
Ravi Patel pulled off his sweatshirt and looked up at the heat rising from the brown hills.  It was a hot day, and a sluggish breeze moved through the dusty lot where the group of kids was gathered.   The dump was just over a small rise, and every now and then the stench of garbage blew over them.   The others chatted softly among themselves.  A couple of the park trolls passed a forty of malt liquor back and forth.   Ravi stood next to Bobby, who swung his video camera back and forth filming the people.  Bobby grinned and adjusted his derby.  A road worn trailer, painted white and green, stood in the center of the field.   Elizabeth stalked around it, her usual angry look on her face.  She was directing Shane as he splashed lighter fluid around it.   Despite the heat, she wore a flowing black lace dress, with a sort of scarf-like cowl covering her bleach blonde hair, and long lace gloves.


“Get more on the bottom, so the top will catch,” she instructed Shane.  He wiped the sweat off his forehead with a red bandana, which he shoved back in his oil stained jean jacket.   Ravi was nervous about being here, but his growing crush on Bobby overwhelmed his natural inclination to avoid getting in trouble.  He looked up sharply as Jonathan and Brett started shoving each other and wrestling playfully in the dirt.  


“You’re still not doing it right,” Elizabeth exclaimed, and took the can of sterno from Shane.


“What’s to do right?  It’ll catch on fire just fine,” he protested.  He stood back and watched her dousing the trailer.


“This is a stupid idea anyhow.  Why are you burning this?  You could give me the trailer if you don’t want it anymore.”  He reached in his jacket and pulled out a bottle of cheap beer.  He opened it with a pocketknife, and squatted in the dirt.


“It’s a symbolic action,” declared Elizabeth.  “We’re destroying it in the name of destroying the suburban plastic culture that stranded all of us out here in the middle of this nightmare of subdivisions and strip malls.”


“Plus, it’s fun to burn stuff!” added Brett, who having pinned Jonathan, was grinning and flexing his bicep for Bobby’s camera.   Bobby moved in closer, and Brett continued, his long hair flowing in the garbage-scented breeze. “Burn it all down!  Try to set the night on fire!”  One of the random park trolls offered him the malt liquor bottle, and he took a deep sip.   The bottle was passed to Ravi, who took it with distaste.  He smelled it, and wincing, handed it off to Shane, who accepted it gladly and took a sip, passing it on to Bobby.  Bobby made a face, but he also took a drink.


“Hey, are we gonna do this or what?” one of the trolls demanded.   “Our drugs are finally kicking in.”  Elizabeth glared at him, but struck a match, and threw it on the trailer.  Yellow and orange flames swept up the side, and through the flames, Ravi saw the paint peeling.   The trolls cheered, and Brett and Jonathan stopped wrestling, their eyes lit up, and they jumped up and down.


“This is the society we would burn.  We call for freedom for those of us trapped here,” declared Elizabeth.  Waving one black gloved hand and gesturing to the gated community in the distance. Bobby swung the camera to her and moved in as she continued speaking.


“By burning down this trailer, we are declaring our freedom from this world.”  She trailed off, and moved position, as the smoke blew into the group.  The trolls stood rapt, and lit cigarettes by leaning into the trailer fire.   Bobby moved further back to get the trailer in a shot composed with the gated community.  He grinned hugely.  

 
“This will be the best film we’ve ever made.” He said to Ravi, his dark eyes glittering.  “I’m so glad I took that hit before coming out here.”


“What?” demanded Ravi.  “You took drugs?”


“Relax, “ continued Bobby. “it’s for art.”  Ravi was considering just leaving, when a shout drew everyone’s attention.  Pulling up in a lowered mini-truck, a couple of the football team climbed out.    


“What the hell are you freaks doing?” demanded one.  Ravi recognized him from English class.  Brett and Jonathan began edging towards Brett’s aging car.  They had both had numerous run ins with the sport dinks before, and wanted no part of it.  The two park trolls looked at the jocks and started laughing.


“Well Morticia, you want to explain this?” demanded the other, as he glared at Elizabeth.  She looked back, but refused to say anything.   Bobby grinned and walked towards the two dinks, filming as he went, but one of them knocked his camera over .And shoved Bobby hard, knocking him into the dirt.


“Knock it off you freaks.  I knew you guys were nuts, but this takes the cake.”  


Bobby clambered to his feet, and in a conciliatory tone said, “Relax fellas, this is just for an art project.”  The dinks glared at him, and he backed away towards Ravi.


“Art?  You guys are just burning shit for kicks.   We’re gonna call the cops and get all you freaks in trouble.” The dink reached into his letterman’s jacket and pulled out a cell phone.  As he dialed, Elizabeth spit at his feet and stomped off to her car, a black Mercedes.  She climbed in, and drove off, pausing only briefly to let Shane jump into the passenger’s seat, leaving a trail of dust behind her.   The trolls piled in with Brett and Jonathan, and they drove off.   The dinks came up to Bobby and Ravi, who were edging towards Bobby’s motorcycle.


“Give me the tape.” One of them grabbed Ravi, and put him in a headlock. “Or I bust your boyfriend’s head.”  Ravi, in a panic, managed to elbow him in the ribs, and began to run, but he tripped, and the other jock grabbed him, slamming a fist into Ravi’s stomach.  Bobby looking panicky, ejected the tape and tossed it as far as he could, into the burning trailer.   The dinks let go of Ravi, and began moving towards the tape.   
“Get that shit!” one shouted.  “It’s evidence!”  They turned away from Bobby and Ravi, who scrambled onto Bobby’s bike, and without helmets, they roared off.    They headed down the access road by the dump, and from there roared back into the normal part of the residential streets near Ravi’s place.   He gunned his engine and shifted roughly, but calmed down as they entered the sub-division.  Soon the familiar three designs they had all grown up looking at came into view. Bobby regained his cool by the time they pulled into Ravi’s parents garage.  


“Goddamn Dink fucks ruined my art project.”  He ranted, pacing back and forth.  “Are your parents home?” he asked.


“No, Dad’s at work til late, and Mom’s at a conference down in the city for the next few days.”


“Good.”  Bobby went into the garage fridge and pulled out a couple sodas.   They He was nauseous and his stomach was sore.  Both of them were covered with dust.  Ravi felt drained and exhausted.  Bobby took off his derby and began pacing back and forth nervously.  



“I gotta get out of here and head home.  I’m so pissed about that tape!”  


“Do you think they’re gonna get the cops after us?” asked Ravi.


“ Naw, I bet they just wanted to mess with us.”  He looked up and stared into space. “Do you hear sirens?”  Ravi cocked his head off the pillow but heard nothing.


“You’re just paranoid. I can’t believe you took that hit.  And then drove me on your bike.”


“Oh, quit your whining.   Nothing happened.  Except we lost the tape, and now we have no art project to put in the portfolio.  It’ll be community college next year for sure.” Bobby paced back and forth a few more times before settling on the coffee table, where he removed his motorcycle boots, and continued pacing back and forth, in his argyle socks.  Ravi lay back on his side, and his side and closed his eyes. 

“Our parents will kill us if they find out about the trailer.” 

“Well they won’t.  Elizabeth bought it from some hick up the interstate, and paid cash.  And Shane drove it down, so you and I won’t be mentioned at all. There’s no evidence to tie it to us, and I bet those dinks took off before they got blamed.”   He put his boots back on and headed towards the door.  “Get some sleep, I’ll be back later to take you to the club.   Make sure you sneak out by 11.”  Ravi rolled over on the couch, and closed his eyes.  He thought of Bobby for a bit then went to sleep. 

 Ravi dreamed the jocks were holding him down, while one moved a cordless drill closer and closer to his eyes.  Ravi screamed and struggled, and jerked awake, to the sound of the door to the garage closing.  His father was home.  He glanced up and his father, standing at the foot of the couch, smiled. 

“Sleeping your life away, while I slave to feed you and your mother.”  His father set his briefcase down on the kitchen table. “Why are you so filthy?  Have you been tumbling with the ruffians again?”

Ravi shook his head. “Just out fooling around with my friends.”  His father sneezed, and declared “The allergens are terrible on these hot days.  And they tried to spray the office with poisons before I was able to stop them.   I have to go back to work in a little bit and finish some work.”  He pulled out a couple of twenties and handed them to Ravi.  “Go order a pizza or something.  I will be back in a few hours.   Make sure you do your homework.  And clean yourself up.  I do not want the neighbors to think the Indians next to them are a dirty people.”  Ravi snorted at this, and kissed his father goodbye.  He walked upstairs and took a shower, then dressed in jeans and a t-shirt.  He picked up his book for English, “The Catcher in the Rye.” and settled down to read.  He ordered a pizza a little while later, and he watched some television.  A few hours later, he heard the garage door slam shut again, and he walked back downstairs to greet his father.


“Why are you still up?  It is a school day tomorrow.”


“Just going to bed.”  Ravi walked up to his bedroom and lay down on his bed without undressing.   He heard his father milling about downstairs, and then as soon as he heard his father’s bedroom door slam, he got out of bed, and undressed, redressing in his club clothes.  Black jeans, and a frilly black shirt.   He fitted a ring in his ear, combed his straight black hair, and put on thick leather boots.  Lastly, he put a spiked collar around his neck, and carefully he opened his window, and climbed out.   

He glanced around, and seeing no one else around, he ducked through his front yard, and walked to the edge of the wall of the subdivision.  Moving a milk crate they had hidden here for this purpose, he managed to jump up and over the wall, and waited in the field outside for Bobby.  After about ten minutes, he heard the puttering noise of Bobby’s bike.   Bobby looked great in his leather jacket and black pants with rings sewn into them.  Ravi took the proffered helmet, and climbed on, his arms around Bobby’s sinewy waist.  They roared off past the Office park into the night.

“This place is awesome. It’s totally underground, but Elizabeth hooked us up.  She’s involved somehow with this production.” Bobby shouted, against the roaring road noise.   The two of them leaned into a turn, and headed into an Industrial area of factories and warehouses.

“We gotta get back by 4, or we’ll wake my dad up!” shouted Ravi back.   This was his last complaint of that nature, since he wanted to look like a good sport while out with Bobby.   They pulled up to a non-descript warehouse, and Bobby parked his bike next to a battered small French car.  They took off their helmets and walked up to a small door with a peephole.  Bobby knocked a couple of times, and a peephole slid open.


“What you want?” A strong Slavic Accent of some sort.

Bobby pulled out a flier covered with Ankhs and Skulls, and held it up to the peephole.  With a click, the hole closed, and the door opened.   A short dark haired man in a threadbare jogging suit waved them in, and he quickly barred the door.  They stood in the dim light of the anteroom.   Occasionally, bright colored lights swung over the room, and Ravi could hear the insistent pounding of loud music from deeper in the warehouse.

“Twenty dollars.  Each.”  The short man stood up and blocked the entrance.  He was a small guy, barely up to Ravi’s shoulder, but something in his tone and body language indicated that messing with him would be a bad mistake, possibly your last.   Ravi concentrated on trying to look fashionably nonplussed.

“We’re on the list.  Guest’s of Elizabeth’s.”  Bobby handed him his driver’s license. Bobby was always able to carry off a superior tone in his voice, the sound of the truly in the know.  Ravi was impressed, but the doorman didn’t even notice.  He grabbed a clipboard from behind the small desk.  He quickly scanned a list of names, then nodded, handing bobby his license back.   He gestured to a black curtain, and bobby and Ravi went through it into a blinding light and sound storm.  Ravi let bobby take his hand, and the next couple of hours were a blur as they danced and danced.   When they could no longer dance, they slipped off to a corner shaded by thick black drapes, and Bobby bought them a couple of drinks.  Ravi, not much of a drinker, tried to act nonchalant, but the first sip made him cough and sputter.

“What is this?  It tastes like cough medicine.”

“Thai Energy Drink and Jaegermeister.” Bobby grinned, and downed his drink quickly.   Ravi sat and sipped.  He glanced at his cell phone.

“It’s already 3am.  We might have to get going.”  He hated to be like that, but he knew his father would lock him in the basement until graduation if he got caught sneaking back inside.  It might be unfashionable, but he genuinely wanted his parents’ approval.  Bobby made a face at this, and Ravi felt a twinge of disapproval.

“We have to at least say hi to Elizabeth, and thank her for getting us in.”  He led them out of the draped off room, and back into the full tumult of the dance floor.   They wandered around the periphery of the club, and Bobby pulled them to a small room behind the DJ.   Inside it was dimly lit by candles, and Elizabeth sat on a black leather couch, rifling through invitation lists.  She was dressed exactly the same as that afternoon.  Ravi never felt that comfortable around her.  She went to some private school, not the normal one with the rest of the kids in the valley.  Some said she didn’t go to school at all, just lived off her parent’s wealth.  She looked up and noticed the two of them.

“Do you have the tape?” she demanded of Bobby, dropping the papers. 

“Those Dink fucks made me lose it.  It got burned up with the rest of the trailer.”

“Idiot.” She said, not entirely unkindly.  “I wanted that for my collection.   Well, there will be other things to burn.”  She opened a small metal lunchbox, and pulled out a red and black pack of cigarettes.  She paused to light one, and the smell of cloves burning filled the room.

“I have my eyes on burning something bigger.”  Ravi looked horrified, and she sniggered.

“Tell your boyfriend to not look so scared.   I’m not going to go pyro on anything I don’t own. “  Elizabeth took a deep drag on her cigarette, and directed her smoke at Bobby.

“I’ll be happy to film anything you want, but we can’t let the stupid jocks get a hold of the tapes.  Despite your complicated justifications, I don’t think it’s completely legal to just burn any old thing you want.”  Bobby reached for a cigarette, and Elizabeth lit it with a jet-flame lighter.   There was a commotion from outside, and she jumped up and flipped on a small video monitor.

“hell.  This is a bust.”  She jumped out and shouted something to the DJ.  There was a terrible screech as he pulled the record off.   The DJ shouted into the microphone.

“This is a bust! Patrons not wanting to get arrested should leave out the back door ASAP!”  The DJ flipped off the sound system, and began to grab records.  He began lugging a crate towards a back door.  Elizabeth reached down to a control board, and flipped a switch.  Large white lights came on suddenly, and the crowd, pasty and confused began moving towards the exits.  Ravi caught a glimpse of the doorman waving his arms frantically.   Elizabeth calmly wrapped her shawl around her     She glanced up to Ravi and Bobby and gestured with one thumb towards the back door.

“Time to leave, mouse-ka-teers.”  She nonchalantly began to walk through the panicky crowd towards the back door.  Ravi caught a glimpse of two cops walking in, nightsticks out.  They began to shout something about everyone under arrest.  Bobby freaked out and grabbed Ravi’s arm and they began to run towards the door.   The club turned into total bedlam, with people running in every direction.   Ahead of them, a long- haired guy in a top hat tripped and fell flat, and Bobby went flying over him.  Ravi looked back frantically in time to see a crowd of blue-suited cops piling into the club.   They began swinging truncheons, knocking people down.  A crazy impression of images flooded his senses.   He saw a blue haired girl throwing chairs at the cops, and someone moving too quickly to follow launch into the cops, taking them down with some sort of martial arts moves.   Ravi tried to stop and get Bobby, but the crowd swept him out the door.  The last thing he saw was two of the cops pummeling Bobby with their nightsticks.  Ravi screamed as someone grabbed his hand.

“Shut the fuck up!  C’mon”  Elizabeth pulled Ravi outside the club, and the two of them ran to Elizabeth’s black Mercedes.  She pulled him in, and in a terrible grinding, and crash noise, she went over the curb and out of the lot.  The area outside the club was lit by rotating blue and red lights.  Cops and patrons were running everywhere, but somehow Elizabeth maintained her cool, and dodged the fleeing people.   A cop briefly took note of them, and jumped into his car.   Elizabeth shifted furiously, and her engine roared.  The cop began to pursue them, and then skidded out, a terrible shower of sparks erupting from below the cruiser.  

“What the hell just happened?” demanded Ravi.

“Dumbfuck Pig just got a flat, lucky for us.” Replied Elizabeth, her voice as demure and calm as if she was at a tennis match somewhere.  

“No, I mean, at the club?  They can’t just beat people up for being in an underground club.”

“Damned if I know.  Whenever they busted other clubs I did, they used a couple of officers calmly escorting people out.”  She pulled out a cell phone from her lunchbox.  She dialed, driving with knees for a second, and shouted into it.

“They busted the club!  I said they busted the club!  We’re coming over!  I need to hide somewhere, and someone’s gonna use my name.   I’m not gonna head home til this calms down.  I don’t care what time it is, we’re coming over.”  She lit another cigarette and kept yelling into the phone.

“I’m with Bobby’s friend.  I don’t know, you know Simba or whatever.”

Ravi looked offended. “My Name is Ravi Patel.”

“Ravi, his imperial majesty.  Yes, Shut up, we’re almost there.”  She hung up and blew smoke out.   They turned off the industrial road, and pulled up besides the crumbling service station that had been closed as long as Ravi could remember.

“I need to get home before my Dad wakes up or I’m dead.” He said, trying to not whine.   What happened to Bobby?  His stomach roiled in discomfort as he kept seeing in his head Bobby getting beaten with truncheons.   Elizabeth climbed out of the car and stared at him.  

“C’mon, get out.  We’ll get you home when it settles down a bit out there.”  Someone emerged from a rollup door next to the boarded off office.  Ravi recognized him from school.  It was Shane, one of the auto-shop stoners from earlier that afternoon.  He was dressed in his usual jean jacket and motorcycle boots.  

“What the fuck, Elizabeth?” he demanded.  “It’s nearly 4 am.”

“No choice, we had to get out of there or something worse than getting busted would happen.”  She threw down her smoke and pushed herself past Shane into the gas station’s repair shop.  Not knowing what else to do, Ravi followed her.    There were three or four cars on those hydraulic lift things, and stacks of indefinable automotive parts all over the place.

“There was a weird report on the net about something like this happening.  Some sort of ripple effect.  The keelynet people were talking about a disturbance.  That’s all anyone could agree on. “Shane said, wiping his hands on a greasy rag.  He pointed to a bedraggled couch, and Elizabeth settled on it, taking a beer from a small fridge in the back of the garage.   She offered one to Ravi, who shook his head.

“I refuse to believe those internet geeks know anything about why the cops are using deadly force to stop kids from dancing in the middle of nowhere.”  She took a long pull on her beer.

“The militia folk online said it was the New World Order.  The free energy goons said it was HAARP.   The  Reichians blamed DOR.   I think there was even a Terrence McKenna guy claiming it was the Eschaton.”  Shane stepped over to a laptop, and began tapping on it.

“What are you talking about?” demanded Ravi, his patience giving out in a rush of adrenaline.   Shane gave him a suspicious look before dismissively shaking his head.  He continued typing.

“The weird thing is, I got a strange voicemail a couple of hours ago.  Here, listen.”

He reached over to a phone, and turned the speaker on.  

A soft high voice emerged. “I will need your help.  Things have been happening that you cannot comprehend.  We will contact you tomorrow.”   Shane tapped the phone and shrugged. 


“No one I ever heard before.  You guys know who that was?” Ravi shook his head, and Elizabeth just gave him a look.   Shane walked back over to the laptop, and idly began tapping something out.   He flipped on a small radio.  Some sort of crackling static, then shortwave noise.

“The police scanner is not reporting anything weird.  What’s going on out there?  If there was a big bust, there’d be traffic reports and requests for back up and all sorts of police-y things.”  He kept typing.  “Someone did an I-ching reading, and claimed ‘bad people in authority’ and ‘the center cannot hold’ kept coming up.”  He snorted. “I’ll believe almost anything, but this is ridiculous, and it’s too late to argue.   You’re welcome to stay the night, but I’m going to bed.  Whatever this is, it’ll wait til tomorrow.”

Ravi said, “I need to get home. “ Elizabeth sighed, and fished in her lunchbox looking for her keys.   

“We shouldn’t take my car.  They’ll recognize it. Shane, lend me yours.”

“Aw hell Elizabeth, I hate lending my car.  No one knows how to drive it properly.”

She raised an eyebrow and said, “I’m not going to scratch it, I’m just gonna drive Ravi home before his parents freak out and send out the hounds.  That’ll get us all busted.”  Shane looked dubious, but handed her a key.  

“Don’t scratch it.  And easy on the gas, it’s more power than you’re used to.” Elizabeth made a face but said nothing.  He stomped to a set of stairs in the back of the garage and headed downstairs.  Elizabeth looked out the door, and then motioned for Ravi to follow.  They walked entirely around the station, and in the back, a gray pickup truck stood.  It was the most decrepit thing Ravi had ever seen.  There were dents up and down, and two shades of paint.   There were multiple cracks along all the windows, and the taillights were covered with red cellophane.

“That still runs?” inquired Ravi.  “It looks like it’s been here for years.”

“Not only does it runs, but apparently, it uses some revolutionary technology.  I don’t entirely buy it, but Shane is a competent enough mechanic to keep it running.” Said Elizabeth.  “I think he’s afraid if I scratch it, I might get some paint on it that isn’t flat gray.”  She shoved the key in, and with some effort, opened the passenger side door.  She climbed up and slid across the seat.

“Driver’s door is broken.   Come on in. “ Ravi climbed in and she started the car.  Despite the bedraggled appearance, it started easily and ran smoothly.  Elizabeth flipped on the radio, and pressing random buttons, managed to bring up what sounded like the police scanner.

“Never can be too careful. “ she said.  Ravi directed her, and in about fifteen minutes, they found themselves wandering the rolling streets of the sub-division.  There was nothing but static on the radio.   “Weird, there’s no mention of anything on the radio.”  As they pulled up, Ravi noted with some alarm, all the lights in his house were on.  

“I am so dead.” He started.  Elizabeth shushed him, and parked.   Elizabeth handed him a small card.  

“You call me if you need a hand.  Bobby is my best cameraman, and I’d hate to replace him since I was rude to his boyfriend.”

“I’m not his boyfriend…” Ravi began, then flushed.  “I gotta go.  Thanks for the ride” He jumped down and slammed the door, wincing at the noise it made.   Elizabeth gunned the engine, and pulled off with a squeal of tires.   Ravi walked up his front path and into the house.  As he opened the door gingerly, he heard his father.

“Ravi?  Is that you?  Thank goodness!  There is no time to explain.  I have just learned of events that I cannot explain to you.  I have purchased a bus ticket.  You will meet your mother in the city, and stay with her there until I solve this conundrum.  We will discuss you staying up all night when things have returned to normal.”  He handed him a printout. “This is the address of the hotel where your mother is staying, and here is money for a cab there from the bus station.”  He handed him the tickets, and some money.  He said, “I packed you a bag.”

Ravi looked frantic, but took the offered duffel.  “What?”  His father raised a hand, and directed him out the garage, where they climbed into his sensible sedan.   They drove to the station, and waited in the car.  Ravi could never remember seeing his father so nervous.  Every time Ravi tried to get an answer, his father shushed him.    They waited an uncomfortable ten minutes or so, then the bus pulled up, and Ravi climbed out. 

“You will call me the minute you get to the city.”   His father waved, as Ravi climbed aboard the bus, the evening’s events finally catching up to him.  He climbed into a seat, and curled up.  The bus was empty except for one old man who muttered to himself quietly.   After a few minutes, Ravi closed his eyes and slept.

The bus lurched to a stop and the driver announced “End of the line.”   Ravi climbed out, and tried to figure out where he was going.   The bus station was buzzing with nervous, impatient energy.  A few down on their luck types shuffled around in the early morning light.  Ravi clutched his bag tighter and walked into the terminal.  No one seemed to take any notice of him, so he moved off to a waiting area, where he perched his bag on a wooden bench.  He paused to pull out and study the address of the hotel, and while trying to remember his city geography, the old man from the bus leaned over and muttered to him, “You ain’t gonna make it.”

“What?” demanded Ravi, confused.

“They’re following you.” The old man had a raspy voice, and a southern accent.  He hawked and spit on the floor.  “See?”  He pointed down the terminal, and through  a revolving door a group of uniformed security guards began moving towards them.    Ravi grabbed his bag and began to hurry in the other direction.  Glancing over his shoulder he saw the old man whip off his ratty suit jacket, and moving faster than Ravi thought possible, run towards the guards.   They paused, briefly stunned, and the old man threw an elbow into the head of the first guard to reach him, then without pausing launched a kick into the groin of the next.  Soon there were nearly a dozen guards surrounding the old man, who masterfully struck one after another.     As the old man continued fighting, Ravi stood dumbstruck.  He snapped out of his daze as soon as he saw a group of the guards heading his way.  He grabbed his duffel and took off at a full run, bursting out of the station into the downtown streets.

The bus station was in a run down section of downtown, and even at this early time of morning, the streets were bustling with activity.  Trucks drove around loading and unloading, and several of the local denizens were staggering around, asking for spare change and sipping from brown-paper jacketed bottles.  Ravi threaded his way through the streets, lungs burning, desperately looking for a taxi.  Just as his lungs were ready to collapse from the sudden exertion, a cab crossed in front of him, honking.  Ravi banged on the door and hopped in.  The cab drove off, as Ravi handed him the address card.  From the rear window, he saw the security guards milling around, in a strange, almost random pattern.   He hoped they hadn’t noticed him climbing into the cab, but they seemed distracted by the chaos of the early morning streets.

“You okay kid?   Not in any trouble?” asked the cabbie, an elderly black man chewing on a cigar.

“Just getting in a little exercise. “ stammered Ravi, panting.  He stared out the window and watched the guards getting smaller and finally they turned a corner and left them behind entirely.  A short ride later, the cab pulled up in front of an expensive hotel, and Ravi climbed out, after paying.  He glanced up at the building towering in front of him, and walked in.   He nervously noted the bellhops and guards in suits in the lobby, but no one seemed to be doing anything strange.  He made his way to the desk, and a pretty young woman smiled and greeted him.

“Checking in?”  Ravi nodded and spelled his name.  He realized he was still dressed in his clubbing clothes, and felt vaguely ridiculous.  He hoped his recent morning run hadn’t made him smell too badly.  The clerk typed away, then frowned.  She smiled again at Ravi, and he had a sudden twinge of panic.

“Just a moment Sir, there’s some irregularity with the account.”  She picked up a phone and made a call.  Ravi backed slowly away from the desk, and jumped as a large hand descended on his shoulder. Behind him he saw two uniformed security guards, grinning.  They were wearing the same uniform as the goon squad back at the bus station.

“You’d better come with us, Son.”  He applied a little pressure to Ravi’s shoulder, and began to pull him across the lobby.  Ravi protested wordlessly, and tried to stutter out an answer.  He began to yell, louder, and heads turned to look at him.   With a tremendous jerk, Ravi pulled free of the guards and began to run across the lobby.    The hotel staff seemed nonplussed by this, moving about as if nothing was happening.    Exhausted, Ravi desperately dodged the grabs from the guards, as they appeared one after another.   He took off across the lobby, bursting through a swinging door into a service hall.  He collided with a server carrying a large tray of breakfast food, and orange juice and scrambled eggs flew everywhere.   Ravi took off running, while the server tried to get up.  The guards burst into the corridor, and slipped on the eggs, giving Ravi just enough time to run out a door marked with a green exit sign.   

Finding himself on the street, Ravi ran, legs pounding, every sense on fire.  He saw guards everywhere, then upon a second look they were gone.   He turned corners blindly taking lefts and rights until he was unsure how far he was from the hotel.  He finally collapsed at a bus stop and tried to catch his breath.  The streets were waking up, and people milled about him, ignoring him in the fashion of jaded city types everywhere.  He glanced around furiously, but saw no sign of the guards anywhere.  Who were they? He wondered.  How had they followed him?  He reached into his pocket and found Elizabeth’s card.  He found a payphone not far from where he had collapsed, and tried her number.  He wasn’t sure where he could go, but it seemed safer not to try and call his father until he got some distance between himself and whoever was chasing him.  The number rang and rang, and he was about to give up, when he heard a click and Elizabeth saying, “What?” 

“It’s Ravi.  I ran into some trouble downtown.  I can give you some money if you come get me.”  He paused.  Where could he go?

“I was waiting for you to call.  We heard about some trouble.  We’re heading to get you.  Shane and Me, and the, er, person who called earlier.”  Static crackled on the line.  “I’ll explain when we come get you.   Where are you?”

Ravi looked up and down the street, and found a couple of street signs.  He read them off to Elizabeth.

“Got it.  Give me twenty minutes.  Good thing we already were heading that way.“ She said something to someone in the background and heard a reply that he couldn’t understand.  He heard a click and the phone went dead.  He settled back on the bus stop, and tried to relax, but his heart was pounding and he couldn’t catch his breath.  He nearly jumped a foot, when a wrinkled hand settled on his shoulder.

“Got a quarter son?”

“What?” Ravi shrieked.

“A quarter.  You know some spare change.  We want a cup of coffee.”  The speaker was dressed in a bedraggled tuxedo, with stains and rips.  He had a long red beard and thick filthy glasses.   He clutched a New York Times  crossword in one filthy hand.  A small black kitten poked its head out of one pocket in his jacket.  Ravi found a dollar and handed it over, not knowing what else to do.

“Thanks Kid!  Now I’ll do you a favor.  Me and Kimba here, we ain’t no friend of Mitch Spahn’s either.  Lemme hide you.”  He reached into the pocket, removing the kitten briefly, and brought out a handful of dirt.   He began chanting something, and pouring the dirt into a complicated symbol on the ground in front of where Ravi was sitting.   

“Did you say Mitch Spahn?”  Ravi looked bewildered.  What did his dad’s boss have to do with anything? The bum kept chanting and pouring out the dirt.  He finally ran out, and sitting on the ground in front of the bus stop was a strange squiggly line. 

“Leave that there til you’re ready to go, and stay on the bench, and it’ll keep you safe.”  He stuck the kitten back in his pocket and shuffled off whistling.

“Wait!” shouted Ravi.  “Who are you, and what’s happening?”  The old man shuffled away, giving no sign that he even heard.  Ravi heard him singing to his cat, “Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been…” he trailed off and wandered away.  

Ravi sat on his bench dumbfounded.  With alarm, across the street, he saw a half-dozen of the guards who were chasing him.    They milled across the street, seemingly ignoring the honking of the brisk morning traffic.  They walked entirely around the bus stop, seemingly taking no notice of Ravi, who stood on the bench, preparing to run. He got a better look at the guards.  They all had a similar look, as if they were brothers.  They all had blonde hair, and their uniforms said simply ‘Olive City Security.’   Why did his father’s company have security guards chasing him, especially fifty miles from the suburbs where the company was located?  The guards poured around the bus stop and headed off around the corner, not saying a word, simply staring blankly ahead.   When the last guard passed around the corner, Ravi relaxed, and sighed deeply.  He felt a rush of relief when he saw the battered gray pickup, with Elizabeth at the wheel.   In the middle seat sat Shane, an annoyed look on his face, and a cat carrier in his hand.  

“C’mon, get in.” Elizabeth said.  “You’re not gonna believe what we found out.”  She shifted with a grinding noise, and Shane grimaced, and they pulled away into the traffic.  


“You’re killing my gearbox.  I just replaced that Tranny.” He complained. Shane adjusted the cat carrier.   

“Where are we going?  And why do you have a cat?” asked Ravi.  Elizabeth snorted once and grinned.   She pointed to the carrier.

“Ask her.”

“What?”

“Ask her.”

Ravi peered into the carrier at the small white cat inside.   She looked perfectly normal.   Shane said, “This is hard to explain, but after you left the other night, my neighbor Perla came over with this cat.  She’s a quiet girl, and she usually stays away from the garage and the random trolls who congregate there.   But she came over and said the cat needed to see me.”

“The cat did?  Why, did you have some mice to deal with or something?”

“I thought she’d gone crazy, or was picking up on the weird things happening that nice.  But I thought it couldn’t hurt to give her a hand, and her dad has helped me out on a couple of weird projects. “  He shifted the carrier on his lap, and opened the front cage door.  The cat climbed out, stretched, looked at Ravi square in the face.  Then, with no provocation, it did something amazing.  

“My name is Senora Bon Bon.  Ravi, this will be hard for you to deal with, but I owed your father a favor.” She said.  Ravi goggled at the cat.

“You can talk?”

“Well, didn’t you hear me?  I’m the representative of a certain group of interests.  Your father is also.  We’re trying to stop a great evil from growing too powerful to stop.   Your father insisted you be protected.  Somehow, you got intercepted.”

“The guards chasing me?  This has something to do with Olive City, right?”

“That’s correct.  We’re taking you to a safe house.”  She stretched out, putting her paws on the dashboard.   Peering into traffic, she pointed with one paw at a freeway sign.

“Elizabeth, take the next exit.  We’re heading east.”  Elizabeth glared at the cat, but changed lanes and began to move towards the exit.

“Why would a software company try to capture me?  My father has worked for them for years. “ asked Ravi.  

“His boss is not who he seems.   His boss is unimaginably old, and incredibly powerful.   He has recently stolen an artifact of great power.   We have someone trying to catch him, and your father is also trying to stop him.  That’s where you come in.  They know if they have you, they can stop your father.   Once you are safe, we can finish the job we set out to do.”  Elizabeth lit a cigarette, and the cat glared at her.

“Do you mind?” the cat demanded.

“Hey, take the bus if you don’t want to breathe smoke.  I can’t drive without smoking.”  Elizabeth blew a cloud of smoke onto the cat.   She hissed and moved to the other side of the cab, sitting on Ravi’s lap.  He stared at her, scarcely believing that she had been sitting and conversing intelligently with them.

“We got roped in to come get you.  Miss kitty here heard reports from one of her agents you’d run into trouble.  We’re still trying to figure out how they’re tracking you.  We think they got your name off the nightclub entry list.” said Shane.    “So, the cat demanded we come find you.   She was the one who warned your father, and us later.”

Ravi stared at the road ahead, trying to take it all in.  Talking cats, evil plots involving software company bosses.     He was exhausted, and perhaps that made all the weirdness palatable.  He watched the white lines in the road moving past.   The truck roared on,  Elizabeth expertly whipping in and out of traffic.  Shane kept making faces.

“I don’t see why we couldn’t take your car.” he muttered.

“The cat told you.  They’d recognize it from the nightclub.  You didn’t have to come along.” She replied, testily.


“I’m not going anywhere when my truck is in danger.” Shane declared.  “We’ll drop Ravi off where he’s going, and then we can argue who gets to drive home.”   The cat hissed and gestured to the rear-view mirror.


“Quickly!  Look, it’s the guards.”  Ravi glanced at the mirror, then craned his head over his shoulder to look back.   An unmarked black town car.   Inside were four of the guards.    They swerved over jerkily, taking the space next to the truck, cutting off someone in that lane, who honked angrily. 


Elizabeth downshifted, and the truck leapt forward.  She swerved from lane to lane, trying to put distance between them and the town car.  It was joined by a second, and then a third.    They bunched up on her, trying to force the car off the road onto the shoulder.   The other traffic was left behind, and Elizabeth pushed the truck harder and faster.   She flung the car to the extreme left lane, narrowly missing a row of cars in the in between lanes.   The town cars were slow to react, and two of them ended of sideswiping, spinning madly, until they were plowed into but the oncoming traffic.  One last car managed to stay on their tail.  Elizabeth frantically scanned the traffic, no moving a good thirty or forty miles slower than them.


With a terrible screech of tires she nudged the truck one lane over, but up ahead the red taillights lit en masse, indicating a stop up ahead.  The remaining black town car pulled up behind them, gaining speed.


“Now what?” yelled Shane over the noise of the wind.


Elizabeth grimaced and flung the car into the breakdown lane on the far right of the freeway.  She barreled past the stopped traffic and off the freeway entirely, skidding onto a commercial street of strip malls and used car lots.   The town car kept its position.   

Ravi and Shane flung their hands in front of their eyes as Elizabeth skidded through a red light, narrowly missing a panel van.   The town car slammed on its brakes and then once the intersection was clear, rocketed though in pursuit.


At the next corner, tires squealing, they turned right, hard.  The town car managed the same maneuver.   The cat screamed, “Look out! Dead End!”  Ahead was a large brick wall, with reflectors and a weather-beaten ‘end’ sign.  Elizabeth looked behind her, and cranked the wheel hard, while hitting the parking brake.  The truck veered up on two wheels briefly, then spun neatly around.  The town car barreled hard into the wall, front end crumpling up and air bags popping.   The guards staggered out of the ruined vehicle.  Elizabeth spared a glance into the rear view mirror.  She narrowed her eyes behind her sunglasses, and the town car burst into flames.   She calmly turned back onto the commercial street, and from there back onto the freeway.  She nonchalantly lit a cigarette.


“Now you see why the cat wanted me to drive.” She said smugly.   Ravi grinned.  Shane was speechless, simply shaking his head.  The cat looked perplexed.


“How did they find us?   We took precautions before we left.  Unless….”  She put a paw on Elizabeth’s lunchbox.  “Do you have a phone?”


“Yeah.” Elizabeth answered, opening her lunchbox.  “Do you need to make a call?”  The cat flipped the phone open and hissed.   She bit down on the phone and tossed it out the window.


“What the hell did you do that for? I liked that phone.” demanded Elizabeth.


“That’s how they found us.  Let me guess, that phone is using the Olive City Network?”


“Well, yes, my parents work there too.  We got a discount.” She answered.   The cat nodded. 


“They won’t be able to find us so easily now.  Keep driving, it’s about two hours to the safe house.”
  The truck hummed, and the normal highway driving monotony set in.  Ravi fell asleep listening to Shane and Elizabeth arguing about the radio, as they kept switching back and forth between stations.   The cat perched in Ravi’s lap and nodded off.


Ravi found himself in an enormous pit, staring up at yellow work lights.   He saw scaffolding above him, and below him were a few wooden planks over the dirt.  He saw no ladder, no way to climb back out.  He called out, but the words seemed absorbed by the rude dirt walls of the hole.   He tried to scramble up the walls, but his feet could find no purchase, and they slipped down.    Giving up, he sat, morosely looking at the glaring lights above.   Just then, a rope descended.   Shimmying down it, were a couple of the Olive City guards.  He tried to get as far away as he could at the other end of the pit, but more guards climbed into the pit.  They surrounded him, and he felt their hands tearing at him.  He flung his arms around, and awoke with a start, surprising the cat.  Shane had one hand on his shoulder.


“Hey, take it easy, we’re there.” Shane said.   Ravi looked out the window and goggled.  There was an enormous statue of a brontosaurus.  They parked next to it and climbed out, stretching.  Ravi nervously looked at the highway, but he saw none of the town cars or guards, just typical tourists and big American cars roaring down the highway.  The parking lot was deserted.   The cat jumped down from the cab of the pickup and began walking towards the belly of the dinosaur statue. Ravi noticed another huge life size dinosaur statue, incongruously sitting on the side of the busy freeway.  They walked to the belly of the brontosaurus, and climbed a small set of iron steps.  


“What better place to hide than in the belly of the beast?” asked the cat.  Elizabeth shot her a look, and they entered into a small room, lit by two or three windows leading outside.  There were comfortable couches, and a small desk with a decrepit computer on it.  A wizened dark skinned man smiled as he saw them enter.  He was wearing blue jeans and some sort of beaded jacket.  He grinned.


“Senora Bon Bon!  My favorite kitty.   Welcome all, to my little home.”  He gestured to the couches, and opened a small fridge, offering cans of beer.  Shane and Elizabeth each took one, and Ravi smiled and shook his head.


“You will be rewarded for your service to our organization.” declared the cat.  He cracked a wide grin and laughed.


“My name is Joe.” He said to the others,  “and my home is yours, for as long as you need to hide.  They cannot find us.  I have invested great efforts in any number of protections.   Relax.”   He smiled as they settled on the couches.  Elizabeth took one, swinging her feet up.  Shane and Ravi clambered onto the other, and the cat climbed up on the desk, settling on top of the monitor.   Joe grinned, and took a sip of beer.    


“I have some things to do outside.  Please, rest as long as you need to.”  The three of them, and the cat, nodded off in the warm still air inside the brontosaurus.  The roar of traffic calmed them to sleep.   When Ravi awoke, it was dark outside, and Joe had returned.  He sat in front of the computer, quietly typing.  Shane sat up and stretched, and Elizabeth shuffled outside and lit a cigarette.  The cat was nowhere to be seen.


“Where’s the cat?” asked Shane.


“She wanted to go out, so I let her out.  She’s smart enough to stay away from traffic, and there aren’t many coyotes out here.  Ones I don’t know anyhow.”  Joe snickered to himself and kept typing.   Elizabeth walked back into the room. 

“We should head back.   Ravi, you’ll be safe here.  We’ll come get you when things have calmed down a bit.”  She wound her scarf around her head, and grabbed her lunchbox.  Shane climbed down the stairs, and softly called out for the cat.  There was no answer, so he walked into the parking lot, Joe and Ravi following.  Elizabeth sat down on the stairs and rifled through her lunchbox.

“We need to go soon. I’m out of smokes.” She said absently, as the three others wandered into the parking lot.  Joe walked the perimeter of the lot, calling Senora Bon Bon.  Shane and Ravi went the other way, their eyes gradually adjusting to the dark.

“We can leave her here.” Said Elizabeth. “We’ll pick her up when we come back for Ravi.”  Joe shook his head.

“She needs to get back to the headquarters by Olive City. They need her for an action later this week.“  He frowned, and dug in his pockets, pulling out a couple quarters.  He walked back to beneath the dinosaurs, to a little picnic area, where there was a decrepit phone booth.  He flipped open a phone book hanging in front of the machine, and looked up a number.  He dialed, and softly spoke into the receiver.  Ravi and Shane peered out into the scrubby darkness around the lot, but there was no sign of the cat.

Joe hung up and cursed in a foreign language under his breath.  “Of all the stupid things…I know where she is.”  He pulled out a small notepad, and quickly sketched a map.  He handed it to Elizabeth.  Shane peered at the map.

“What’s this, some secret location? Underground base of operations?  Hidden Sanctuary?” he asked.

“Nope, it’s an animal shelter.” Answered Joe.  “She got picked up for being outside without a collar.  You guys need to get her back, and soon.  I told the guy there to expect you. “  Ravi snorted, and even Elizabeth looked amused.  Elizabeth pulled out the keys, and opened the truck.  Joe waved to them and told them not to stay out too late. 

“I’m ordering a pizza, so hurry back.” He said, waving from the lot.  There was a brief struggle between Shane and Elizabeth over who got to drive, but Elizabeth won.  Watching them, Ravi got the feeling Elizabeth usually won this particular struggle.  Shane settled for turning on the radio as loud as it would go to some hip-hop station.  Elizabeth grimaced, and concentrated on following Joe’s crudely drawn map.   They wandered a few dusty streets, and shortly pulled up in front a non-descript building marked ‘animal control.’   

The three of them climbed out, Elizabeth carrying the car carrier and rang a buzzer on the front door.    A youngish man in a blue jumpsuit, his brown hair in a ponytail, answered, and waved them inside.

“You the folks Joe sent about the cat?” he asked.  

“Yes, we miss our precious pussy.” answered Elizabeth, not a trace of sarcasm in her voice.  They walked into an office area, and he pulled out a clipboard.

“Yes, she’s in good health.  I had no records, so I updated her vaccinations and applied some flea powder.   Sign here,“ pointing to an ‘x’ “and she’s yours.”  Shane grabbed the board and signed, “William Pilgrim.”   

“In general, we ask for a $20 donation for services rendered.”  The young man put the clipboard down on a desk.  “I’m afraid it’ll have to be cash since the credit machine’s on the fritz tonight.”  Shane and Elizabeth looked at Ravi, who shrugged, and opened his wallet.  He parted with his last $20, leaving him only a small assorted wad of smaller bills.   Oh Well, he’d get pizza tonight.  His stomach growled at the thought.  

The animal control worker led them into a concrete room, filled with chain link cages.  Dogs growled and barked, as they walked along a narrow walkway to a quieter room in the back.   Inside it were rows of smaller cages, each containing cats of various and questionable pedigrees.   Finally, in the very lowest cage, Senora Bon Bon glared at them through the chain link.

“This her?” the worker asked them.  They nodded, and the worker gently pulled her out and placed her in the carrier.  Elizabeth peered wistfully at some small calico kittens.  

“Maybe we should bring along a friend for her.” She asked, poking a finger into the kitten’s cages.

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.” started Shane. “She doesn’t seem like she’d like the company.”  They walked back through the noisy dog room to the office.  The worker made a couple of notes on his clipboard, and set it down.

“Make sure you get a collar on her, so we don’t pick her up again.” He said, smiling.  Elizabeth opened her lunchbox, and grinning, found a spiked leather bracelet.  With a little adjustment, it was just the right size for the small cat.  She opened the carrier, and slipped it around Senora Bon Bon’s neck.  She put up no protest, but Ravi was sure she was glaring at Elizabeth.  They thanked the animal care worker, and climbed into the truck.  As soon as the door was shut and the engine started, Ravi opened the carrier and let the cat out.

“What took you so long?’ she demanded.  “The indignities I had to endure at the hands of that sadist in there!”

“He seemed like a nice man.” Said Ravi.

“He was inhuman!  Locking me in a cage, poking me with needles, spraying foul smelling flea killer on me.  I am the leader of a revolutionary cell!  I don’t need flea powder and feline leukemia shots!”  She hissed, and with one paw adjusted the bracelet around her neck.

“Should I take that off?” asked Ravi.

“No, I actually like this. And if it keeps idiots like that dogcatcher off my back, so much the better.” the cat replied.

“How’d you get caught anyhow?  Why did you go outside?” asked Shane.

“I had to do some personal business out in those bushes, if you must know. The dogcatcher found me on my way back into the Bronto.” replied the cat testily.  The truck drove back through the early evening light, the traffic much heavier, but as they prepared to make the final turn back into the lot, Elizabeth kept going straight.

“You missed the turn.” said Shane.

“I want to stop at that store up there.  I need smokes.”

“Is that a good idea?” asked Ravi.  “I mean, what if the guards are there?” Elizabeth glared at him.

“They’re not staking out every sprawling big box store in the state.  You’re not that important.”  She pulled into the enormous lot of the giant super-store.  They drove up to the first couple of rows of parking.   She jumped out of the truck.  Ravi craving a soda, followed.

“Get a twelve-pack.” called out Shane.  Ravi and Elizabeth walked into the brightly lit store.   Ravi grabbed a soda off a refrigerated rack near the registers.   He found a twelve pack, and whispered to Elizabeth.

“I don’t have I.D.  You buy it.”  She snorted derisively, and took the beer.   They entered the express lane, and had a brief and pointless exchange with a bag-boy trying to find Elizabeth’s brand of clove cigarettes,. The bag boy returned with a carton of cigarettes for Elizabeth, which despite not being her brand, were deemed acceptable, and verified Elizabeth’s age with an ID that listed her name as ‘Imelda’ and claimed she was thirty-five.  She slid a corporate credit card though the reader, and waited for approval.  The machine spit out a receipt, and the bag boy handed them their beer and cigarettes, along with Ravi’s root beer.  He thanked them and wished them a good night, and they walked out.   As they exited the building, a whooping alarm went off.   A security guard wearing the uniform of the store, and not the Olive City one,  Ravi noted with relief, glanced at their receipt, and waved them through.   

As they turned towards the exit doors, a shout drew them up short. Ravi looked up and saw an uncomfortably familiar crowd of men in uniforms pouring out of the back of one of the aisles.  They pushed through the aisle, knocking aside the store’s patrons and sales associates, scattering sporting goods in their haste.  Elizabeth grabbed Ravi who was staring dumbfounded at the Olive City Guards and they bolted outside to the lot.  The lot was crowded with evening shoppers, and they caused an overweight woman’s suburban assault vehicle to screech to a sudden stop, her horn blaring.   The guards began to pour out, nearly a dozen of them fanning out through the traffic.

“Start the damn truck!” Elizabeth screamed at Shane, who had the hood open and a wrench in hand, tinkering with something under the hood.  He noticed the guards streaming out of the store, and slammed the hood shut.   He climbed in the truck and fired up the engine, just as Ravi and Elizabeth piled in.  The first of the guards swung a truncheon at the truck, and others began milling around, beating at the truck with their truncheons.  Shane winced as he heard a loud ‘thunk’ just under the driver’s side door.   He threw the truck in reverse, knocking aside another couple of guards.   In reverse still, he floored the engine, backing up the parking lane, and narrowly missing a family laden with full carts.  He cranked the wheel hard, and backed up into one of the carts, sending cases of diet soda and potato chips flying.  He jammed the car into gear and drove between two cars directly off the curb and into traffic.  The traffic was thick, and Shane drove down the center lane of traffic, ignoring the shouts and honks of angry passengers.   Ravi stared behind them, and with relief noted there appeared to be no pursuers.

“Damnit, I hope your smokes were worth risking getting caught.” Shane muttered angrily.  “How did they find you?”

“Did you happen to use a credit card?” asked the cat.  Elizabeth flushed, but for only a second.   She recovered quickly and shrugged.

“I guess we know not to do that again.  How could they get there so quickly?” she asked.

The cat put her paws up on the dash, and gestured behind her with a paw. “The All-Mart, it’s one of the companies with a controlling interest in Olive City.   They must be watching their computers.”  Shane pulled into the parking lot by the Dinosaurs, and wiped his brow in frustration.   They piled out of the car, and from the stairs under the brontosaurus, Joe waved frantically to them.

“Hurry, get inside, they’ve placed a tracer on your truck!”  Joe ran down into the lot, and waved them to the brontosaurus.  “I’m picking up the traces here.”  He had a small box in his hands, about the size and shape of a transistor radio, but with some sort of feather decoration on the antenna.  He pulled out a pair of pliers, and pulled a chunk of crystal from the side of the truck, under the driver’s side window.  It had a series of small wires dangling off it.  He flung it into the dark scrubby brushes off to the side of the parking lot.

“How’d they get that on there?” demanded Shane, frantic as always about the state of his beloved truck.

“When the guards ran up at the store, they must have planted it.”   Joe said.  He perked his ears up and said, “Too late.  We need backup.”  He threw his head back and howled an eerie tone.   The others ran up to the room inside the brontosaurus, standing on the couches to get a better view.  Outside, they saw several dozen brown dog-like figures emerging from the brush.

“What the hell are those things?” demanded Elizabeth.

“Coyotes!” said Shane.  “They got my dog a couple of years back.”  Senora Bon Bon clambered up on Ravi’s shoulder and shuddered.

“Terrible beasts,” she hissed. 

“I just hope they’re on our side,” said Ravi, peering out as the dark figures of the coyotes milled around Joe in the parking lot, the light from the highway and a full moon they had never noticed before illuminating the asphalt.   They saw Joe raise his arms and howl, and they answered in kind, just as three black town cars screeched into the lot, skidding to a stop, guards streaming out.  Shane began rummaging through the computer desk.  

“Maybe he’s got something to help,” he said, as he rifled through the drawers.   He began pulling piles of random junk out and throwing them onto the desk.  Ravi and Elizabeth were glued to the window, watching the melee outside.  There were a dozen or so guards circling Joe, with the coyotes in between with fur bristling, and tails raised.  The guards brandished their truncheons, and waited.  Another couple of town cars pulled up onto the lot, and at this distraction, the guards launched forward into the crowd of coyotes.   

Two or three coyotes jumped together on each guard, biting and scrambling to bring the guards down.   The guards also arranged themselves back to back, trying to minimize the numerical advantage of the coyotes.   Ravi saw red sprays from the head of several unlucky coyotes.  The guards were likewise dragged down and savaged by the fierce coyotes.   With an expression of surprise, Shane found a high-powered slingshot and a small bag of metal shot.  He also found a round canister shaped metal object

“What use is that?” asked Elizabeth.  “You think you can hit the guards and not Joe or the coyotes?”

“Not my plan.  Watch.”  Shane climbed down to the stairwell, and after three or four tries, managed to shoot out the parking lot lights.  There was still some ambient light from the highway and from other buildings in the distance.  The guards and coyotes continued struggling by moonlight.

“Joe, call them back!  I found something in your drawer!” Shane shouted.  Joe raised his hands, and cupping them in front of his face let loose a savage howl.   The coyotes retreated, with the guards in pursuit.  They ran off, retreating into the bushes following Joe as he continued yelping and howling.  

Shane shouted, “Cover your eyes!  Look away!” and Ravi and Elizabeth dropped down onto the couch, no longer glued to the windows.   Ravi saw a huge flash of light stream in the windows, and a sudden boom that made them all jump.

“What’d you do?” demanded Ravi.

“Threw a flash-bang grenade. It’s a crowd control thing.   They’ll be seeing spots in the dark for the next hour.  I hope Joe got the coyotes out of the way. C’mon, we have to get going!”  Shane grabbed another pair of grenades from the drawer, and ran outside.   The guards were stumbling around in a disoriented way.  The coyotes and Joe ran back to the parking lot, where they began dragging the disoriented guards into the brush.

“What’s going to happen to them?” asked Ravi, nervously.  “Never mind.  I don’t want to know.”  Joe walked up to them, eyes blinking in the dim light.  He was clutching his chest.  He stumbled forward, and Shane grabbed him by the shoulder and set him to the ground gently.   Shane loosened Joe’s collar, and he gasped feebly.

“The noise, I was expecting it, but my heart couldn’t take it. “  Joe coughed feebly and continued, “I’m too old for this sort of thing.   Get going.  The next safe house is in Arizona..  The cat knows where.   Twelve hours of driving or so.  Hurry, there will be more guards coming.”  He gasped.

“We can’t leave him!” shouted Ravi.   “He needs a hospital!”   Elizabeth nodded, and The Cat stretched to full length by leaning on Shane, pointing with one paw.   A small Japanese hatchback swung into the lot, its top comically lit by a triangular glowing sign.   A youth wearing a blue and red uniform emerged, holding a red oven bag.

“The pizza boy can call the ambulance.” The cat pointed out.  “We need to keep going, before the guards come to their senses”  Shane ran up and grabbed the youth. 

“Call an ambulance!  There’s a pay phone right over there” gesturing to the dinosaur.  Shane pulled out a twenty, grabbed the pizza, and they ran to the pickup.

“What the hell are you people doing?  And what’s with all the coyotes?” asked the youth nervously, as he scratched his greasy hair.  In the glare of his headlights, a few guards were feebly struggling against getting pulled into the brush.   

“Never mind that.” Said Elizabeth.  “call an ambulance, and keep the change for your trouble.”   They piled into the pickup, Shane narrowly beating Elizabeth to the driver’s seat.  He gunned the engine, and the truck leapt out of the dark parking lot, tires squealing.  He came skidding around the corner, where they found the freeway on ramp. They cruised neatly onto the interstate, and began heading east.   Elizabeth opened the pizza, and cracked a beer.

“I’m driving here!” said Shane.  “We don’t want to be pulled over.”  She snorted, and kept eating. Ravi took a piece, and even Senora bon bon took a delicate bite of pepperoni.  Shane feebly protested again, but relented and took a piece of pizza, driving briefly with one hand, as he ate.   The traffic gradually thinned out, and soon the pizza was entirely consumed.   Elizabeth finished her beer, lit a cigarette, and stared out the window as the suburbs gave way to the desert rolling past.  Ravi fiddled with the radio until everyone stopped complaining as he found a local station playing steel guitar music.  High silvery notes matching the moonlight over the cactus and sagebrush.  Ravi lost track of time, listening, and the car grew silent.

Many hours later, they entered a junction, and at the cat’s urging, they turned onto a tiny two-lane blacktop winding through the desert.   The car roared, and the night was still, with only distant lights on the horizon showing any sign of humanity.  Ravi pondered everything that had happened to him, and despite the danger of their situation, felt oddly peaceful.   He saw the cat sleeping on his lap, and the other travelers staring out the window, and he felt safe, in a way he never felt back in the clean suburban streets of home.  He eventually nodded off, the radio silenced, and Shane drove through the night.

Ravi dreamed of his father, pushing him on a swing.  Ravi found himself protesting, asking his father why he was on a swing, that he was far too old for such a childish  activity.  His father didn’t answer, just kept pushing him faster and faster, until Ravi found himself clutching the chains aside his seat for dear life.  He screamed, and his father melted away, to reveal a man shaped figure, glowing blindingly green.   He caught a glimpse of the creature’s face, and was unsurprised to see his father’s boss, Mitch Spahn.  He hissed inhumanly, and then simply dissolved into a green soupy miasma, impossibly filling the playground, green fluid getting ankle, then knee-deep.   Greenish fog filled every corner of his vision.  Disgusted, Ravi stood up on the swing.  Sloshing through the murk, several of the guards emerged, and something huge and dark behind them flew out of the muck and splashed down, green fluid filling his eyes and mouth with the stench of decay.   He tried to scream, but his mouth was filled with the green muck, and his eyes were blinded by the caustic green liquid. 

He sat up with a jerk, and saw the sun rising ahead over small adobe-like buildings, down a long desert road.  He was back in the car, and the details of the dream mercifully faded in the morning light.   The cat stirred on his lap and went back to sleep.  Shane looked over at him, and nodded.  Elizabeth had covered her face with her veil, and continued sleeping.  

“We need gas.” noted Shane as they pulled into a small town.   He pulled off to a two-pump station on the side of the road.   They woke Elizabeth, who immediately tried to light a cigarette, but was stopped by Shane.  She then joined the others rifling through pockets.  They managed to come up with ten dollars, and some small change.

“That’ll barely get us to the safe house.” Said Elizabeth.  “How will we get back?” Shane grinned and tapped the fuel gauge.

“Actually, that could get us across the country and back.”  He said, obviously proud. “I modified the carburetor.”  He pulled into the gas station, and he put gas in the car and bought some coffees.    Ravi stretched and used the restroom, splashing cold water in his face.  He looked at his wrinkled club clothes with distaste, and rummaged through his duffel bag to find something better to wear, settling on his black sweatshirt.  They climbed back into the truck and drove off, sipping their coffees.   The cat gestured to a junction ahead.

“Take the road to Tucson.   It’s just a bit past.”  Shane nodded, and pulled onto the interstate.   The traffic grew heavier, and they were joined on the road by several large trucks.   Shane dodged traffic, pulling some short time later into the small city of Tucson.   

“We’re gonna get hungry if we can’t buy anything else.” said Elizabeth.  “Can I use my credit card anywhere?”  The cat shook her head.  

“They’ll trace you.  This next safe house should have a cache of weapons and some money too.   We’ll be able to hide out there soon.  Also, I can check the computer there and find out how the pursuit is going.”   They drove on for another half-hour or so, and finally emerged at a small road sign indicating, “Colossal Cave.”   They pulled up and parked in a cactus-surrounded lot, between a sports utility vehicle and a school bus.   

“I probably can’t come in with you, so I need you to create a distraction.   I’ll sneak in, and later tonight, I can come out and let the rest of you in.   You’ll have to wait until then.”  The cat climbed out the window and quickly disappeared from view.

   
“We don’t even have the admission price.” pointed out Ravi, as the three of them walked into the gift shop/entrance to the cave.  Elizabeth walked in and began thumbing through a rack of postcards.  Shane feigned interest in a collection of hand made native American crafts.  Ravi smiled at a fat little boy in a cub scout uniform, who stuck out his tongue and ran back to join the other scouts at the entrance.  Elizabeth let out a gasp and fell, clutching at the rack of postcards, pulling it down into a shelf filled with books on nature and flute music CDs.   She thrashed around on the ground twitching.  

Shane jumped up and shouted, “Is there a doctor here?  This lady is having a seizure!”  The scouts clustered around Elizabeth, moving things from her path as she thrashed around the small gift shop.  One of the park rangers came over and tried to take her pulse, and the scoutmaster grabbed a phone and called for help.   Ravi saw a streak of white out of the corner of his eye, as Senora Bon Bon jumped through a window on the side of the gift shop.    As they had hoped, no one noticed her, and she was able to run into the cave entrance without notice.    

A few minutes later, Elizabeth sat up and brightly said, “Whoops! I seem to have had a seizure. “ She let Ravi and Shane pick her up. “Take me back to the car so I can take my medicine.”  Ravi bent down and led her out of the gift shop as the crowd feebly protested.

“Don’t worry, we can come back tomorrow.  I know you boys have been looking forward to the cave…” she called out as they led her back to the truck.  Eventually the ambulance came and was dismissed, and the scouts of troop 23, Tucson, had something interesting to tell about their trip to the Colossal Cave.    Once the furor had died down, Shane drove the car a little ways out into the desert, where they finished off the remaining twelve pack, and waited for the Park to close.

After a long wait, with nothing but cheap beer to drink  and beautiful desert to look at, the three of them drove under cover of darkness back to the park.  The desert was chilly, and the three of them stealthily moved towards the gift shop, where Senora Bon Bon had entered the cave hours ago.  They stopped at the front door, which was locked.

“Now what?” asked Ravi.  “I thought the cat was supposed to have taken care of this.”

“Don’t worry.” Said Shane.  He ran back to the truck, and emerged with a small cloth pouch.  He extracted two small metal tools, and inserted them into the lock. With a little fiddling, he managed to open the door.   Ravi was impressed.  Elizabeth acted impatient.   The walked though the darkened gift shop.  Elizabeth was all in favor of rifling the cash register, but Shane refused.

“Breaking and Entering is one thing, but I’m not a thief.  It’s national park land, it’d be a federal case.  That’s taxpayer’s money anyhow.” He declared.  Elizabeth shrugged nonchalantly, but Ravi caught her filling her lunchbox with New Age CDs.  He thought about saying something, but decided against it.  The three of them searched the store in the dim light until Elizabeth came up with three novelty flashlights with pictures of bats on them and the legend, “Colossal cave.”  They moved towards the back of the shop, where a narrow walkway led into the cave.   They paused, as Shane picked another lock on the gate entering the cave.  Their tiny flashlights picked out a smooth easy trail worn flat by five decades of tourists, as they wound their way deeper into the cave.   Ravi admired the beautiful formations of stalactites and stalagmites.   They went deeper into the cave, and the cold rock sucked the warmth out of them.

“Which is a stalactite, and which is a stalagmite?” asked Ravi.  Shane started to answer, but stopped as he heard a yelp up ahead from Elizabeth, who had taken the lead.  They rushed up to her, and found her furiously combing through her hair with her fingers.

“Sorry.  I think it was a bat.”  She regained her composure, and Ravi found himself grinning.  Thankfully, it was dark, so no one noticed.  After a short walk they found themselves in a deep cavern.   Shining lights around, they saw no obvious path.  The walkway seemed to wind back up to the entrance.  They climbed over a railing into a narrow passageway.  

“Look!” exclaimed Shane. He pointed with his flashlight at the dusty floor.  Ever so slightly, they could make out paw prints.   “She must have come this way.”  They followed, moving slowly, so as to not obscure the prints.  The passageway here was not designed for wide American tourists, and they had to crawl and at one frightening point, even had to wriggle a short distance like snakes along their bellies.   The cave got colder, and their flashlights began to dim slightly.   They finally found themselves in a narrow corridor, but at least one that they could stand upright in, as long as they stayed in single file.  The paw prints continued to lead forward.  Shane had a couple of batteries left in his pocket, so he replaced one of the lamps. 

“We should use these one at a time, so we have some light left to make it out.”  He swung his flashlight around to face the cave ahead then paused.

“Look at this.” He said, pointing to the wall.  There were faint symbols on the wall, something like Egyptian writing.   “I wonder where that came from.”

“Some weirdo workman when they built the tourist walkway.” opined Elizabeth.  They continued along the narrow passageway, marveling at the extent of the carvings on the wall.   

“Someone spent a long time doing this.” said Ravi.  He marveled at the detail, and stopped to examine a particularly strange collection of hieroglyphics, depicting a small room suspended over a great pit, almost like an elevator.   There was a picture of a village, and a huge crack in the sky.   He meant to ask the others about it, but they were hurrying along, and he didn’t want to get left in the dark. 

The path snaked along, and finally widened out into a larger chamber.   No longer did the walls look naturally made. There was a definite form, and right angles.   There were even globes hanging from wall sconces, as if to suggest lamps.  Shane moved his flashlight along the wall, and purely out of curiosity, he touched a small round depression.   The globes flared into light, a soft cool white color.   The room around them looked almost like a temple, with elaborate decorations.  There was a huge door in the middle of the room, nearly twenty feet tall.  With the lights on, Ravi realized his initial estimates of the scale of the room were off significantly.  The ceiling stretched far above them, the giant door in front of them not even reaching halfway up.   They marveled at the designs of the ceiling, which in the light revealed itself to be an inverted pyramid shape, with each alternating step colored differently in the native colored stone of the cave.

“This was not some bored Federal Park Ranger’s project.” declared Shane. The others goggled at the beautiful workmanship, and approached the great door.  

“How do you suppose the cat opened this?” asked Elizabeth.   With the lights back on, she appeared to have regained much of her usual sarcastic tone.  Ravi noticed the paw prints went straight into the door. Shane examined the wall, and waved the others back, as he attempted to touch the various decorations lodged in the wall next to the door.   His hand touched on a blue glass button, and the doors swung open silently.  They cautiously moved into the room, which also was lit by the mysterious blue globes.  The hieroglyphics continued along the narrower corridor inside.   They followed the path along long stone blocks, their feet rifling up small clouds of dust.   The paw prints were readily apparent in front of them, which was a good thing, as the corridor split several times, eventually ending up in a round chamber, with no less that six different hallways leading off.   A larger version of the globe lamps illuminated this room, and the ceiling widened into a huge round dome with unusual paintings of human forms and other unidentifiable figures dancing around the figure of two large snakes, coiled in a spiral around a winged rod.  

Glancing up in wonder, Shane said “Wouldn’t some one have noticed this?  We can’t be the first people to wander off the tour area of the cave.”  Ravi and Elizabeth shrugged.   The ground was hard stone here, and it was much harder to see traces of the tiny paw prints.   They settled after a bit of arguing on one corridor, and began working their way down several more sets of stairs.   Ravi glanced behind them, hoping the cat would be able to lead them back up.   At the same time, he was getting tired, and the thought of climbing all those stairs back up was a bit daunting.    The stairways finally gave way to a small chamber, with three large doors.   The floor here was hard stone, and no sign of the cat was apparent past the dusty stairs.   

“Now what?  Nothing ever good happens to characters in stories with three doors to pick from.” pointed out Shane.   Elizabeth snorted at this, and walked up to the far left door.  There was no knob or other apparent way to open the door.  She tapped absently at a panel with the same sort of glass beads as they had seen on the door upstairs.  Silently the door swung open, and a hideous smell drifted out.   She immediately tried to hit the other buttons, but the door remained open.  In the distance they could hear a strange noise, a repeating slapping sound, as if a giant ball was bouncing.   There was no light in the newly opened hallway, and the light from the chamber where they stood only reached a short way in.   

“I vote against going this way.” Started Ravi, when suddenly a huge mass bounded from the darkened doorway.  The creature was spherical, about the size of a small car, with two protruding eyestalks.  It made a terrible hissing noise and in the light they could see terrible fanged teeth in a gaping maw in the middle.   The creature bounced towards Ravi, who swung his arms, flailing wildly.

“Go away!  Go Away!” he shrieked, desperately trying to get away.  Shane and Elizabeth seized Ravi by his sweatshirt just as the creature nearly pinned him down.    The creature clumsily rotated around and sprung once more at the three of them.  They scattered in different directions, attempting to run back down the way they had entered, but a slab of rock had closed the corridor behind them.  They frantically tried to move around the creature, and into the newly opened passage but the creature managed to block the entrance.  It managed to corner the three of them and advanced menacingly, long fangs and foul breath filling the gaping maw.   Shane tossed his flashlight uselessly at the creature, which did nearly nothing.  It paused for a second, and kept advancing at them.  Elizabeth pulled a wicked little curved knife out of her lunchbox, and slashed clumsily at one of the creatures eyestalks.   A thin trail of greenish goo welled forth from the eyestalk, and the creature roared even louder.   With an enormous gulp, it attempted to swallow Elizabeth whole.   She stumbled back, knocking Ravi and Shane down, and the creature bashed against the wall, trapping the three of them beneath its bulk, but stupidly blocking itself from swallowing her.   

A high-pitched noise filled the room, growing louder and more insistent.  The creature slid back, hissing and waving its eyestalks around.   They looked up and saw the far door in the room open, and Senora Bon Bon peeking around the outside of it.  On the ground in front of her was a small black box, with a control knob and a glowing light.  With her paw, the cat turned the knob and the sound grew louder and louder, going higher and higher until it simply disappeared from the range of their hearing, though they could still feel the sound pressure.  The beast slithered away in its strange bouncing motion, slinking back into the corridor.   The cat pawed two small earplugs out of her ears, and turned the knob with her mouth.  The small light on the box dimmed.   

“Quickly!” she called out.  “Press the yellow, then the red, then the blue button on the wall plate.”  Shane bolted forward and hit the colored buttons, and the door where the creature had entered swung shut with a click.

“Nice of you to warn us about that thing.” Said Elizabeth, trying to wipe the green goo from her knife onto the floor.

“I apologize.  The safe house has been compromised, as you can see.  There are other things in this place not so easily dispatched.  I’ve been trying to stay ahead of them. Follow me.”  The cat nudged the control box towards Ravi, and began to walk out the door she had entered,  he stuck it in his pocket, and they followed the cat down another twisting hallway.   He paused before a small door, and tapped with his paw a tiny panel. located far down the wall, nearly at the floor.  A small slot opened, just wide enough for the cat to slither in.  She climbed inside.

“Hey, a cat door!” exclaimed Shane.  “How are we going to follow you?”

The larger door swung open.  The cat looked up at Shane and said, “There are a lot of small things on our side.  Though I am one of the few, if not the only cats.”  They emerged into a tiny, cozy room, lined with red velvet.  There were comfortable couches and a small coffee table.  The room was lit dimly by one of the light-emitting globes, and strange modern art paintings covered the walls.   There was a perfectly ordinary filing cabinet, and a laptop computer on a low platform.  The cat climbed up on a small footstool, and typed in a slightly comical way on the keyboard.

“I’m calling for a ride.  We can’t go back up the way we came.   I received word that I’m supposed to go to New York as soon as possible.”

“So, what, someone drops us back at the truck?” asked Shane.

“No, I’m afraid I’ll need you three to accompany me,“ said the cat.


“I am not wandering three thousand miles just because you say so, pussycat.  You go have your little war without me,” declared Elizabeth, furiously.


“And my truck?” asked Shane again, a note of desperation in his voice.


“When this battle is resolved, we can go back for your truck.” the cat said calmly.  “I am unable to travel that far without help.”  Holding up a paw. “I have need of your help.  Ravi is to be brought to New York.  His father’s orders.”


“He’s in New York?” asked Ravi, incredulously.  The cat nodded.  Elizabeth and Shane looked fiercely at the cat, each speaking over each other with their objections to this plan.  The cat opened the bottom file cabinet, and pulled out and dropped a thickly wrapped bundle of hundred dollar bills.


“This is our travel money, and you can keep the rest for your trouble.” The cat said.  Shane looked interested at this, and he pocketed it.  Elizabeth didn’t let herself be distracted.


“So you got money.  Why don’t we just put you on a plane and be done with it?” she said. “Why drag us along?”


“I need your help.  You’ve all become enemies of their organization.  I can keep us alive.  We can’t take a plane, or a bus, or a train.  We have to stay off the main roads.  There are agents everywhere, and coming here just made it worse.  I have a couple contacts between here and New York, but they’re not all able to travel under normal circumstances.”    The cat pulled out a small red tube, and rolled it towards Shane.  He picked it up curiously.


“That’s a weapon, should you need it along the way.  It will emit an anesthetizing burst of energy.  Aim it at a target and think of red fire to activate it .  We must go.” She jumped down and wandered back in the corridor.  “We’ve been here too long.  Come on.”  They walked down the corridor, and entered a sliding door into a small room.  The door slid shut, and they felt themselves moving upwards.  There was a long padded bench along one wall, and they sat and waited, as the elevator moved upwards 


“Who built all this?  How old is your organization?” demanded Shane.


“This complex has been here for thousands of years.” Said the cat.  “The Egyptians and those that came before them were more clever than they’ve been given credit for.”  Shane started to question this, a quizzical look on his face, but the cat shushed him, and they rode in silence.   The elevator stopped a few minutes later, and they emerged in a perfectly normal multi-level parking garage.   The door slid shut, its greasy face blending in perfectly with the tire-streaked cement.   They walked together, past several parked cars, up a ramp, and emerged into the cool desert air.  A faded Volkswagen Bug drove up.  A Hispanic man behind the wheel grinned and said, “Kitty cat delivery service!” he coughed once, and relit his pipe, filling the air with noxious and illegal-smelling smoke.


The three of them climbed in the back, Shane sitting in the front with the cat in his lap.  She put her paws against the dashboard and said, a purr warbling the words. “Pablo, it’s wonderful to see you again!”  She rubbed her head against his hand as he shifted gears, and he laughed uproariously.   After all the unhappy people and the stress of the journey, Ravi felt tension loosening.   They all, even Elizabeth, seemed happy and relaxed/ in the company of this jolly man.   Pablo grinned, and shouted over the blasting accordion music.


“I can take you to Juarez, to some contacts I have in the local cell there.  They can help you.  Invoke some old allies for us.   You will love Mama Yemaya!  We have to stop and get her a gift along the way.  Relax, and enjoy the ride!”  Pablo lit his pipe and accelerated, the old but still apparently serviceable engine roaring.   Ravi began to settle into his normal pattern.  Someday, he thought, he’d have to try sleeping someone other than a moving vehicle.   He sat up, a momentary doubt plaguing him.


“Are we safe?  Will they be able to follow us?” he asked Pablo, who roared with laughter once more.  No matter the circumstances, his laughter lightened the mood.


“This car is under the blessings of the most Holy Saint Anthony, and his true name, Ellegua!”   He fingered a small silver medallion hanging from the rear-view mirror.   He waited until a junction with another freeway came up, and he opened the glove compartment, and emerged with a handful of hard candies.   He shouted something in a strange tongue, and cast the candies out of the window, small cellophane forms bouncing on the crossroads.  He relit his pipe, and they relaxed and watched the desert roll by at night.  Ravi found himself growing drowsy again, and he felt safe and warm in the back seat.  Elizabeth and Shane kept partaking of Pablo’s offered pipe, and they too grew drowsy, after a brief giggling fit.   Ravi dozed off to the sounds of Shane discussing the intricacies of air-cooled engines, and ideas he had for improving efficiency.   Pablo roared with laughter often, and loudly.


Ravi awoke as they stopped for gas somewhere.   The cat woke and stretched, then hopped out the window, only to return shortly thereafter.  Pablo stepped out of the car to pump gas and pay, stopping in the small convenience store, and emerging with a bag filled with microwave junk food.  They each took burritos and drank soda, as the sun rose in front of them.   


“Where are we?” asked a bleary-eyed Elizabeth.


“Just outside El Paso.”  Pablo replied.   They swing into the sleepy Texas town, civilization emerging from the desert.   They passed a refinery and they all screwed up their faces at the acrid smell.


“Welcome to Texas!” shouted Pablo joyously.


“Don’t you ever get tired?” asked Elizabeth, yawning as she lit her first cigarette of the day.   “You drove all night.”  


“I live for the night!” said Pablo. “I’ll sleep once you’ve been left safely with our people in Juarez.  Then I stop and see my girlfriend in El Paso, and then I sleep.”  He cheerfulness unabated, he swung through town, and entered a long line of cars lined up at the border crossing.    They waited for a short time, idling in traffic, and soon enough they left the sterile streets of El Paso for the riotous crowds of Juarez.  Despite the early hours, trucks rumbled, and people milled about.    Street vendors called out, and Ravi heard bells tolling eight o’clock.   Ramshackle huts shared space with huge fancy churches and modern looking office buildings.   Looking in the distance, they saw writing on the shanty-covered hills, proclaiming “Jesus Christo es La Luz del Mundo.”  Pablo fell into the local driving pattern, in which right of way seemed determined by attitude, and he grinned and waved at other drivers.   He waved over a boy selling slices of watermelon, and bought three or four of the choicest bits, setting them in a plastic bag. He took lefts and rights, seemingly at random, and soon they left the congested border for gently rolling hills and brightly colored adobe shacks.   He pulled into a small clearing between several smaller buildings. They stepped out of the car, and into a beautiful if somewhat ramshackle villa.   Like many of the local buildings, this one had Arab-inspired touches, quaint minarets and curvy walls.   Barefoot children ran out, and evidently they recognized Pablo, as they swarmed around him laughing and chattering.  He answered them, and drew from his pockets more of the hard candies.  


They entered one of the smaller buildings.  The windows were covered in colored cellophane arranged in an abstract pattern, shading the inside with the tones of stained glass.    The air was thick with incense, and in the dim light, they could see a wizened old lady rocking gently on a wooden chair.  She was dressed entirely in white, in contrast to her dark skin.  She grinned at Pablo, and her teeth were incongruously straight and white.  Pablo got down on one knee, and in a strange tongue chanted something.   He turned to the others, and his face solemn and unsmiling for the first time since he picked them up the night before, he gestured to small cushions scattered behind where he knelt.  They sat quietly, the cat sitting in repose in Elizabeth’s lap.    Pablo held up the watermelon, and the old woman cackled even louder.    She took the watermelon, and greedily consumed one piece after another.    She grinned and began chanting in the same strange tongue Pablo had addressed her.  A sort of change came over her, and though she outwardly looked the same, her tones and the strange lighting gave visions of her, impossibly old and indescribably beautiful, staring over virgin jungle somewhere.  At the same time, they saw the old woman before them, they saw a beautiful young warrior, in African dress,  standing proudly on the bow of a ship of strange design, with no sails or oars, cutting through choppy waters off a tropical coast.


Ravi smelled mint wafting through the room, and then everything went blurry, and he saw the four of them, and the cat glowing a faint bluish, and the old woman glowing white.  The moment passed, and soon everything returned to normal in the room.  The old woman, appeared simply as an old woman again, no trace of the Amazon goddess they had seen for an instant.   Only a sparkle in her eye belied the frail appearance they saw before them, a glint of the warrior she was in another world, another life.  Pablo stood up, bidding the others to follow, and one by one, they embraced the old woman.  The cat stepped up to the old woman and nudged her with her head, and the old woman stroked her, grinning.  When Pablo at last took his turn, she whispered something to him, and he smiled wide, his jolly self once more.   He roared with laughter, and this time in what sounded like Spanish he announced something triumphantly, causing her to roar with laughter.   He pulled out a wallet and left a stack of American currency in her lap, which made her laugh even louder.  They took their leave of the room, and back into the noisy street, the children calling to each other and waving to Pablo and the others.
He lit his pipe, and sat on the fender of his car.


“She blesses your journey, and has awakened in you gifts she says will help you on the way.   She says you will have these abilities when they are needed.   She asks that you notice her hand guiding you along the way, and that you make an offering at the altar of her son, who is sometimes called Exu, once you get to New Orleans.”   He directed everyone to pile into the car, and he drove them to a bus station in the busy border area.   They piled out, and he bought them tickets.    They stopped at a market, and bought a large picnic basket with a lid.  The cat made a face when they left the store holding it, but she climbed in without protest.   They peeled off a huge stack of the twenties they had retrieved from the safe house in Arizona, and handed it Pablo.  He made a show of protesting, but they insisted.   He hugged Elizabeth, and clapped Ravi and Shane firmly on the back.


“You’ll be safe on this bus.  They won’t look twice at three gringos traveling back from across the border.  This bus will take you to Austin.  From there, you should be able to hitch a ride to New Orleans.   Stay off the American bus and train lines.  I don’t think they’ll be safe, but there’s always someone in a college town heading to New Orleans for a road trip.”   They thanked Pablo, and waved as he drove off into the darting traffic downtown.   Elizabeth insisted on shopping in a nearby clothing store until she had bought an entirely different all black ensemble.   Shane and Ravi sat in the bus station until she returned, just in time to catch their bus.  They piled in the bus, handing over their tickets.  The driver smiled roguishly at Elizabeth, and she returned his stare with her normal expression.   They settled into their seats, Senora Bon Bon secreted in the basket and placed in an overhead luggage webbing.  The bus departed, and Ravi watched Juarez pass away as they pulled into the long queue for the border.   


There was a brief moment of anxiety as the border guards checked papers.  Elizabeth and Shane flashed their Ids, which were barely glanced at.   The young blond American border guard took an active interest in Ravi, but once he spoke with him, he appeared satisfied he was American in origin.    The other passengers found this amusing, and mumbled, ‘El Indio,’ pointing at Ravi.   He flushed and slumped in his seat, feigning sleep until the murmurs settled down.   They relaxed and twelve hours of Texas rolled by, one small town blending into another as the bus stopped and started.   It grew dark, and still they rolled on.  They dozed and Elizabeth stomped off the bus to smoke as they stopped to pick up and let off passengers.   Shane got into a pointless and convoluted conversation in his broken Spanish and his neighbor’s broken English about engines.   It was nearly eleven o’clock when the bus rolled into the Austin bus station.  

Shane found a free paper, and they sat eating in a coffee shop near the bus station.   First order of business was finding a place to sleep that night.   While the others finished their late night breakfasts, Shane made a couple phone calls.  Ravi kept slipping pieces of sausage into the basket for the cat.   Shane returned to the table as Elizabeth began piling everything on the table onto one plate, then covering it with condiments in a distracted way.

“There’s a youth hostel not too far from here where we can crash for the night.   We should make an effort to head out to the college tomorrow.  We can check a ride board or something”  he said.  “Knock it off.” He said to Elizabeth, who was pouring cream onto her growing mountain.

She flipped a couple twenties onto the table to cover their meal, and a generous tip.  

They left the restaurant before the waitress saw the mess they had left.   Walking along the dark streets,  Ravi realized with a shock he had no idea what day it was.   He checked the newspaper Shane had found, and realized with a shock it was Friday.   They walked further into downtown, where people were gathering along the street, heading into bars and nightclubs.    

After a short walk, they approached the hostel, an unassuming little building slightly off the main drag.  They walked in, where for a small fee and a little bit of lying on the official forms, they were assigned a private room for the three of them.  The friendly desk clerk with the green hair and nose ring directed them down the hall, past the pool tables.  The room was small, with a bunk bed and a small rollaway. Ravi set down the basket, and the cat climbed out, stretching.  She climbed the ladder to the bunk and curled up.   


“There’s no curfew, which is good, but they’ll come kick us out at 9 in the morning, so we can’t stay out too late.” said Shane,   “We might be able to scare up a ride if we hit a couple of nightclubs or bars, and we ask around a bit.”


“You’re not dressed for nightclubs.” pointed out Elizabeth.   “You’d better leave that to me.”   She left the room and visited the communal bathroom, primping a bit.  When she returned her eye makeup was thicker, and her lipstick was much more prominent.   She picked up the paper to scan it for an appropriately gloomy setting for her adventures.


“We can’t just wait here.” said Ravi.  “We should stick together, in case you get into trouble.”  Elizabeth looked disdainfully at the two of them in their ragged clothes, but nodded finally.  


“Okay, you can bring the cat.” She said, pointing to Senora Bon Bon asleep on the bunk.    She rolled over and protested softly.


“I’ll hold down the fort here.” She mumbled sleepily, rolling back over.  


“Don’t get caught here.” said Shane.   “I’m positive they don’t allow pets, even revolutionary ones.”  The cat sniffed once but ignored this, and they walked back out into the street.  It was a warm night, and a lively one, as people strolled around a main drag.  There were late night tattoo parlors and fried food smells.   Everywhere, people milled about.   Despite their recent travels, and the somewhat road-worn appearance they had developed, no one took notice of them.   Elizabeth found a club that looked likely, just past a small bridge with a tiny creek running underneath it.  


“So long petunias, I’m heading in for a party.”  She flashed her fake ID at the doorman, and walked in.  Shane and Ravi tried to look nonchalant as they lounged on the bridge, watching drunken revelers and dark clothed people wandering into the clubs.    Shane wandered up to the street, where he examined the passing vehicles.   He got into a discussion with a couple of guys on motorcycles.  Ravi couldn’t understand it exactly, but he heard something about pistons and engine capacity.  Ravi leaned back on the bridge and watched the small river flow past. .   The motorcycles drove off, and Shane came back over to sit next to Ravi on the bridge, swinging his feet over the water below.    After a couple of hours, Elizabeth stumbled out of the club, a couple of gothy looking boys in tow.  Ravi blinked, and for a second, he saw a reddish glow around them, the one Elizabeth had his arm around glowing even stronger. 


“Hey Sugar Plums, I think I got us a ride.” She called out to Ravi and Shane.   “This is Dino,” pointing to the one her arm was around, “and this is Apollo.  They’re going to New Orleans tomorrow.  This is Sean and Ron.” She said, pointing at Shane and Ravi.  She was wavering a little bit, and slurring her words.  Dino and Apollo looked unhappy at the sight of the two of them apparently joining their road trip, but trying to keep a good face on, they nodded to Shane and Ravi.   Dino pulled out a flask, and took a swig, passing it around.  Elizabeth took a swig, and Shane did, but Apollo and Ravi each refused.  They headed back to the hostel, the two Goths in tow.  Elizabeth was talking really loudly, and swerving back and forth.   They settled in a common room with pool tables, and the two Goths hung out for a bit,  emptying their flask and chatting with the three of them.   Ravi could not get over a slight feeling of distrust he received from Dino, but he chalked that up to his rather non-Goth like current appearance.    At about 4am, the desk clerk came and glared at the party, Elizabeth sprawled out on the pool table giggling, Dino and Apollo leaning against the wall looking moody, and Ravi and Shane nodding off in recliner chairs.


“Time for the party to end.” The desk clerk began, a note of irritation apparent in his voice.  Elizabeth rose unsteadily to her feet, and attempted to chastise him, but she slipped, and stumbled onto him instead.  Ravi and Shane grabbed her, and led her back to the room.  They waved goodbye to Dino and Apollo, promising to see them tomorrow at noon, and thanking them for the ride.  They said goodbye to “Sean” and “Ron” and “Eleanor” And made their spooky way out.    They unceremoniously dumped Elizabeth into the bottom bunk, Shane taking the rollaway, and Ravi joining the still snoozing cat in the top bunk.  Exhausted, they all fell fast asleep.


Far too few hours later, they heard a pounding on the door.   Ravi covered the cat with a blanket, and answered the door.  The punk rock night clerk had been replaced by a perky blonde girl.  She took pity on them, and let them sleep a little longer, but by eleven she insisted on them leaving.  They blearily left, pausing to wash their faces in the public bathroom.  Elizabeth was apparently unaffected by her previous night’s adventure, and after her first cigarette, she was willing to entertain the idea of breakfast.  They found a place with steak and eggs, and hiding the cat in the basket again, they were able to smuggle a few scraps in to her.  At noon, a shiny black hearse pulled up in front of the hostel.


“Our ride is here.” announced Elizabeth, delighted.    The three of them climbed into the spacious back seat.   Elizabeth grinned and hugged Dino and Apollo.  


“We hope to make New Orleans by nightfall.” Said Dino, who was driving.   He turned up the radio, and they began driving.  Texas passed by, all big sky and long majestic panoramas.  Dino and Apollo apparently were students at the university, and this weekend they were heading to New Orleans for recreational drinking and scenic nightlife.    They never did seem to warm to Shaun or Ravi, though they both seemed to like the cat.  They both seemed to be jockeying for position with Elizabeth, or as they kept calling her,  ‘Eleanor.”  Ravi was amused to see after all the strange and mystical events of the last few days, that he was once more confronted with standard teenage mating rituals.  Elizabeth seemed to enjoy having attention from boys once more.   She smiled a bit more than usual, and when they stopped for gas, she happily paid, but let them pump.   Shane took the opportunity to check the fluids in the hearse, happily fiddling away beneath the hood.  He made a few adjustments, and the car ran smoother.  Many hours later, they pulled into New Orleans.


Ravi stared out the window marveling at the beautiful ironwork on the French style buildings, the crumbling cobble streets of the French quarter, and the warm night, filled with revelers.  If there was one thing this trip had in abundance, it was drunk people, he thought.    Elizabeth made them all get out and stomp around a cemetery in the dark.  Dino and Apollo nodded in approval.  She stopped at a corner liquor store for more cigarettes, her brand this time, and a guidebook.


“Where are we dropping you?” asked Dino.  Shane and Elizabeth examined the book.   Shane found a youth hostel in the book, and suggested it.


“No way.” said Elizabeth.   “I’ve had it with that.  I want to stay somewhere nice.  There’s got to be a crumbling faded beauty of a hotel with a nice big suite in it for us tonight.” 


“We should stay out of corporate hotels. “ noted Ravi, thinking of the downtown hotel a few days back.


“I wasn’t thinking a corporate hotel.  Just somewhere nice for a change.  I’d kill for a decent shower.” Elizabeth crossed her arms and glared at Ravi and Shane.  Shane shrugged, and pulled out some money.  They still had quite a lot left.  He handed it to Elizabeth, who put it in her lunchbox.  Elizabeth found something she liked, right in the middle of the French quarter.  They drove up, the hearse earning a strange look from the valet, who quickly got friendly after they tipped him largely.  He parked their car, and they proceeded into the lobby.  The hotel was beautiful inside, and exactly as predicted, somewhat faded.   Fifty years ago, it was probably the height of high living, but it had definitely seen better days.   Ravi was a little creeped out by the wallpaper for some reason, though it was simple abstract fleur-de-lys patterns done in a velvety green raised paper.   

Elizabeth marched up to the desk, and demanded the best suite.  She took from her lunchbox the wad of money, which she used to pay a deposit.  She handed the basket with the cat in it to a bellhop, who led them to a beautiful iron cage elevator.   Shane watched the mechanical pieces moving with interest, while Dino and Apollo followed Elizabeth, like ever-attendant ladies-in-waiting.  Ravi nervously followed them all out of the elevator and into the suite, which had three large rooms, two bedrooms and a large sitting room.   Elizabeth marched into the largest bathroom, and slammed the door.  From within, they heard the sounds of water running for a bath.  Shaun wandered through the suite, trying television sets and mulling over the mini-bar.   Dino and Apollo began drinking miniature bottles of vodka mixed with orange juice.   Ravi stood on the balcony and watched the crowds of revelers moving around below.  They were ten stories up, and they could see from the Mississippi to well past the French Quarter.  It was a balmy night, and Dino and Apollo were nervously pacing, eager to get outside and enjoy themselves.   The cat had climbed out of the basket, and had joined Ravi on the balcony.  Carefully making sure the visitors were occupied, which they were, roaring at a music video turned up really loud on the biggest television, the cat approached Ravi.  He pawed Ravi, and hissed quietly, “We need to get rid of them.  They’ll get suspicious.”

“They will not.  They’ll stick around until they’ve made sure Elizabeth is not going to sleep with either of them, then they’ll be gone.”  The cat moved as if to answer, but stopped when she saw Dino and Apollo stepping outside to admire the view.   

“We have to get out there!” shouted Apollo.  “Nightlife awaits!”  He went in the master bedroom with his backpack, and emerged dressed in his nighttime clothes, black velvet topcoat, and black trousers with metal rings sewn into them, with combat boots.   Dino followed, dressed similarly, with a black mesh shirt and leather pants.   Elizabeth finally came out of the main bathroom, and the three people dressed all in black went downstairs, and into the nighttime streets.   Once they were gone, Shane got all stir-crazy, and started stomping around the room.

“I’m not in the mood to just sit here.  I want to walk around the town.  At the very least, I want some good food.”  He began rifling through drawers.  “Where’d Elizabeth put the rest of the money and the other keys?  Did she give one to you?”  Ravi shook his head.  The cat looked up.

“She stuck it in the nightstand in the main bedroom, next to the bible.” She said.  “The spare keys should be in there too.”  Shane opened the drawer, and pulled a wad of bills out, sticking the rest back in the Bible.   He grabbed a key.

“Did she get two or three keys?” he asked.  “There’s only one here.”  Ravi shrugged, and the cat made an unpleasant face.

“I’m not waiting around all night for you to all go gallivanting around the city.  There’s only so much I can do in a hotel room to keep amused.   I’d like a little nightlife and good food too.” she complained.  

Ravi said, “Just come with us.  We’ll find a leash somewhere, and tell people we taught you to walk like a dog.”  The cat looked horrified, but let Shane carry her downstairs.   They took the stairs so as to avoid being seen by the desk clerk.   Ravi poked his head out into a maintenance corridor, and then out a service exit.   If anyone noticed or objected, no one tried to stop them.   A quick trip to a local all-night drugstore later got them a small leash, which they managed to hook onto her collar.   She looked unhappy, but at the same time, liked it better than being stuck in the hotel. 

They wandered through the lively streets, the weekend crowds bigger and more inebriated than those in Austin.   All around people staggered and hooted, carrying cups of alcohol openly in the street.   It was like being in a riotous party that had spilled out into the street.   They wandered blindly for a half hour or so, until the smells of cooking drew them into a small bistro.   They tied Senora Bon Bon up and went inside.  A couple of delicious large catfish sandwiches later, along with a small raw tuna appetizer for the cat, they wandered back into the streets, bellies full.   They kept walking around the quarter, admiring the architecture.  The cat proved to be popular with the women in the quarter, and Shane used the opportunity to chat to a few of them, Ravi standing shyly nearby.   He was not immune to the randy crowd himself, as a tightly clad muscled man winked at him, causing him to flush red.   His new admirer came over to stroke the cat and chat with Ravi about nothing very important.   Shane ran out of admirers, got bored, and dragged him away, the cat following behind.  The whole town was alive with music, and delicious smells, as well as a few horrid examples of alcoholic excess.  

“Everywhere are beads and crawfish parts.” observed Shane, as they wandered a narrow alley between buildings, an ornate church looming above them.   Ravi started, feeling a drop of moisture, and glimpsing a blue glow for just a second all around them.  Turning his head, it was gone.  They walked down to the riverside, where they had chicory-flavored coffee and tasty fried dough balls dipped in powdered sugar in a lively cafe.  Laden with their treats, Shane dragged the three of them to an internet café.   Ravi stayed outside with the cat, while Shane ran inside, an excited glow on his face.   He disappeared into the café, and emerged a half hour later or so alternately fuming and grinning.  

“So, Mister trickle-down-economics thinks he knows a thing or two about the Wankel Rotary engine!  I told him off. “  he ranted.   Ravi looked up, chilly, and a bit sleepy despite his coffee.  They walked a little further along the riverside, then turned around and began to head back to the hotel.   His eyes caught a stern looking stone building, with wooden shutters.  He saw again, very clearly, a flash of dark red.   This didn’t disappear like the blue flash he had seen earlier.  This time it faded slowly.  He began to shiver, despite the warmth of the night.  He paused, and started to say something to Shane and the cat.  He stopped, not wanting to seem foolish.  The cat perked her ears up, and hissed.  All her fur stood on end.    Shane looked at the two of them.

“What’s going on?  Why do you both seem so freaked out?” he demanded.  Ravi pointed to the building they were passing.  The streets got strangely empty, as if they were the only ones there.    A strange silence filled the air, where once they had heard music and shots and laughter.  One of the shutters blew open with a terrible crack of wood tearing.  Something vaguely man-shaped, but featureless and dark, like a three-dimensional shadow floated out and towards them.  The color began to drain from their surroundings, where it was colorful and bright before, and they felt a terrible cold and isolation.   

“What the hell?” started Shane, his voice quiet and fading.  Everything around them felt dead, and they felt themselves being drawn apart from the others.  Shane fell to his knees, eyes staring blankly.  He saw the creature move over to Ravi.  The cat hissed and spit, clawing at the entity, but without pausing it simply floated over the cat.   A strange unearthly mist rolled in, obscuring the streets.   Ravi began fading in color also, like a washed out photograph.   He felt himself dissolving, and he found himself not remembering his name, or his parents, or where he was.  Everything turned into gray mist.  The cat, in a panic, ran over to Shane and swiped him, hard.  Shane shook his head, and leapt up, running towards Ravi.   He grabbed him, and shook him furiously.   He flailed his arms around, passing through the living shadow, seemingly accomplishing nothing.    The cat turned, a strange look in her eyes.

“Begone in the name of the great mother Yemaya and her son Exu.  Begone from this place.”  The cat began chanting something in what sounded like French,  then switched to an incomprehensible tongue.   The cat began to float in the air, glowing an eerie blue light.   The cat continued to chant, and the light burst forth, covering the shadow creature, and dissolving it.   The color seeped back into the landscape, and the strange blue glow faded, the cat floating back to the street.   The normal music and other sounds of the night faded back, and they saw people once more strolling through the streets.  Up above them, the shutter was closed.

Ravi felt life seeping back in, hitting him all at once.   He ran to the side of the road, and threw up.   The cat looked dazed “What just happened?” she asked.  “I feel like I’ve been running for hours.”  Ravi looked similarly drained.   He tried to speak, and just shook his head instead.   He thought he knew what had happened.

“We got attacked by something.”  He suddenly remembered something.  “The old woman, in Juarez.” said Shane.  “Mama Yemaya.   She saved us.”  He began giggling.  “We have to visit her son’s altar wherever that is.”  The cat nodded.   Shane scooped up the cat in one arm, and with the other, helped Ravi to his feet.  They stumbled awkwardly down the street.   Ravi looked up at one point, pointing.  He whispered something, but was unable to speak.  Shane saw a sign “House of Voodoo.”  He gently set Ravi and the cat down, and poked his head inside.  A few minutes later, he ran out excitedly.

“I have to run a quick errand.  Don’t go anywhere.”  He took off down the street, returning a few minutes later with a brown paper bag.   From it he drew a bottle,  then he thrust it into Ravi’s hand.  It was a small bottle of expensive Rum.   Shane unscrewed the top, and poured a sip into Ravi’s mouth.   Ravi sputtered a little, then the color faded back into his cheeks.   Shane cupped a hand, and poured a little rum into it.  He held it down to the cat, and she lapped it up.  She stretched, and purred, then stood on her own.   He pulled out a bunch of bananas, a cigar, and a handful of hard candies.  They followed him inside, Ravi leading the cat.   The store was a riot of color and packages, plastic wrapped novelties and t-shirts, rubber snakes and other similar toys.  There was a strong smell of incense in the room, and the store was deserted except for a pretty dark skinned girl behind the counter.  She grinned at Shane and Ravi, then pointed to a back room.   The cat jumped up on the counter purring, and the woman stroked her, murmuring softly.  Ravi and Shane headed into the back of the store.  There was an altar set up, covered with all manner of trinkets and coins.   Little slips of paper were tucked here and there, and candles were lit, illuminating the room in flickering orange.  Strange symbols were drawn into a mirror above the altar, and little skulls and figurines of animals sat scattered across the shelf holding the altar. He saw a small shot glass sitting on the altar, and he filled it with three fingers of rum. Shane set down the collection of goodies in his hand on the altar.  

“Thank you for helping us. And thank your mother also.” Shane declared.

“Thank you” added Ravi.  They stood there for a moment, then they felt a little foolish.  They walked back into the front of the store.  Shane smiled at the girl and handed her a twenty, and took the cat from the counter. 

“Thank you, and Blessings.” She said.  “I like your cat.”  They walked out, suddenly exhausted, but able to walk, and they headed back to the hotel.   Ravi took off his sweatshirt and covered the cat, and they walked directly into the elevator and up to their suite.     They found an inebriated Elizabeth slouched in a chair, flipping through music video channels.  She looked up, and for a moment Ravi saw a note of relief in her eyes.  She quickly hid it, adopting a sour expression.  The cat walked outside onto the balcony, tail twitching.

“Where are the wonder twins?” asked Shane.

“Those losers?  They got mad when I stopped buying them drinks, so they took off.  I had a nice time though.  Met some weird people.  I might have to move to this town someday.”  She flipped off the TV, and wandered into the large bedroom.  She pulled off her boots and lay down on the bed.   She set her lunchbox down on the nightstand, pulling out her keys and a few bills.  She opened the drawer.   Her eyes got wide.

“Where’s the money and the keys?” she demanded.  Shane walked in and pulled three or four small bills out and the key, tossing them on the nightstand.

“What? We only took a little bit for food and stuff.  Here’s my key.” He said. “We left most of the money back here.”

“It’s gone.  And so is the other key.” She said, frantically flipping through the bible.

“There was only one key when we left.” Shane said. “Oh no, those worthless fucks!”  He kicked the wall leaving a mark.

“They must have grabbed a key when I was in the bath, and saw the money, then came back here to clean out the rest of the money.”  Said Elizabeth, eyes flashing with anger.  “If I catch those guys…” She trailed off, too infuriated to finish her thought.  She checked the supply of money. “We have between us about thirty bucks.  Now what the hell are we supposed to do?”  The cat wandered in.

“Not to add to our troubles, but take a look outside.” she said.  They ran to the balcony and looked down.   Three of the town cars pulled up out front, guards pouring out and into the hotel lobby.  Elizabeth yanked on her boots, gathering the rest of their cash and they took off into the corridor.   Remembering their earlier exit from the building, they ran into the stairwell again, trying to head for the service exit they used earlier.   They ran down the ten flights, and panting, they swung around a corner, and saw three or four guards standing there in their Olive City uniforms.   Shane kicked a maintenance cart into one, and Elizabeth punched one of the others in the jaw.  Ravi grabbed a broom off a clip on the wall and swung it clumsily, tripping the third.  They somehow managed to dart past them and out through the exit, guards in close pursuit.   Shane reached in his pocket, finding the red tube.   He held it up, and red fire sprayed out one end.   The three guards were enveloped, and they collapsed.   They three of them ran, Ravi carrying the cat, blindly turning lefts and rights until they collapsed panting by the riverside once more.  They appeared to have lost the guards.  Shane looked at the tube.

“This worked pretty good.” He said “I wonder how they found us.”  He looked perplexed, then a grim look swept across his face. “Oh no.  the café.”

“Where we got the sandwiches?” asked Ravi, looking confused,

“No, the internet café.  They must have traced me somehow from there.”

The cat looked at him. “Did you send any mail or write anything?”

“Well, I had to answer that post.”  The cat glared at him.

“The guy was mouthing off about Laissez Faire Capitalism and the Wankel Rotary engine.” He said.  “I had to put him in his place.”

“Idiot.” Said the cat.  “We have no money, no way out of town, and the guards are chasing us.  Now what do we do?”

“You’re asking us?  You’re the revolutionary cell leader.” said Elizabeth.  They watched the river flow past, lost in their own dark thoughts.  A small, slightly decrepit boat floated by, and Ravi looked up.  He saw a blue flash emanate from a dark figure moving around.

“This may be a weird delusion,” he started, “But lately when I see red we’re in trouble, and when I see blue we’re saved.”  The others looked at him, and the cat nodded. Ravi continued,  “I just saw blue.”  He stood up and waved to the barge.   

The presumably friendly figure waved back and shouted, “Ahoy!  I’m coming ashore!”  He launched a small rubber raft, and paddled over to where they were sitting on the riverside.   He was an older black man, maybe sixty, with broad shoulders and the big hands of a laborer.  He was wearing overalls, rubber boots, and had a wistful smile on his face.    He grinned at the three morose humans and their angry cat.

“Now I say to myself, I’ve seen a bit of trouble lately, but I ain’t never seen three people and a cat look so miserable.  What’s the matter, she got worms or something?” He laughed, and sat down next to them.  He started rolling a cigarette, then patted his pockets.

“Any of you got a light?” he asked.  “Damn fool for smoking.  Damn bigger fool for not havin’ a match.”  Elizabeth opened her box and flicked her Zippo for him, then grabbed one of her own cloves to smoke.  They sat there smoking for a bit together, then Shane pulled out the remainder of the rum, took a long pull, and handed it Elizabeth, who did likewise.  They skipped Ravi, and offered it to the stranger who was sitting near them.  He grinned, and took a long pull, passing back the bottle. 

“I make it a point not to drink with strangers.  Name’s Lenny, short for Lender.  Neither a borrower nor a lender be. “  He snickered, and took a long drag on his cigarette.  Shane started to introduce them, then stopped.

“I’d better not give our names.” He started.  “We’re in a bit of trouble, and I’d hate to involve you.”  The old man smiled once more.  

“Well, there we’re the same.  My engine done gone up and died.   Whole thing’s shot to Hell, pardon my French.” Winking at Elizabeth, who actually smiled for a change.  The cat walked over, purring, and the old man stroked her softly.  “Yep.  Damn fool idea my wife said.  ‘Take that stupid boat down the river to New Orleans.  And for what?  A buncha comic books.’”  They looked surprised at him, so he continued.  “Yeah, I had this fool idea to take these comic books I ended up with down here back up the river to St. Louis.  Now I got no motor.  Just drifting. “

“Why are you taking them by boat?  Don’t you believe in the post office?” asked Ravi.   The old man laughed.

“You sound like my wife.  I always wanted to be a sailor.  Never joined the Navy.  Never worked a sea ship.  Never did much except putter with little boats on Lake Michigan.”  I worked all my life up in an auto plant.  The union got me a good pension, and I got the Social Security.  Nice simple comfortable house, nice kids, grandkids.  But I still had this fool idea about taking this here boat down the river and back up. My nephew had some sort of business contact down here with a mess of comic books to sell in St. Louis.  I figure, I take a percentage, and like the old days ship it to market. “  The three of them sat back, enraptured by this strange man.   The cat curled up in his lap and went to sleep.

“Well, we need to head north.” said Shane. “I’m a pretty good mechanic. How about I fix your engine and in return you can drop us in Chicago?  We can be your crew.”  Elizabeth snorted at this.

“Yeah, it’s a regular Love boat.  I call bartender.” She said, laughing.

Lender smiled kindly, and shook his head.  “Son, I’ve been working on engines longer than you three have been alive, and it’s dead.  I threw a rod.  Whole thing needs to be replaced, and I ain’t got the money.   I’m probably gonna have to call my wife and have her pick me up, then drive me back home where I belong, yelling at me the whole damn way.”  Shane looked grim at this, and shook his head.

“If I fix it, will you take us back to Chicago?” he asked.  Lender grinned, and nodded.

“Son, If you fix it, I’ll sail you three wherever your fool heads decide to go!”  He pointed to his rubber raft.  “But if you don’t, this is the only way I’m gettin’ back to Chicago, and it’s a long paddle.”   They grinned, and carefully climbed into the raft, the old man paddling them back to his boat.   

“I got it on the anchor to keep from moving.”  He said.  He pointed into the small cabin of the boat.  “I got some tools in there, if you wanna take a look.”  Shane climbed down and returned with a box of tools.  He carefully climbed out on the stern of the boat, and opened the engine compartment.  He began tinkering around, and the old man sat back on the deck with the rest of his intrepid crew.  Elizabeth and him finished off the rum, and the cat climbed onto a life vest and fell asleep.  Ravi sat and looked at the lights from the city, and wondered if he’d ever see his suburban tract home again.  In some ways, he hoped not.  He certainly wasn’t regretting missing school.  He did hope his parents, and Bobby were still alive and well, and not too worried about him.  

Shane emerged from the engine compartment a short time later, wiping his hands with a rag.   He turned to Lender.

“She threw a rod, it’s true.  I tinkered a bit, and got it back in place, and adjusted your carburetor.  She should start right up.”  Lender looked grave, and shook his head.

“Son, you can’t just tinker with it when it’s thrown a rod.  It jams up the whole works.  Whole engine needs to be rebuilt and replaced.” Shane had a weird half smile on his face.  He kept nodding.

“Go ahead, try and start it.”  The old man looked dubious, but he went and pressed the starter.  When nothing happened, he smiled wistfully.

“I appreciate the effort, but I told you, she’s shot.”  Shane walked over, and Ravi saw a blue light flare off his hands.  He softly touched the starter, not really even pressing it, and the engine roared to life, a loud throaty sound that made them all jump.

“Permission to disembark Captain?” he asked.  The old man stared at Shane, shook his head, and started to roar with laughter.

“You done healed my boat!  You done healed it!  Laid on hands, Lord have mercy, I seen everything now!”  He rolled on the deck laughing.   He took the bottle from Elizabeth and raised it in a toast.

“To my new crew!” he drank deeply, then passed it to Elizabeth, who finished off the bottle.  Lender raised anchor, and they disembarked, heading up the river.   Ravi looked back,  and watched the lights of New Orleans grow fainter.     The late night gave way to morning, and the three new sailors stretched out and covered with some thin blankets, slept on the deck as they each took turns piloting the boat.  After a brief explanation, they each took a turn directing the boat while the others slept.  Lender was a calm and patient teacher, and once he was satisfied they were doing it correctly, he let the three of them drive while he puttered about downstairs in the cabin.  Elizabeth and Shane predictably got into an argument, and neither gave up their turn readily, but eventually Elizabeth got too tired to keep going, and she passed out on the deck next to the cat.

Ravi finally got  turn about midday, after resting for a long time.   He loved watching the towns drift by on the river.  It was a similar feeling to the driving in the desert at night, except there was no traffic, and the noises were softer.   The engine thrummed softly, and powerfully, keeping the boat moving forward at a good clip.   A little later in the afternoon, everyone was more or less awake, and Lender made them a strange if tasty breakfast out of canned foods and some fresh fish he had caught.   After eating and cleaning up, Lender let Elizabeth pilot the boat, while he set Ravi and Shane up with fishing poles and bait.

“Let’s see if you kids can catch us some dinner.”  He laughed often, and was as good a teacher of fishing as he was of piloting, and indeed a short time later, Ravi pulled in a tasty looking bass.  Lender fired up a small hibachi and they devoured it, as well as the slightly smaller one Shane pulled up.    The cat made sure she got her share, and by evening, they lay back and let Lender pilot his boat.  He looked down at the gauges atone point, then called Shane over.

“Now, I like what you did to the engine, and she’s runnin’ a damn sight better than ever, but I think you broke the gas gauge.  She’s still on full, and we’ve done a couple hundred miles today!”  Shane grinned.

“I have some carb designs that maximize efficiency.  I know you work for a big car company, so I can’t really go into details.  I don’t want this discovery hushed up too.” He grinned.   Lender looked at him, shaking his head and chuckling.

“Just when I think I seen it all.”  He drove for another hour or so, and then moved below decks to sleep, letting his new young crew take over for the night.  Ravi took another shift, and just past the town of Natchez, the river got quiet and the moonlight cast eerie shadows.   Shane and Elizabeth were sleeping on the deck again, and the cat was sitting up near the controls.   She also was dozing, and hadn’t spoken much the whole trip, mostly because of Lender’s presence.  She stretched and turned to Ravi.

“We’re not doing too badly.   Heading north, like we wanted.   I have contacts that can help us in Chicago.  We’ll be in New York in time to prevent Spahn from succeeding.”  She pointed one paw up ahead. “What’s that?”

Ravi saw a long neck protruding from the water a few hundred yards away.  It turned towards them, then slid back under the water with a splash.     In the moonlight, he wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking at.  Was it a fish?  There was a tremendous crash, and the whole ship shook.    Elizabeth and Shane bolted awake in time to see a huge head thrust out of the water.   It had a long sinewy neck, and a mouth full of teeth.  It had no visible ears, and its eyes were the cold unblinking eyes of a reptile.  The rest of its body lay under the water.    It made a terrible screeching noise, and it rolled its whole body over, striking the boat with its flipper.  The head swooped down and made a grab for the cat, who hissed and bolted backwards.   She clawed at its head, and it reared back.  Lender came running from below decks.

“What the hell?” he started, then stumbled as the ship was rocked once more by another blow from the creatures flipper.  He grabbed a wooden pole from his rubber dinghy, and swung it at the creature, shouting, “Scat! Get going! “  Shane grabbed the controls from Ravi, who in his confusion had let the boat wander, and throttled the boat forward, and off of the creature below them.   The creature pursued them, and quickly closed the distance, even as the boat raced down the river.   Shane tried a new tactic, swerving back and forth, but the agile beast was able to turn faster and smoother.  Disgusted, Shane handed Ravi the wheel once more, and he retrieved from his jacket pocket the slim red tube.   He climbed to the bow of the boat and started shouting at the beast.

“Hey ugly!  Yeah!  Your mother smells like tuna!”  Almost as if it understood, the creature reared up, and tried to bite Shane.  At the last possible second, he thrust the tube between the jagged teeth of the monster and blasted it back with a burst of red fire.   The beast shrieked and collapsed, sinking into the deep.  Shane, shaking, barely had time to tuck the tube back in his pocket before he stumbled and fell into the water.

“Man overboard!” shouted Lender, tossing him a life preserver.  They managed to pull him aboard, and wrap him in blankets.   “What did you do to that thing?  And for God’s sake, what was that thing? I ain’t never seen nothin’ like that.”  Shane shivered.

The cat walked forward and looked up at Lender.


“I’m afraid things are much more complicated than we led you to believe.  That thing was sent to stop us, and there will be more.  You’d better let us ashore shortly.  We don’t want to cause you any more trouble.”  Lender goggled at the cat.


“I guess it’d be stupid to ask where you learned to talk.  I don’t know what kind of trouble you kids are in, but if I can help, I will.  I wouldn’t be no kind of captain if I let my crew get eaten by whatever that thing was.  I said I’d get you to Chicago, and I will.”  Ravi let Elizabeth take the wheel, and he nervously lay down, keeping an eye on the passing river.  He finally fell asleep, and dreamed of flowing water and wriggling snakes.

He awoke a little while later to the light of morning, and the sounds of birds overhead.  Lender was piloting the boat.  


“You kid’s sleep your life away if you could.   The other two are awake.  The cat’s been keeping my company.  I always liked dogs myself, but never had one that could talk.”  The cat strolled out of the cabin and stretched, turning to look at the two of them.


“The ones that can talk are fairly stupid.  I’d recommend sticking with cats myself.  Of course, I’m biased.” she said. She walked over to the fishing poles to investigate the bucket.  “Shouldn’t someone get breakfast?”  Ravi grinned, and accepted the cup of instant coffee Shane brought out from the cabin.   They picked up the poles and let them trail behind the boat.  Shane handed Ravi his pole, and he climbed up to the control deck where Lender was piloting.


“We’re making good speed, but we need to be in Chicago sooner rather than later.  With your permission, I’d like to soup up the engine a little bit.  I think I have a couple of ideas on how to make it run faster.”


“Son, after what I saw you do yesterday, I nominate you Chief Engineer and insist that you get us upriver quickly.”  Lender rolled and lit a cigarette, steering with one hand.  Shane grabbed the tool box, and slunk out onto the stern, opening the engine compartment.  Ravi managed, with a little help from the cat, to catch another couple fish, and Elizabeth surprised them all by offering to gut and clean them.  The day was shaping us pleasant and sunny, and everyone was in a good mood. No longer having to hide the cat’s intelligence was reassuring to the three travelers, and Lender seemed to take these new strange wrinkles in stride.  He eventually let Ravi drive for awhile, and he led Elizabeth around the ship, helping her do the million little tasks on a boat while Shane tinkered.   It was late afternoon when a grease-stained Shane climbed out of the engine compartment.   He stopped the engine, and they drifted a bit.   He fired up the engine, and though it was no louder, the towns and farms along the riverbank rushed by two or three times faster.


“Son, I think you hot rodded her out.  I don’t know why you kids need to be in Chicago, but you can come work on my engines whenever you want.   You should be in Detroit, taking our industry back from the Japanese.”  Lender laughed, and they all relished the idea of getting upriver quickly.   They estimated they should make St. Louis by morning, unless something delayed them.


“Convention’s tomorrow.” said Lender,  “I’ll need some help there.  I don’t know much about Comic books.”  Ravi perked up.   He shyly stepped forward and offered his modest experience in that field.   Lender led him into the cabin, and in the cramped quarters below decks, he pawed through five or six big boxes.  He made a quick mental list, and did a little arithmetic.   Even adjusted for the cost of bringing them up the river, minus the money Lender had laid down for the books, he still stood to make a good three or four thousand bucks, more if he haggled.   When Ravi relayed this to Lender, he laughed and laughed.


“I thought I was throwing away that money as a favor to my nephew.”  He kept chortling the rest of the day.   The sun began to set, but the heat of the day was maintained in the warm humid air.  A strange feeling descended along with the darkness, and they cooked and ate their fish quickly tonight.  They all sat on the deck staring out at the river.   There was a strange edge to the breeze that blew across the river tonight.   The sky was clear, but they kept thinking they heard thunder.   


“You kids know why I keep thinking something’s gonna jump out and say boo?” asked Lender, a nervous tone cutting through his normally happy voice.


“Something usually does.” observed Elizabeth.  “When we get comfortable, it means something’s coming.”


“She’s right.” agreed the cat.  “That thing last night found us.   I think we stopped it, but there will be something else.  We need to stay on our guard.”  Every other passing boat was scrutinized, every docked gambling riverboat, every fisherman sitting on a dock took on a suspicious and sinister air, though an outside observer would find the night as peaceful as any other.   It was something you felt, thought Ravi.  He was hoping whatever strange ability he had developed would serve them well, and he kept his eyes peeled for the first unearthly flash of red.  A misty sort of fog rolled across the water, and this added to the tension, and now they had trouble seeing ahead of them.  Shane flipped on the weather radio, but there were no reports of any unusual weather.   He kept pulling out the red tube and staring into the mist. 


After a few unhappy hours, they relaxed.  They began figuring out sleeping arrangements, making little nests of blankets on deck, which despite the odd mist, was still warm enough to allow them to sleep without much cover.  They were determined to keep moving forward, and the three of them worked out shifts.  Shane and Ravi nodded off, while Elizabeth kept the boat moving forward.  Ravi drifted into a strange half-dream state, and he thought of the burning trailer, which was less than a week ago, but seemed like another life.  In his dream, the trailer kept burning, and inside he saw his father and Bobby, clawing at the window, begging for someone to let them out. Ravi ran to the trailer door, and tried to pry it open, but the latch came off in his hand.   He kicked and banged at the door until the heat drove him back, and the trailer melted in flames, Bobby and his father disappearing in the smoky air.   He awoke with a jerk to find smoke drifting over the boat, and another ship, with a yellow emergency flasher spinning parked alongside them.    He jumped up, but he saw no smoke on their boat.  With a sick recognition and a flash of red, he saw armed guards on the boat next to them preparing ladders.   He jumped up to the controls, where Elizabeth was slumped down, unconscious.   


Ravi coughed, and took the throttle, and cranked it hard, and the little boat shot forward.   The boat behind them continued their pursuit, and he heard a dull thumping noise.   A projectile landed onto the deck, and started hissing a terrible smelling smoke.   He held his breath, but the bit that he accidentally breathed made his stomach turn and his head swim.  Coughing and choking, he wrapped the canister in newspaper and threw it overboard.   He desperately tried to shake Shane and Elizabeth awake, and blearily they opened their eyes.   He splashed water from the fish bucket in Elizabeth’s face, and she came to.   She took the throttle from Ravi while he helped Shane wake up.  They went below and woke Lender and the cat, and let them know they were under pursuit.  Lender saw the flasher and wanted to stop, thinking it was the police.


“I don’t want no trouble with the law.” He said at least three times.   Once the cat had recovered from her drugged sleep a few moments later she shook her little head.


“This isn’t your law, Lender.  This is the organization trying to stop us.  We have to do whatever we can to stop them.”  She pawed Ravi.  “Do you have the sonic controller from back at the safe house in Arizona?”   Ravi felt around his pockets, and came up with the small black box in his sweatshirt pocket.  She pointed to a small toggle switch on the side.  “Flip that and toss it, then we must get out of range quickly.”


Ravi ran back up on deck, where Shane was firing off the Red tube over and over at the pursuing guards.  Elizabeth was calmly and competently piloting the boat around other boats and other water obstacles.


“Why is no one on those other boats acting like anything is weird?” she asked the cat, who had just come up from below decks.   To underscore her point, one small boat of revelers waved in a friendly way, holding their drinks up in a toast.   At the same time Red bolts of energy flew from the tube in Shane’s hand at the boat.


“The mist we passed.   They have a way of turning off the part of your brain that notices novelty.” said the cat.  “You three have seen too much to be fooled that way.  I suspect it’s another gift of Mama Yemaya.”  Elizabeth turned the boat, hard, nearly capsizing, to avoid a piling along the side of the river.   The small guard boat used this opportunity to pull up alongside the boat, and launched something long and flexible from a tube on the side of their speedboat.   Ravi ran to see what it was, the dingy pole in his hand.  He reared back in disgust, as a large snake slithered towards him.   The snake was easily seven feet long, and at least six or seven inches thick.  It slithered towards Ravi, and he blindly swung the pole to fend it off.  Shane was busy trying to shoot the boat, and while he wasn’t having much luck hitting the boat, they had to keep swerving to avoid him, so they lost a little ground.  Lender came out from below decks with a sharp carving knife they used on the fish, and he swung it at the snake, cutting it badly.  It roared with anger, and writhed, spewing noxious smelling blood all over the deck.   It managed to wrap around Ravi’s leg, and he screamed, dropping the pole.  He frantically tried to wriggle out of the snake’s grasp, in the process dropping the sonic device from his pocket.  There was a click, and a terrible high-pitched shriek erupted from the small box.  The cat yowled and streaked below decks.  The snake vibrated slightly, but continued trying to encircle Ravi.   Shane stopped firing for a moment, and he grabbed the sonic and tossed it overboard, aiming for the other boat, but missing badly.  The sonic sank like a stone, and the terrible shriek subsided.


Lender managed to grab the snake by the head, and with his knife, he managed to slice enough of the snake that it lost its hold on Ravi.  Together, Lender and Ravi managed to throw the snake overboard, where it sank without further incident.   Shane managed one lucky shot, and blasted another snake as it was launched from the other boat.   Elizabeth glanced back at the ship, and narrowed her eyes,  A puff of smoke erupted from the engine behind the guard’s boat, and suddenly their pursuers slowed to a gradual stop.   Shane looked at her a bit funny, and Ravi noticed a small flash of blue around her. The river cleared a bit up ahead, so Elizabeth was able to pull the throttle all the way, and they left the ship behind them rapidly.   They scrubbed the blood off the deck.


“That was no normal snake.   This stuff is already eating the paint off the deck.” said Lender with disgust.   The scrubbed the deck with newspaper and rags until there was no trace of the blood.    No one felt like sleeping, and they all still felt a bit woozy from the gas, so they all stayed awake keeping watch, and watching the city build up around the river.     They saw the arch approaching, and they all cheered up.   They finally felt hungry again, and after consulting some maps, they figured out how to get to the convention center.   It was fortunately not a terribly long trip from the river, and as soon as they found a spot where no one seemed to object, they dropped anchor, and climbed out onto the shore.   They each took one of the boxes of comics, and like a strange parade, the four ragamuffins, one leading a cat, marched to the convention center.


The security guard gave them a strange look, but once Lender gave his name he was assigned a small booth.  They wandered through the convention hall, and set up.  The next few hours were dull as death for Elizabeth and Shane, but Ravi was in his element.  He chatted with various collectors as they pawed through Lender’s comics,  and managed to sell a good percentage of the books in the first few hours.  Lender was mostly bewildered by the proceedings, and every time a Klingon or someone dressed as Spider-man approached he laughed and laughed.  The cat sat in the booth, sleeping on piles of comics and then on the table, basically ignoring everyone.  Elizabeth kept sighing, as if she was in pain.  She eventually commandeered a corner of the booth, and sold new age CDs.  


“Where’d those come from?” asked Shane.


“Colossal Cave.” She answered.  She refused to discuss anything with the customers, and was outwardly rude to a couple of people dressed as Dr. Who and a Dalek, but somehow she managed to part with the CDs, pocketing a little spending money.  She stomped off to smoke as soon as the last one was sold, and Shane wandered off to use Internet terminals offered by one of the conference sponsors.   He promised not to post, no matter how angry he got.   Ravi took a break, and bought a hot dog, wandering around the exhibits.  He regretted being so broke, as he saw many things he wanted to add to his collection, but he had no idea when, if ever, he could return to his bedroom and his comics.   He wistfully gave up and walked back to the booth, just in time to help a bewildered Lender from being terribly ripped off by a couple of fat kids. 

Ravi saved him, and had cleaned out the majority of the comics, when Shane returned.  They all relaxed a bit once Elizabeth returned, with her own hot dog.    Ravi almost went to a panel on Sci-Fi Television, featuring a minor character from some British science-fiction program.   The others mocked him so unmercifully for recognizing the actor that Ravi kept silent and sulked in the booth, selling off the last few comics.   Lender counted up the cash and grinned.

“Well, I paid for this foolish trip, and then some. “ He handed Ravi a hundred bucks, and announced, “I’m taking us all for dinner.”  They had nothing left to pack, having sold everything, so they sauntered out, Ravi carrying the cat on her leash.   They wandered back to where they had moored the boat, and Lender found a restaurant he liked.  It was a chain restaurant, but even Elizabeth went in without comment.   They tied the cat up outside, and promised to bring her something.   She relaxed on a bench, and was the recipient of a lot of attention from the tourists coming out of a nearby hotel.  They went in and sat down beneath a riotous wall of street signs, old movie posters, and assorted stuffed animal heads.    It was striving so hard to be wacky, it reinforced the utter and inexorable normalcy of the chain restaurant experience.  They all had giant ice cream drinks, though in deference to legal issues, they were alcohol free.  They ordered hot wings and hamburgers, and assorted fried appetizers.   After living off of fish for a few days, and canned fruit, the meal was a feast.  They sat back, relaxing, as Lender paid the check.  Elizabeth started piling things on plates and adding condiments, but she quickly stopped.  

 They began moving towards the exit, feeling a bit ill.  Shane insisted on trying his strength on a novelty machine, lighting up to ‘hot stuff’ which Elizabeth teased him without mercy for the next few minutes, as they waited for Lender in the bathroom.    They were all ready to head back to the ship, when Elizabeth paused to buy cigarettes from a machine.   She was carded by a passing waitress, which irritated her.  The waitress seemed dubious about the fake ID Elizabeth handed her, so she wandered off with it, only to return, handing back the ID and the quarters for the machine.  Elizabeth found a brand she could live with, and bought it, stepping outside and lighting one as she untied the cat’s leash.   They all followed, waiting a second while Ravi bought some sweet candy wafers.   As he paid the cashier,  Ravi saw a flash of red coming off the credit card terminal in front of them. 

The cashier stared up, a strange blank look in his eyes.   He swung his arms clumsily, yet quickly, like a marionette, and grabbed Ravi, pulling him close, and putting him into a headlock, the novelty buttons on his suspenders digging into Ravi’s neck. The rest of the restaurant behaved normally.   The cashier began tapping keys on his cash register.  Out of the kitchen, a stream of guards poured out, nearly a dozen, moving towards them.  Ravi thrashed his arms, and Shane ran over, punching the cashier until he let go of Ravi.  All around them, the patrons sat quietly, ignoring the melee.   The guards surrounded them, and instead of the truncheons they had long rods that crackled with electricity.   Lender tried to throw a punch, and two or three of the guards touched him with the rods, making him fall limp, convulsing as if he was having a seizure.  Ravi and Shane tried to fight, but they were overpowered, and dragged into the kitchen, where obliviously, line cooks and dishwashers continued their normal tasks.   

Frantically glancing around, Ravi saw they had somehow missed the cat and Elizabeth.  They were dragged through an unmarked door into a metal lined room, a big walk in freezer.   The guards began adjusting numerous controls that they revealed by pulling down panels in the freezer.  The back wall swung away in a strange motion, disappearing in small segments to reveal a glowing field of light.    It burned with a terrible glow that hurt their eyes.  There was a small break in the glow, and through it, Ravi could feel a strong wind buffeting them.   He turned to Shane.

“What the hell is this?” Ravi demanded.

“I couldn’t tell you for sure, but I think this is how they travel.”  Ravi saw what looked like stars through the slowly growing portal before them.     The portal widened, and a sort of catwalk over a dark abyss was revealed.  About half of the guards began marching stiffly down it, towards another glowing light.  In between was darkness, lit by a few faint star-like lights.  Lender recovered enough to look at the portal and shake his head, but the guards roughly grabbed them and began marching them to the far side of the freezer towards the terrible windy hole in the wall, leading to who knows where. 

There was a terrible clang, as Elizabeth calmly walked into the freezer, swinging a cast iron frying pan.  She knocked one of the guards completely out, and knocked a second one down.   A third tried to grab the frying pan, but the cat leapt up and began clawing his face furiously.   Shane and Ravi used the momentary confusion to kick one of the guards hard enough to make him drop his crackling rod, which Shane grabbed and swung onto the head of one of the other guards.  One of the guards managed to zap Ravi with his rod, and he fell to the ground twitching.   He could strangely still see and think, almost as if he was watching someone else convulsing on the ground.  From his strange vantage point, not exactly above, just somewhat removed from his body, he watched Lender knock out another guard, and Shane and Elizabeth finish off the remaining guard.  Three or four had already passed into the portal, and they turned stiffly to try to advance back to the freezer.   Elizabeth swung her frying pan into the control panel nearest her, and the portal began throbbing.  Ravi saw a glow of blue around Elizabeth.  She glared at the portal, and the control panel began to spray sparks, the portal collapsing in a terrible glow of static. One of the guards tried to reach through the portal, and it collapsed around him, his arm sticking out of the wall, frantically flipping around until with a sickening squelch the portal closed completely, leaving his arm to limply flop around on the floor of the freezer.   Ravi felt himself reunited with his body, and he groggily stumbled to his feet, and aided by Shane and Lender, they helped him out.  Elizabeth threw down her frying pan, and they ran out of the kitchen, which still had taken no notice of anything going awry, and into the main restaurant.   Diners looked up, blank stares, then went back to their appetizers.

The cat said, “There’s something in the food that keeps them from noticing the activity here. “  They made their way outside and back to the boat without further incident.

“So, is my theory right?” asked Shane.  “Are they traveling through those portals?”  The cat nodded.  Shane continued.  “They caught her name when they checked Elizabeth’s ID.   They summoned the guards.  This would explain how they always appear at corporate chains.  They must have hidden these portals everywhere!”  Shane looked excited by the thought of this, even as the rest of them were worried.    

“Your theory makes sense, with what we’ve seen of the opposition.” observed the cat, and they weighed anchor, and began motoring up the river.  Lender puttered around the boat, quietly, a grim look on his face.  They kept quiet as they thought about how easily they could have been caught and dragged through the portal to who knows where.

Shane grimly approached Lender.


“You don’t have to get involved any further.  Any debt you owed is more than paid.  I don’t want you to get hurt.  That was a close call.  We might not get so lucky next time.  I suggest you put ashore, and let us out.  We’ll get to New York somehow.”

Lender dropped the rope he was coiling and stared Shane in the face.  He raised a finger.


“No more of that talk.  If not for you kids, I’d be caught and who knows what else.  You got me out of New Orleans, we’ve beaten sea serpents, snakes, and infernal security guards.  We’ll make it to Chicago.” Lender turned and calmly began coiling his rope again.  The others pitched in, tackling the million little boat tasks they had learned in the past couple of days.  Elizabeth throttled the ship up to full, and they sped off into the night, the river passing below them.   Ravi paused in his task of mopping the deck, watching the arch receding from view.  


He stopped and looked over at the cat.   “Do we have a chance?  If they can appear instantly, can’t Spahn just go wherever he needs to, instantly?”


The cat stopped grooming herself, and looked dead on at Ravi.  “He would have done that if it were possible.  He’s carrying an artifact of great power, but it’s in a  container that cannot be shifted out of this world without destroying everything.  As little as we know about how the Opposition operates these portals, they have to move outside our world.  Our other agents are following Spahn.  He can’t travel by normal methods, but there are other, older roads.   They can send the little soldiers through, but not the general.” 

Ravi kept mopping, silently trying to comprehend what the cat was saying.  The others did their tasks in the dimming light, then as it grew too dark to keep working, they gathered on the deck, arranged in their watch positions as Lender piloted the boat up the river.  Shane had made some further adjustments to the boat, and it was moving swifter and more silently than ever.   The plan was to be in Chicago by morning. Or at least as close as the river would take them.   Lender plotted out a course across smaller rivers that crossed Illinois.  Shane looked dubious, as he claimed to not see how the rivers actually connected to Chicago, but Lender, back in his normal good mood, laughed and pointed out that he had made it one way or another, and they’d get to Chicago the same way.  Elizabeth fell asleep early, slumped on the deck, so Shane covered her with a blanket, and the remaining would-be sailors stayed awake, watching the towns drift by, their soft lights reminding them of the normal world they had left behind.  Ravi shook his head, and decided he would have no more pining for a normal life.  He climbed up to the highest point of the ship with a pair of binoculars, and scanned the surrounding waters for trouble.   In his heightened state of paranoia, a farmer parking a decrepit tractor, and a small boat piloted by a couple of teenagers got him all excited, but he calmed down as soon as he got sleepy.   He went and grabbed a blanket, and settled into the impromptu sleeping nests they had made on the deck.   He was woken up far too early in the morning by Shane, who had driven most of the night.   They had moved off of the Mississippi, and were traveling by smaller rivers now.    The small rivers wended and twisted through much more rural areas.   Ravi was a bit alarmed, but Shane told him the next junction wouldn’t be for a couple more hours, and Lender would be up and making the important left and right decisions.

Ravi looked up into the gray morning.  A sort of misty fog was wafting over the river.    He heard the calls of birds, and somewhere some one was trying to start a lawnmower.  He heard snatches of pop songs coming from out a car window.  He heard people arguing.   He felt invisible in the fog, and a wave of strangeness washed over him.   People couldn’t see the ship, had no idea it was traveling down the same river the surrounding towns had seen for as long as any one could remember.  The towns probably settled where they were because of the river, he thought.  He became lost in pondering the ideas floating through his head like the mist surrounding them.   He jumped nearly a foot when Lender lay a hand on his shoulder.

“Easy son, just coming to take over for you.   Grab a little more sleep, or if you want, get a head start on breakfast.”  Ravi thought he’d just rest his eyes for a bit, but he fell asleep.  He dreamed of a stone box, with a pulsing entity inside, struggling to free itself.   Ravi tried to open the box, but there were no apparent openings.   He knew the creature inside was suffering, and he found himself weeping, as he tried anything, bashing his hands uselessly against the unyielding rock prison.   He felt the entity thinking to him, telling him not to worry, that it had waited countless eons inside this prison, and he would soon be free.    Ravi felt himself glowing from within, and energy bursting in every direction.   He found himself flying high over an alien landscape, with tiny figures scurrying beneath him, little round imps dancing and celebrating something.   He heard the sound of a hunting horn, and awoke suddenly.

 Shane was standing next to Lender, and there was a stranger on another boat that had pulled aside theirs.  He wore a park ranger’s uniform, and was lecturing Lender about something.   Ravi turned to Elizabeth, who whispered, “It’s nothing weird, he’s just getting a ticket for some sort of violation.  We caught something we weren’t supposed to.”  The ranger pointed upriver, and insisted they head as quickly as possible out of the restricted zone.   Lender thanked him, and the ranger drove off.

“I was sure that he was after us.  He just gave us a warning ticket, and an instruction on which fish we can catch.”  Lender grinned.  “I ain’t never been so glad to get a ticket in my life.”

They prepared some breakfast, and the mist blew off, revealing a charming landscape of pastoral farms, which slowly faded to denser towns.  They had a unique perspective, watching the strip malls of modern suburbia slowly encroach on the cornfields.   It was starting to get a bit depressing, watching the charming villages turn into generic suburbs.  It instilled a strange homesickness in Ravi,  though he had no idea when if ever he’d get back home.   He wasn’t even sure he felt bad about that.   He was snapped out of his daydreams by a shout from Shane.

“Coming up, port side, guards!”  Elizabeth grabbed the wheel and throttled hard, but the guards were able to keep up.  They were traveling in a strange ship, which made no noise, but silently matched their speed.    They had a strange device mounted on a sort of turret on the bow of their ship.  It swung around and covered the ship in an unearthly green glow.  The entire landscape folded in a crazy way, and they found themselves off the small river, and instead, drifting in a calm sea, with no land for as far as they eye  could see.   There was a salty fishy smell to the air, and off to the horizon, they could see tangled sea kelp surrounding the boat.

Lender looked awestruck at the expanse of sea.  “Lord have mercy.  Where are we?”  They looked out into the distance.  

“We’re no longer even close to Illinois.” observed Shane.  “From all the sea weed, maybe we’re in the Bermuda triangle?”  The others looked at him, horrified.   The ship was cruising quickly, but they had no idea where they were heading.  The cat climbed up on the bow.  

“They wanted to be rid of us, so they just moved us.  We’re lucky were still on the same planet”  She looked into the distance.  “Lender, do you have GPS or a sextant or anything like that?” He shook his head.

“I only ever traveled near shore.”  He said. “I got a couple of maps, but they’re pretty useless out here.”    They stopped the engine, and drifted, watching the golden kelp below them.  They felt a sense of futility.  Even moving rapidly, how could they know they were heading in the right direction?  They sat silently, watching the swells rise and fall.  Lender grabbed the radio, and tried to raise someone.  He got an Italian freighter captain, but he could only speak in broken English, and no one spoke any Italian.   The cat suddenly sat bolt upright, and jumped up on Lender’s lap.  She dialed the radio with his paw until he found something.   A burst of static, and then four distinct tones.    They heard a woman reciting numbers, slowly and with no explanation.   The cat dialed another couple stations in, then stopped.   She began reciting a group of numbers.   She repeated them, seemingly with no apparent pattern, for the next few minutes, as the rest of them tried to think of a way out.

   Shane checked the engine, and the fuel gauges, and declared they probably had enough gas to make it to North America, if they were headed correctly, but not Africa.  He proposed waiting to see which way the sun set, so they knew which way was west.

“How do we even know we’re in the Atlantic?” demanded Elizabeth. “What if we’re in the Pacific?  Do we have enough gas to get across that?  Not to mention fresh water.”  Shane glared at her.  The cat stopped reciting numbers into the radio and glared at her. 

“We’ll probably just drift until we die of thirst, or maybe get attacked and sold into slavery by pirates.” Elizabeth continued.  

“Do pirates still do that?” asked Ravi.  “Maybe we’ll get picked up by a pleasure cruise.  We can work on the ship until they let us ashore.”

“Enough!” shouted the Cat, making them all jump.  She fiddled with the radio, and began reciting numbers again.

“What are you doing?” asked Lender.

“Transmitting a distress call to one of our agents.” She said.  “They monitor some of these frequencies.”  Lender, not knowing what to do, set up the fishing rods, and they sat for an hour or so, basking in the balmy breeze, and trying to catch something.  The cat periodically recited numbers into the radio.    She grew slightly hoarse, and stopped, pausing to lap a little water they had set out for her, back when they were in Illinois and the world made a little bit of sense.  

After the sun had grown large in the sky, and they had still not caught anything that looked edible, a strange noise caused them to look up.      There was a streak of light, slashed about ten feet over the water.  It expanded, and lowered to the water, and out of the light, a bizarre ship slid silently alongside.    It looked like a galleon, or some other old fashioned tall ship, except it was only about ten feet high, and instead of sails, it had long golden streamers, almost like tinsel hanging off its masts.   Moving about the ship were tiny little spherical figures, about an inch in diameter.   They had spindly little legs and arms, which looked like black wire.   They made little peeping noises at each other, and as they approached, they waved small staves topped by crystals.  The cat knelt on the side of the boat and shouted a greeting.  They peeped and cheered in greeting.  

“What in the world are those things?” demanded Ravi.

“They’re on our side, that’s all you need to know.” Said the Cat, testily.  She held up a paw in some sort of formal greeting, and the little creatures peeped in approval.   One of the little imps held up his staff, and in the air between the ships, a map appeared.  There was a blinking red dot in the middle of the Atlantic, slightly south and east of Florida.

“Told you.” said Shane to Elizabeth, who shushed him.  The cat asked Ravi to hold her up, and she pointed with her paw at Lake Michigan, on the southwestern edge.  The creatures peeped enthusiastically, and began rushing about their strange ship.   Something of their movement reminded Ravi of ants, rushing purpose, a greater goal driving each small creature.   The masts of the ship began glowing blue, and a few yards off the bows of both the ship, another gold tear in the sky opened, then lowered down to the water.

“Now!” called out the cat.  “Go into the tear, it’ll take us where I showed them!”  Lender grabbed the controls and gently eased the boat towards the tear.  They all waved to the strange little ship, and the creatures played a sort of herald on little horns all over their ship.  The world unfolded and folded again, and they saw the Chicago skyline suddenly appear, the distinctive shape of the Sears tower off to their right.  Lender was awestruck.

“We’re back.  I’m home.” He began to laugh.  “Said you’d get me home, and here I am.   Home again.”  He began to roar, had to sit down, and kept laughing.  When he could catch his breath, he looked up at the skyline, and started laughing again.  He finally regained control, and began sailing towards a dock to the south of them.

“Now what?” asked Shane.  “We’re in Chicago.”  Lender stopped laughing as he sat and thought.

“Well, I guess I got no choice, but to dock, and call my wife.  Won’t she be surprised to see me back, with money, and a crew!”  He started laughing again.   He steered the boat to the south, and throttled up.   

“Won’t no one believe me I was in the Bermuda triangle today.” He snickered and steered the boat with one hand while he rolled and lit a cigarette.   Shane looked at Ravi and Elizabeth, and they stared back.

“We can’t go with you.” Shane flatly declared.  “We’ve risked your life enough.”  The cat nodded, as did Elizabeth and Ravi.  Lender started to protest, but the cat held up one paw.

“Your service has greatly helped us, and we thank you for it.  We’re entering a much darker place, and we don’t want your blood on our hands.  Believe me, I’m not exaggerating.”  She shook her little head.  “We want you to be safe and happy, to live out your appointed life.  Go, see your wife, sail your boat, live your life.  All this we’ve been through isn’t as important as the rest of you.  We’re trying to stop everything from collapsing.  The rest of the world is not ready for what you’ve experienced.”  Lender looked grave, but he eventually nodded.    He looked up and steered his ship easily between a couple of buoys, and then into a slip on a rustic dock.  He shut down the engine, and tossed a line out, tying the boat up.   He stepped off, helping the three of them out, and passing the cat to them.

“I think I see what you mean,” he said wistfully.  “I have truly enjoyed seeing the world ain’t what I thought.   Guess you don’t make it to my age without figuring that out anyhow.”  He shook his head, and laughed again, with a tinge of sadness in his voice.  Ravi started to tear up, and even Elizabeth wiped her eye, then covered her face with her scarf, like a veil.   Shane firmly grasped his hand, shaking it. 

“Someday, if we make it, we’ll come back and have another voyage, Captain.”  Ravi and Elizabeth nodded, shaking Lender’s hand and the cat rubbed against his legs.  Lender pulled out the stack of money, and handed them half.

“No, take it,” he said, over their protests. “You were a fine crew, and I came back with a lot more than I thought I would, and a lot more than I would’ve without your help.  One thing.  I would like to thank you all by name, not just ‘hey you’ or ‘my crew.’”  Shane looked at the others, and they shrugged.  One by one, they gave their names, and shook his hand.  He finally broke down, and hugged them all tightly.  He then walked off the dock to a payphone, where he made a short phone call.   They sat and watched as a pleasant older woman in a blue sedan drove up, jumped out and embraced Lender.  They sat on the dock, a good distance away, but they could hear him laughing, and her saying loudly, “You damn fool.” over and over.   He joined her in the car and drove off, leaving them sitting on the dock in the afternoon sunlight.

The cat looked up and said, “Well, I think I know how to get hold of someone to help us here.”   He had them walk over to the phone, then he gave them an out-of-town number, and they managed to scrounge enough change to dial it.   Carefully looking around to make sure no one saw them, they held the receiver up to the cat, and she began speaking in a quiet voice.

“Hello?  Yes it’s me. Yes, we’re in Chicago,   South Side.  On a small dock.”  She read the address off the payphone, then, paused as someone on the other end said something.  She replied, “I’m with three others.  We need to get to the safe house here.  Yes.  We’ll be waiting.”   She motioned for them to hang up, and they set her on the ground.   Elizabeth clipped the leash on the cat, who glared, but made no other protest.   They rested on a weather-beaten bench, and watched the traffic drive by on a nearby industrial street.   A few minutes later, a late model jeep pulled up.

“That jeep looks familiar,” noted Shane.  “My brother has one like that.”

“So?” asked Elizabeth.   The jeep pulled up, and Shane goggled at the driver.  The driver parked erratically, two wheels up on the curb and jumped out.  He matched Shane’s stare.  He was wearing a leather jacket, black army issued pants, and combat boots.  His hair was cut in a buzz cut, and he was wearing mirrored aviator glasses.

“Shane?” he asked, lowering his sunglasses, to reveal eyes widened in surprise. “What the hell are you doing in Chicago?”

“Hi Pat.” Said Shane.  “You’re involved with all this too?”  He grinned a funny smile, and then continued. “Figures.  You’ve been looking for a war for as long as I’ve known you.”

“You watch your mouth Junior.” Pat continued.  “This is not fun and games, and I can’t be responsible for your safety.  I’m getting you to the safe house, then it’s time for the grown-ups to take over.”  He nodded to the others. “Your little friends can come too.”

“You know him?” asked Ravi, suddenly feeling foolish at the obvious answer.

“He’s my brother.  Another Olive City Employee secretly fighting the revolution, apparently.” Pat glared at Shane, then shrugged.  

“No point in standing around here and arguing.  C’mon, get in.  We’ll head over and get a hot meal and you can catch some sleep.   I can’t believe you’re here.” He kept shaking his head.   They piled into the jeep, and he began driving.   

“How the hell did you get to Chicago?” Pat demanded.

“Boat.” Answered Shane, a small smile on his lip.

“Who are these two?” pointing to Ravi and Elizabeth.

“Friends.”

“Why are you here?”

“No choice.”

Pat sighed heavily, and tried again. He kept asking questions as he drove, and Shane  answered curtly, in sarcastic little one or two word answers.  Pat would get annoyed, and then remain silent, until another burning question arose, then Shane would answer, and the whole cycle began again.  The cat finally had enough.

“Listen you two, knock it off.  Shane, keep quiet.  Pat, just drive.  I’ll fill you in later. “  Pat shrugged and kept driving, as instructed, keeping quiet.

  He kept looking down at a map, then finally pulled up in front of a decrepit looking florist’s shop.     He parked the jeep next to a panel van with the name ‘Wain’s Flowers’ and stopped the engine.  They all piled out, after Pat deemed it safe.   He opened a roll-up door, and they walked into the florist’s shop.  There were no fresh flowers but the room retained their smell, as well as that of wet concrete and potting soil.   After they were all through, Pat pressed a button, and the door came ratcheting down.    Bright metal halide lamps ignited, and he led them past dusty displays of plastic arrangements, behind an ancient mechanical cash register into a back office.  He tapped a hidden panel in the faded wood paneling, and a square opening slid open silently.   He led them through that down a spiraling staircase, finally emerging in a large, slightly dank smelling room of concrete. There were several large plasma screen televisions, and a few maps of Chicago and the US about.  There were faded couches, and a small refrigerator.  It had the feel of a clubhouse, except for the televisions, which showed surveillance type camera views of the parking lot of the florists, the passing traffic, and what looked like a tunnel.  

“Nice, place, huh?” asked Pat.  Elizabeth shrugged, and Ravi nodded, though secretly he thought the one in Arizona was a bit cooler.   They sat down on the couches, and Pat offered them sodas.  He began micro waving them a frozen pizza, in a tiny microwave sitting on a table off to the side.     They gratefully accepted this, and Pat showed off by moving a small console around, showing them how the cameras were controlled.  He pointed to a tunnel. 

“That leads a mile away, by the McCormick Center. “ he said.  “I’ve been traveling back and forth.”

“The company is presenting at the center, correct?” asked the cat.

“Yeah, they’ve got a booth.  Mona is in charge, and Emily and I are working it.”

“You work for Olive City?” asked Ravi, nervously staring at the cat.

“Relax kid, I’m on your side.  I’m their inside man.”  He absent-mindedly twiddled with his control sticks.  “Someone’s got to keep an eye on Mona.  I know she’s high up in Olive City, but I’m thinking there’s more to her than just middle management.” The cat nodded, absently, as she pried a piece of sausage off the pizza and nibbled on it.   They stretched out and watched the monotonous surveillance video for a bit, while Shane and Pat argued in a pointless kind of way.   Ravi found himself nodding off, and he slipped into a light sleep.

Ravi found himself walking along the streets of a ruined city.  A terrible greenish glow had replaced the sun.     An unearthly figure floated down, tendrils of energy snaking around.  He had no face, but instead a blank globe, the same color as the horrible light that had replaced the sun.   

RAVI he heard in his head.  YOU SHOULD NOT BE HERE.   YOU WOULD HAVE BEEN SPARED.  NOW YOU LEAVE ME NO CHOICE.  Ravi tried to run, but his feet felt like lead.   He saw in the globe of the floating figure his father, tied up and standing in a pool of opaque liquid.   He saw the liquid rising, and engulfing his father.  With horror, he looked down and saw green fluid flowing out of cracks in the surrounding building.   I WILL KILL YOUR ENTIRE FAMILY SHOULD YOU OPPOSE ME.  GO NOW, AND YOU WILL BE SPARED.   He looked again, and saw everyone, Shane, Elizabeth, the cat, even Bobby and Lender, tied to posts, and the rising green liquid covering them.   He suddenly got angry, and felt energy building up within him.    He thought of Mama Yemaya, and mumbled her name under his breath.   He felt himself taken over, his arms and legs moving like marionettes.   He saw through his eyes, and heard his voice chanting something, uncontrollably.   His arms swung up in a dramatic motion, then swung down, as if he were throwing a ball with both hands.   A white light covered him, and wherever it touched, the horrid green glow faded.   He no longer saw images of his friends and family, it was all washed away in a white glow.   The entire landscape began to fade, then finally disappear until there was only the entity standing before him.  The entity thrashed its tendrils and floated up.

THIS IS NOT OVER.  PURSUE ME OR INTERFERE IN ANY WAY AND YOU AND ALL YOU HOLD DEAR WILL PAY THE PRICE.   With a final motion of his arms, Ravi threw a star shaped burst of energy, which hit the entity, causing him to disappear in a terrible tearing noise and a flash of green.  Ravi sat bolt awake, still seeing the light around him.

He found himself sitting in the safe house, while Shane and Elizabeth napped on couches.   The cat and Pat were nowhere to be seen.  He sat up and let the dream fade from his head, but not without thanking Mama Yemaya for all her help along the way.   He had a soda, and stared at the monitors.   He found the control sticks and amused himself panning the cameras around.   He took each one and swung it back and forth, zooming in and out.  From what he saw on the screens, the jeep was gone, but the panel truck was still there.   A burst of activity drew his attention to another screen, and he saw at the entrance, a familiar looking pair of black town cars.   Out of them, eight uniformed guards emerged, heading for the roll-up doors.   They began pounding on the door with their truncheons, then they stood aside and one of them placed something that looked like a lump of clay.  They stood clear, and he heard a dull thumping from above.   On the screen, a hole had been blown in the door, just big enough for them to wriggle through.   He shook Elizabeth and Shane awake, and pointed to the screen.    Shane jumped up and rifled through the desk, emerging with a short metal rod with a crystal on one end,  and a yellow tube shaped exactly like the red one he drew from his pocket.   He tossed the tube to Elizabeth and the rod to Ravi, and they kicked the desk in front of the door leading up.    They threw open the back door and took off running down the corridor.

“Where are we going?” asked Ravi, out of breath as they ran through the dank tunnel.  

“Pat and Senora Bon Bon are at the center.  We can let them know to not come back here.” Shane said, as he ran.  The tunnel was starting to develop a foul smell.  The walls were washed in some sort of red liquid.

“This must be under a slaughterhouse.” said Elizabeth, as they rounded a corner.   They took a second to catch their breath, and glanced behind.   There were no guards in pursuit, so they paused a second longer.  Shane said, “They might not have known we were there.  They’ll be along soon enough, so we need to keep moving.”  They began moving along the tunnel, walking briskly.    They passed the pools of effluvia dropping from the slaughterhouse, and the air cleared out slightly.  Convinced they weren’t being followed, they more carefully checked the corridors ahead before running blindly past the many twists and turns.

“This tunnel must have been here for a long time.” observed Ravi, looking at the crumbling brickwork.   “Though these must be a new addition.” Pointing to the fluorescent lights.  There was a tangle of various cables and wires, as well as a network of pipes.

“Lots of cities have weird underground tunnels, maintenance shafts, sewer access, that sort of thing.” said Shane.  “I’ve wandered a few steam tunnels in my day.”   They turned another corner, then immediately jumped back.   A squad of guards was milling around in front of a large industrial elevator door.   They had the usual truncheons, and a couple held the metal prods.  They had a curious way about them, Ravi noticed.  They had never seen them up close before, except while they were being pursued  Instead of loosely leaning on the walls, talking amongst themselves, and general acting like human beings, they marched stiffly back and forth, almost as if they were being controlled or were executing programmed commands.


“What do we do now?” demanded Elizabeth in a hissing whisper.  “We can’t go back.  And we can’t head up this elevator.”  They pondered for a moment.  


“We’re outnumbered, but if we hit them quick, we may be able to take them out quickly.” said Shane.  “If your tube works like mine does, you think of fire and point it. And your rod, “ pointing to the strange device in Ravi’s hand “I couldn’t begin to guess.  Maybe try hitting a guard with it.”  Shane readied his tube, and Elizabeth readied hers.  They jumped around the corner, and red and yellow flames shot forward from their tubes.   Where the yellow flame touched the guards, they suddenly stopped running, blank looks on their faces, as if they had forgotten where they were.   Where the red flame touched, the guards fell asleep.   Three of the guards were still moving though, and they rushed forward, swinging the metal prods they were carrying.   One of them made contact with Shane, and he collapsed, dropping his tube.   Elizabeth swung hers around, but one of the guards managed to knock the tube out of her hand with his nightstick.  She threw a vicious kick into his groin, and he crumpled in front of her.   Ravi leapt forward and not knowing exactly what to do, he swung his rod, connecting with the head of the nearest guard.   The guard paused, a blank look on his face, then he stumbled back, and began running down the corridor.   Elizabeth snatched up the yellow tube from the ground and blasted the remaining guard with yellow energy, stupefying him.    Elizabeth and Ravi dragged Shane over to the elevator, and eventually managed to get the huge door to open.   They climbed into the elevator, and pressed buttons until the door closed, and the huge elevator began creakily moving up.


Shane slowly woke up as the elevator moved slowly upwards.   After a long ride of ten minutes or so, the doors opened onto a crowded loading dock.  The smell of diesel and garbage was strong.   Beefy looking men loaded and unloaded trucks with forklifts or just with muscle alone.    Elizabeth clipped the leash on the cat, and scooped her up, and they tried to unobtrusively wander out of the dock area.  They were able to slip into a service corridor, and through there into a bustling convention floor.   All around them booths were set up selling computer products.   No one took any notice of them as they wandered the tradeshow floor.     Elizabeth distracted a sales rep clutching a shopping bag filled with computer literature by acting like she had met him.  The rep got very friendly, and began to ask her about how she was enjoying the convention, and why she had her cat with her.   Elizabeth giggled, and mentioned something about her company’s booth, and how they’d sell pictures of people with the cat.  While Elizabeth kept the Sales rep busy, Shane managed to pick his pocket, stealing a map of the show floor.    Sure enough, they found a booth labeled ‘Olive City,’ located at the other end of the floor from where they were.  Elizabeth waved and promised to look up the rep, and they walked over to the other side of the convention floor.


“We can just walk right up.   They’re the ones sending these guards after us.” Said Ravi.  They puzzled over this problem, then Elizabeth claimed to have an idea.


“We need a disguise.  We only need one of us to sneak over there.”


“Where are we going to find a disguise?” demanded Shane.  Elizabeth pointed to a nearby booth in which a dancing microchip waved to people passing by the booth.  Ravi and Shane, as instructed, slipped into a nearby maintenance room, clutching the yellow tube.   Ravi peeked his head around the door, and saw Elizabeth run over to the booth, a grave look on her face.  She made a gesture towards the maintenance room, and the man dressed as a microchip followed her.   As soon as he had entered the room, Ravi slammed the doors shut, and Shane blasted him with the red tube.


“How’d you get him to come over?” asked Ravi.   Elizabeth grinned.


“Told him his boss was in there and needed to speak to him.”


“Do people ever say no to what you ask?” asked Shane, testily, as he disassembled the costume.  Elizabeth grinned a wicked smile, and shook her head.   They looked at the man, sleeping peacefully.    They tried to make him comfortable by shoving a rag under his head, and they stripped him of the costume.   The costume was too big for Ravi or Elizabeth, so they began putting it on Shane.


“I feel like an idiot,” he protested, his voice muffled through the head of the costume.


“Nonsense, it’s a good look for you,” said Elizabeth, unsuccessfully trying not to snicker.  Even Ravi was laughing a little at the sight of Shane in the Microchip costume.  He wandered out onto the floor, and Ravi and Elizabeth carefully followed, thirty feet behind him or so.   Elizabeth grabbed Ravi by the hand and dragged them into a product demonstration booth, where they could see Shane stumble towards the Olive City booth.  Despite his protests, he was playing the part well, waving and blowing kisses to the delighted crowd.    He wandered into the booth, and they saw Pat sitting there looking uncomfortable in a polo shirt.   He looked up at Shane, and shook his head, apparently preparing to hustle the microchip out of the booth.  He put a hand on Shane’s shoulder, and began to lead him out, when he stopped.  There was a brown haired woman with glasses in the booth, who seemed to be persuading Pat to take it easy. Elizabeth gasped.


“What?” whispered Ravi.


“That’s my sister Emily.”


“Do we all have relatives working for the enemy?” Ravi asked, earning him a look from the cat.   “I should stop being surprised all the time. “    Pat led Shane out of the booth, and Shane leaned in close.  They walked back to the maintenance room, and Ravi and Elizabeth followed.  


“Why the hell are you here?” demanded Pat. “I said to stay in the safe house.”


“Not so safe anymore.” said Shane.  “Guards showed up.  They were guarding the elevator up to the convention center too.”  Pat sat and thought for a second.  Shane striped out of the microchip costume, placing it neatly next to the sleeping mascot.    Pat pulled out a phone and barked an order into it.


“I’m getting you guys a ride to New York.  One of our agents is heading this way.  He was going to get you at the safe house, but instead he’ll get you upstairs.  Hurry, and don’t let my boss Mona see you.”   They walked out of the maintenance room trying to look nonchalant, and turning a corner, they ran square into Emily from the booth.  She was wearing the same Olive City polo shirt as Pat.  She goggled at Elizabeth.


“What are you doing here?” she asked, then grabbed her sister in an embrace.  

“Why do you have a cat with you?”


Elizabeth tried to come up with a snappy answer, and failed, simply shrugging.  Pat tapped his wrist and said,  “Time to motor troops.   Emily, you should head back to the booth, and if you could see your way clear to forget mentioning this to Mona, it’d make things a lot easier.”  


“Mention what to me?” They turned and standing there was a severe looking middle-aged woman in the same Polo shirt as the others.  She looked at the cat and her eyes got wide.  “Pat and Emily, back to the booth!”  They scurried away.  She began to advance on the three of them.  Ravi saw her eyes flashing red.   They bolted and began running through the crowd, heading for the exit.   They saw her speak into her wristwatch, and then they emerged out onto the busy street next to the center.   In the distance, they saw three town cars swerving in their direction.  

 
Looking for an escape route, they darted across the street, narrowly being run over by a faded pickup truck laden with ladders and toolboxes.  The driver was a Hispanic man.  He stuck his head out and shouted, “Get in!”


“Miguel!” shouted Shane, as they took off down the street, Town cars in pursuit.


“Is this going to keep happening?” asked Ravi.  The cat put her paws up on the dashboard, and purring, she nuzzled Miguel.  He shook all of their hands while deftly maneuvering through the thick traffic.   


“Hi Kitty, I’m glad to see you too,” he said to the cat.  Shane grinned. 


“How’s the truck running since I fixed it?” he asked. Miguel swung down a narrow side street, tires squealing, and he grinned. 


“Very well, my friend.  Is the street clear?” he glanced behind him.  He flipped open his glove box, and retrieved a flash bang grenade.   They all covered their eyes, and he tossed it behind them.   There was a terrible noise, and a flash of light, then the sounds of the town cars spinning out, and crashing into each other.


“Miguel’s my neighbor.  Senora Bon Bon is his cat,”  Shane explained as they pulled back onto a major street, then headed onto a freeway.


“She’s her own cat,” corrected Miguel.  “But she does live with me sometimes.”  He took an off ramp marked ‘east.’  “Pat contacted me and told me to come get you three, and take you to a safe place in New York.  We hope to have this all resolved soon.”  He shifted into overdrive, then relaxed slightly.  They moved through the city, then hit a toll plaza.   Elizabeth handed over the toll, and they kept driving, slowing down as the traffic grew heavier.     


“Rush hour,” sighed Miguel, then he dialed his radio, causing it to emit the strange bursts of static they had heard on the boat’s radio.   He grabbed a handset and began reciting numbers in English, and then in Spanish.  There was a series of answering tones, then a series of numbers were recited back.  Miguel frowned.


“We got a side trip I’m afraid.  They need our help in Cleveland.”  He reached into the glove box and revealed a panel of buttons.   He flipped a switch, and a red light lit on the dash.


“Hold on,” he instructed everyone in the car.   He pressed a red button, and the truck leapt forward as if it had been stung.  Everyone was pressed against the seats.  Miguel casually pulled into the breakdown lane, and Ravi caught a glimpse of the speedometer peaking over 150 miles-per-hour.    Miguel flipped on the cruise control, and the car smoothly moved in and out of traffic.


“These modifications are working well, Shane,” Miguel said.  “The auto-pilot is nicely dealing with traffic conditions.”   Despite the rush-hour traffic, the truck managed to find gaps, riding on the shoulder, in the breakdown lane, and even between the other lanes.


“Aren’t we going to get caught for speeding or reckless driving or something?” asked Ravi.   Shane and Miguel shook their heads at the same time.


“It’s radar invisible, and emitting a visual distortion field, so it’s practically invisible.  You see it, but you can’t photograph it.   No one ever notices old battered cars anyhow.   This just amplifies that lack of noticing,” Shane said.  “Miguel figured out the hard part.  I just helped him build it.”


“I have been working on ignored and suppressed technologies for many years,” Miguel said.  “Someday we’ll all use these things I have worked on.”  He relaxed, stretching out, and closed his eyes.   Ravi and Elizabeth looked alarmed, but Shane reassured them the car would drive itself safely, despite the high speeds.  They finally got used to the sudden shifts of speed and quick lane changes.    Ravi grinned at a policeman they passed.   He was able to catch a look of confusion on the officer’s face, as the battered gray truck sped past.   Other than an occasional puzzled driver, the landscape blurred by without incident for a couple of hours.   


Just outside of Cleveland, an indicator flashed and a buzzer sounded.  Miguel blinked his sleepy eyes once or twice, then took the wheel, and slowed the car to a slightly more normal freeway speed.   They eased into the early evening traffic, and made their way into downtown.  Ravi found his attention drawn by a tall tower with large antennas all over the top of it.  He blurred his eyes, and watched the lights of Cleveland blur into an abstract blur of colors.  He realized he had been in more cities in the last few days than he had visited in his whole life previously.  At the same time, he wondered if the fleeting impressions he had gotten of all the places he had been this trip were true at all.  If he had lived his whole life here, would it look the same to him?  He filed this mentally under questions to ponder when life got marginally less weird, and watched the strange city unfold around him.   They drove into a dense section of downtown, Miguel listening to the number stations as he drove.


He pulled into a parking lot next to the tall building Ravi had noticed earlier.    He shut off the car, and turned to face them.    He said, “I want you all to do something you find difficult.    I need you all to wait here, while we take care of a quick errand here.   I cannot guarantee your safety if you leave the truck.  We should be done in an hour or so.”  He flipped open the panel, and pressed a series of buttons.  A blue skull and crossbones lit up on the dash.  “If you must leave, take care to not touch the car’s exterior until I have disabled it.   Should I fail to come back, call this number.”  He handed them a business card with a number scrawled on it in black marker.  He jumped out and opened a toolbox in the bed of the truck.  He removed a tool belt with a number of tools, and a jumpsuit marked ‘building maintenance.’   He climbed into the jumpsuit, and attached the tool belt.  He added a few random bits and pieces from the box, including a couple of the flash bang grenades and a strange device that looked like a hairdryer, with large crystal bits protruding from one end.   He shut the toolbox and walked into the building, leaving them sitting in uncomfortable silence in the cab of the truck.


“I don’t like this,” observed Shane after about ten minutes.  “We’re not little kids.  We took care of ourselves for most of this trip.”  The cat glared at him.


“This is not a bunch of buffoon clone guards, “ she said.   “This is a serious operation.  We’d all only get in the way.”  She stretched and began grooming herself.  They sat in silence for a few minutes later, then Elizabeth lit a cigarette, rolling down the window.    A crackling noise from outside intensified, and Ravi saw a flash of blue electricity licking across the doorframe.   They moved as far from the corner as possible.


“Damn it, be careful!  The security systems are live!” said Shane.  Elizabeth shot him a look, and shook her head.   She turned and looked at the crackling energy and squinted.   There was a pop from the glove box, and the smell of ozone, like a burnt out circuit.   Elizabeth opened the door and stepped out, still casually smoking her cigarette.  Shane goggled at her.


“You keep doing that.   Now there’s no reason to stay here, since she seems to have blown out the security system.”  He opened the glove box, and using a small flashlight he found in it, checked a panel of fuses.  “Yep, blown out three or four of them.  Miguel will be pissed.”   They stepped out of the car and stretched, the cat glaring at them.


“Now what?  Miguel said to wait here,” she said testily.  “Shane, you should fix it, then we should stay in the car as instructed.”   The cat looked at the others. Elizabeth was staring off into the distance smoking, and Ravi was pacing nervously back and forth.   They milled around the car, while Shane raided the toolbox.   He spent the next few minutes poking around in the fuses with a circuit tester and a soldering iron.  He nodded and instructed everyone back into the truck.   


“Don’t zap it again, Elizabeth,” he said, twiddling with the controls.   There was a vibrating noise, then a short burst of popping noises.  He swore under his breath, and everyone climbed out again, and let him go back to work.   A few minutes later he tried to activate the system again.   This time, they waited outside.   There was a humming noise, and the car began glowing a faint blue. 


Shane jumped out, and tossed the tools back into the box in the bed.  He said, “I don’t think I can make it safe with us all in there.  We’ll have to wait outside.”   He checked his pocket, and placed the red tube in his lap.  Elizabeth pulled out her tube, and Ravi brandished his crystal rod.    The cat glared at them.  


“We are not going up there.  We are waiting here,’ she insisted.  They looked at each other, then nodded.   They relaxed, leaning against the concrete walls.   They stood there for a boring few minutes, then the screech of tires caused them to look around suddenly.    They crouched behind the truck, carefully avoiding any contact.   Three black town cars skidded around the corner and parked, erratically, taking up multiple spaces.        

About a dozen guards stepped out of the cars, carrying truncheons and the shock rods.   Two of them brought out a strange looking apparatus, which had a large rotating top like a propeller, and a control panel with blinking lights.   This strange device spun around and emitted beeping noises.   The guards suddenly turned and marched directly to where they were hiding.   One brushed against the truck, and electricity arched out, causing the guard to collapse into jerking seizures, rolling around on the ground.   The others raised their rods and truncheons and began advancing on them.  The cat launched into the face of the nearest guard, clawing and spitting.   Ravi raised his rod and touched the next guard.   The guard dropped his truncheon and stared into space blankly, then fell into the truck and also seized up like the others.  They took off running, the other guards following.   Shane blasted a group of guards and they fell asleep, and Elizabeth blasted another group, and that group of guards stumbled randomly away, dropping their truncheons.

“What does this tube do?” Elizabeth asked breathlessly as they ran up the garage.

“Disrupts the command controls. Erases their programming,” said the cat.   She sprinted ahead of them, and stopped at an exit door.  They barreled through the door, pausing only to zap the remaining pursuing guards.

“That device they set up.  It’s a tracking scanner.  We have no choice but to try and warn Miguel and the others.”  The cat pointed ahead to the entrance to the large building.   It was a large shopping mall beneath the skyscraper.    The cat looked up.

“I think they went up there.   For high energy transmissions the opposition needs height.”   They scavenged a shopping bag from a nearby trashcan, and stashed the cat inside.  They walked into the mall, disguised as shoppers.   

“Find the elevators heading upstairs.   This late, we may have to take the stairs.”  The cat slunk down in the bag, and Elizabeth covered the top.  They walked nonchalantly though the mall, and they were more or less ignored.   They found a small lobby, with a guard sitting behind a desk.  He was wearing a building security uniform and was a pleasant looking slightly balding paunchy man. He smiled as the three walked towards him.

“May I help you?” he asked.


“We have an appointment upstairs.” Elizabeth said in her sweetest voice.


“Who are you trying to see?”  Elizabeth paused and nonplussed, thought for a half second, before replying.


“Olive City Regional offices.  We’re here to see the general manager about our summer internships.”


“At 10 at night?” the guard asked, raising an eyebrow.


“We’re go getters,” said Ravi in a serious tone of voice.  The guard looked at him, taking in their ragged appearances.  He reached for a phone.  Shane glanced around, trying to see if anyone was watching, then shrugged, and zapped him with the red tube.  The guard collapsed onto his video control panels, snoring gently.   Shane checked the panel quickly, and unlocked a key switch marked ‘elevator.’  Elizabeth glared at the video screens, and they all shorted out, each screen going blank with a popping noise.


“I bet you got the cameras too.  We still have to hurry, in case someone’s monitoring them,”  Shane said, as they leapt over the velvet ropes separating the lobby from the elevators.  They climbed into the bank marked with the highest numbers.  They pressed the 52nd floor button and rode, weapons out, to the top of the building.   The cat jumped out of the bag, and paced around their ankles, tail waving in irritation.


They peered gingerly out of the elevator, but the top floor was deserted.    They walked into the waiting room of a minor subsidiary of Olive City.   There was no noise at all, the normal office lighting dimmed except for a few tasteful lamps.   They moved past the waiting room, and into the cube farm.   Everything looked eerie in the dim light, but there seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary.


“There must be a maintenance shaft up to the roof somewhere,” said the Cat.   “The codes on the radio said they were trying to disable a High-Energy antenna somewhere up there.”  A bit of searching revealed a narrow set of stairs leading up.  They carefully climbed up, Shane taking the lead,  then Ravi and the cat, with Elizabeth bringing up the rear.   They stairs were slippery metal, and they climbed slowly.   The stairs spiraled around as they rose, and they nervously watched as the climbed.   A hissing sound below them startled them, and Elizabeth came face to face with a huge snake, easily twice the size of the one they had seen back on the boat.


She stifled a shriek, and held up her tube.   Yellow fire shot from it, and the snake stopped, then continued.  “What happened?” she yelled.  “It’s not working!”  Shane turned and shot down the stairs, narrowly missing Ravi.   The snake crumpled up and slid back down the stairs.


“It’s not programmed like the guards!” the cat yelled as they ran up the stairs.   They burst out onto a roof platform, and into a blur of noise and energy.     Tiny hissing balls of light wandered here and there over the roof.  Down below, they saw the lights of Cleveland.   There was a group of guards fighting with truncheons and shock rods.   They saw a black man with dreadlocks keeping them at bay using strange spinning kicks.  He was holding his own fairly well, but the guards threatened to overwhelm him.    A small group of men in lab coats were struggling with a large bank of electronic devices, wiring cables to the antennae above.   A red-haired woman wielding a rod like Ravi’s was striking and neutralizing guards as they swarmed the technicians.   In another corner of the roof,   Miguel was firing his hairdryer shaped device at several dark shapes floating above them.   They circled around, and dove towards the roof.   Adding to the confusion, lighting swarmed around the tall metal antennae above them, occasionally a ball of energy formed on the antenna and floated down.   Ravi felt all the hair on his arms raise as one approached.  He heard a sizzling sound, then was distracted as a guard moved to grab the three newcomers to this fight.   

Shane began shooting guards with his tube, but one of them managed to dodge the red fire, and knocked the tube out of his hands and off the roof entirely.   Shane threw up his hands to shield his head as the guard swung his truncheon.  A blast of energy struck the guard, and he collapsed, twitching.  Ravi looked up and goggled in surprise.   His father lowered his crystal rod, and ran over to where Shane and Ravi were standing.  Elizabeth was zapping everything around her with her yellow tube, and while the guards were rendered utterly confused, the dark flying figures ignored it, and advanced on her.   Ravi’s father gathered the three of them off, and led them to shelter behind a large air duct.


“Dad!” shouted Ravi.  “I’m so glad to see you!”  He was near tears.


“And for my part I am glad to see you, though this is not the time for a happy reunion!” shouted Sanjay, turning to zap another of the flying things.  Shane grabbed a shock rod that one of the stupefied guards had dropped and he was swinging it wildly, keeping one of the dark figures at bay.   This close up, what had been merely a dark blur resolved into a definite shape. They were vaguely human shaped, except for long dark wings, and complete absence of any facial features.   It resembled the thing that had attacked them in New Orleans, Ravi realized, as his father zapped it with his rod.   


The door they had emerged from burst open, and a new group of guards joined the melee.   The black guy cart wheeled across the roof and engaged them, striking multiple times with hands and feet.   A large snake slithered between the guards and encircled him.   With a terrible shriek, he drew a machete from his loose fitting Arabic style robes, and neatly lopped its head clean off.   He turned to engage the guards, and Ravi’s attention was drawn away by a huge burst of light coming from the pile of equipment the technicians in  the lab coats were adjusting.    A huge bolt of lighting shot out of the largest antenna, and a terrific thunderclap made them all jump.   The fighting resumes, and Ravi, huddling down by his father at the air duct saw the technicians draw tubes and begin firing at the dwindling numbers of black flying creatures.  The guards began twitching and collapsed.


“What happened?” Ravi asked the cat, who was huddled near the vent, claws out, and fur raised.


“That’s the guard’s remote control system I think.  They’re no longer receiving instructions.”  Ravi had more questions, but the cat launched itself at another snake and clawed and bit it furiously.  Ravi looked about frantically, and saw his father grappling with one of the black flying creatures.  Ravi ran forward and struck the creature with his rod,  hard enough to knock it out of his hands.  The rod went flying and the creature collapsed, letting his father go.


“It is time for you to vacate these premises my son!” his father yelled.  He tried to lead them around the worst of the fighting back to the staircase.  He embraced Ravi, and Shane and Elizabeth followed them over to the stairs heading down.


“You three need to get to a safe house.   I will come find you soon.  Do you have a way of getting a ride?”  Shane nodded, holding up the card.  Sanjay nodded, and pausing to zap another creature trying to grab them, frantically motioned down the stairs.


“Get downstairs and to your ride.  I’ll see you all in New York!” he yelled, then turned to engage the flying figures.    They ran down the stairs.  Ravi stopped for a second and looked around.


“Where’s the cat?” he said frantically.


“They’ll take care of her,” answered Shane.   “We need to go before more reinforcements show up.”  They ran down the stairs, carefully stepping over the unconscious snake.  They jumped in the elevator, and rode back down to the mall level.  The guard was still asleep on his console, and they paused in the mall.   All around them, people shopped as usual, oblivious to the battle raging above them.


They wandered the mall, completely anonymous amongst the other random teenagers and other assorted shoppers.   They found a payphone and dialed the number listed.   Shane took the phone.  


“Yeah, Pat, I thought this was your number.  We’re at the Mall.  Yes, that mall.  The battle was still going on when we left.  We were ordered off the roof.  No, not the cat, Ravi’s dad didn’t want us there.  I guess it was going well.  Okay, ten minutes.  See you.”  He hung up.    They walked outside, and glancing up noticed nothing out of the ordinary.   The crazy lightning and sounds of battle didn’t carry fifty-three stories down.   Instead, it was a perfectly pleasant evening, not too hot.  The mall stores seemed to be closing up, and people were streaming out to their cars.  They waited in front of the mall for fifteen minutes or so, and then Pat pulled up in his jeep.


“Get in,” he said curtly.   He was irritated to a great degree about something.  They piled in.  “Do you know how badly they want you three dead or captured?  It’s all they can talk about on their coded station.”


“Where’s the cat?” he demanded. 


“She’s still up there.  They hadn’t finished,” answered Shane.  


“Figures, Miss Pussycat gets to fight.  Me, I’m chauffeur to my kid brother and his power pals.”  He shifted gears roughly and pulled onto the freeway.   


“Not our idea, ” explained Elizabeth.  “Ravi’s dad wanted us out of the battle.  Understandable really.  Who can concentrate on fighting when their kid is in the middle of things?”  Pat shook his head, but said nothing.  They drove through the outskirts of town silently for a few minutes.  Shane finally broke the silence.


“Why are you so pissed about this?  We didn’t ask you to stay out of the fight.”

Pat glared at him and answered.


“They always do this to me.  I’m as much of a warrior as any of them.  Maybe I don’t have the fancy Orgone blasters or Inter-dimensional weaponry, but I’m willing to fight.”


“Yeah, your Nunchuks and your mail-order Krav Maga will really turn the tide here.”  Pat glared at Shane, but said nothing.  They drove for a while longer then he pulled off the freeway and into a gas station.


“If you’d let me modify your carb, we wouldn’t have to stop so often,” started Shane, but stopped when he saw his brother’s expression.  Pat stomped out and filled his tank without further incident.  They drove back onto the freeway, and paid a toll.   The night traffic was thin, and they sped along quickly.   They crossed a state border, and pulled off to a rest stop along the lake.  They all piled out and used facilities, and bought food from vending machines.   Elizabeth smoked a cigarette, and wandered down to the lakeshore.    Ravi glanced idly at her, and then started at the red glow coming off the lake.   He turned to shout to her, but as if in slow motion, he saw something huge and hulking emerge from the lake.  


Elizabeth jumped in surprise, dropping her cigarette.   With surprising quickness, she was engulfed in the huge dripping arms of the creature.  She flailed her arms and legs, but was unable to make any noticeable effect on the lake beast.  Despite the other people at the rest stop, no one seemed to notice the shambling figure dripping and shuffling towards them with Elizabeth in his clutches.   Pat emerged from the rest stop and blinked.   He walked over to the car, not acting as if anything was odd.   Shane and Ravi ran over to Elizabeth, pulling her free from the clutches of the creature.  This close, they could smell a rank wet smell coming from it.   It seemed to be made up of pieces of vegetation and trash from the lake.  It was assembled in a large man-shaped form, maybe ten feet tall.  With a tremendous tug, they pulled her free, scattering foul smelling water and loose bits of debris from the creature.  Ravi tried hitting it with his shock rod, but it seemed to do nothing.    Once Elizabeth was free, they ran over to the jeep, where Pat was sitting, oblivious.


“Pat?  I know you’re packing, quick take care of that thing!” shouted Shane.


“What thing? I don’t see anything.” Pat said, still irritated from earlier.  Shane shook his head, and reached in the glove compartment, pulling out a large silver pistol marked, ‘Desert Eagle.’   He fired three shots into the creature, tearing great hunks of vegetation out of it.   One of the shots appeared to have severed the leg of the monster, and it lay twitching.  Pat looked confused.


“Why did you just fire at the lake?”


“There’s a creature there.  How come you can’t see it?”   They piled into the jeep and drove off, pondering what had just happened.   Ravi had a sudden brainstorm.


“Remember St. Louis?” he asked.  “What the cat said in the restaurant.”  Elizabeth and Shane nodded.  Pat looked curious, but said nothing.


“She said there’s something in the food additives that keeps people from noticing the weird things happening around them.  Maybe it’s how the opposition tries to minimize its impact on the normal world,” Ravi finished.   He was sitting in the front seat.  He picked up a bag that had contained fast food.   


“This company, is it an Olive City subsidiary?” Ravi asked.  They all sat and pondered.  Pat finally nodded.


“I get a company discount there with Employee I.D.  So tell me, why aren’t you three affected by this effect?  Why can you see all the freakiness?” asked Pat.  They sat and rode in silence for a few seconds while they thought about this.


“Mama Yemaya said she’d help us on this journey.  Maybe seeing her made us immune.  Plus we’ve been eating other things,” said Shane.   “For safety’s sake, maybe we shouldn’t eat any more junk food this trip.”   Ravi held up three or four candy bar and potato chip wrappers from the rest stop.


“Maybe it’s too late for that,” he said.  “But it certainly can’t hurt.”  They sat in silence while Pat drove.  He had tuned the radio to one of the number stations, and Ravi fell asleep in the car listening to a woman reciting numbers.


He dreamed he was back on the roof of the skyscraper.  There were no other people there, but the battle was apparently over.   Bodies lay everywhere, both guards and the scientists he had seen earlier.  There was no crackle of electricity, no high tech apparatus, no swooping terrifying creatures.  The air was misty and he felt utterly alone.   He knelt down and flipped over one of the people in lab coats’ bodies, and gasped.   It was Shane.  The woman’s body he flipped over was Elizabeth.  Pat lay nearby, slumped against him was the small body of the cat.    Finally, he saw his father laying still, eyes peacefully closed, his white lab coat stained red.   The roof swirled around him, and he unsteadily sat down, trying to make sense of everyone he knew being up here and dead.  A voice boomed down from the heavens.


NOW YOU SEE THERE IS NO HOPE.   IF YOU STOP NOW, MAYBE THEY DON’T ALL HAVE TO DIE.    Ravi looked up into the blank green figure from his previous dream.  In a sort of sick parody of the sun, the figure stood surrounded by green light streaming off him, forming a sort of aurora.    Ravi tried to look away, but found himself drawn to the light.   The longer he looked, the less reason he felt to resist.   He pulled away finally by force of will alone, and stumbled to the edge of the building.   A terrible roaring wind blew in his ear, and he felt himself falling over.  He flailed his arms and legs as he fell, now realizing it was a dream, but not able to wake.  


Ravi sat up in the car with a jerk.  The sun was rising, and Pat was pulling into another gas station.  He stepped out and pumped gas, then returned without a word.  They drove back onto the highway.  The others woke up and grumbled.  Elizabeth lit a cigarette, and Pat turned off the radio.   The area around them was surprisingly beautiful, all rolling hills and green trees.  The sunlight streaming in felt good, and Ravi found the shards of his dream fading, except for the memory that the enemy wanted him as dead as those in his dream. 


Another quick stop for breakfast food at a small roadside stand not belonging to any major chain, and they drove off.   In the light of a new day, they all cheered up a bit.  Even Pat was grinning a little, singing along with the classic rock station he found, and tapping his hands on the wheel.   Elizabeth was cheerfully playing some game with Shane that involved license plates and hitting him a lot.  Ravi sipped his coffee, and watched the countryside fade into suburbia, and eventually, into the classic skyline of New York City.   Though he had never been there before, he immediately picked out several of the buildings.    


“When do we get to the safe house?” asked Elizabeth, who paused and shouted, “New Jersey” before slugging Shane in the shoulder.  Pat handed Ravi a map, and pointed to the southern end of Manhattan.   


“It’s in the Lower East Side.   How far is that from where we are, Ravi?”


“Looks like only a few miles on the map,” Ravi answered.


“Add in traffic, though, and it’ll be another hour,” said Shane, who paused to shout, “Connecticut!” and punch Elizabeth in the arm.   


“Shane and I came here with our parents once before, but the geography is still pretty rough,” said Pat.   He changed lanes, and got on a bridge, then without warning they were surrounded by large buildings.


“Welcome to Manhattan!” called out Elizabeth cheerily, before adding, “Pennsylvania!” and punching Shane.  They slowed their game and finally stopped, as they got trapped in a traffic jam, with only a limited selection of license plates to choose from.   They limped along for twenty minutes or so, and then Pat, with a snarl, pulled off onto a side street.


“What street is this?” asked Ravi, unfolding the map.


“101st.   We need to get south of here.   Maybe it’s faster to head across, and then down the island,” Pat answered.  He swore as the street ended at a park.   “What the hell is this?” he demanded.


“I think it’s Central Park,” pointed out Elizabeth helpfully.   Pat swore, and jerked the wheel around suddenly, turning right.   


“I think this street is one way the other way,” said Ravi.  “I think we need to turn around.”   Cabs rushed towards them honking, and maneuvering around them.   Pat found a break, and jerked the wheel hard, running them up on the curb, though they did end up facing the right direction.  There was a terrible popping and grinding noise, and as he pulled off the curb, his right front tire had obviously gone flat.   Pat climbed out, still swearing, and Shane grabbed a jack and a miniature spare.    They climbed out, and admired the beautiful trees of the park while Shane and Pat wrestle with the tire.   Turning to glance back at them, after a few minutes, Ravi saw a flash of red gleaming off the jeep’s wheel well.   He wandered back over to Pat and Shane, and pointed out where he had seen it.  Pat pulled out a multi-tool with pliers, and they managed to extract a crystal with some wires hanging off of it.


“This is how they found the safe house, in Chicago, and how they’ve followed us,” said Shane.  “We pulled one off my truck back in California.”  Pat looked at the crystal, shaking his head, then tossed it as far as he could into the park.


“Some homeless guy will find it, and sell it, hopefully drawing them far away,” Pat said.   They managed with a bit of effort to get the miniature tire attached.  It made the jeep look sort of comical, but at least they’d be able to drive.   Elizabeth wandered back over, clutching an ice-cream bar.   Ravi wanted one too, but the vendor had since rolled past, and it was probably too early in the morning, he had to admit.    Shane claimed he had to use the restroom, so he wandered into the park, while Pat tapped his foot impatiently.   They sat and watched the traffic roll past for a bit, and Shane finally wandered back.  They moved towards the jeep, just as three more town cars pulled up.  A dozen guards exited and surrounded them.  

 Pat reached into his leather jacket and pulled out a short pair of rods joined by a chain.   Ravi had left his rod in the car, so he ran back for it.  Elizabeth drew the yellow tube from her lunchbox, and Shane picked up a tree limb off the ground.   The guards began streaming out of the car, and the travelers leapt into action.   Elizabeth began picking off large numbers of guards with her tube, leaving them standing staring blankly, or wandering aimlessly off into the distance.    Pat launched into the guards, a delighted smile on his face as he knocked one down after another, using his momentum from hitting one into knocking another one down.   Ravi somewhat more gingerly, tapped them on the head with his shock rod, and they collapsed, twitching onto the ground.   Shane simply swung the tree trunk, keeping the few remaining guards at bay until Elizabeth or Ravi zapped them.    Finally they stood alone, the normal pedestrians returning to the street.   A family walked by pushing a stroller, with a little blonde girl leading.  She pointed to the collapsed guards and giggled, while her nervous parents scooped her up and walked back the other way.    People mostly ignored them, this being New York after all.  They piled into the jeep, and finally after negotiating a few more turns than would seem entirely necessary, they found themselves heading vaguely in the direction of the safe house.  

“Now, follow this street until you hit Houston,” said Ravi.

“It’s pronounced House-ton,’ corrected Elizabeth.

“Whatever,” said Pat, “I’m just glad we have a plan.  Those guards were pretty easy to beat.  I wonder where the real competition will be.   That seemed a bit too easy.”

“Easy is fine with us.  We’ve had too many run-ins with them to want to deal with the harder ones,” said Shane.  “You’ll get more practice.  Where’s the next place we’re going after the safe house?  Where’s the big show down gonna happen?”

“There is no such thing for you three.   You will wait in the safe house,” said Pat firmly.  “I may be stuck baby sitting you three teenage hooligans, but I’m following orders from above.  You know how badly they want to catch you.”  They each grumbled a little for their own reasons.  Shane started to argue he was able to take care of himself.   Ravi wanted to help his father.  Elizabeth just didn’t like being called a teenage hooligan.   They finally gave up as Pat ignored them, turning up the heavy metal station he managed to find.   They watched the scenery pass until they got to Houston, where they turned right, and stopped on a small side street.   Pat parked the jeep handing the keys to an attendant, along with a twenty, telling him to keep the change and keep an eye out for it.  The attendant, a bright eyed Irish boy about Shane’s age, nodded and grinned.  They found the address Pat had been given, and they walked up to a nondescript basement room underneath an out of business vacuum repair company.   He knocked on the door, and a red haired woman answered.

“What took you so long?” she demanded.   It was the woman from the Cleveland skyscraper fight.   She was still wearing her lab coat, and combat boots.   She shuffled them all inside.  She introduced herself as Melissa, and shook hands with them all.  Pat seemed especially nervous around her, as he kept sneaking glances at her while she talked.  He puffed out his chest and tried to look in charge.  

“We had a flat, and some other random problems…” started Pat, but she shushed him, and led them to a black iron-cage elevator.   The entry way was dark, musty-smelling, and completely devoid of any furnishing.   They climbed into the elevator, and she pulled an old-fashioned lever, lowering the cage down slowly.  It emerged into a dark nightclub.  There were bright work lights on.  There was a large movie screen against one wall, a well stocked bar, and a large stage with music stands.   A large sign read, “Taxi Dances $5” against another wall.  The place was done in vintage looking wallpaper, which gave Ravi a bit of a shiver when he realized it was the same green and white paper as they had seen in their hotel in New Orleans.  

“This is a speakeasy at night.   Makes a good cover for the safe house.  Plus the opposition hates loud music and drunkenness. “  Melissa led them across a black and white paneled dance floor and past an intricate control booth.   She opened a door by punching in a code on a mechanical doorknob.   This led into a spacious lounge area, dominated by a wall of plush red velvet couches, and huge racks of books.  A large bar stood in one corner, and a DJ setup.


“This is usually the chill out area, but you’ll be safer in here.   There’s a back exit behind this bookcase. “  She leaned into the bookcase, and it swung out, revealing musty stairs leading up.  “It comes up into the all-night deli.   They’ve mostly forgotten about it, so only use it if you have to.   And watch out for the rats if you do come out this way.  They get big.”  Ravi shuddered briefly at this.  Melissa pointed to a small refrigerator.


“Make yourselves at home.   We have some logistics and technical sessions to run, so I’ll be out.   There’s a shortwave radio behind the bar if you need to reach us.  Pat, you should have the frequencies and number codes, right?”  He nodded. “Good.   Now, stay back here, and out of trouble.  The club should open around 11 tonight, so if you want to sleep, you should do it during the day. “  She finally pointed to the bar.


“Try not to get too drunk.  The bartenders will serve you if you don’t get stupid.  The staff has been warned you’ll be here, but they’re not working for you, so stay out of their way.”   She checked her watch.  “Damnit, I’m late.    If all goes well, I’ll see you tomorrow.”  She grabbed a shoulder bag, and ran back into the main club.   

Ravi sat on the couch, and perused books, which tended towards true-crime and bad science fiction books of the 50s and 60s.   Elizabeth fiddled behind the bar, making herself a drink involving a blender and lots of the bottles.   Shane played with the DJ setup, playing a variety of music he found, mostly harsh electronic things, though he managed to dig up some children’s records, mixing it into an amusing if slightly abrasive mix.  Pat stomped around the club, practicing his nunchuks.     As the afternoon drifted on, Ravi nodded off into a deep sleep.  

He dreamed he was back in his old house, which had alarmingly caught on fire.   He coughed, and ran through the smoke, but he was unable to find the exit.  He finally found himself in the large hall closet, where his father kept golf clubs.  He curled into a ball, closing the door, and listening to the sound of the flames consuming his house.   He held his breath, then paused, seeing a crack of light at the back of the closet.  He pushed his way past all the various things that had been relegated to this closet, including some embarrassing toys he refused to part with, and his mother’s sewing machine, a broken exercise bicycle no one used, and holiday decorations.   He pressed his hands against the back wall, and it collapsed.   He found himself staring into a city, carved into a great cavern.   His eyes were drawn to a large building with a dome roof, and above it a great long crack in the sky glowing in unearthly colors.  With a frightening tearing noise, he saw a giant green hand, then a second reach out from the tear in the sky, and stretch it, bathing the city below in orange light.   He saw an unearthly figure climb out of the hole in the sky and stand next to the building.   The figure had no face, and swirling tentacles that were transparent green.    Whether the figure grew or the city shrank, he could no longer tell.   In one tentacle, there was a rough red and black earthenware pot. 

I HAVE THE BONES.  I WILL HAVE THE RIFT.  I SHALL RULE THE WORLD ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE RIFT AS I HAVE RULED THIS ONE.  Ravi’s head pounded with the force of the words.   He tried to return to his house, but the heat from the closet door forced him back into the cavern with the hideous entity in front of him.   The creature engulfed him with a tentacle and raised him into the air, then flung him through the tear in the sky.    Everything went inside out, and he closed his eyes at the brilliant white light he saw.   He squinted, and made out a spherical creature, like those on the boat back in the Bermuda triangle, but huge.   He was struggling with a large snake, slicing at him with a shiny curved sword.   He suddenly heard a ridiculously out-of-place modern electronic dance song.   He opened his eyes, and found himself in the club.   Elizabeth was blending more drinks, and Shane had given up the DJ booth to a Hispanic man who was playing loud beat heavy music.   Shane wandered over and shook Ravi.   

“C’mon, you’ve been sleeping all day.  The club’s about to open.”  Shane took the drink Elizabeth offered, then wandered into the main part of the club.  Ravi stretched, and followed him.  The main part of the club was humming with activity.    Several technicians were adjusting the lights and sound, and others were doing something with the large video projection screen.   Bartenders were stocking their bars, and several women and men in fancy evening clothes were stretching, as if they were preparing to perform.

“Those people are actual taxi-dancers.  You pay Five bucks and you get to dance with them.   I didn’t think any of these places still existed,” said Shane.     He asked Ravi if he wanted a drink, and he considered, then settled on a Thai Energy Drink and Jaegermeister.    He took his drink and watched the musicians on a large stage assembling instruments and tuning.  They all wore matching band uniforms, a sort of bright colored jacket with a bow tie, and dark pants.   They all had different colored hair and many had visible piercings.  The apparent leader of the band was a thin, longhaired man who also doubled on guitar.  He was having some sort of argument with the drummer, a slender Asian gentleman with a lot of thick black tattoos up and down his arms.    Whatever the issue, they resolved it quickly.  

The security guards began shouting, “Doors are open!”  A crowd of local hipsters of all shapes and sizes began streaming in.   Mostly they were a little older than Ravi and his companions, but since they were in an underground club, some were not.   The bartenders began mixing drinks furiously, and the crowd settled in the tables in the main room and into the smaller couches in the smaller side room.   The band struck up an old fashioned sounding waltz, which eventually resolved itself into a cartoon jingle from a few years before Ravi was born.    The video screens lit up with changing and random imagery.  Ravi blinked as he saw images that reminded him of some of the odd creatures he had seen along the way.  He saw the dark faceless winged things, the shambling mound of vegetation, the long necked river monster, even the tiny imps and their ship.   The images flashed by so quickly, he wasn’t sure if anyone had noticed.   Elizabeth was busy drinking at the bar and yelling cheerfully at some newly arrived men dressed all in black, Shane had scared up some money and was dancing with a lovely young brunette.    The club was a wide mix of people, ranging from the elegantly evening wear that belonged to another era, to sinister looking black leather and spikes.    Ravi kept getting looks, and even a couple offers to dance, from both men and women in the club.   At first he resisted, then finally, he accepted a dance from a young man in a NYFD t-shirt.

At first awkwardly, then as his drink kicked in, happily, Ravi spun around the dance floor with the young man.  He learned his new friend’s name was Peter, and not much else in the roar of the crowd and the loud music.   The band kept shifting styles of music, and Ravi was amused to note in the middle of the orchestra, a DJ being mixed in and out of the music coming from the band.   Finally having exhausted himself, Ravi bid adieu to his new friend, and wandered back to the quieter back room, where he relaxed on a couch with another drink.  Pat sat frowning in the club.

“What’s wrong?” asked Ravi, who was feeling sympathetic and cheerful.

“They’re babysitting us.    I think we should head over to where all the action is, instead of hiding in here,” Pat said disdainfully sniffing.  Shane wandered over, and in an equally cheerful mood as Ravi, he looked at his brother and shrugged.

“Not a bad place to hide out,” Shane said cheerfully. “Pat, you should have a drink and a dance, and loosen up.”  His brother glared at Shane, who shrugged.

“I tried, C’mon Ravi, let’s get another drink.”  Shane grabbed Ravi and the evening blurred past.  Ravi pointed out the things he saw in the videos to Shane, who was also convinced he saw several of the weird looking creatures from their journey mixed in the swirling patterns.    At some point, Ravi remembered dancing with Elizabeth and her new friends, and at another point, he remembered lying down and watching the lights move around while he lay back and laughed.

Many hours later the club had thinned out, but not completely.   There was a general shift in energy, and the few people left in the club were much less rowdy.   The band had shifted to quiet numbers, and the video screens were showing a black and white movie about midget cowboys.  The staff seemed to be relaxed and enjoying themselves, though they remained vigilant to the remaining customers, many of who seemed to be regulars who came to socialize with the dancers and bartenders.  Ravi had a burst of energy and he got very hungry. He tried to locate food in the club, but they all directed him upstairs to the all-night deli.  Shane joined him, and they managed to slip out of the club through the non-descript front door.   They walked into the thriving all-night restaurant, and grabbed a booth, ordering huge pastrami sandwiches.  They ate many of the pickles from the plates the waitresses kept bringing out, and they watched the diverse crowd, some of whom were from the club, others wandering through the neighborhood on pub crawling missions, and some seemed to just be people from the neighborhood, not of a late-night clubbing disposition.     The sandwiches and cream sodas arrived, and were consumed.   Shane was on a manic discussion of anti-gravity, which didn’t seem to require much input from Ravi, who kept stuffing himself and nodding.  Elizabeth and her new dressed all in black friends joined them at the table, and they also began eating, and making fun of other patrons.   Shane gave up his diatribe, and instead devoted his energy to stopping Elizabeth from covering the left over plates with all the condiments.  They paid and left an extremely large tip, since Shane wasn’t completely successful in stopping Elizabeth from her food art.   Elizabeth’s friends waved and took off to another party, and Shane, Elizabeth and Ravi wandered back into the club, where they sat and watched the midget western for a while and drank sodas, as the bartenders had declared that they had had enough booze for the night.

A few hours later, the club was still humming with low-key activity, and the movie had given way to a 70s television show with badly animated stop motion dinosaurs.   Ravi found himself nodding off, but he shook himself awake at the sound of one of the bouncers yelling.   He came barreling into the club yelling about giant snakes.    Pat burst into the room with his nunchuks, ready for action.  The bartenders each calmly retrieved baseball bats from behind the bar, and the patrons looked around nervously.  Ravi asked one of the dancers what was going on.

“No one messes with our club.  This is New York City.”  She pulled out a short black metal tube, and with a flick of her wrist, two tightly wound springs emerged, forming a short club.   In similar fashion, the other dancers emerged with various sorts of weapons.   Down the front stairs, the bouncers fell back, and a huge number of large snakes slid down into the club.  The club erupted into bedlam, as the patrons jumped up on tables, or swung bar stools at the snakes.   The dancers and bartenders engaged the snakes in small groups, each carefully pining the snakes down and battering them.  Several dozen snakes managed to corner patrons, but instead of attacking, they slithered past.   Pat was joyfully swinging his weapon left and right, striking snake after snake, though eventually they began to avoid him.   Shane and Elizabeth stood against a back wall, swinging barstools, and Ravi used his shock rod, which seemed to work as well on the snakes as it had on the guards.

“They’re after you!” shouted Pat, in between whacking the snakes with his nunchuks.   “They’ve given up on the guards, since you’ve zapped so many of them.”  The snakes eventually thinned out, having been dispatched by the bar staff or the travelers. Pat was not done, and decided to follow one.  It was slightly smaller than the others, and it managed to hide in the back room.  Shane, Elizabeth, and Ravi followed close behind Pat, who cornered the snake near the back door.   The snake managed to slither into a small crack next to the door.   Pat, with a roar of frustration, threw open the back door, and took off running upstairs.  In the aftermath of the snake attack, no one in the club seemed to notice, as the staff was busy cleaning up the gruesome remains of battered snakes.  Shane, Ravi and Elizabeth climbed the stairs behind Pat, who paused on a dusty landing looking for any evidence of the snake’s passage.  A small streak in the dust pointed up, and Pat took off.   Just as they were about to follow, Ravi saw a small furry nose poke out from a small hole.

“Are you looking for the snake?” it asked.  The three travelers were unsurprised to see the voice coming from a small brown rat.

“Yes, we’re trying to get them all,” answered Elizabeth.

“They came from deep underground.   All the way from the great green building under the train station.”  Pat stomped back down the stairs.   

“Lost the damn thing.   Door up there is stuck.   Hey, a rat!” He advanced with his nunchuks, and the rat poked its head back into the whole.

“Back off, you gorilla!” shouted Elizabeth, shielding the hole.  “He’s on our side.”  The rat shyly poked its head out again.  It said, “We are friends with whoever kills the snakes, as they frighten us terribly.   If you will come into the tunnels below, and kill the large snake there that threatens us, we will take you to the green tower below.”  

“Pat, we have to help the rats!” shouted Elizabeth.  Ravi and Shane looked at her as if she had gone crazy.

“I thought you didn’t like rats?” asked Ravi, confused.

“No, that’s bats, and I like them fine, just not in my hair.”  Pat considered this, and nodded.  

“They’ll lead us to the main fight.   Are you kids going to be okay waiting here?”  Shane shook his head defiantly.   Elizabeth stroked the small rat and cooed softly at it.  Ravi looked at his companions and shrugged.

“It doesn’t seem much safer here, if dozens of snakes come in and attack.  Maybe we can help,” Ravi said, trying to keep a slightly nervous stammer out of his voice.  The rat climbed onto Elizabeth’s shoulder.

“Go through that door up there, and out to the street.  We’ll send a guide out to lead you.   Hurry!  The giant snake is devastating our people below!” it said in its insistent high-pitched voice.  The rat jumped off Elizabeth’s shoulder and slunk into a small hole to the side of the door.  They pushed through the door, and found themselves in the fluorescent-lit kitchen of the deli above.  A Puerto Rican dishwasher goggled at them, and dropped a plate, causing one of the cooks to begin chastising him in Spanish.  The confused dishwasher pointed to the four of them, even as they burst through swinging double doors into the restaurant.   One of the waitresses looked at them and pointed to an empty table, but they pushed past her into the street.   

“Pat, put the nunchuks away,” said Shane.  “You want to get arrested?”  Pat scowled, but tucked his weapon back in his leather jacket.   Ravi stuck his shock rod into his sweatshirt pocket.   Elizabeth tucked away her yellow rod, and Shane had already dropped his chair leg somewhere on the way up.  They stood on the street in front of the deli, feeling somewhat foolish.   A few late night revelers stumbled past drunkenly, heading back to Houston.   Just as they nearly gave up, they saw a large rat scampering along the edge of the gutter.   It stopped and stood upright, nose twitching.  They moved towards it and it began to run along the gutter, eventually stopping at a manhole cover.   It stood up again, and sniffed the air.  They moved to the cover, but found no way to move it.  The rat ran in excited circles.  Shane ran over to a nearby dumpster, and began grabbing bits of construction waste until he found a nice sized length of reinforcement bar.   He stuck it into the hole on the manhole cover, and with help from the others, was able to lift the cover up and away.   A couple of late night drunks pointed and howled with laughter.  Pat pulled out a small flashlight, as did Shane.  Ravi noted with a little wry amusement it was the souvenir from Colossal Cave.   

They climbed in, and Shane managed to slide the cover more or less back into place.    They gagged on the strong stench coming from the sewer, and after climbing down fifteen feet or so they found themselves standing on a concrete walkway above a foul-smelling river of waste below.   The rat stood up on its little haunches and peeped clearly.

“You must follow this walkway until you come to three doors.   Go through the far left one, and walk until you see the grating below crumble.   Through there is the largest room in our king’s realm.  They will direct you further.”   The rat bowed, and then scampered off into the darkness faster than they could follow.   There were dim lights every few yards, so they shut off their flashlights.   They pulled out their weapons, and nervously began walking as directed.   

“We didn’t even notice that those rats talked to us,” observed Ravi.  “You get used to the weirdest things.”

“I’m not getting used to this smell,” added Elizabeth.   Pat shushed them, and they walked the last hundred feet in uneventful silence.  They came to the three doors, and found the far left one locked.   Pat unsuccessfully and very noisily tried to kick it in.  Shane pushed him away, and set about trying to pick the lock, which he did in a matter of a few minutes.   They carefully opened the door, and peered inside.   The concrete floor had been replaced by a metal grating.   Below the grating, their flashlights revealed wet concrete, but at least the smell had subsided.  The lights were out here, and they had to use the flashlights again.  The walls were covered with strange looking graffiti, almost like runes.   There were a number of cables tied above their heads leading in all directions.   They faithfully followed the rat’s instructions, but the corridor seemed to go on and on.  They walked for something like a half hour, the monotony of the journey marked only by the changing runes on the walls, and the silence.   At one point they thought they heard a train far off, and at another they thought they heard a whooshing noise, like the release of steam somewhere.  The temperature in the tunnel had grown, and they all found themselves sweating.   They were beginning to get tired of walking, and Ravi almost was at a point suggesting they go back and try one of the other doors.

“So, would a rat know left from right?” he started to ask, before being shushed by the others.  A small sound caused them all to turn around.   They stopped and shined the flashlights all around.   Nothing to be seen, they slowly started walking again.   Shane blurted out a surprised noise, and tripped, dropping his light.  He retrieved it and shined it on the floor.


“Sorry, one of the cables above came loose.”   He started to get up, when the cable he had apparently tripped on, suddenly moved, emitting a hissing noise.  They swung both lights, and came face to face with a large snake.  Pat leapt into action, swinging his nunchuks into the creature’s head.  It whipped back, and the ‘chucks bounced off the wall with a clatter.   The snake was twice as big as the others they had fought, and it was faster too, as one by one they each tried to hit it with their weapons, and it dodged away.   Pat finally leapt onto the snake, and wrapped his nunchuks around the snake near the head, and applied pressure, choking it.   The snake flailed around, but Shane added his weight and it was pinned for a second.  The snake was still able to move them around, and they bounced around on the back of it, clinging tightly.   Finally, encumbered by the two brothers, Elizabeth managed to stick her tube into the snake’s mouth, and fire.  The snake ripped the tube out of her hands, but then twitched and stopped struggling, lying dazed.   The tube went clattering to the wet concrete below the grating, shattering on the ground in a burst of energy.


“Damnit!” she swore.  “We needed that.”  They nodded but Ravi felt cheered up that the snake was no longer moving.  They pushed the possibly dead but at least unconscious snake over the edge, and it flopped ungracefully to the concrete below.


“If that was the large snake the rats were talking about he wasn’t so tough,” said Pat.  “I mean, it was a big snake and all, but managed to take care of him.”  Shane shrugged.  Elizabeth was irritated about losing her weapon.   She pulled out her small knife, but the thought of taking on another giant snake with it seemed ridiculous.   They kept walking in the darkness, senses heightened.  After another ten minutes, they came to a hole in the grating.   


“There’s no way back up,” pointed out Shane.  “If we climb down, we have to find another way out than the one we came in.”  They looked ahead, and saw the catwalk extending in each direction into the darkness.   Ravi shrugged.


“We wanted to find the big battle with Spahn.   This is the only lead we have,” he said, trying to not be scared at the thought of dropping down into the darkness, and not being able to get out again.   To get it over with, he climbed down, and swung from the edge of the hole in the catwalk.   Shane shined his flashlight down, revealing the wet concrete below.   Ravi let go, bending his knees, and dropped down.    It wasn’t a terrible long fall, but there was truly no way up.  For a panicked second, he thought the others would just leave him there, running back to the ladder up to the street.   His paranoid daydream was shattered, as Shane landed next to him, then Pat, and finally Elizabeth.  


They started walking again, and soon came to a roughly hewn hole in the wall, only three feet tall or so.   Shane took the lead, and flashlight clutched in his teeth, he crawled into the hole, rebar clattering with each step.   They followed nervously.  The ground was damp, but at least it wasn’t sewage, thought Ravi.  They crawled this way for a short distance, and then came out into a wider passage.   Shane jerked back suddenly, light dropping.    He grabbed his light and brandished the rebar with his other hand.  The ground in front of them was a huge mass of rats.   Rats of all shapes and sizes swarmed around them, from the small ones they had dealt with earlier, to ones nearly the size of small cats.   They cleared a path, and one nondescript black hooded rat stood up and peeped at them.


“The king requests your presence, and offers his thanks at killing the snake,” it said in its high-pitched voice.


“So we got the big snake.   Now you have to show us how to get to the great green building, or whatever it’s called,” said Pat.   The rat said nothing, but led them through a clearing of rats, which extended as far as their flashlights reached.    The rats directly in front of them parted, and the large hooded rat scurried forward.    They had to duck below a low overhang, and below, there was a large pile of shredded cloth.  In the middle of this, a number of rats lay nesting together.  They seemed to have their tails entwined for some unknown reason.   They all seemed to be plain brown rats of a medium build.   The one closet to them sat up and spoke.


“We offer you thanks and service for slaying the snake, but we regret to inform you that was not the big snake our envoy referred to when he spoke.   The big snake lays though this passage.”  The rat swiveled slightly and pointed with a paw to a small hole, less than two feet in diameter.   “Slay the big snake, and we will lead you below, where the battle shall be fought.”


“How do you know about the battle?  And how big is the big snake?” asked Shane.


“The snake you slew in the tunnel is a fraction of the big snake.   We have lost thousands to the big snake.  And all who listen below know of the battle to be fought.  We will watch it carefully.  Good luck, brave snake slayers.”   The hooded rat moved forward, and the rats cleared the way.    


Shane took the lead, and crawled first into the hole.  Though the floor was dry, there was a powerful musty odor permeating the hole.     Shane held his flashlight in his teeth, and they followed, with Pat taking up the rear.  They crawled a long time, their knees protesting before they had gotten very far.   The hooded rat kept stopping and letting them catch up, and then it skittered off again.   They found themselves in a large open clearing.   They shined the flashlights around, revealed huge vaulted ceilings and brick walls.    


“This must have been a subway that never got finished, or got closed up,” said Ravi, goggling at the size.  The flashlights dimmed out before revealing the ceiling, but it was at least fifty feet up.


“Not something you’d think they’d build and forget,” said Shane.  The rat made a hissing noise.  Pat flipped on his light and swung it forward.   A decrepit tunnel with rusting railroad tracks led into the darkness.   A slithering noise silenced their chatter, and they held their breaths, waiting for the beast to reveal itself.    Ravi noted the beautiful mosaic tile-work along the floor of the abandoned station, and hoped it wouldn’t be the last thing he’d see today.    They all gasped, as an enormous head, nearly three feet across emerged from the subway tunnel.    It saw them, and in a panic, they scattered.   There was a huge noise, and a flash from Pat.    In the dim light, Ravi saw him firing his enormous pistol at the snake.   He fired again and again, and the snake jerked its head back.   In the flash of the gun blast, Ravi saw that even though the tunnel was at least fifty feet away, the tail of the snake had not been revealed.    Ears ringing, Ravi pulled out his shock rod, which appeared foolishly small.   Pat kept firing, and the others ran back, hiding against the wall, while they waited for Pat to finish the snake off.   He fired a few more shots, and then reloaded with a click, the empty clip falling to the ground with a clink.  The snake moved forward and engulfed Pat whole.   Shane screamed and ran at the snake, foolishly trying to brain it with the short length of rebar in his hands.  The snake thrashed around, and Ravi caught a glimpse of blood.    He ran the other way, towards the tunnel, and applied his rod.   The rod crackled, and energy climbed up the snake for a few feet in each direction, but the snake kept moving, turning to face him.   Ravi was backed up against the far wall, no way to escape, but he swung his rod in front of him, and he saw the crackling energy reflected in the blank staring eyes of the snake, eyes the size of tea saucers.  There was a muffled blast, and the snake twitched, and then began thrashing wildly.   Ravi saw a burst of light, and then another, emerging from the head of the snake, followed by fountains of gore.    Shane ran forward and jumping back and forth to avoid the spasms of the apparently dying snake, kept hammering at the snake with his rebar.   Ravi leapt forward and held the shock rod against the nearest segment of the snake, which began curling up, the final portion of the snake finally emerging from the subway tunnel.   He swung the rod at the tail, and finally the snake was still.  


“Elizabeth, we need your knife!” he yelled.  Elizabeth ran over from the wall where she was hiding, the hooded rat in her hands.  She handed Shane the knife, and he launched into the snake, slitting it along its side.   Finally, he paused, and a gore-covered hand clutching a desert eagle pistol emerged.    


“Don’t shoot!” screamed Shane.  “It’s us!  We’re getting you out.”   He sliced some more until finally they were able to pull Pat out of the snake, coughing and gasping.  He was covered with gore and snake entrails, and he was nearly deaf from shooting inside the snake, but he had a wicked grin on his face.   


“We did it.  We took out the worst they had to throw at us!”  Pat howled in triumph, swinging his pistol around.   Shane took the gun from his hands, and tried to get him to calm down.    Pat was triumphant, and not having any of it.


“Shot him from the inside!   Got swallowed like a rat, then fought my way out!  Good fight, kids, good fight!”   He danced around manically.  He turned and faced Elizabeth, and pointed to the small rat cowering in her hands. 


“That was the big snake, right?” Pat demanded, his voice a bit too loud.  The rat shivered and tried to burrow into Elizabeth’s jacket.


“Quiet!” she said firmly.  “You’re scaring him.”  She stroked the rat and made a cooing noise at him.   He finally emerged from her jacket, little nose twitching.


“Yes, that was the big snake.  The king will be pleased, and we will show you to the big green building,” he said in his high soft voice.  He scurried back into Elizabeth’s pocket, and they rested for a minute.   Ravi, still flying high on adrenaline, walked around the bloody corpse of the snake.   


“This thing is like two hundred feet long!” he exclaimed, pacing around it.   He finally climbed over to the head, and borrowing Elizabeth’s knife, was able to carve out a few teeth.


“No one will ever believe us, so I thought we should have proof.”  The others looked at him and nodded, each taking a tooth.   Elizabeth stuck hers in her lunchbox, and Pat tucked his away in his leather jacket.    They crawled back through the tunnel where they had entered, and back to the chamber filled with rats.    They knelt before the cloth pile, and the rats turned to face them.   There were at least ten on the pile of cloth, tails entwined.   Another one spoke to them.


“We thank you for your service to our people.  Allow us to assist you.   We send the one your female is holding, a good smart rat we call Mighty Digger.   He will lead you to the Great Green building.  There you will find your final foe.  The battle shall begin; you have no time to delay!  Go, and know you have our blessings!”   At this, the room full of rats stood up and faced them, silently.  The rat in Elizabeth’s pocket poked his head out, and directed them to go back to the chamber where the big snake lay, now dying.   They crawled back, much more cheerfully, and followed by hundreds of rats, who fell on the great snake.  


“Into the other tunnel,” Mighty Digger said.  “The snake was blocking the way.  Follow that up, and you will be able to take a train to the station above the great green building below.   I will direct you. “  They shuffled into the tunnel, and began marching along the tracks.   The air was warm and thick in this tunnel, and they heard the roaring rattling of trains passing by much closer now.     They finally approached a platform.    Carefully timing it just right, they scurried past a leaving train, and climbed up onto the platform.   Shane studied the map, with help from the rat.  Elizabeth held the rat up close to the map, still hiding him in her jacket.   


“You want to head to Grand Central Station.”  Shane found the train they wanted, and the four of them waited with the normal commuters.   Ravi looked at their appearance, and snickered.  They were all snake-gore splattered.  Only Elizabeth had managed to avoid the worst it, and people were staring at her since she kept talking to a rat in her pocket.   People took one look and then shrugged it off, though whether this was some sort of mystical camouflage, or just New Yorkers ignoring one more weird thing in a city with millions of weird things, was anyone’s guess.     Their train arrived, and they climbed aboard.  They rode a short while, and then climbed off into the bedlam that was Grand Central Station early in the morning.   


“We must be at the start of rush hour,” said Shane, watching streams of people pushing past them and walking in every direction.   The four of them leaned back against a wall with a map of the building, and Elizabeth once more pulled out the rat.   He climbed up her arm to her shoulder.


“You need to head down this ramp here,” the rat said quietly enough that no one except the four of them huddled around heard.   He held a paw out and indicated a lower terminal level, designed for transferring to another train.  They wandered for a bit, getting lost, and finally emerging at the lowest publicly accessible level of the station.   There were as many commuters milling about as on the upper level, and the four of them mingled with the crowd.     At a break between trains, the rat peeped, “Go!” and they hopped off into the darkness of the tunnel.


“Quickly!    You must head down and to the left.”  They walked as quickly as they could in the dim light, at one terrifying moment they stood against the wall while a train rocketed by only a few scant feet from where they were crouched.  They followed some maintenance catwalks off the track lines, and it rapidly got much quieter.     They were directed to a stairwell, which they entered and followed down for a long time.   Finally, they had to sit and rest, as walking down the stairs was tiring them.  They knelt on a landing between levels.


“Hey Mighty rat, how far does this stairwell go down?” asked Shane.


“I believe it goes all the way Underneath.” Replied the rat.


“Underneath what?”


“The cities below.  The underneath ones.  You have not heard of these?”  They shook their heads.   The rat continued, “We have always known of the below areas.  There are many of your kind who choose to live below.”  Shane wanted to keep asking the rat about this, but the rat shushed him.


“We are about to enter the building, and we must move quietly.”  They started walking again, and finally came to a set of double doors.   Pat pulled out his nunchucks, and they pushed through the door.  They stood there, marveling at what lay before them.

It was a perfectly normal office, with cubicles, and desks and computers.   After hiking below the station for an hour, they had no idea what to expect, but the utter normalcy of the scene before them was a shock.   The office appeared to be deserted.  Aside from a broken chair, there was nothing out of the ordinary.   Elizabeth took a leg off of the broken chair, and hefted it like a club.  Pat wandered over to a wall, and next to the motivational poster with a picture of a sailboat, was a map of the floor plan of the building.  


“The largest room is labeled ‘auditorium.’  Maybe they’re all in there?” asked Pat.  The others shrugged.   “Well, I think maybe we should try entering from the back here.   There’s a bunch of little rooms behind the auditorium.  Maybe walking straight in is a bad idea.”  They walked through the silent office, weapons out, but there was no sign of anything happening.   Following the map, which Shane had pried off the wall, they managed to find a back door into the theater.   Bracing themselves, they flung open the door, and stepped into the dark of backstage.    Their eyes adjusted to the dim light, and they were able to make out a huge wall of equipment.   On top of it, a shadowy figure bathed in an aurora of green light stood, his back to them, as streams of green energy flowed off him.     Bolts of magenta lightning flew from a large iron tower, and cables snaked back and forth, creating a terrible jumble.  The sounds of fighting came from the other side of the wall of machinery.    They saw the technicians from Cleveland, the dreadlocked man, and the red-haired woman desperately fighting with a division of the guards.   A few other people in lab coats tried to work while the guards and several of the snakes struggled behind the wall of machinery.  A panel had been removed from the back of the equipment, and tools lay scattered about, appearing as they were tinkering with the machine when they got attacked.   Pat needed no further provocation, and he launched himself into the thick of the guards.   He cracked one in the head, and then quickly another one fell, as he swung his nunchucks, bouncing from one to another.   He got ensnared by a snake, and then he quickly strangled it with the chain of his ‘chucks.    Ravi ran over to one of the lab-coated figures, who was swinging a large ratchet wrench back and forth.  Ravi thrust his shock rod at the figure blocking him from the figure in the lab coat.   As the guard fell to the ground twitching, he was able to see the figure in the lab coat, and he goggled in recognition.


“Ravi!” his father shouted.  “You were supposed to stay in the safe house!”  There was no time to discuss this, as one of the large snakes rose in front of them, swaying back and forth in a threatening pose.   Ravi thrust at it with his shock rod, but missed, the snake curling around his arm, the sudden weight causing him to drop the rod and get pulled down to the floor.    His father swung his ratchet at the snake, connecting with a thud, and the snake relaxed its grip suddenly.  Ravi was able to pull his arm out, and scramble back to his position beside the wall.   He caught a glimpse of Shane and Elizabeth, fighting back to back with the length or rebar and broken chair leg.   They fought their way through the crowd of snakes and guards to the machinery.  At a quick break between guards, The rat poked his head out of Elizabeth’s pocket, sniffing the air.   Pat bashed another guard in the head.


“I don’t know what’s happening here, but I’m glad to be fighting,” Pat declared happily, knocking down a guard, and shoving him into a snake, which hissed and coiled up, tangling the guard’s legs, and causing him to fall.    


“We’re trying to disable this machine!” shouted Sanjay, as he shielded Ravi from the advancing guards.     Pat shrugged, and in between waves of snakes and guards, he pulled out his pistol.  


“Just tell me where to shoot.”  He raised his pistol, and in a blur it was knocked out of his hand.    Suddenly Melissa, the red haired scientist, appeared, waving a police style truncheon.  She had apparently knocked the gun out of his hand. The red-haired scientist from earlier in the night put down her truncheon.


“If you fire that off, you could kill us all. “  She pointed to the figure standing above them on the machinery.    “He has an artifact in his hands which will destroy this whole city if he drops it.   We have to shut down this machine, but we can’t just blow it up.”   Shane and Elizabeth had worked their way over, and they listened with half an ear as they kept the guards at bay.     Elizabeth made some room for herself by swinging the chair leg into the head of one of the snakes.     She moved next to the red-haired technician.  


“I might be able to help,” Elizabeth said.  “I have this effect on machinery.   It just ceases to work correctly.”  Melissa looked at her, and then shrugged.  Elizabeth set down her chair leg, and then put her hands against the machine.   She began glowing blue, a bright light that lit up the dark area behind all the machinery where they were currently fighting.   There was a terrible vibration, and the machines began rocking back and forth.  The lighting still spewed above, magenta bolts of energy radiating off the huge copper tower in the center of the stage.  Melissa attached a multimeter to the back of the machine.


“Whatever you’re doing, don’t stop.   You’re disrupting all the major systems here.”  She ducked as one of the guards came flying at her, then she launched a kick into his knee that caused the guard to curl up in pain, moaning.   Elizabeth appeared entranced, taking no notice of the fighting around her.  Ravi crouched between her and his father, shocking anyone that got too close.   


“Do you all see that blue light too?” he asked, feeling slightly foolish.  Shane who was standing between Elizabeth and the rest of the guards and snakes nodded.   There was a huge tearing noise, and Elizabeth was flung backwards, magenta energy shooting into her.  The technician held back Shane, who was running towards Elizabeth.


“Stay back!   She’s spewing out 10000 volts!” she shouted, trying to restrain him.   Above Elizabeth, a strange crystal shape appeared in the air.  The object pulsed smaller and bigger, cycling through odd colors.  Ravi heard a voice in his head, and apparently everyone else did too, a terrible screeching noise.


YOU WILL STAY AWAY FROM THIS WOMAN.  SHE IS DISRUPTING THE CEREMONY DESIGNED TO BRING THE ENERGY (elsewhere).   The crystal shape shrank down to nothing, and then reappeared over the machinery.  Elizabeth floated up into the air, still glowing blue.   Shane launched himself at the crystalline object, but his rebar passed right through the creature.  Melissa grabbed him and pulled him back down.


“That thing is four dimensional.  You can’t hurt it that way.”   She drew a strange object from her lab coat pocket.  It was a hunk of crystal embedded in some sort of resin, all of which was resting in what looked like a plastic wine glass.  She pulled a small pin out and tossed the crystal at the strange creature floating next to Elizabeth.   A burst of energy arced between the strange object and the crystalline creature, and the creature suddenly appeared to have melted, flowing like mercury into the crystal with a strange popping noise that made their ears vibrate strangely.


“It’ll be stuck in there for a long time,” the technician said.  “I bet that thing has been following you for a long time, reporting your movements and summoning guards to stalk you.”  She helped Shane grab Elizabeth, and they lowered her slowly to the floor.   This took a bit of hanging on, as the gravity around Elizabeth appeared to have vanished.  By putting their full weight on her, they were able to keep her on the floor.   The technician was trying to connect a meter to Elizabeth, but was not having much success.  Ravi moved closer, and swung his shock rod at the advancing guards, which had thinned out quite a bit.   There was a sudden streak across the stage, and the other technician, the one with the dreadlocks cart wheeled over to them, fighting the guards with his spinning kicks and rapid punches.


“The machine is collapsing!” he shouted, in between punching guards and wrestling with snakes.  “I don’t know what she did, but it appears to have worked!”  Melissa attached a crystal wired to a circuit board to Elizabeth, and somehow Elizabeth stopped trying to float away.  She blinked and opened her eyes, and the rat jumped out of her jacket, and into a crevice on the machine.      Elizabeth sat up quickly, the blue glow fading.


“No Mighty!  Get out of there!”  She clawed at the panel of the machine.


“No, let him go in there.  He might be able to do something useful in there.” Melissa said, trying to get her to lie down again.   “If he can uncouple the relays, the whole machine will simply turn off.”


Ravi swung his shock rod again as a hand descended on his shoulder.  He stopped at the last instant, realizing it was his father.  Sanjay squeezed his shoulder.


“I will open this panel, if you will keep any snakes or guards from harming me.  I can get your little rat friend out of the machine.”  His father began unscrewing a back panel of the machine, while Ravi stood nearby, shock rod swinging at anything that got too close.   There was a sizzling noise, and the green glow above the banks of machinery died.


“That was the portal, by which they brought the guards in!” said Sanjay excitedly.   “Now we can make some progress!”   The seemingly never-ending stream of guards began to thin, and finally, the last of the guards was knocked out by Pat, who came flying down from the top of one of the larger machines.


“You guys should see what’s on the other side of these machines!   It’s crazy!” he said.  “There’s an army of little marble shaped things tearing everything apart.  Also, your sister was being sacrificed on the altar,” he said to Elizabeth. “But some dork from work managed to save her,” he finished.    Elizabeth was still dazed, and totally fixated on trying to take apart some of the machines, so she was mostly ignoring Pat.   At the mention of her sister she sat bolt upright, grabbing Pat by the lapels of his jacket.


“Where is she?” she started, but then an enormous explosion above them drew everyone’s attention to the wall behind the stage.   A streak of green energy blasted out from on top of the machines, and tore a hole, causing the room to fill with wind.    They could see a streak of green light moving in the distance through the blown out hole, then it vanished.    There was a strange quiet in the auditorium.    They managed to move one of the machines aside, creating a small aisle.  They walked into the front of the auditorium, marveling at the carnage and wreckage.   There were piles of guards everywhere, huge bloody corpses of strange beasts, and thousands of tiny marble shaped spirits dancing about and peeping joyfully.    Elizabeth ran over to the front row, where her sister Emily lay, dazed, but apparently unharmed.   She mumbled something about David saving her, but Elizabeth told her to rest, and soon one of the other technicians came over with a small glass jar, instructing Emily to drink from it.   Shane was engrossed looking at the fried machinery, and a small panel opened up at the bottom of one of the machines, and out crawled the Rat, and behind him a mouse.  The Rat scampered across the floor to Elizabeth, who scooped him up and placed him in her pocket.  Pat walked over to Miguel, who was standing there looking at the piles of guards.   They shook hands, and then began comparing their preferred techniques for dealing with the guards.  Senora Bon Bon walked up to them.


“Before you all get too happy, remember Spahn is still on the loose.  We’ve been able to send two of our agents over to deal with him, but I wouldn’t celebrate yet,” she finished, addressing the crowd.    The technicians were tearing apart the last of the machines, and the tiny imps were scrambling over, apparently salvaging every last piece.   They sang as they worked, passing each bit down the line of spirits.   Two of them blew a small horn, and a bright glowing portal opened at the foot of the stage.   They began sending pieces into the portal, and streaming back and forth.  It was like watching ants move food around at a picnic.      Melissa walked over to the front row of the auditorium, and carefully picked up a red and black earthenware pot.


“That’s what this was all about?” said Ravi to his father.  “Bad pottery?”


“It’s far more than bad pottery, my son.   That pot contains an ancient power, one that has kept Spahn from taking over the world.   No matter what happens now, he has been prevented. “    Melissa carried the pot over to the stage, and a battalion of small spirits grabbed the pot, and placed it in a small box with long poles sticking out.   The imps grabbed the poles, and began marching, carrying the box.    A whooshing noise came from the hole in the back wall, and the ship, which Ravi recognized from the Bermuda triangle, floated in serenely, landing on the stage.    More of the little creatures streamed out, and they loaded the box with the pot in it into the hold.   The creatures closed up the ship, and it silently floated out the window, and was gone in a streak of light.


“So that’s it?” asked Ravi.  “All this bloodshed, all these thousands of miles traveled, and the little round things take the artifact and vanish into the darkness?”


“It was a small part of something larger, like everything,” said Sanjay.  

“Those outside this room will never know that you all had your parts in saving everything.   This world and other worlds have been spared.   They can go on living their small lives.”   The technicians pulled out some electronics from the remaining machines, and began assembling something.  Shane wandered over interested.   He lay his hands over the jury-rigged device, and a small screen lit up.   Melissa pushed Shane aside gently, and her eyes got wide.   


“Everyone, this building is unstable.  We need to get out of this building now!”     The tiny imps played a tune on their horns, and the portal widened to allow them all passage.   All of the technicians jumped through the portal, along with the cat, the rat, a mouse, all the little spirits.  Shane and Elizabeth helped her sister Emily through the portal.    Stepping through there was a burst of white static filling their eyes, and they found themselves standing on the roof of a building, overlooking a strange and wonderful city.   Above them, the sky was dark.    Klieg lights swept the buildings around them, and huge silver airships floated silently in the dark sky.   

“Where are we?” asked Ravi.

         “We’re in Under-New York,” answered the cat. “With such short notice, the spirits could only open a portal moving us a little ways away from the head office building.”   She pointed away from the roof to a building in the distance.  The tallest building they saw was a huge green stone building, with a gaping hole torn in it.   There was a rumbling noise, and it began to crumble, slowly collapsing.


“It’s collapsing!” said Shane.  “But why?  There wasn’t that much damage to the building?”  A burst of light appeared over the roof where they were all gathered.   They saw a strange, swirling mass, with strange unearthly colors, and an eerie series of tones sounding.   They marveled at the shapes forming, and then in their heads they heard:

THE BUILDING WAS TIED TO THE MATERIAL FORM OF THE ADVERSARY, THE ONE YOU CALLED SPAHN.     HE HAS LEFT THIS WORLD, AND NOW HIS WORKS ARE CRUMBLING.


They goggled at the strange manifestation.  Ravi stared at the twinkling lights and said, “Who are you?”


They heard in their heads, I AM CALLED JOYFUL REPOSE.  YOUR SOLDIERS FREED ME A SHORT TIME BACK, AND NOW THEY HAVE SUCCEEDED, THOUGH ONE OF THEM HAS FALLEN.   WE OF THE WORLD ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE RIFT GIVES THANKS TO YOU, AND WILL HONOR YOUR SACRIFICES.  There was a sort of folding and collapsing of the light, and they no longer heard the creature in their heads.


“I could do with seeing a little less of that sort of thing,” said Shane, rubbing his temples.  “I’m ready to go home and not deal with any weirdness that doesn’t come directly off the Internet into my computer.”  Elizabeth grinned, and lit a cigarette, earning her a scolding from her sister, Emily.


“You know those things are terrible for you!” she exclaimed.  “Mom and Dad would have a fit if they knew you were smoking.”  Elizabeth grinned at her sister.


“Mom and Dad have apparently not noticed I was gone, being pursued by otherworldly beings that come from the company that they’ve worked for all their lives.”  Emily started to protest, then stopped.   All the happy chatter from the gathered group on the roof quieted, as a huge rumbling sounded, and the great green building collapsed.  There was a sort of implosion, and green light radiated from the center of the huge hole where the building had been.   


“That building had been there since before the ice age, and now it’s gone,” Observed the cat.   “Times change.”   They all sat and watched smoke rise, and curl across the dark ceiling of the immense cavern in which they were sitting.   Slowly, there was a settling, and the crowd began moving downstairs through a stairwell that led down from the roof.    They rode a perfectly normal looking elevator, and wound up on a street that could be in any modern city.   People milled about on the streets, chattering in many languages about the missing building.   The technicians waved goodbye and thanked everyone for their help.  The man with the dreadlocks reached into his pocket, and pulled out the mouse, which peeped a farewell to them all, waving a tiny paw.   Ravi was sure he saw Senora Bon Bon lick her chops, but he said nothing, not wanting to ruin a beautiful farewell.        The scientists piled into a strange silver bus, and they drove off into the streets below.   The cat pointed up the street.


“We need to catch the airship to New York above,” she said.   Sanjay flagged down a passing taxicab, and after a little negotiating, they piled in. They expected it to be a trifle crowded, with Pat, Emily, Elizabeth, Shane, Ravi,  Miguel and Sanjay, but the vehicle was actually quite spacious.  It took off silently, the driver whipping in and out of the traffic below.


“Where to ladies and gentlemen?” the driver asked, peering through filthy spectacles, and driving with one hand.   He was wearing a faded cap with ‘NY’ written on it in white letters.


“Airship above, please,” answered the cat.  The driver nodded, and they shot through the streets.


“Hell of a thing, the great green building collapsing.  There goes Grand Central Below.”  The driver shrugged.  “But whattaya gonna do?”


“I love your cab,” said Shane. “What’s making it go?”


“Nothing but clean living and cold fusion!” answered the driver wryly, as he shot through traffic.  They emerged a short while later in front of a huge terminal building, with large glass windows.  Sanjay handed the cabdriver a large bill, and the cabbie tipped his hat and whistled.

   
“You folks ever need a cab below, you give me a shout!”  He tossed Sanjay a      card, and sped off, cheerfully honking his horn down the block.   They walked into the              building, and found a counter selling airship tickets.   Miguel insisted on paying, and he bought tickets for them all.   They stepped across a beautiful lobby with high vaulted ceilings, and clever mosaic images of airships.    They joined a line of people waiting for the airships, and wended their way through velvet ropes until they reached a giant iron cage elevator.  A young woman in a bellboy’s uniform took their tickets, and they boarded the elevator, along with dozens of other people, and the whole contraption moved up steadily and smoothly.    They saw the glow of the city lights shining from between the mesh sides of the elevator.   There was excited level of chatter, mostly excitement that the green building, or ‘grand central below,’ as they called it here, had collapsed.   There were a number of theories floating about what had destroyed the building, but none of them were correct.   Ravi listened with interest, but he felt no particular need to correct any misperceptions.  It was an odd thing, but people seemed to not miss the building very much, as if they had never quite accepted it as part of the city.  

The excitement of the night was beginning to drain from Ravi, as well as the lack of sleep. He felt ready to return to a more normal life, but he had no idea if that was even possible.    As if to underscore this point, they stepped out on the roof of the building, and above them, tethered to a giant ironwork tower was a huge silver airship.   It was streamlined like a great silver fish, with organic touches of antennae for whiskers, and huge panels of silver for fins.    An escalator was rolled into place, and they were lifted into the bottom of the huge ship, and into an elaborate lounge.   The floors were tiled in black and white art deco patterns, and in place of more practical airline seats, there were long velvet couches.   The tired travelers settled into a series of these facing out large portholes, and a waiter came by offering drinks, which despite the stern looks of Sanjay and Miguel, Elizabeth and Shane eagerly accepted.   The cat was enjoying not having to hide here, and she insisted a bowl of cream be brought for her.    Mighty Digger climbed out of Elizabeth’s pocket, and helped drink the cream when it was brought, while Shane and Elizabeth enjoyed big fruity drinks with umbrellas.   Emily had a cup of coffee, Pat had a cheap local beer, and Ravi was content to just stare out the window and watch the lights of the city below grow smaller.  A small trio of musicians appeared, and began to play soft jazzy waltzes, with a bit of a gypsy edge to them.  The travelers cheered and threw coins.  The airship moved silently and smoothly, and after a trip of less than an hour, there was an announcement that the ship had docked.  

The ship had landed in a sort of pocket, carved out of the ceiling of the great cavern that surrounded the city below.   Another iron elevator ride later, they found themselves in a busy train station, filled with busy commuters.    Unhappily, but without protest, Senora Bon Bon let Elizabeth tie her leash back on, and Mighty tucked himself back into Elizabeth’s pocket.

“Where are we?” asked Shane, a little unsteadily, after his giant fruity drink.

“Penn Station,” answered Miguel.  “We’ll have to get a cab back to Grand Central, since that’s where my truck is.”   They climbed a number of escalators, and walked out to the busy street.      They caught a pair of taxis, and they all piled in.   Ravi rode with his father and Miguel, watching New York roll past.   The cab whipped in and out of traffic, and a short time later, they stopped and all climbed out.

“That cab driver liked you,” said Emily to her sister.  “He was totally hitting on you.”

“He was not!” Shane and Elizabeth said at the same time, laughing.  They walked over to a garage, and retrieved Pat’s jeep, and Miguel’s truck.  They argued a bit, looking at a road map, and finally with the cat’s help, they figured out a meeting place in Brooklyn, not too far from the airport.   They drove through traffic for a bit, and Ravi fell asleep in the car.  When he awoke, they were parked in front of a family style restaurant.  They piled in, and joined the others, including the cat, sitting at a long red and white checked table.   The restaurant was apparently closed to other patrons, so they had the whole place to themselves.   Pat raised a red wine glass in a boisterous toast, and soon they were feasting merrily on good home style Italian food.   The owners apparently knew of their strange circumstances, chatting with and offering plates of food to the cat and the rat.     They ate until they could hold no more, and then a little bit more.  They sat torpidly, sipping espresso, while they made travel arrangements.

“You need to take us back to Arizona,” Shane insisted to his brother.  “My truck is still there, by the cave.”  One of the owners brought out a laptop, which the cat sat in front of typing in a serious and determined manner, while the rest of them relaxed and finished their drinks.   She jumped over to the table near the cash register, and knocking the receiver off with a paw, she dialed a number, talking softly into the phone.  She finished whatever she was doing, and closed the laptop.

“I would like to lead another toast,” said the cat.  “To our struggle, may we emerge victorious!  We have won a major battle, so let us win the war!”  There were many clinking glasses, and half-hearted cheers.   The owners wished them well, refused payment for the meal, though they did take a generous tip for the servers.  The party stretched and walked out into the midday sunshine.     The cat climbed into Miguel’s truck, and Emily, Shane, and Elizabeth got in the jeep.  They waved, and promised to call Ravi when he got back home.    As they drove off, Ravi heard Elizabeth yelling.

“New Jersey!” and in reply from Shane,

“Delaware!”  They watched the jeep drive away, presumably to Arizona.   Ravi and Sanjay climbed into Miguel’s truck, and they drove off in the opposite direction.   They pulled into the airport, and stopped in front of a domestic terminal.   

“I have made arrangements for your tickets.    I refuse to be drugged or shipped like cargo, so I’ll ride back the long way with Miguel.   We will be in contact, as the struggle is not yet over.  You two have served us well, and I’ll make sure you’re reimbursed well.”

“Well, my boss is apparently gone, so we will appreciate it.  I guess my son is joining me in the family business.”  Sanjay reached over and ruffled Ravi’s hair.   They shook hands with Miguel, and Ravi awkwardly hugged the cat goodbye.  They got their tickets at the counter, and passed quickly though security.   They boarded first, and were given luxurious seats in First class.   Ravi fell asleep, and he dreamed.

He was standing in a peaceful village, surrounded by tribesmen wearing colorful feather headdresses.  They pointed, and he saw a silver saucer floating slowly away.   The tribesmen cheered, and lifted Ravi up on their shoulders.  He awoke still hearing the sound of drums.   They landed shortly thereafter, and waiting at the gate was his mother, and curiously, Bobby.  They all embraced, got in her car and headed home.   

“You’re grounded for staying up all night,” his father began, laughing, as they boarded the freeway, and drove back to the subdivision.

