the cavern.

      He stood in front of her. She could almost feel his breath on her face. Her insides quivered, her face warmed. She knew it was red. She could barely keep herself from shaking. She kept looking at the floor. At her soaking wet shoes.

      “You are not one of the Day People. Nor Moon People either. Where are you from?” he asked her.

      She didn’t know what to say. So for a long time Penelope said nothing. Finally, the silence was deafening and she whispered, “Another world.”

      Everyone laughed.

      At her.

      “No, only the hurracha come from another world. Surely you are not from that world.”

      “I don’t know what a hurracha is,” she whispered. “But I’m not from this world.”

      “A hurracha is a huge green furry beast. They stalk their prey in the woodlands, trapping it by speaking to the creatures’ minds, making their prey stand still and not run away. They are fearsome predators and are out both day and night. It is well you came in with our raiders. The hurracha often prey on those traveling alone.”

      She shivered.

      The teddy bear thing had been trying to kill her!

      “You do not wear the clothes of our world, so perhaps what you say is true. Perhaps you will stay with us and tell us of your world,” he said, smiling at her.

      Penelope’s face still felt hot and it wasn’t from the exertion, although she still was out of breath. She knew her face was tomato soup red. She kept looking down at her shoes as if they had a magical power to save her.

      The man walked back towards the urns.

      “Well, this is a good haul,” the man said. “It has been a long time since we had barley and oats. And fresh beans. Aguila and Mabe, will you take the food to the kitchen? The rest of you help me sort through the clothing so it can be shared with those who need it.”

      Penelope backed up until she stood against the wall of the cavern. She watched them sort through the piles of clothes. The people seemed to be organizing them by size. Mostly they held up tunic looking clothes.

      She felt hot in her raincoat and wanted to take it off, but she kept hoping that any minute now she’d wake and find herself at home in bed. And that this entire day would have been a bad dream. And she didn’t want to leave anything behind in this dream world. She didn’t want to have to come back for it. Or be tied to it.

      She just wasn’t the adventurous type.

      One of the women who had been helping to sort clothes, came over towards her with an armload of clothes.

      “If you don’t change into some cooler clothes, you’ll be roasted and we’ll have to serve you for dinner.”

      Was she serious or joking?

      The woman smiled and said, “Follow me and I’ll take you to a place to sleep and change. Are you hungry?”

      Penelope would have had dinner long before now, but she felt so upset by everything that any appetite had vanished.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “Dinner won’t be ready for a while yet. They are just beginning to set things up.”

      She followed the woman down corridors much smaller than the entrance to the big cavern. Some were smooth, others rough, like they’d been chiseled out. The stone colors changed. Slate gray to brown to whitish gray.

      In places the tunnels were lit by stones that glowed. Other places, there were burning bowls set into holes in the walls. What were they burning? Animal fat or seed oils?

      How would she ever get out of here? But did she want to if predators like the hurracha were out in the forest. She felt thoroughly lost.

      The deeper into the mountain they went, the more earthy the smell. It didn’t get any cooler though. Was the mountain volcanic? If so, it might erupt at any time.

      “I’m Mala.”

      She didn’t want to tell anyone her real name. Didn’t want anyone to get close to her.

      “I’m Hypatia,” she said, then instantly regretted it.

      She’d been reading too much Mediterranean History lately. And did she actually think she was good enough to name herself after a famous philosopher and mathematician? She, who had never accomplished anything in her entire life.

      “What a beautiful name,” said Mala. Her dark eyes flashed in the dim light.

      They passed many people in the tunnels, some in groups, others walking singly. There weren’t many as old as she was. But perhaps their hair didn’t gray as much when they aged.

      The old man in the big cavern had hair that was almost white. Her’s was still a silvery gray. Her grandmother had had white hair.

      Mala took her into a small cavern. She grabbed a handful of glowing rocks from a crevice in the hallway and brought them in.

      “This looks empty. I’ll see that some rushes and sleeping furs are brought in. You can leave your clothes here and change into these,” Mala said, handing her the pile of clothes.

      Penelope took the clothes and just stood there, waiting for Mala to leave. But Mala was inspecting a stone shelf, which was apparently the bed. She blew on it raising a cloud of dust.

      Penelope laid the clothes on another shelf and took off her backpack, setting it on an empty shelf. She unsnapped and removed her raincoat. Her T-shirt was soaking wet from sweat. She wished she could get a shower, but that was unlikely. She sat down on the shelf and took her wet running shoes off, without looking at the dust where she sat or whatever else might be on the floor. Better not to know.

      She didn’t think there was anything that could be done about it.

      She slipped off her wet socks and set them aside. They would be going back on. She noticed Mala wore leather boots as had the others. Stitched like moccasins, except ending at the top of the calves, right below the knee. More practical for being outdoors in the wet. Although they looked damp from the darkness of the leather.

      Penelope looked at the clothes and chose a periwinkle blue tunic. It would be too short, mid-thigh but was about the most modest of what she’d been given. She hadn’t worn anything that showed that much skin since she was six probably. Maybe not even then.

      “Is something wrong?” asked Mala.

      “Where I come from, this is immodest.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Mala, a confused look on her face.

      “We wouldn’t wear something that shows so much of our skin.”

      “Are your people ashamed of your skin?”

      “I, I don’t know how to explain.” She pulled off her T-shirt and laid it on the shelf, stretching it out to dry. Her bra was soaking wet. She supposed that would have to come off too or it would get the tunic all wet. She removed it and quickly slid the tunic on.

      The fabric felt like soft cotton, soothing to her overheated skin. She stood and decided it was still too hot to wear her jeans and they were wet up to the knees from running through the brush. She unsnapped them and slid them off, feeling naked, even though she wasn’t. And she wasn’t removing her panties, at least they were partly dry. She drew the line at going commando.

      She sat down and was about to put her wet shoes back on when Mala said, “Oh here, take these, they’re dry.” She pulled out from beneath the pile of clothes a pair of boots like she was wearing. Penelope hadn’t seen them.

      Penelope took the boots and slid them on. They fit perfectly. She tied them at the ankle and the top. And stood up.

      “Okay?” she asked Mala.

      The woman, chewed on her lip as if thinking while staring at her. Then she came closer and pulled the comb out that held Penelope’s bun in place.

      Her hair fell down to the middle of her back and felt completely out of control. She only wore her hair down when she was brushing it.

      Mala fluffed it up, separating the strands with her fingers, stood back and said, “There you look perfect. Formidable.”

      Penelope didn’t want to look formidable. She certainly didn’t feel that way.

      “Come Hypatia, the cooks will be serving dinner. You don’t want to miss it. The hunters brought in a boar and it’s been cooking for two nights and days. I can almost taste it, juicy and tender.”

      Penelope followed her out into the passageway. She cast one look back longingly at her belongings, but she’d be back. Mala said she’d see that rushes and sleeping furs were brought in. She couldn’t believe it would get cold enough here to need furs to sleep under. Maybe they were just to sleep on.

      They ended up back in the large cavern filled with wooden tables and benches. And people. Penelope would never have imagined that many people lived beneath the mountain. She really hoped it wasn’t a volcano. How could one tell?

      Mala led her to a line where people took a wooden plate and dished up their own food. She pointed out the various types.

      “Keena root, very good for you. And this is the roast boar. And chicken. We got some of the Day Peoples’ chickens yesterday. And cooked greens, harvested from the forest.”

      Penelope dished up a bit of each of the unknown foods and followed Mala to a table. The smoky smells of the chicken and boar made her stomach rumble with hunger. She sat down next to Mala and began eating, ignoring the stares of the other people who were already eating.

      She hesitantly scooped up some of the cooked greens with her wooden spoon and tasted them with her tongue. They were bitter and as she ate them, she noticed small chunks of meat cooked with them, which somehow made the greens taste better.

      Penelope had never paid much attention to cooking.

      Her skills included making salads and soups. And spaghetti. But mostly she bought prepackaged foods to eat. The sausage, biscuits and gravy had been leftover takeout food. It was too much trouble to cook for one person after a day at work. And she hardly ever ate in restaurants. it always felt embarrassing to eat alone in public. Yet she wouldn’t have wanted company either.

      Here, everything felt different.

      She felt included somehow.

      Mala indicated a large bowl of water and a towel. Penelope felt embarrassed that she hadn’t even thought to use it. She washed her hands and dried them in the communal bowl.

      How did they eat the meat, without a fork and knife? She watched Mala who picked up the pieces of chicken and just ate it.

      Penelope shook her head at the barbarity of it, but did the same. The chicken tasted of smoke and herbs and melted between her fingers. It was luscious.

      She’d never tasted anything so wonderful.

      Until she bit down on some of the wild boar. Succulent and cooked with dried fruit and herbs, the flavors unraveled in her mouth. She ate until she felt stuffed. She wanted to eat more, it was so good, but didn’t think any more food would fit in her stomach.

      Two people were walking around filling wooden cups. Penelope sniffed at the cup.

      “It’s sinna wine. The golden sinna flowers grow in the meadows surrounding the mountain. We harvest them and make wine. We only have it for a short time, before it runs out, so enjoy,” said Mala.

      She didn’t drink alcohol. She never had. Her parents used to drink a lot. And it only made them meaner than they normally were, but she was so thirsty, she had a sip. The wine tasted sweet and tangy at the same time. She had a few more sips. Then realized how exhausted she felt.

      Mala finished hers quickly.

      “I must go find my partner and children,” she said.

      “I don’t think I can find my way back to where I need to sleep,” said Penelope.

      “I will take you, if you’ve finished your wine.”

      “I shouldn’t have any more. I’m not used to it.”

      “Come, I’ll take you to the stream. We can clean up before sleeping.”

      Mala took her down through another set of tunnels. The only way she knew it was different was that above the fire bowls blue wavy symbols were drawn. Penelope guessed they indicated water.

      Then she heard the roaring sound.

      They entered into a huge cavern through which a river rushed.

      There was a long gash in the rocks off to the side. It was dug deep. Mala straddled it and pulled her tunic up and urinated. Then she took a pitcher of water and washed the urine away so it ran off into the river.

      There was another place slightly upstream, where the water pooled. People waded in to bathe. Mala did the same, stripping off her boots and tunic. Under which she obviously wore nothing.

      “Come,” Mala said. “The water will help cool you before sleeping.”

      Penelope saw no way out of this. And she did need to pee.

      She slipped out of her panties, crumpling them up in her hand to hide them. No way to do this with them on. She copied what Mala did, peed and shook herself off, then used the pitcher of cool water and refilled it.

      Then she looked around, but no one was paying any attention to her. Pulling off her boots, she set them beside a rock. Slipped off her tunic and put it and the panties down on the rock and waded into the pool.

      The stones beneath her feet felt smooth and cool as did the water, but it wasn’t cold. She walked quickly towards a deeper area so her body was covered by the water. And she bathed, scrubbing at her skin with her hands. And rinsing her hair again and again.

      Everyone seemed in their own world. The only people talking were a woman and child.

      “Momma, tell me why we have to bathe again,” the little girl said.

      “We bathe because we are alive. We come from water and water is what gives us life.”

      “I know that. But tell me the story of snake again.”

      “Well long ago, there was a snake who loved the dirt. The earth. She burrowed deeply and only came out to find food. She couldn’t catch mice scampering through their burrows, but up on the surface she hid behind rocks and logs and caught them. But then, she began to stink. She never bathed.”

      “Not ever?”

      “Never. And then the mice could smell her coming. They ran away, holding their noses she smelled so bad. She was starving. And that was when raven saw her.

      He said, ‘You’ll never catch any food smelling like that. You need to go into the river and clean yourself off.’

      ‘But I’m afraid I’ll drown,’ she said.

      ‘I’ll show you how to be safe,’ he said.

      She followed him into a small eddy at the side of the stream. He stood on a rock, so the water was only as deep as his knees and he wet his wings and bathed. She slid onto another rock and rolled around in the shallow water, not drowning.

      ‘This feels wonderful,’ she said.

      The water revived snake, who had been almost dying. She drank some of it and the water rolled around in her empty belly. She was so hungry and then she got an idea. She lunged at raven, who flew up into a tree and just laughed at her.

      He was much too big to eat anyway.

      She left the river and went back to hunting mice again, who couldn’t smell her coming now. And that’s the story of snake,” the woman said.

      “I like that story,” said the little girl.

      “I do too. Now finish rinsing off your hair. It’s time to sleep. The sun has been up for a long while.”

      Penelope looked down and noticed swirls of luminescence flowing through the water. Green, pink, melon and blue patterns formed and vanished. The shapes reminded her of the marbled endpapers from some of the older books she repaired, except a hundred times more vivid and all different colors. And alive.

      “The tuallia are swimming!” said a man, excitedly.

      Everyone began laughing and swirling their hands in the water.

      “What are tuallia?” asked Penelope, finally getting up the nerve. Her curiosity winning over the insecurity.

      “Tuallia are tiny colorful creatures that live in the water. When the world gets warm enough and they begin to swim, that’s our signal summer is coming. That’s when we move to our summer home.”

      Penelope nodded.

      Mala left the water and Penelope followed her. The woman picked up her clothes and began to walk towards the tunnel, naked.

      Penelope tried to do the same. There wasn’t time to dress, she didn’t want to lose Mala, and not be able to find the way back to her cave.

      The rocks here were sharper and hurt her feet. She walked gingerly, losing ground.

      “Mala wait. My feet aren’t as tough as yours.”

      Mala turned towards her and waited.

      She felt like the child in the pool. Everything was new to her and she felt like a beginner at everything. That child was young and still learning and growing. She was old and still learning. But she was finished growing.

      Or was she? Was it possible that she could continue to grow?

      Those around her wouldn’t be patient enough to wait for her though. Not on Earth or not here, wherever she was.

      When she’d caught up to Mala, she said, “Maybe I should put my boots on.”

      “Then your feet will never get hard. Better to leave the boots off until you can’t stand it anymore, then put them on to give your feet a little rest. When your feet are rested again, remove the boots. We only wear boots when we go outside. The day people set cruel traps for us that cut our feet and legs.The boots help us survive. Mostly.”

      Mala led her back to the her cave, her room.

      The floor had been covered with the stalks of soft green grasslike plants, they must be the rushes. They gave off a fresh and clean smell.

      And there was a pile of furs laid on one of the shelves. Her clothes lay dried and stiff on the other shelf, along with her backpack.

      “I will come get you when it is time to wake, or I will send someone else, if I can’t come.”

      “Thank you,” said Penelope. “I wish I wasn’t such trouble.”

      “You are no trouble,” said Mala, coming and grasping both her hands. “It is an honor to help you. I am simply worried about my son. He fell and hurt his arm yesterday. My partner is with him but I know he is in pain.”

      “Oh, you should be with him. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I do not worry. You will be fine, but you still need a guide through our home. There are many caverns which would take you so deep into the mountain you would never be found. So, until you can find your way, someone will be with you. I am honored to be that person,” she said, laying her hands above her own heart. “Sleep well.”

      “Thank you and you as well. I hope your son is feeling better.”

      “Thank you. He will be thrilled that you thought of him and you never having seen him.”

      Mala disappeared into the darkness.

      Penelope stood there naked, wondering what to do. She folded her stiff jeans and T-shirt. Then bundled up her dried socks. She put all these into her nearly empty backpack. All she had in it were her apartment keys, her wallet, some chapstick and a copy of the the current bestseller she was reading. Oh, and a couple of kleenex. No chocolate or tea or anything that might be valuable here.

      She set her running shoes on the ledge by her backpack. Then laid out her tunic on the ledge as well. She didn’t want to get it dirty. Who know when she could get it cleaned? Her underwear she stuffed in the back pack, along with her bra. Those were also apparently useless here. She wondered what women did when they got their periods here. What did they wear? Human women used to use old rags, leaves or bark.

      She moved the torch back into the hallway. It was too hot to look at it closely. What made it burn for such a long time?

      Then she went back into the cave and crawled beneath a delicious layer of the soft furs. Her mind went over and over the day’s events.

      Wouldn’t her boss be surprised when she didn’t show up for work tomorrow? That would seal everything. She’d lose her job without a fight.

      What if she never got back home?

      She wasn’t missing much. Her life there had been meaningless. She wouldn’t be missed. She’d spoken more today than she had in the entire last year.

      It seemed to take hours to go to sleep. She worried about the coming move Mala had talked about. Would she be invited to come along?

      Normally, she wanted people to leave her alone. But not here. Not in this strange place.

      She didn’t know how to find food. And what about  the hurracha she’d met in that meadow? She didn’t want to meet it again. This was a dangerous world.

      She wouldn’t live long alone.

      And Penelope found, for the first time in her life, that she wanted to live.
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