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“Hi, everyone! I want to bring you up to speed on what’s been happening since I talked to you last.

The adventure all started when Sendal got the idea to help free the Rothsy girls and Rothsy boys. He used a ventilation shaft to travel from the Earth’s surface down to the Pierpoint Library, where he had arranged to meet up with Dora, Franklin, Antimony, and Jagen, who, on top of everything else, were on the run from Ansel Hicks and the rodent patrol. They told him about the newly formed rebel force, and Sendal became excited. “Let’s find them!” he said.

So, they did.

Using his intuition and knowledge of Pierpoint (because he’d grown up there), Sendal was able to find the rebel force, which turned out was only three people, one of whom, the leader, Charlie, happened to be an old friend of Sendal’s. Small world, huh?

They came up with a plan to free the Rothsy girls and the Rothsy boys, whose punishment was to be hanged by the neck until dead. Gruesome! The rebels and Sendal all dressed in disguise and took the D-Rail from Pierpoint to Metro Metropolis. On the day of the hanging, Antimony used her magic to make the kids and their former guardian, Karen Kittleton, disappear. Jagen, who had also made himself invisible, led them from the gallows, but not before pulling the lever and making Winslow Pinchet and Supreme Commander Botta fall all the way to the ground, knocking the wind out of them and slightly injuring them. Good for Jagen!

Jagen then led the prisoners (now the escapees) through the crowd to where Charlie, Brok, Iona, Sendal, Dora, and Antimony were waiting. They hustled along back to the train station to take the D-Rail to the safety of Pierpoint. Unfortunately, on the way to the station, Antimony’s magic began to wear off, and the kids and Karen Kittleton started to become visible again. Bummer!

So, they stepped up the pace. When they arrived at the station, Charlie decided to avoid the train because someone would surely recognize them. Instead, he led everyone into the tunnel, and they began the fifty-mile trek to Pierpoint. Wow! What a journey. It took about twenty-five hours, one full day, and, along with it being pretty dark, they had to dodge the train like six times. Talk about harrowing!

Finally, they arrived at the Pierpoint station. It was daytime, so Charlie had them all wait, hiding in the tunnel until it got dark out. Then he led everyone out of the tunnel through the station and into the streets. They were heading for the stronghold, which was now known as Safe Harbor, thanks to Cora giving it a new name.

Anyhow, on the way, they met up with Ansel Hicks and the rodent patrol. Things looked bleak, and Hicks was about ready to shoot Dora in the kneecap when Antimony stepped up and cast a magic spell that made all 10 guys on the rodent patrol fall asleep. And the best news was that her spell made them forget everything having to do with Dora, Franklin, Brok, Charlie, and the rest of the rebel force. So, way to go, Antimony! Again!

The rescuers and the escapees made it back to Safe Harbor without further trouble. After resting and catching Franklin up on the adventure, Sendal took the Five Rothsy girls and the Five Rothsy boys back to the surface the way he’d come down, through the library’s ventilation shaft. They met up with Lulomen and Rani at the surface, and the rest, as they say, is history.

So that’s it. I hope you liked the story. I’ve heard rumors that Sendal might be heading off to Bentonburg for another rescue. That’d be so cool! Maybe I’ll be able to go with. I’ll keep you posted. 

So, until next time, this is Addie signing off. 

Bye-bye for now.
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Little Freaks
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In one month, one of the boys, Jules, was going to turn ten years old. By law, he’d then be sent to work in the tunnels under Bentonburg for the rest of his life. Jack Tanner, Director of the Bentonburg Boys’ Home, didn’t care a lick for any of the boys, Jules especially. He’d be happy to be rid of him. With that in mind, he decided it was time to put the hammer down and remind them all who was boss.

“ALRIGHT, YOU LITTLE FREAKS!” he yelled. “DROP AND GIVE ME 50!”

Jules adjusted his glasses and looked at the boy next to him, his best friend in the whole world, Cranston, and whispered. “Man, I hate this guy.”

Cranston nodded. “Me, too.”

Nearby, the other five boys also nodded and whispered, “No kidding.”

Despite their caution, Jack Tanner overheard them.

“Shut up, you miserable good-for-nothing defectives!” He whipped the nearest boy, Lyle, on the back with his ever-present leather strap. “Shut up, all of you! No more stalling! FORGET 50! GIVE ME 100!”

Jules glanced at Cranston, and both boys rolled their eyes. Another day at the Bentonburg Boys Home had begun. Another day in the horror show that was their life. 

They dropped to the floor and began their pushups. One hundred of them. 

“One! Two! Three...” they counted. 

The boys ranged in age from nine years old to six years old. Like Jules was about to do, when they turned ten, they’d go to work in the tunnel system. Jack Tanner was in charge of preparing them for what was in store for the rest of their lives – digging tunnels beneath the city of Bentonburg, one of five underground cities under the command of Supreme Commander Reginald Botta. Captain Lance Hecktable was in charge of the soldiers who patrolled the city, and he reported directly to Botta. Jack Tanner was a former soldier under Hecktable’s command and had been hand-selected by both Hecktable and Botta to oversee the Bentonburg Boys Home. It was a job he relished.

Jack Tanner was many things, and mean as the day was long landed right at the top of the list. As a former career military man in charge of a squad under Captain Hecktable’s command, he was used to giving and following orders to a T. It gave him a sense of power and well-being. With that in mind, he expected the orders he gave to be followed to a T as well. Whether it was to the men formally in the squad of soldiers he commanded, or now in the Bentonburg Boys Home, it didn’t matter. Orders were orders as far as he was concerned. You followed them, or else.

Jack Tanner watched as the seven boys dutifully began their morning exercise with 100 pushups. “GET TO IT!” he screamed. “FASTER!” 

Smack, smack, smack, went the strap against his leg.

Tanner smiled to himself. Lording over a bunch of nine-year-old boys was so much more fun than commanding a squad of men. The soldiers were a lot of work. They sometimes pushed back and had to be dealt with and punished, a punishment he enjoyed dishing out. But he wasn’t allowed to harm them physically. No beating or flogging was allowed. Only time spent in solitary confinement, or loss of food privileges. 

Dealing with kids was lots better. He could do whatever he wanted.

Jack Tanner walked among the prone boys as they did their pushups, smacking the leather strap against the side of his leg. The boys all wore standard-issue white cotton, loose-fitting pants and long-sleeved shirts. Jack Tanner, because he liked his former uniform so well, wore standard military grey army issue pants and a tunic with a black stripe on the pants leg and sleeve. His close-cropped hair was covered by his grey military cap with a black brim. On his thick, black belt, he carried a can of spray mace and a holster with an eight-shot pistol. Just in case. The belt also held a wooden truncheon and an electric cattle prod. In Jack Tanner’s world, it paid to be prepared. You never knew when he’d have to jump into action. 

Tanner had been the director of the Boys Home for the last year. He’d been assigned by Hecktable and Botta to add order, and he’d done that. The previous director, Galen Green, had, in the eyes of Hecktable and Botta, been too soft on the boys. Too lenient.

Hecktable put it this way: “Galen Green was too wishy washy,” he told Jack Tanner during the initial job interview. “The boys actually like him! Supreme Commander Botta feels he needs to be relieved of his duties.” Hecktable paused and added. “I do, too.” 

To be fair, whatever Botta wanted, so did Captain Lance Hecktable. It was always a smart idea to be safe, not incur the Supreme Commander’s wrath, and, most importantly, do whatever it took to ensure that he kept his job. In short, whatever Botta wanted done, Lance Hecktable would do it. 

Jack Tanner, on the strength of not only giving orders but following them, was given the job. It was a job he embraced with enthusiasm. Galen Green was removed and put to work digging tunnels. For the rest of his life.

Jack Tanner found the boys disgusting. Especially, their appearance. There was a reason they were referred to as defective. In Jack Tanner’s eyes, they were. They were short in stature. They had poor vision and had to wear glasses with thick lenses and black frames. They were skinny. And, worst of all, they were a horror to look at. They all had purplish-red birthmarks on their faces, which, the first time he’d seen them, made Jack Tanner gag and almost throw up. 

“Good lord!” he exclaimed. “I’d heard they were bad, but I had no idea they were this awful!”

Lance Hecktable had been standing with him. “Yeah. It’s a horror show all right.”

Hecktable had been introducing Jack Tanner to the boys. 

“Well,” Jack Tanner finally said, using a handkerchief and wiping some spittle from the side of his mouth. “No matter. I’ll shape them up and get them ready for the tunnels.”

“Good,” Hecktable said. “That’s all we ask.”

For the past year, that’s exactly what Jack Tanner had done. He’d gotten the boys ready for a lifetime of work in the tunnel system.

He started his reign of terror by beating each boy with his leather strap, saying, “This is to show you who’s boss.”

Then he instituted a daily exercise schedule. “To get your scrawny butts ready to work for twelve hours a day in the tunnels,” he told them.

He controlled their diet; all meals centered around gorp, a slimy green, soy product. There was gorp gruel for breakfast, gorp sandwiches for lunch, and gorp soup for dinner. Gorp, gorp, gorp, all day long. “It’s good for you!” he told the boys. 

Of course, Jack Tanner never touched the stuff. But the boys didn’t bother complaining. What good would it do? From the day they were born, all seven of them had been raised in the Boys Home. They’d spent their entire lives there. Now, after a year under the controlling thumb of Jack Tanner, they knew the drill. Complain and you were punished, usually a beating with Tanner’s ever-present leather strap, or by being given even less food than they were normally given. 

The way Jules put it to his buddy Cranston and the other boys the first day under Jack Tanner’s rule was this: “If we keep a low profile, we should be okay.”

“But I hate it!” Cranston said in response to the new rules. “And I hate him!”

“Yeah!” the other boys added. 

Jules nodded in agreement. “I hear you.” He shook his head sadly. “But what choice do we have?”

None, it turned out. 

But the boys made the best of it. They followed Jack Tanner’s rules for a lot of reasons. The main one being to not get on his bad side. In a way, it paid off. They were only beaten occasionally, and even though they were fed a steady diet of gorp products, at least they ate, and that was obviously better than starving.

Plus, they devised ways to mitigate their hunger.

For instance, they played games in their free time. Not physical ones like throwing a ball, soccer, or running, but games that required them to think. Chess was a big favorite. 

One of the boys, Logan, had found a book of games entitled “Rules According to Hoyle,” and when he’d read of the game of chess, he’d become interested. He showed it to Jules (who was sort of the de facto leader), and he’d been intrigued. 

“This looks really cool,” Jules said.

“How about if I talk to Director Tanner?” Logan suggested.” I’ll see if I can talk him into letting us play.”

Jules was surprised at Logan’s suggestion. No one wantonly chose to have anything to do with Jack Tanner. Logan must really be interested in the game, Jules thought to himself. If Logan was, so was he. After all, they were all in it together. “Good idea,” Jules said.

Logan shuffled his feet. “Come with me, okay? Please?”

“Okay,” Jules said. Then he had an idea. “Hey, guys,” he said. “Want to come along?” They’d all been sitting in their dorm room after their evening meal of gorp soup. In addition to Logan and Jules, there was Cranston along with Deets, Evan, Gordy, and Thom. 

“Yeah!” they all said.

The group of seven boys approached Jack Tanner and asked him. Logan did the talking. Surprisingly, Tanner had agreed. 

“It’ll teach you strategy,” the director told them. Jack Tanner smiled, thinking of his military days. “That’s always a good thing.” He even found an old chess set somewhere for them to use.

When Tanner gave the boys the chess set, they were ecstatic. “Yeah!” they yelled.

So, they learned to play chess, then checkers, then Chinese checkers. And that was all good. Like Jack Tanner had said, it taught them strategy. Plus, the games kept them occupied and out of trouble, something Jack Tanner appreciated.

However, that was all the amenities offered to the boys. In general, Jack Tanner was a mean man who enjoyed making their lives miserable. 

But the boys had one important character trait: they were resilient. They just wouldn’t give up and give in to Jack Tanner’s tyranny. They even came up with a name for themselves. They began calling themselves the Misfits. It seemed appropriate. They didn’t fit into society, but they fit in with each other. And that’s all that mattered.

They found ways to keep their attitudes positive. One main thing was that they had access to a library, so the Misfits used it. They studied and learned all they could. Jules liked history, and he learned about the history of the underground cities.

“Listen to this,” he told the other boys. 

“What’s up?”

“Have you guys ever heard of the tracliodytes?”

“No!”

He waved his hand around. “Well, they were responsible for everyone ending up down here.”

“In Bentonburg?” Cranston asked.

“Yeah, and the other four underground cities,” Jules said.

“What happened? “Thom asked.

“They invaded Earth about 500 years ago.”

“No way! Really?” Deets asked.

“Yeah. I guess they’d invaded once before and liked what they saw, so they came back and invaded again. There was a fierce battle and the tracliodytes won. The humans that survived escaped underground. They, I mean, we, been here ever since.”

“Wow!” both Gordy and Evan said at the same time. They weren’t twins, but they might as well have been. Not only were their purplish/red birthmarks similar, covering most of their foreheads and the left side of their faces, they each had a similar demeanor. They were calm and not easily rattled. In short, they were both nice guys. They also became easily excited about things.

“Cool! Tell us more!” they said.

“I will,” Jules told them. But before he could speak, Deet interrupted him.

“So, the tracliodytes are bad, right?” Deets asked.

“You’d think, wouldn’t you,” Jules said. “But they aren’t”

“You’d better explain,” Deets said.

So, Jules did

“I guess that the people on Earth were wrecking it,” Jules told him. All the boys had gathered around and were listening closely. “The air was bad, the water was polluted, and the land had become poisoned with chemicals.”

“Geez,” Deets said. “That’s not good.”

Thom said, “Sort of like it is here right now.”

The other boys nodded in agreement.

“Yeah,” Jules said. “Just like it is here.”

They were all quiet for a moment thinking. Life in Bentonburg outside of the Boy’s Home really was horrible and not a friendly place to live at all. The air was filthy and people sometimes had to wear masks to protect themselves from breathing poisons. There were no trees or lakes. The land was desolate.

Evan spoke up. “So, back then, Earth up above was like it is down here?”

Jules nodded. “From what I’ve read, yes. But the tracliodytes fixed all of that.”

“How?” Gordy asked.

“After they took over, they healed the land. They are gigantic insects, kind of like cockroaches, and they are very intelligent. The lived simple lives so there was no air pollution. With no pollution, the water became refreshed and the land rejuvenated. I guess the tracliodytes are good farmers and grow a lot of wildflowers that they use for food.” Jules looked around. All six of the boys were paying close attention. They’d only heard rumors about what had happened in the past. This was all new to them. It was not only interesting, but, as Cranston said, “That’s very cool.”

Jules nodded. “It is.”

After listening to Jules, all six boys decided that the tracliodyes were the ‘good guys’ when all was said and done.

“I’d love to go up there sometime,” Jules said, pointing toward the ceiling of their dorm room. “The surface sounds like a great place to live.”

“I agree,” Cranston said.

The other boys nodded. “Us, too!”

Then Jules had a thought. “Maybe we can,” he said.

From that moment on, in the back of their minds, the Misfits kept the hope alive that maybe someday they could escape.

So, the boys had access to the library, where they could learn things, and they could play games like chess and checkers, but Jack Tanner made sure they paid dearly for their privileges. In general, life for them was bad. They had very little food, they were exercised to the point of exhaustion, and they were beaten for the smallest infraction, usually at the whim of Jack Tanner. 

On top of all that, the lives of the Misfits were about to get harder. Over the course of the year, Jack Tanner had been director of the Boys’ Home; he had overseen the transfer of three boys who, upon turning ten years old, were sent to work in the tunnel system. Next up was Jules. A boy Jack Tanner didn’t like at all and was looking forward to getting rid of. To that end, he knew Jules was popular, so he decided to watch the kid closely. 

He called all the boys together.

“As you know. Jules will be sent to the tunnels when he turns ten. Our records show that’s in a month. Until then, all privileges are revoked. There’ll be no games, no library. No nothing. You will follow my orders, and free time will be spent exercising.”

He looked out at the seven boys. The hate in their eyes was unmistakable. Too bad. He was the boss, and what he said was the law. “Dismissed,” he said.

That was just a week ago.

Of course, the boys hated it, but they couldn’t do anything about it. To cope, the Misfits, who were always close, banded even closer together. They stuck up for each other. If Jack Tanner was going to beat someone, the rest of the boys tried to stop him and were beaten for their efforts. If one of them was especially hungry, the other gave them a portion of their food. In short, they’d looked out for each other, and this was going to be another one of those times.

They also made a momentous decision. It was Cranston who brought it up.

“You know what?” he said, one night after Jack Tanner had put the hammer down and increased their exercise regime.

“What?” Jules asked. He’d become quiet, thinking, no doubt, about his impending removal from the relative security of the Boys’ Home to the dark, cold tunnel system. For the rest of his life.

“I was thinking,” Cranston said.

“About what?” Jules asked morosely.

Cranston turned to him and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. Jules looked at him with the saddest eyes Cranston had ever seen. Jules was Cranston’s best friend. He had to do something. “About what we’ve talked about but never done anything about,” Cranston said.

“What do you mean?” Jules asked. “Get the point.”

Cranston nodded. “I think we should get out of here.” He pointed upward. “Get out of here and go to the surface.”

Deets stepped up. So did Thom and the others. “You mean escape?”

Cranston nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Escape.” He looked at Jules. “What do you think?”

Jules didn’t have to think. He smiled for the first time in days. “What I think,” he said, “is that it’s a great idea!

So, they huddled together to make a plan.

***
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The Misfits lived on the second floor of a three-story building in downtown Bentonburg. Also in that building was the Bentonburg Girls’ Home. It was on the other end of the floor that the boys were. There were eight girls, all under twelve years old. The director’s name was Marsha Knox. She was as mean as Jack Tanner. She was also his wife. It made things interesting.

Marsha Knox was thin, fit, and had been running the Girls’ Home for a little longer than Jack Tanner. Like him, she’d come from the military. Like him, she’d been hired by Lance Hucktable to establish order. Like Jack Tanner, she accepted the challenge with a smile.

“No problem,” she told Lance Hecktable during their first (and only) interview when he asked her if she was up to the job. “I can whip those little freaks into shape in no time.”

“Good. You’re hired,” Hecktable said. Unfortunately, he couldn’t help but add, to prove his authority, “See that you do.”

He shouldn’t have. The look Marsha Knox gave him would have withered a stone. It sank deep into Hecktable and froze his soul. “I said,” Marsha Knox stated with a quiet venom, “I’ll take care of them, and I will.” She stared at Hecktable, her eyes flashing.

Message received. Lance Hectable got it. He’d leave her alone. “Okay, then,” he said.

And he did, too. The less time he spent around both Marsha Knox and her husband Jack Tanner, the better as far as he was concerned.

Marsha Knox was in charge of eight girls. The goal was to get them ready for domestic service, which the girls joined when they turned twelve. The girls Knox was in charge of were Jess, aged eleven, Eva, and Darla, aged ten. Felicity and Helen, aged nine. Kim and Lara, aged nine. And Ruth, aged eight. 

Knox hated every one of them. They were all defective and were poor excuses for human beings. Jess, Eva, and Darla were dark-skinned; Felicity, Helen, and Ruth were brown. Kim and Lara were tinged yellow. It took her weeks to get used to looking at them without getting sick to her stomach. White skin was the only way to go as far as she was concerned. None of these pathetic girls fit the bill.

On top of their skin tone, the girls were also born out of wedlock, which was a big no-no in not only her mind, but the minds of the Cultural Authorities. Plus, like the boys, the girls were all small in stature, had poor vision, and had to wear thick-lensed glasses with black frames.

What a bunch of losers. They even called themselves the Misfits, like the boys. What a joke. Marsha Knox enjoyed every moment of making their lives as miserable as she possibly could. As far as she was concerned, getting all of them to the age of 12 and out of her hair into a life of service couldn’t come fast enough. Especially that little creep Jess. Man, she was a handful. Every day, Knox checked the calendar on the wall in the girls’ exercise room, although she didn’t really have to. She had it memorized. Jess would be going into service when she turned 12 in twenty days. Less than a month. She couldn’t wait.
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The Birthday Party
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“Alright, everyone!” Lulomen waved her appendages. “Gather around.”

In truth, she need not have said anything. All 68 boys and girls living at Creekside Meadows were already in attendance. They had congregated outside the community hut, and spirits were high. The winter had been long, but now it was over. It was spring, and the weather was pleasantly warm. The sun was shining, and the sky was deep blue, filled with white puffy clouds. Colorful yellow-winged birds were chirping happily in the nearby bushes, and the creek was full of snow melt, running fast and clear. It was good to be outside. It was good to be alive.

Len looked at Alex. “What’s going on?”

Alex grinned. He knew exactly what was going on. And he was congratulating himself on having kept the secret. He pointed toward Lulomen. “Just listen,” he said.

Dani took Len’s hand and smiled at him. “You’ll love it.”

They’d officially been boyfriend-girlfriend for about four months, ever since the first snowfall, and he couldn’t have been happier. Especially at times like these, when Dani held his hand like she was doing now.

He looked at her, his brow furled. “You know what this is all about?”

She grinned and brushed the bangs of her short-cropped dark hair out of her eyes. “I do,” she said. She had worked with Alex, Lulomen, Kyla, Fae, Abagail, Cal, and Sammy to pull it off. 

Just then, Lulomen clapped her appendages. “Okay, everyone. Listen up!”

The newest additions to the group, the Rothsy Girls and the Rothsy Boys, were eagerly waiting. They’d been at Creekside Meadows since last fall, when they’d been rescued by the Pierpoint Rebels and had happily adjusted to life in the fresh air and sunshine of the ever-growing Creekside community of escaped, defective boys and girls.

Zelda said to Cora, “Do you know what’s going on?”

Cora shook her head. “Not a clue.”

Next to them, Marnie said, “But that’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s probably something good.” She smiled and took a deep breath of pure, clean air. “It’s just nice to be here.”

Zelda and Cora both agreed. “You got that right, sister,” they said.

Marnie, who had been quiet and painfully shy when she lived at the Girls’ Home in Rothsy, had blossomed into a confident young lady who had taken to working in the Creekside Meadows wildflower field with gusto. Both of her friends agreed that it was good to see.
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