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​The Tunnel People
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I.

IT HAD BEEN A LONG brutal war. Allies shifted sides, new allegiances brokered.

At the end, the politicians, government bureaucrats, and their media cronies were banned underground. And the rest of us learned to live in a watchful peace.

It began with the simple revolt. People started reclaiming their privacy. That meant they dumped their smart-phones and social media accounts. Next came any broadcast news and “entertainment”. People hated ads and started to show it. No one watched anything that was broadcast. It became all on-demand, ad-free.

Dumb-phones became preferred. Via a local land-link using local-only Wi-Fi. And triangulating locations or accessing via GPS was made illegal.

At first, the bi-coastal Geek-Corps were against this. Because it threatened their business model. But then, they shifted sides when they found that once people were banning their platforms almost en masse, they started running through their cash reserves at a mad rate. And would soon cease to exist if they didn’t become populist and leave the elites. Not that they were really on anyone’s side but their own. So they took over entertainment distribution.

That was all ancient history now. No one had heard or seen either the politicians or their media lackeys in years, decades.

[image: image]

THE THREAT SURFACED in a series of old maps, written in a language no one living understood.

It was during my hunts in the sub-basement archives where I originally found those old maps. Ones which showed how there were cross-connected travel routes between various cities deep underground. N’Yack was connected to Cagga via the deep aquifers that had been drained almost dry. Different aquifers were used at different points, connected by deep tunnel bores. 

At first, those maps didn’t make any sense. Just schematics and some alpha-numeric codings on the edges and throughout. I had a hard time deciphering these at first, but eventually learned their AI-developed geek-speak language and solved their puzzles.

But there was no way to access these tunnels without some sort of ID. A fake one, obviously. That led me to Rob.

Rob was a wild anarchist at heart. But a practical one, non-violent by nature. He preferred to watch sunrises and sunsets with a six-pack of near-beer at hand. Just enough to cool the nerves, but not give any serious buzz.

That’s where I found him one day, the only place I could track him to. And it wasn’t easy. Research is my specialty, my living. I could find anyone. But the trick was in their attitude. Rob was the perfect nexus of a free-thinker and hacker. Plus his appreciation for natural ways of doing things sealed the deal with me.

The trick in finding him was that he was going more and more off-line, off-grid. I found him by satellite maps and intuition. He still had an old jeep and his favorite high bluffs over the river. He kept an almost regular schedule. Just enough.

One day, I got there just before he was leaving. He just finished his last can of near-beer and was putting it into a mesh recycling bag. Black jeans, sturdy hiking boots, faded blue jeans jacket, over a black t-shirt. Broad shoulders, narrow waist. Not your typical family-basement nerd.

The wind over those high bluffs had just died down as twilight approached. He sat with his legs dangling over the edge.

“Hey,” I said, loud enough to be heard, but not loud enough to startle. I stood way back so he could see I wasn’t a threat. And a six-pack of his favorites was dangling from my fingers.

“Hey, yourself,” Rob seemed bothered by the interruption. Then he looked down at my hand and smiled. It didn’t hurt that I was wearing my black rock-climbing slicks that accented my curves right down to my back-dimples. You know the ones. Dimples and muscle definition only show up on the really fit. My running and rock-climbing soothed the rough edges of my soul. And did wonders for my abs and thighs.

“Well, you found me. And I’ll take that bribe off your hands. How did you track me here and who the hell are you?” Rob asked.

I came up to his side, handed over my six cans of cool-sweating brew and sat down next to him, that six-pack in between us. “I’m Marj. And you already know how I tracked you.”

Rob pulled one off the plastic stringer, popped the top and handed it to me. Perfect gentleman. And waited until I drank and swallowed. A touch paranoid, which was a good thing. Then he popped open one for himself and went back to watching the sunset.

We only had a half-hour or so before it would be too dark to make our way down the trails without stumbling. And from these heights you either used the existing light, or you set yourself up to be spotted with your flashlight beams.

That left maybe 15 minutes to talk as all the chance I was going to get. And he knew it.

“So? You are up here to either seduce me or hire me or blackmail me - or some combination of the above,” Rob said.

I just smiled, “Or some combination of the above.”

The clouds were slowly turning from red through violet into black as we sat there. Patient watching would almost let you see the changes.

“OK, five minutes. Make your pitch, ‘Marj’, and then I leave,” Rob said.

“Well, that leaves out seduction.” I smiled. “Here’s the job offer: I’ve found some maps says I can get from one coast to the other all underground, using high-speed tube transport.”

“But...?” Rob asked.

“I need one of your hacks,” I replied.

“Not just any hack, you want top-level transport ID clearance,” he answered.

“Pay is no problem - whatever you want,” I said.

“Sorry, I don’t do government stings. Find another lackey.” Rob pushed the the four remaining beers back at me, and began to rise.

I put my hand on his arm to stop him, and the feeling was electric. It’s a hard thing to describe, and I’d only read about in some old paperback romances my mom used to read. But it’s real. Very real. I just proved it to myself.

And I could tell in his eyes that he had felt it, too. He also stopped moving. He stared at my hand on his arm and back to my eyes again. “I though you said seduction wasn’t possible in five minutes.”

I moved my hand away and looked back at the sky. “That wasn’t intentional, I’m sorry. Go ahead and walk away. This won’t work out.”

He didn’t move. That meant either bad or good. 

But I wasn’t looking for either outcome. I crossed my arms in front of me and looked off away from the bluffs. “This wasn’t a good idea. Again, sorry.”

“I'm sorry, too,” he said. “Now you’re in a jam. You felt the same thing I did, which is supposedly just some cheap romance novel cliché, but it happened. You need my help, and I’m the only one of a tiny handful that can help you. But you don’t want to let this turn into something we’d both regret. Because you have some standards in your life, and sleeping around to get what you want isn’t one of them. You aren't a NYT reporter, that's for sure.”

Rob turned back, pulled another can off its plastic holder, popped it open, and took a healthy swig while I was getting my thoughts together.

“How do you think you know so much about me?” I asked.

“Because when you accessed those satellites, I got a ping. Meaning I knew you were coming,” Rob said.

This guy was good. Darned good. “I suppose that means you looked up my back trail?” I asked.

“No, that was from your reactions. Look, neither of us seem ready for some relationship out of this. You got a card with contact data on it?” Rob said.

I pulled out a laminated card from my top and checked it. “Yup, still sweat free. Go ahead and scan it, though. No chip in it.”

Rob wiped it on his jeans, then held up the card to the fading light to peer at it before stuffing it into the right chest pocket of his faded jeans jacket.

“OK, I’ll be in touch.” With that, he rose, turned, and left.

I waited. And watched the sunlight turn golden and then ruddy. Down the hill behind us, I heard his engine start, and the slip of wheels against the gravel as he started out.

But I still waited some more, and felt old emotions wash over me. N0ne I was prepared for. None I really had any defense against. “Good thing he didn’t want a relationship,” I said quietly to no one. And chewed my lower lip in some sort of weird reflex.

Then popped open one of the brews he left.

II.

“THIS JOB HAD BETTER pay awfully well,” I said to no one in particular. How that chick got under my skin that fast was nuts. Either I had been alone too long, or not long enough. Thought I was over all females and that stuff. Thought I liked being straight, single, and sane. Women just made you do goofy stuff.

I started counting off all the people I knew who had been busted after some fling because they either let something slip or got distracted. Or, in the old days, slept with a reporter.

And here I was, distracted.

I put my attention back on the job at hand. Now was the time to look up her back trail. But I had to admit she was good, really good. All her data stopped about 6 years ago. No current address. Used to be a freelance researcher, did some light-weight government contracts, mostly subbed under university grants. All of her social networks had been scrubbed, even mentions of her on anyone else’s profiles. No phone, no location, no picture other than the poor Academia scans made for ID’s.

And yet she was able to find me. Spooky. Nobody is supposed to have these skill-sets. Other than me and people I don’t even want to meet in person. Too risky for both of us.

So why would she risk all that to contact me?

That electric touch. Couldn’t be real. Hadn’t ever felt anything like that, well – I have, but... Had to be Junior High or that age. By High School I was jaded on the whole dating/hormones scene. In college, I was dedicated to staying celibate and dropped out after a few years. College was a waste on so many, many levels. Hook-ups and free sex were just more ways to wreck your life.

Who was that girl, the one who touched me like that way before? Red hair, not blond like this one. Delicate fingers. Smile that could melt snow in blizzard. Kiss like... Gawd, what was I thinking? 

Need. To. Focus. On. Work.

That card, where was it? Jacket pocket, right.

I got up to reach the door-side hook where it hung. Nice having a routine. Everything goes where it should. Simple. Direct. Predictable.

Two fingers pulled it out. I’d nuked it on the way back in the dash EMF box. Cooked it for the whole ride home. Nothing electronic survived that.

Hung the jacket back up and started looking the card over in my hand.

Only a single web-address hand-printed in block letters on one side. No way to track that easily. Because it was written from right-to-left, so the handwriting patterns were all wonky. So they couldn't be traced. Perfectly centered on the card, though. The card wasn’t hand cut or trimmed to center the text, it was from stamped and mass-produced card stock. Generic.

Might mean a graphic arts background, or a very precise mathematical mind.

Either way, she was good at what she did. Took care of details. And worthy of my begrudged respect.

Thanks to the gods that we were on that cliff-side in the fresh air or I’d be smelling her shampoo about now...

I shook my head to clear it. And almost decided to drop the whole thing. 

But what she said was interesting, completely separate from how she looked in those form-fitting climbing slicks, and the way her eyes...

Focus. On. Work.

OK, OK, maps. She said something about a coast-to-coast transport system, all underground and never mentioned anywhere before. Like something out of Wells’ “Journey to the Center of the Earth”. But they used old volcano cores as the way down. With war-surplus tunneling machines and mini-fusion drives, we can still drive and bore wherever wanted. All that added up in theory.

Bringing my computers out of sleep mode, I started tick-tacking the address in, once I had triple-redundant re-directs nested within a virtual honey-pot and malware scanners all online.

When I got through, I was shocked. Gob-smacked, I think the term is.

It was simply a huge scan of the maps. They were layers, so the whole thing could be set up in 3D. Transcontinental tubes criss-crossed the various aquifers with fewer drilled mostly east-west through the mountain ranges, connecting the major cities and some of the old intercontinental ballistic missile tubes as access ports.

It was just too fantastic.

And had been built before Marj or I had been born. Hidden away, might even be working today. Probably how the politicians survived underground so easily after they were banished. Allowed them to still take their bribes, make their contacts, try to influence things on the surface. Or re-group and stage a counter-attack offensive.

I sat back in my chair. I was working from a copy of the file that I created seconds after opening the original, then quickly cutting that connection through all the jumps it had opened. My networks then continued making various jumps nearly at random, as part of a mapping program. Just to hide where I'd been. (I’d found some fascinating things that way, that paid for my overhead, but none as riveting as this.)

If only half of this stuff still worked, it would take generations to explore it all.

But who and what still controlled the access to these was the next question.

III.

I REALLY SHOULDN’T have touched him. “Nice retro-wisdom, Marj,” I said to no one in particular. Hindsight being 50-50 as the old humor went.

My words echoed off the walls of the 4th sub-level Atkinson storage area I was walking across. Almost making as much noise as my clacking heels against the grey painted concrete hallways.

Here, I was more an archaeologist than analytic researcher. They had me along to sort out anything the file clerks found. It was tough work, as the government had simply retreated and left all this material behind, but no coherent map of the rooms or how anything was organized. (We figured that was on purpose, but the idea of a “conspiracy of idiots” was more likely.)

I got up to the surface for real daylight every few days, and spent a good deal of my time running these halls when off-duty to both keep myself in shape as well as dispel the tedium. A side benefit was being able to map these halls with my photographic memory. When sleeping, my unconscious then assembled the maps of where I’d been so I have a mental 3D construction of all the levels and their layout.

I figure that I have about a fifth of it all mapped out, if I'm lucky. And that's after years of daily running.

Working in the various rooms to sort through what the real data-archaeologists find (or data-arc’s as they like to be called) then gives me some idea of how these bureaucrats continued to keep building out their data storage areas from the original mining that started this Kansas storage scene.

The Atkinson sub-levels were built during the “Second Cold War” where the bureaucrats of both sides sucked taxpayer money into creating alternate government areas big enough to house all the politicians and their staff, as well as their families and all their offices. Two of the known alternate sites were SubTropolis in the KC area, and Meramac Caverns. It’s rumored that anywhere limestone mining was every done has some sort of old government storage in it.

That map tends to support this, although I’ve hardly been able to get a quarter of it decoded in the tiny spare time I have.

That was why I needed Rob to get us travel passes.

Well, at least that was the idea before I touched his arm. Now, I’m not too sure he would want to come along. I’m known to be pushy at times, even been called a “control freak”. But really it’s that my intuition tells me things are a certain way and I’ve come to trust it. Because it saved my life several times when I did.

Our work was paid for by the Geek-Corps, out of the money people paid them for on-demand entertainment. And so we were supposed to “share” our findings with them. Unfortunately, some of this simply got whisked away in the middle of the night or after an area was left for the next one on the list. It was always curious to us that our assignments criss-crossed the chambers instead of working in a logical pattern. And to even talk about the data disappearing would often result in reassignment to a surface job faster than the normal rotations.

To keep my daylight access and healthy salary, I kept my own mouth shut. And in  findings like the Map, I told no one about them. I’d found a few choice items, but this was the biggest.

I worried that Rob was going to do something stupid with it.

IV.

WHY THIS GIRL WOULD trust me with this Map was obvious. I was as crazy intuitive as she was. And there wasn’t any way to split this map up. The AI code all around its border was also layered. Once you saw the elegance of that AI language, it made perfect sense. But in a data-dense way. Practically, there was so much data buried in it, that the old ideas of the original Bible being a cryptographic hologram model came up. If you took every fifth word, it read as well as if you took every fourth word, and so on. So there was data and stories in there that the old supercomputers worked years at discovering. Because the stories also read backwards as well as forwards.

This AI language was like that as well. It was a little like some sort of fantastic DNA. It actually told the whole philosophy and history and even planning of the AI Swarm Computers before they were completely destroyed. (Yes, of course there are rumors. You can’t trust the Government to do anything right. But again, the “conspiracy of idiots” was a more common explanation that more often proved right than not.)

Much of this map description was in the planning level of that language, which was the most hidden. So it wasn’t known whether the rest of this construction was ever actually carried out.

We had to travel there. If we could find a working tube car, or train, then we’d have our answers quick.

V.

ROB CONTACTED ME WHEN I was topside for a daylight visit.

It was a piece of light orange sandstone on my usual path. A rock about the size of a baseball cut in half. It caught my eye because the limestone we dealt with was mostly white, even on the paths we walked. Red and orange sandstone was much further south.

Of course I picked it up. It also wasn’t dusty like everything around it. So it had only been there hours at best. I just shoved it in the pocket of my rolled-down jumpsuit. Unless it had some metal in it, the scanners weren’t going to pick up anything besides another rock.

Which meant I also had to get out of sight to check it out. Time for a trip to the commissary.

The commissary was a carryover from when there was an active military base. I went shopping there almost every time I got topside, even if I didn’t need anything. Partially to refuel my need for sunshine and natural-lit spaces, and also to give my intuition a rest from all the serious computing it was having to do to keep up with my memory and make sense of it.

I’d usually get whatever fruit was in season and then sit by myself in the center of the picnic table lot (named because they had something like a hundred picnic tables there for all the people who used to live and work in the subterranean vaults below. Sure, this many probably meant that there was some typical government over-spending that had to happen every year, just to make sure they used all their budget - and so could get more the next year. No wonder they lost the war.)

I pulled out a worn paperback copy of poetry from a hip pocket. It contained a lot of free verse, as well as traditional stanzas. Reading this relaxed my mind. I’ve gone through it maybe twenty times now and was due to start over. Most of it I’d memorized on some level or the other. I was always finding new material and new meanings when I re-read it. But that’s the way of all things. The key point is being able to relax the mind.

This time, as I sat in my usual spot, I kept turning that rock over in my hand as I pretended to read. (Yes, of course Geek-Corps is watching. Especially outside.) I finally felt the puzzle pieces for what they were and what to push in what sequence to get it opened. Shoving it into my pocket, I made my way toward the bathrooms. And had the puzzle opened inside my pocket before I  arrived.

The fingers of that hand extracted something like a plastic key. But I left that in my pocket to pull the rock out again. Amongst the coins I had, that key wouldn’t show up on any scan.

Instead of using the facilities, I went to the snack booth and bought a plastic-wrapped pastry. Tearing the numbered strip on its edge, that went in with the plastic key. Made them both look like trash, or nerd-mementos.

What to do with the rock-puzzle? Couldn't keep it, couldn't leave it. I went back to the picnic tables and found a few that were wobbly. Picking up some loose rocks on the ground, I made to look as if I were trying to get one to level out. Putting the sandstone puzzle under a leg, then sitting on that corner simply crushed it. Then my boot scattered the pieces so the next sweeping would pick them up. 

To finish it off, I shrugged like I had realized I needed to quit tilting at the windmills of perfecting the obsessive art of table-leveling. All for the cameras that were looking.

I know you think this is paranoia supreme. But I’ve analyzed lots of stuff in my time. And the smartest people are often the worst idiots. They think they can keep surveilling people all they want. All they are actually doing is training people how to escape being surveilled. There is a balance to all things. Meanwhile, you play the game. To win.

Once I finished my pastry, it was time to return. I wouldn’t be back for several daylight cycles.

By then I should have a response for Rob and a way to get it to him figured out. Or at least out of my head.

VI.

HER ANSWER WAS TOO elegant.

I answered a knock to my door and found Marj was standing there. Her tight climbing sleeks below covered by a black leather jacket that ended just below her waist. Heavy boots that gave her a little more height than her climbing shoes.

Right in front of all the hallway cameras, she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me like there was going to be no tomorrow.

Funny enough, I liked it. Been awhile, like I said.

Then we kinda collapsed back into my living space and I managed to shut the door. The cameras caught all of it and that was her point.

Another funny thing happened. We didn’t quit kissing once we were inside and off the monitors. Because it simply felt so good, so right. And Marj probably hadn’t had something like this for as long as I hadn't.

We finally disentangled ourselves and started catching our breath.

She found my only regular chair in that tiny cubicle and I sat on the bed-couch, which I made up that day for some reason. Actually, I cleaned up and put away everything like I was expecting company. Or someone.

Opening her leather jacket showed her wearing only a thin bandeau across her chest. She reached into the slight opening above the elastic front to pull out that plastic key I sent her.

I took it from her and quickly twisted it into the 3D device that would allow her to decode the AI code on the map. Then put it back in her fingers.

“Very clever,” Marj said.

“Thought you’d like it. Took awhile to figure that it was all we needed,” I said. “And more importantly, you also have your travel pass in your hand.”

She opened her hand and put the key in her palm. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. It’s just that simple.” I pulled a flat card out of my t-shirt pocket and quickly assembled my own. “All you need to know is the AI language and how to think in 3D. Almost no human-types can do that, so that’s all the security you need.”

“It’s just some marks on each side. Able to be printed simply. Very particular as to the markings, but it’s basically a master key for all the transport. If you can find the locks, it will work,” I said.

“So you’ve tried it?” Marj asked.

“I found some locks here and there and it’s worked on all of them. They were all just empty storage lockers so far. The funny thing is that you start seeing this code everywhere when you look for it. Like a civilization hidden in another civilization,” I replied. “All in plain sight.”

“This is amazing. You could print these off and hand them out for nothing,” Marj said.

“And trap people when they couldn’t get back out again. On the other side of these doors, it’s all AI code instructions and smooth walls. I’m sure there’s another use for these storage closets. So I started some tests,” I said.

“Tests? Nothing dangerous, I hope,” asked Marj,

“Just a gradient scale of objects. Dried fruit, a kid’s toy, and a Captain Krunch decoder ring,” I said.

“What happened?” Marj asked.

“The fruit was left alone, the toy was turned around 180 degrees. and the decoder ring is still missing,” I replied.

“What’s your figure on that?” Marj asked.

“They don’t care about organic, think humans are kids that can be played with, and the decoder ring is either challenging, or a challenge to us,” I replied.

“Us - you mean you’ve decided to come with me,” Marj said.

“Of course. I need to find out how deep this rabbit hole goes,” I said. “Oh, could you explain your logic of bussing me in front of every camera out there?” I asked.

Marj blushed. “Other than testing that electrical thing we ran into last time, it was to give them a red herring. They think people in love are more vulnerable and less a risk. Our new cover says we now should simply go out shopping for some entertainment discs, like the lovers they think we are. Then go find a transport hatch we can open,” she explained.

“Nice touch. They will figure that we are busy making out somewhere when we go off their cameras,” I said.

Marj blushed again. “Outside of the physical reaction I get when you mention that subject, it’s a good working hypothesis.”

“Don’t worry, your blushing looks great against that blond hair of yours. Gives you an outdoors sort of look. A natural mystique,” I said - and felt some color come into my own cheeks.

“Well, lets go,” Marj said, smiling at my reaction. “Which one of your storage lockers is closest to a disc-store?”

VII.

DISK IN ONE HAND, ROB in the other, he led me to an alley and started nuzzling my neck just as we turned the corner. I responded by pulling his hand around my waist and put my arm around his neck to hold him close as we turned down that camera-less alleyway.

But then I turned around to body-press him against the wall and plant another long kiss on his lips. We were in no hurry with that one, either. When we came up for air, I put my forehead against his shoulder and looked down at his shirt. “We really need to make sure this ‘chemistry’ doesn’t affect our progress.”

Rob cleared his throat, “True. I don’t know if my thinking will be practically accurate in all circumstances.”

“Noted,” I said. And stretched up, kissed him on his nose.

Then took his hand and he led us on.

The doorway was almost invisible in the wall. Just a narrow slit to show a doorway. No knob or handle. There was a small hollow “x” in the wall about elbow height. Not a cross, but diagonal. And that meant something all by itself.

Rob inserted his key and we entered. It was empty, just big enough for the two of us. “Don’t touch anything, just wait,” Rob said.

Eventually, the panels each lit in a sequence. First it lit up below, then opposite the door, the door itself, both sides, and then the top. Figures showed in each side. I started reading them. but was quickly confused, as they seemed out of order somehow.
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