Chapter 1    

    “Dear Lord.”

A tall woman with long brown hair, in her late 20’s, slowly pulled the Ray-Bans away from her face to get a clearer look at the scorched embers before her – all that remained of the City Jail.

    “Some highschool reunion, huh?”

The second voice belonged to a woman, about the same age, but a bit shorter and with blonde hair.  Meet Julie Sands, the best-selling American author, and Diane Kubick, the world-famous artist.  The year is 2014.  The problem is yet to be discussed.

    “Looks pretty bad,” said another voice.  The other two turned to see a very well known Broadway actress, Morgan Powell.  She handed them several papers, stapled together.  Julie began to thumb through them.

    “The police report?” Diane asked, looking over Julie’s shoulder at it.  “How did you get this?  They don’t release these to the public for weeks!”

    Morgan just smiled.  “It’s a Xerox,” came a fourth voice.  Rachel Breaux, Military Intelligence Officer and foreign spy (though the other three didn’t know of the latter point), came up beside the actress as Julie handed the report to Diane to look over.

    Rachel opened her mouth to say something more, but there was a sudden screech as a black stretch limo pulled up to the curb.

    “Hey, guys!” Lori Carter cried, leaping out.

Julie rolled her eyes sarcastically.  “Long time no see.  You marry you-know-who?”

    Lori shook her head.  “No, I married Nick…”

“After she stalked him for five years,” Morgan whispered to the others.

    “…I just borrowed one of his limos to get here.”

“So what happened to the former Mr. Perfect?” Diane asked with a laugh.  “Lance?”

    “I think he had a nervous breakdown or something…” Lori replied, looking to the sky in thought.

    Diane turned back to the report and flipped to the last page.  With a gasp of horror, she jumped backwards and dropped the papers to the ground, still wet with the water from the firemen’s hoses.

    “Hey, don’t drop it!” Julie cried.  She picked up the papers, the last page, heavy with water, hanging down.  Catching sight of it out of the corner of her eye, she, too, gasped.  Tearing the rest of the papers away for getting in her line of sight, the writer stared at the paper, eyes wide in disbelief.

    “What is it?  What’s wrong?” Rachel asked, worried.  Julie immediately shoved the paper into her hands.  Rachel’s eyes widened, as well.  Morgan snatched the paper and gasped.

    Lori was in the dark.  “What’s going on??”  The other four stared at each other, horrified.  At last, Lori decided to grab the paper from Morgan.  “What’s wrong?” Lori asked, confused.  “It’s just Shauna.  With a monkey!”

    “Don’t you get it?” Diane cried.  “Shauna’s the one behind all this… this destruction!”

“Huh?”

    “Didn’t you hear about the Wal-Mart that had a chunk blown out of it?” Rachel cried.

“Or the McDonalds that had an electricity blackout and then had its kitchen lit on fire?” Morgan added.

    “Or the Wienershnitzel that exploded for no apparent reason?” Julie cried.

Lori shook her head slowly.  “Nooo…”

    Rachel sighed.  “Somehow, Shauna and that monkey are behind all this!”

“She’s got to be stopped,” Morgan growled.

    “Something else is strange,” Julie mentioned.  “We’re all not only here for the reunion, but we’re all also here to check out this crime scene!  Don’t you find that a little odd?”

    There was a reflective silence.  Julie at last broke it when she spoke up.  “Who was the last one to hear from Shauna?”

    “I last got an e-mail before college,” Morgan said.

“Me, too,” Diane agreed.  The others also concurred.  All except for one of them…  

    “That’s funny,” Lori laughed.  “I heard from her less than a year ago!”

Everyone stared at her.

    “What?” she asked nervously.

“What did she say?” Rachel demanded.

    “It was a letter,” Lori continued.  “She made this joke about how Adam – remember him? – had somehow de-evolved into a monkey, and how she would do anything to get him back to normal and tell him the truth about her feelings for him.”

    “And you didn’t think anything was odd?” Diane screamed angrily. 

“I thought it was an idea for a book or something!” Mrs. Carter cried defensively.

    “Take a look at this,” Rachel said, beckoning the others to some towards her.  She pointed at the ground.  There were black footprints of soot in the grass just beyond the remains of the jail.

    “And take a look here,” Lori said, handing the damp papers to Morgan.

“‘Suspect last seen heading north,’” Morgan read aloud.  Lori pointed out another paper.  “There’s some notes jotted down here – ‘Five minutes before death, Sergeant Wilson claimed suspect was raving about mountains to north.’  Says this guy died of 3rd-degree burns from the fire.  I guess he was here when it happened.”

    “Only real mountains north of here are…  Hmm.  The Sierra Nevada, I think,” Rachel mused.  

    “Lori, take Diane and go get some supplies,” Julie ordered.  “Morgan, Rachel, go to the Triple-A downtown and get as many maps concerning the area as you can.  I’ll go back to my hotel room – Embassy Suites, number 402 – and take a better look at this thing.  Meet me there when you’ve got everything.  I think it’s pretty obvious what’s to be done.”

    “You’re not serious,” Lori laughed.

Diane sighed and shook her head.  “Lori – Shauna sent you a letter recently, so that means she still remembers you – so maybe she’s still got her sanity?  Perhaps she’ll recognize us as her friends and let us convince her that what’s she’s done is hurting a lot of people, and it’s gotta stop.”

    And so the adventure of the five began – but their journey would be longer than expected, and the mystery of their friend’s sudden dive into insanity was more complicated than they could ever imagine…

Chapter 2

    Julie was studying the police report and jotting down the notes she thought important when there was an urgent knock on her hotel room door.  The writer stood up and went over to the entryway.  The minute she turned the knob she was knocked aside as Rachel and Morgan burst into the room, huffing and puffing, and slammed the door behind them.

    Rachel shrugged at Julie apologetically.  “Sorry about that.”

Morgan nodded as she locked the door.  “Evidently, the bellboy had seen one of my performances in New York and got excited, and then everyone started a stampede.”

    Julie nodded in understanding.  “I see.”

KNOCK!  KNOCK!
    “Go away!” Rachel yelled.  “No autographs!”

“I don’t want a frickin’ autograph!” the muffled voice of Lori yelled.

    They opened the door, let Diane and Lori in, and waited until the crowd had dispersed.

“This is what we got,” Diane said, placing several bags on the bed.  

    “There’re some backpacks in the car,” Lori added.

Julie nodded.  “Lori, since your husband is the only surviving BSB member and the huge rock star he is…  Could we get a helicopter?  There’s no telling what acts of destruction Shauna could accomplish in the time it would take to get there on foot.”

    Lori giggled.  “What’s so funny?” Diane demanded angrily.

“It’s just that…  Well, it’s just kind of funny – ‘acts of destruction Shauna could accomplish?’” Lori explained.  “The most she could do back when I last saw her was harass Adam to the point where he’d scream and tear his own hair out!”

    Rachel sighed.  “How times have changed.  Shauna was the one I’d have least expected to go insane.”

    “Are you kidding?” Morgan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“OK, enough reminiscing!” Diane cried.  “Let’s get down to business.”

    Rachel opened a plastic bag and placed several maps on the table.  “Here’s what we found,” she explained.  She unfolded a few.  “Take a look – here’s a roadmap – but I suppose if we’re taking a helicopter we won’t need it?”

    Lori shook her head.  “Private jet.”

“Kickin’!” Julie smiled.

    Rachel continued after they’d made a high-five accordingly.  “Well, once we land at the nearest airport, I’m assuming we’ll take a helicopter from there.  If Shauna fled to the mountains, then we’ll probably want to be airlifted to a cliff where some sort of path has formed.  But my best bet is a spot I’ve seen in a postcard, where they blasted a road in the side of the mountain, and mined in the caves on the cliffside there, about five or six years back.”  With that, Rachel looked up from the map and back to her friends.  “And we’ll just see what we can find from there.”

    After all had consented with the plan, they headed back to their own hotel rooms, scattered about the small city.  “All right, then,” Julie had stated.  “We gather tomorrow morning, and then head out to find Shauna!”

    The next morning Diane found Julie leaning up against a small private jet, a mug of coffee in one hand and the paper in the other, at the small Lompoc airport.

    “How many people are here?” the artist asked, swinging off her backpack.  

“Just Lori, the pilot, and me,” the writer explained, still scanning the article she was reading.  “You can go inside and they’ll let you in the cargo area.”

    Diane walked up the cold metal stairway and up to the door, which was closed; she knocked twice, and a delightful Lori opened the door.

    “Bienvenidos al avion de Carter!*” she laughed.

Diane stared in awe at the interior.  The heater made the place about 75 degrees, the carpet was clean, the chairs were big and upholstered with leather, and the windows were spotless.  There were also air conditioner vents, phones, and outlets for laptops.  

    “Wow…” the artist gaped.

“Cool, isn’t it?” Lori said proudly.  “Plus there’s Internet connections…”  She gestured to Julie’s laptop, sitting on her chair, and a phone jack nearby – which made absolutely no sense, but hey, the year was 2014....

    Several minutes later, Rachel and Morgan appeared, also staring in awe at the vehicle they’d be taking to…

    “Where are we going?” Diane asked.

“The far east of Merced, I believe,” Rachel said, spreading a map out.  “Right there…  Closest airport we know of.  We’ll take a helicopter in, refill at a ranger outpost in Yosemite, and then we’ll head further in, to the old mining site.  From there, we’re on our own.”

    After they went over the plan one last time, the group agreed that the helicopter would return three days after they’d landed at the old mining site.  They’d keep a walkie-talkie close at all times – not to mention bear spray and a can of mace, just in case Shauna became hostile.

    “But she could be immune to it, like those freaks souped up on crystal meth!” Lori protested.

    “You’d know,” Julie snickered, and instantly got pummeled for it.

They headed out about an hour later, speeding towards the Sierra Nevada.  Several hours later they landed in Merced and found their helicopter there.  No luxury was to be found in this vehicle, and it was cramped, but it would save time.

    Rachel read the paper, Lori chatted with Morgan and Diane, while Julie went over the maps once again.  She had a dark sense of foreboding deep in her stomach, but why was a mystery to her.  Eventually after they had refilled on fuel and when they were within sight of the mountains, she dropped off to sleep.  However, they were all shaken from what they were doing about 15 minutes later when the helicopter quite suddenly, and without reason, jolted, throwing everyone either onto the floor or against the wall, depending on where they were sitting.

    “What the heck was that?” Rachel demanded.  

“I don’t know,” the pilot said nervously.  Soon he was tugging violently on the controls.  “Mrs. Carter, something’s wrong!”

    “What?” Lori cried.

“I’ve lost control of the helicopter!”

    Suddenly the craft turned – towards the mountainside.

“Oh, shoot,” Diane gaped.  “We’re gonna -”

    With a bone-jarring crunch, the aircraft collided with the prehistoric stone, then dropped several feet, landing in a clump of trees far below like a broken model.

* = “Welcome to the Carter plane!”
Chapter 3

    Unknown location:
The cavern was vast.  Corridors were hollowed out of the stone, leading off to a countless number of rooms – storage, labs, and various others too numerous to name.  In a particularly large room where a green glow coated the room, there was a greenish sulfur-smelling pool of an unknown liquid.  An image of a crashed helicopter at the foot of a mountainside was displayed in the center, and nearby, an impressive throne of gnarled oak sat upon a limestone dais, so as to allow the sitter to view it.

    A gnarled hand came down from the right side of the throne to pat the head of a small monkey beside it.  An evil cackle echoed throughout the room, resonating out across a barren world outside…

    The Sierra Nevada
Julie woke up slowly.  She groaned as she got to her feet, though a quick check revealed she had nothing more than several cuts and bruises.  The helicopter hadn’t fallen very far, and she had been thrown from it by a few feet.  Stumbling over, she dragged a moaning Diane into a sitting position, her back against a tree.

    “You OK?” Julie asked worriedly.

Diane nodded slowly.  “I think I’m gonna have a concussion, but otherwise I’m not too hurt…  Better check on the others.”

    The writer tried her best to run through the silt and mineral rubble to where the others lay still.  Soon they were all conscious again, save the pilot, who had, unfortunately, been killed in the crash.  Most had suffered only minor injuries, but Lori had a slightly severe concussion that was quite painful and Morgan had a sprained ankle, and sometimes needed to lean on someone to walk.

    “What next?” Morgan sighed as Rachel exited the mangled helicopter.

The government worker shook her head sadly.  “Sorry, guys…  The radio’s totally busted, and I think beyond repair.”

    “What do you mean, ‘you think?’” Diane asked nervously.  “Can it be fixed or can it?”

Rachel shrugged.  “Well…  It needs something to transfer electric current to get it running again.  I’d need a small piece of metal or wire.”

    Of course, as luck would have it, no one could find anything of that sort on their person.  Then, Morgan had an idea.

    “Guys, what about the old mining site?” she suggested.  “Isn’t it just above us?”

“It’ll be a long hike, but it is somewhat nearby,” Julie agreed, consulting the map.  “I think we’ve got enough rations.  Why do you ask?”

    “Well, there might be some metal up there,” Morgan continued.  “We could hack a chunk off of a cart rail or something.”

    Rachel nodded.  “Good idea, Morgan!”

“Well,” Julie sighed, gathering up her backpack.  “Let’s move out!”

    The walk was long and hard, but they made it down the mountain and to the foot of the mining site’s hill by nightfall.

    “We’ll have to camp here for tonight,” Rachel announced.

Julie and Rachel built makeshift tents while Morgan built a fire.  Lori made their dinner, and Diane trimmed a semi-large tree branch for Morgan to use as a cane until her ankle healed.

    That night, while they tried to sleep, Diane woke to an irritating insect flying around her face.

    “Hey!” she hissed, trying to swat it away.  As if anticipating her actions, it buzzed away unharmed.  After several more swats, however, it flew off towards the other end of the tent.  

    Diane tried to get back to sleep, but was soon awakened by similar protests to the bug from Julie.  “Aah!  Get away, you stupid bee!”

    “BEE?” Lori gasped, having just woken up.

“Calm down, Lori!” Morgan grumbled.

    “I don’t know about this, guys,” Rachel said after slapping her palms together.  “After my time in Saudi Ar- er, after my time overseas, I learned to squash a bug without fail.  This is no ordinary bee!”

    “Then what do we do?” Julie asked.

Diane carefully reached for a canteen of water, poured the liquid into her hand, and tossed it at the bee.  Morgan shrieked in anger when she got wet, but the bug was defeated, nonetheless.  Lori picked it up.

    “Uh, guys?”

“Yeah?” Rachel questioned.

    “Something is really screwy here.”

After closer inspection, they saw that the bee was shaking itself off, so as not to drown.  Plus, instead of the normal all-black head of a bee, yellow rings were around the insect’s eyes, almost like glasses.

    “Weird,” Diane mumbled.  

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this, guys,” Morgan said nervously.

    Julie got an empty plastic container used for beating eggs in out of her backpack and handed it to Lori, who dropped the bee inside and punctured a few holes in the lid with Rachel’s Swiss Army Knife.

    “We have no idea what we’re dealing with, here, people,” Rachel warned.  “So be on the lookout.  Someone needs to take about an hour to watch, and then wake someone else up when they’re done.  We can’t take any chances.” 

    “I’ll do it,” Julie volunteered.

As she sat half in and half out of the tent, Julie stared up at the forbidding cliffside wondering what the next oddity they met up with would be.

    The next morning, they had a short breakfast and then started up the cliffside.  Several long hours later, they at last reached the ledge just below the caves.  Rachel elected to keep a lookout for passing aircraft while Lori and Diane chose to scout ahead.  Their break seemed to be passing slowly, until Rachel mentioned that about a half-hour had gone by.

    “It shouldn’t have taken them that long to get up there,” Julie said worriedly.

“Still, they could be getting what need and it’s just taking them longer than expected,” Morgan suggested.  She stood up, leaning less heavily on the cane than the previous night.  “I’ll go check it out.”

    “You sure, Morgan?” Rachel asked.  “I mean, with your ankle and everything -”

“I’ll be fine,” Morgan sighed, rolling her eyes.

    Twenty minutes later, she still hadn’t come back.

Chapter 4

    Julie paced back and forth worriedly.

“Give her some time,” Rachel sighed, her tone making it seem like she didn’t believe her own words.  “I’m sure she’s OK.”

    “But how can we know that?” the writer demanded.  “Something could have happened to them.”

    Rachel sighed again, shaking her head, then stood.  “Fine.  Grab a flashlight and let’s see what we can find.”

    The two kept their eyes open for any slopes or crevasses on their way up the winding cliffside path to the caves.  At last they reached a much wider path, hewn out of the rock to serve the huge treads of mining and digging machinery.  Rachel and Julie decided to split up for the moment, running along the line of caves and poking their heads into each one, calling their friends’ names.

    “Morgan!” Julie called into one.  “Lori!  Diane!  Come on, guys!”  She was only met with echoes, until her partner called out to her.

    “Julie!” Rachel cried.  “Come over here!  I’ve found something!”

The writer met her friend in a rather small cave several yards away.

    “What?” Julie asked hopefully.  “Did you find them?”

Rachel shook her head.  “No, but something really interesting.  Look at this.”

    The spy held her flashlight up to one of the walls.  Carved into it were several crude drawings, like those you might find on the walls of a prehistoric cave.  There were six in all – a cat, a smallish kangaroo, a turtle, a jackalope (a jackrabbit with the horns of an antelope), a dragon-like creature, and an evil-looking human.

    “How old do you think they are?” Julie asked absently.

“That’s just the point,” Rachel answered.  “Not that old at all.  These caves were just blown out a couple of years ago.”

    “Is it just me,” Julie muttered, “or do these drawings, in particular, seem familiar?”

Rachel shook her head again.  “It’s not just you…  I got the same déjà vu-type feeling.”

    The writer studied the pictures, puzzled.  Rachel, meanwhile, went further back into the darkness, flashlight scanning the area in front of her.  Suddenly, she stopped short, almost dropping her light.  “Whoa!” she cried.  “Julie, come take a look at this!”

    Julie rushed over, then stopped quite suddenly in shock.  “What is it?”

Before them, spanning the entire back wall, was what looked very much like a vertical pool of water set in the wall.  It was a kind of translucent silver, shimmering as it broke the white light of Rachel’s flashlight into a rainbow of colors, and it perpetually undulated with a kind of sloshing sound.

    “Amazing,” Julie breathed.

“It’s beautiful!” Rachel commented, then stepped forward to touch it.

    “Wait!” her friend cried, grabbing her arm.

“What is it?” Rachel asked irritably, stopping her movement, unable to tear her gaze away from the brilliant, almost mesmerizing water-like substance.

    “Maybe this is what took them,” Julie said, worry filling her voice.  “Maybe they touched it and it like, turned them into water or something, too.”

    “Sounds like kind of a far-fetched idea to me,” Rachel sighed, “but you’re right.  We oughtta watch out for this…  I’ve got a plan!  Hold onto my left hand, and I’ll step halfway through and see if they’re on the other side.”

    “You sure?” Julie questioned.

“If anything happens, I’ll stamp my foot or something,” Rachel assured her, giving Julie her left hand.  “OK?”

    Julie nodded, though reluctantly.

Rachel faced the water again.  “I’m going in.”

    The government worker sidestepped in halfway, causing the liquid to ripple away from the entry point.  She stayed put for a long time, then suddenly drew back out of the void.

    “What’s happening?” Julie asked.

“Julie, it’s -”  Rachel was cut off, however, when suddenly she was yanked into the liquid.  Julie steadied herself, however, and managed to stabilize her friend.  Then, she slowly began to pull.  After a few tense moments, Rachel’s head came back onto Julie’s side.

    “They’re pulling me in!” she cried frantically.

“Who?” Julie managed to gasp out.

    Rachel opened her mouth to speak, but was quite suddenly tugged inside.  

“RACHEL!” Julie cried, regaining her balance.  “Oh, no…”

    She paced back and forth quickly, trying to think of something.  “Um…  Um…  Oh, shoot, I’m gonna have to go in, aren’t I?”

    Snatching Rachel’s heavy metal flashlight off the floor, the writer took off at a run and then dove into the void.

    On the other side, Julie hit a cold tile floor and realized that she was sliding under a pair of stocky legs.  Someone shouted angrily.  Julie, still moving, twisted around, not realizing that her momentum was perpetuated by an angle.

    “HA!” she laughed.  “How’re THEM apples?  HA HA HA!!”

As if in answer to her smugness, she careened into the leg of a metal table.  “Ow…”

    The men advanced on her.  Julie rolled away, leapt up, and set about them, whacking about with the flashlight.  The writer managed to make at least two or three good hits, but eventually she went down and was knocked out.

    When Julie woke up again, it was dim.  “Where am I?” she mumbled.

“Julie!” a voice cried.  “Oh, thank goodness!”

    The writer shook her head wearily.  “Huh?  Diane!”  She gave her friend a hug, relieved she was alive.  “We found you!”

    “Shut up in there!” a voice cried.  Julie turned to see a black-armored security guard outside a barred door.  At last he passed on, making his rounds.

    Julie looked around.  The cell they occupied was of stone, except for the door, which was steel.  There was a prison bed on either side – a typical cell.

    “Do you know where we are?” Julie whispered.

“Not exactly,” Diane answered.  “But we’re pretty far from where we came in.  Morgan thought that we’re inside a really big complex or something.”

    “Where are the others?”

“All unconscious.  We put up a fight, and I was, evidently, the first one to wake up.”

    Julie sighed, hunching forward.  “Oh, this is horrible.  I’m sorry I ever suggested we look for Shauna!  We don’t know where we are, we’ve been taken prisoner, and we’ve all been beaten up!  Things can’t possibly get worse!”

    “Ow!” Lori moaned from across the way, clutching her head and studying her finger.  “That stupid bee stung me!”

Chapter 5
    The guard came back and rapped the bars of Lori’s cell loudly with the barrel of his gun.  “Shut up in there!” he roared.

    There was silence for a few moments, and then a door far, far, up the hall opened down into the dungeon.  Quite a while passed before a small troupe of guards came to Diane and Julie’s cell.  Most held guns, but a few bore a long chain of manacles, wound up.

    “All right, bucko,” Lori growled at the guard that began to unlock her cell.  “I don’t know who you are or where you come from, but I’m the wife of Nick Carter, and when he finds out that I’m gone, you’ll be in big trouble!”

    The guards snickered and yanked Lori from her cell.  She was manacled, the chain attaching them continuing down to another pair of handcuffs.  Diane and Julie were also roughly removed from their cell and chained up.  The stood watching as the armed guards surrounded them, while those who had been carrying the chains went back into Lori’s cell and brought out Rachel, still woozy from the blow to her head that she’d received.  Diane helped her stand up, while Lori showed Julie the sting mark on her finger.

    “What’s going on?” Morgan groaned, brought slowly and dazedly from her cell.

“I don’t know,” Lori began, but was silenced when a guard shoved a gun in her face.

    “Where are we going?” Diane demanded.  “Who’s in charge of this two-bit operation?  I want to talk to your leader!”

    “You will,” a guard laughed.

The journey up from the dungeon was long and hard.  There were many stairs, and there was a slope, suggesting they were headed up.  The halls seemed to be endless, and all one could do to keep from going insane with the boring monotony of it all was to count how many steps you took.  The worst part was that they weren’t allowed to talk.  The last one to speak had been Morgan.

    “Geez, if you got lost in this place you could starve to death!”

However, she had been reproached with a gun stuck in her face, and no one had dared to talk since.

    About a full hour later, there was at last a window.  Julie’s eyes widened to see that the view outside was pure white; there seemed to be snow blowing past, and the air that came in was freezing cold.  She noticed that the others had seen it, too.  Where were they?

    A half-hour later, the halls suddenly widened and the ceiling shot up into the heavens.  They stopped at last at a huge pair of oak doors.

    “Listen, you freaks,” the lead guard growled as those waiting by the doors prepared to open them.  “No insulting the Leader.  If you insult her, you will be whipped and your gruel will be withheld.  The same goes if you talk when she is talking, if you disagree with her, if you complete her sentences for her, or if you correct her.  Understood?”

    “One question,” Morgan piped up.

“What?” the guard sneered.

    “Can we insult you, pondscum?” Morgan asked with a grin.

The guard shook with rage and tried to say something, but thought better of it and gestured for the doors to be opened.  “If you give that attitude to the Leader, you’ll be starving tonight!” he hissed.

    The oak doors were opened, and the friends were prodded roughly with gun barrels and marched inside.  The interior was an amazing sight.  The ceiling was barely visible, it went up so high.  The large room they were in eventually led to a wide staircase, into a chamber that was bathed in an eerie green glow.  In the center of the room they were currently in, there was a large throne upon a limestone dais.  Beside the throne was a small chimpanzee wearing a collar, restrained by a leash.  It hopped up and down, screeching frantically as it saw the newcomers enter.  

    The monkey tugged wildly at its leash, but the end was firmly grasped in the hand of a tall, slim figure wearing a long, purple robe, tied around the waist with a cord, sitting in the chair.  Its head was down, and covered by the hood of the robe.  The atmosphere was silent and eerie; even the guards were silent.  The only sound was that of the monkey, screeching and hopping.  The figure gave an almost imperceptible tug of the leash.  The monkey choked for a moment, then sat in silence, whimpering every few moments.

    Several moments passed.  Morgan gathered her courage and was the first to speak.  “Who are you?” she demanded, voice shaking slightly.

    The figure’s voice was female, and eerily familiar to the captives.  “You already know me.”

    There was more silence here.  Rachel was next to speak.  “Where are we?”

“You already know this place,” the figure said again.

    Julie took her turn, voice irritable and almost haughty.  “That’s not much of an answer, pal.”

    The figure let out a sigh, standing, and, dragging the monkey along with her, entered the light.  “Fine.  Screw it.  Geez, I was just trying to be mysterious, OK?”  She whipped off her hood.

    The entire group gasped so loud and at the same time, it sounded like all the air was being sucked out of the room.

    “Shauna!” Lori exclaimed.  “We thought you were dead!”

Everyone gave her a look.

    “What?” Lori asked innocently.

“We didn’t think she was dead!” Diane cried.

    Lori rolled her eyes.  “All right, all right, give me a break!  I heard it in a movie once, all right?”

    Julie shook her head shamefully, while Shauna Conavatchel, looking a bit confused, jerked her head to snap herself out of her reverie.  “Yes, it is I,” she said regally.

    “Where are we?” Rachel repeated.

Shauna walked over to the far side of the room and opened a small fusebox type object on the wall.  She took a key that hung on a ribbon tied to the cord around her waist and inserted it into a keyhole in the box.  A red button lit up, and Shauna pressed it.

    A huge door opened in the wall, easing out into the cold, frigid world outside.  Julie gasped, recognizing the barely visible slope outside in all the blinding snow.  Shauna looked on, slightly smug.

    “No!  It can’t be!”

“Where are we?” Rachel demanded.

    Julie shook her head.  “It’s impossible.  Impossible!”

“Where are we?” Morgan cried.

    “This isn’t true – how can it be?”

“WHERE ARE WE, JULIE???” Lori screeched.

    Julie turned to Lori, eyes wide in horror.  “Brace yourself for a bit of a shock – we’re in Nepal.  And we’re inside of Mount Everest!”

Chapter 6
    “Mount Everest?” Lori asked, puzzled.

“The tallest mountain in the world,” Shauna answered with a grin.  “What better place for my secret lair?”

    “Just what are you getting at?” Rachel demanded.

Shauna sneered.  “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”  She headed back towards her throne and gestured for her guards to accompany them.

    “Of course you do,” Morgan snarled as they walked down the slope, Lori moaning with the pain of her feet.  “Imprisoning us?  Chaining us up?  This is stupid!  There’s nothing here but a honeycomb of halls in a barren mountain and a freezing wasteland outside.”

    “Shauna, we used to be friends!” Diane moaned, near tears.  “To think that you’re the one behind all this destruction…?”

    Suddenly, those in the train bumped into one another.  Shauna had called a halt.  “Fine,” she said primly.  “Guards, release them.”

    The guards looked at one another, confused.  “Your Highness -”

“Release the captives!” Shauna cried.  The guards reluctantly obeyed.  “Now,” she continued, “leave us.”  Again, the guards hesitated.  Shauna’s eyes narrowed dangerously.  “LEAVE us!”

    The guards exited the room, the freed captives massaging their aching, once-manacled wrists.  Morgan looked over at Rachel and cocked an eyebrow.  “Okay…  A bunch of guys with guns obeying the will of a twenty-eight year-old in a purple robe with a monkey on a leash?  Pardon me, but that’s just a tad confusing…”

    “They are afraid of that,” Shauna growled, pointing to the icy, white world outside.  

She yanked the monkey’s leash and hissed a command, then undid the clasp holding his leash to his collar.  She sat down in her throne as it bounded across the stone floor, yelping and screeching enthusiastically.  The ape then jumped up, slapped the red button in the fusebox, and slapped the door of it shut.  The huge window to the outside world was sealed shut.  The monkey then dashed back to Shauna, who put him back on his leash and fed his a small Dried Banana Krispie™.

    “And there is more to me than meets the eye,” Shauna pronounced, patting the head of the monkey.  “Appearances can be deceiving – a fact which you will all learn well in time.”

    “What was that… thing?” Julie asked.  “The silver pool.  What was it?”

“That is my transportation device,” Shauna explained.  “Developed in my laboratory.  That particular one you came through is the one farthest west in the continental United States, in the Sierra Nevada, and it brought you into the lab downstairs.  I have others scattered around the world that all lead here.”

    “Why did you destroy all those buildings?” Rachel demanded.

“Because they got in my way,” Shauna hissed.  “That, and I was looking for evidence to help my project along.”

    “Project?” Lori asked.

Shauna nodded and stood.  “Follow me.”

    She led them down hall after hall, past countless different types of rooms.  There were storage rooms, full of food, weapons, and several were dedicated to jumbo-size bags of Dried Banana Krispies™ alone.  They passed garages, where all-terrain vehicles were stored, and hangars, where planes ranging from tiny experimental crafts to huge 747-bombers.

    Julie leaned over and whispered a worried remark to Rachel.  “Looks like she’s planning an invasion!”

    They passed by barracks, where the countless guards lived, and cryogenic freezing ports, all currently empty.  At last, they stopped at a pair of doors almost as large and intimidating as those leading into the throne room.  

    Shauna whirled around, a hand on the ring that opened the rightmost door, to face her captives.  “Listen to me,” she hissed.  “You may be free, but you are still ‘guests,’ and are constantly under surveillance.  If you dare to defy or attack me or any of my guards, you will be cast out of the large door.  Do you understand?”

    The group looked at each other and nodded dumbly.  What other choice did they have?  Shauna nodded in approval, then opened the door.  Her captives gasped in wonder.  The laboratory was huge, and filled with large glass chambers, cages, and long metal tables covered in flasks and Bunsen burners.  There were huge glass aquariums and various computer consoles.

    “Wow…” Rachel gaped.  “This is your lab?”

Shauna nodded.  “And don’t take anything.  Everything in this room is stocked and accounted for, so we will know if anything goes missing.”

    There was a small, faint tinkle of glass from somewhere in the lab.  Shauna, looking calm and composed, suddenly became stiff and alert.  “Excuse me,” she growled.

    The five friends watched in confusion as their hostess dashed back to one end of the first lab room and then turned a corner.  There was some yelling and arguing, and then at last Shauna returned, followed by a tall, blonde woman in a white lab coat.  Shauna kept muttering something about how she was guiding a tour, and didn’t need examples of the work they did.

    “Who’s that?” Lori whispered to Shauna.

As if to answer the question, the scientist stopped.  “Wait a minute,” she said with a smile.  “Is that Lori?  Lori Mann?”

    Lori gave her friends a look, and they exchanged glances.  “Uh…  Not anymore.  I’m Lori Carter.”

    “Oh, that’s right!” the scientist laughed.  “Wow, it’s all of you!  Julie, Diane, Morgan, and even Rachel!”

    Rachel tried to think, and then it came to her.  “Wait…  You’re Rachel, too!”

Rachel Brown nodded.  “Yeah, it’s me!”  

    Shauna grumbled something dangerously.  

Rachel sighed.  “All right…  Well, see you guys later.  Guess I’m getting today off!”  She left the room while Rachel waved to her.

    “OK…” Julie said hesitantly.  “That was confusing.”

“Another thing confuses me,” Morgan snapped.  “What the heck is with that monkey?”

    The monkey, screeching and jumping, was silenced by an admonishing glare by Shauna and a Dried Banana Krispie™.  “Do you remember what I said about how appearances can be deceiving?” she asked.

    Lori nodded.  “Yeah.”

Shauna nodded in return, perfectly calm.  “Well…  This monkey goes by the name of Adam Krim.”

Chapter 7
    There was a horrified silence.  The only person whose jaw wasn’t wide open was Shauna herself.  The monkey mimicked the others, mouth wide, then suddenly began screeching and hopping about wildly.

    Diane shuddered.  “Th…  That’s Adam?”

“Oh, my God.”  Rachel tore for the monkey and knelt before it, grasping the ape by the shoulders and looking it straight in the eye.  “Adam, buddy!  You in there?”

    The monkey screeched and tried to spit some Dried Banana Krispie™ mush on her.  The spy backed away in disgust and pity.

    Julie looked at Shauna almost snapping.  “You…  You monster!  What did you do to him?  He’s an innocent kid!”

    “Well, technically he isn’t,” Lori said thoughtfully.  “He disappeared right before highschool graduation.”

    “He’s a 27 year-old monkey,” Morgan said, still in shock.

“We shouldn’t have ever called him ‘monkey-boy!’” Diane wailed.  “We cursed him and ourselves!”

    Shauna looked forlorn, suddenly.  “No, Adam was not kidnapped ten years ago, contrary to popular belief.  Nor was he murdered, lost, drowned, or a fugitive or runaway.  No, something infinitely worse than all of these things happened to him.”

    “Then what did happen?” Morgan cried.  “We want answers, Shauna!  No more games!”

    Shauna sighed.  “Adam de-evolved.  He became the creature that human beings are descended from – an ape.”

    “De-evolved?” Diane asked in surprise.

Shauna nodded.  “Yes.  His DNA somehow broke down in a freak mutation.  Or at least that is the belief of myself and my scientists.”

    “Let me get this straight,” Rachel began.  “Adam’s DNA mutated, broke down, three days before graduation.  Then what?”

    “He went home,” Shauna went on.  “But of course he could not communicate with his family, as the ape brain was slowly taking over.  They threw him out.  He managed to fight it until his parents called the police when he didn’t come home that night.  Then he did the only thing he could, as a monkey; he hid.  As you may or may not remember, word got out pretty quickly on campus of his disappearance.  Flyers were sent out, phone calls made, students taken in for questioning.  Of course, no answers.  

    “Then, one week after graduation, I found a monkey cowering in my garage; we’d left the door open and he’d sneaked in.  With his last vestige of mental strength, he spelled out a word in the dirt of the backyard: Adam.  Then, he became a monkey forever.  I knew what I had to do.  I had to find what had happened to him, and how to get him back to the way he was.  So when I left for college, I didn’t go to school.  Three weeks later, when my parents received no letters or correspondence from me, I, too, was reported missing.”

    “But what happened after that?” Lori asked once Shauna had finished.  “How did you get all this stuff?”

    “Well, it all started when I went to the college’s lab,” Shauna explained.  “Adam and I hid out for several months in an abandoned shack on someone’s ranch.  I broke in every night, jimmying the door open with a credit card and leaving no trace that I had been there.  Until the night I brought Adam with me.

    “By then I knew practically all there was to know about DNA, nucleic acids, genes, chromosomes, everything!  So I started doing experiments.  I was on the verge of a breakthrough when suddenly I accidentally mixed two highly volatile chemicals together.  When I woke up, amazed I was still alive, I saw that the police had surrounded the area, and my own DNA had mutated, though I didn’t know it yet.  

    “When they found me, they also found the remnants of my work.  I was arrested and Adam and I were separated.  When they said he would most likely be dissected, as they believed I might have done experiments on him, I wished more than anything that I could break the handcuffs.  And suddenly they snapped!  My own DNA had mutated for the better – I know had borderline psychic powers.  I got a hold of Adam and managed to give the authorities the slip.  We trekked across America until we reached the Atlantic Ocean.  Even more journeying led us here, to Nepal, and my vast mountain lair.  Then I set about building up my forces.”

    “Of course!” Julie exclaimed.  “It’s all coming together now.”

“Huh?” Lori asked.

    “Don’t you remember the newspaper headlines?” Julie cried.

“I do!” Diane nodded.  “The missing Harrier jets, the raid on the KrispCo™ factory!  Shauna got all of it by manipulating people with her mind!”

    “The Wienershnitzel,” Rachel concurred.  “The city jail!  They caught you but you escaped.”

    Shauna nodded.

“And you recruited your troops, and kidnapped Rachel and the other scientists,” Morgan continued, recognition dawning.

    “Question,” Lori piped up.  “What’s with the cryogenic freezing bays?”

“Ah,” Shauna nodded.  “Those?  Just another invention of mine, along with the transportation device.”

    “Have you done any actual experiments on anyone?” Morgan wondered.

Shauna nodded, grinning.  “But you’ve already met him.”  She removed a small remote from a pocket in her robe and clicked a button.  Suddenly, there was a minute buzzing noise as an insect entered the room.

    “The bee!” Lori exclaimed.  “I’ll kill that stupid -”

“Ah ah ah!” Shauna said, shaking her head.  “You wouldn’t want to kill your friend Ryan, would you?”

    “Ryan?” Diane gasped.

Shauna nodded, then looked at her watch, ignoring Adam’s frantic struggles against his leash.  “It grows late.  Since you behaved well enough today, you will all be allowed to stay in my guestrooms tonight instead of the dungeon.”

    She led the group to a transport system, kind of like a roller coaster, that wound throughout the complex.  Lori looked over at Julie, who was staring at the walls as they went past the different floors.

    “What are you doing?” she asked.

“Memorizing the way we’re going,” Julie whispered so that Shauna wouldn’t hear her.  “Guestrooms or not, I’m escaping tonight!”

Chapter 8
    There were about ten rooms, and Shauna had the group sent into five right next door to each other.  When they got inside, their dinners – not gruel, thankfully – were waiting for them.  After dinner, they were informed by guards moving throughout the halls that Shauna was weary and would not be seeing them that night.

    “Wonderful,” Julie growled after getting the news.  She walked over to one wall and tried to open the door that connected to the next room, but it was locked.  Sighing angrily, she went back to the front door and looked out the peephole.  Edging around, she saw that there was a guard outside.

    The writer cursed under her breath, but then she remembered something.  She took out her wallet and pulled out a credit card.  Julie walked back to the wall-door, slipped the card in between the door and the jamb and tried to jimmy the lock open.

    Meanwhile, Lori heard a clicking noise from one side of her room.  She put down the magazine (the front cover of which portrayed Nick thanking her for her support in winning his fifth Grammy), and hissed at the door.  “Who is it?”

    “Julie,” came the muffled reply.  “Try turning the handle, it’s not working on this side very well.”

    Lori turned the handle.  On the other side, the credit card moved forward in its slot – the door had unlocked.  Lori pulled it open.  “Cool!”

    “Shh!” Julie whispered.  “Look, we’re going to have to keep moving along the line and get everyone together.  Come on!”

    They continued jimmying open the doors one by one – first Diane, then Rachel and Morgan.  The group huddled quietly.

    “Guys,” Rachel whispered, “I checked my room for spy cameras, and found them in all the typical places.  We’re being watched.”

    “If they haven’t come by now, maybe they haven’t noticed,” Diane suggested.

“We’ll have to move fast,” Morgan said with a nod.

    “Where to?” Lori asked.

“The labs,” Julie replied.  “There’s one of those transporters in there, I think – I recognized the table I crashed into when we went in there.  We’ll just have to keep running and inform the governments that Shauna’s gone insane and has an attack force ready.”

    “Question,” Lori mentioned.  “Shauna said her mission was to cure Adam.  What about that attack force?  What’s it for?”

    “Lori’s right,” Rachel said grimly.  “She’s hiding something.”

“Let’s worry about that later!” Diane cried.  “There’s security cameras hidden in the lamps and VCRs, remember?”

    “It’s a moot point that we need to go, Diane,” Julie growled irritably, “but what about the guard outside?”

    Morgan went over to her fireplace and came back with a brass fire poker and an evil grin on her face.  “Let me take care of this.”

    Five minutes later, they had gone, leaving only a jimmied-open door and an unconscious guard behind them.

    The lab was empty when they got there.  Still, the group took no chances, and they were running all around, trying to find the portal.  “What are we looking for, exactly?” Lori asked, around a bend in the aisles of countertops and cabinets.

    “A big silver-thingie,” Diane replied.

“In that case, we’ve got a problem, guys!”

    Everyone ran to where Lori’s voice was coming from, and then they all ground to a halt.  “Oooohhhhh shoot…” Diane mumbled.

    Before them were two different portals.  Both were encased in large metal doorway-type structure, which had a box with a small LCD text screen and a number keyboard on it.  “Wonderful,” Morgan muttered.

    “We’ll have to split up,” Rachel said quickly.  “Uh, Morgan, you go with Lori in the first one.”

    “Got it!” Lori cried, and before anyone could stop her, jumped into the liquid with Morgan in tow.

    “All right,” Rachel continued, “Diane, you and Julie take the second one.  I guess I’ll follow up with Lori and Morgan.  We’ll meet up later, OK?”

    The others agreed and went in.  Rachel went up to the first when suddenly a small insect started to buzz around her head.  “What the -”

    A tiny yellow-black blur sped through the air and into a large, empty Erlenmeyer flask (funky-looking glass container for chemicals).  Rachel was about to keep going when suddenly an almost human voice cried out from the flask.  “Rachel!  Wait!”

    Shocked, the spy went over to the flask.  “Ryan?”

“Who else?” Ryan the bee said from inside the glass impatiently.  “Were you expecting the Cheerios mascot?  No, he has the ability to communicate with humans without having to find something to echo his voice.”

    “Ryan…” Rachel growled.  Suddenly, the doors to the lab could be heard opening from the other side of the room, across the aisles.  “Ryan, I’ve gotta go!”

    “Take me with you!” Ryan cried.

“But I thought -”

    “That I work for Shauna?”  Ryan laughed.  “She turned me into a bee, for Pete’s sake!  Plus, she put a chip in me so she can control me by radio.  So you’ll have to keep an eye on me.”

    “All right,” Rachel muttered, “but you’ll have to warn me about stuff, all right?  And I’ll see what I can do about the chip.”

    “Thanks.”

The two jumped into the first portal but didn’t really land.  They were underwater.  Rachel gasped, then, choking for breath, swam up from under and after a moment or two reached the surface.  She looked about, but found no sign of Lori or Morgan.  “Where are they?” she lamented.

    “Oh, by the way,” Ryan buzzed, sitting on her shoulder, “that one changes endpoints automatically.  Your friends are probably on the other side of the world right now.”

    “Ryan, you IDIOT!” Rachel cried, sputtering out stinging salt water.

“What?” the bee protested.

    “You could have told me about that before!”

“Well, actually it’s a good thing.  It was designed in case Shauna had to escape in an emergency; the number already changed.  It’ll take them a while to find us.”  He paused.  “Uh, which portal did Julie and Diane go through?”

    “The second.  Why?”

“Oh, shoot…  Uh, you don’t wanna know.”

Chapter 9
    Rachel’s expression was not very pleasant.  “Ryan, tell me…”

“Are you sure?” Ryan the bee asked.

    “VERY sure.”
“All right, all right!  Uh, it’s called an Alternate Probability Detector…  A sort of ‘What-If’ machine.  It works telepathically.  You ask a what-if question concerning a choice you made or will make – say, ‘What if I took that job offer in another state?’ – out loud or in your head and then it takes the question and tells you what would have happened.  Almost perfect accuracy, I heard, for past choices.  Shauna kind of dumped it because the future choices had almost zero accuracy – they all ended up errors.  Now it’s just kind of a decoy for potential escapees.”

    Rachel shaded her eyes from a light but steady rain, sure that she saw some sort of ship in the distance.  “I hope they’re all right…  Come on.  Let’s see if we can get some help from those people over there.”

    Ryan buzzed around nervously, trying to avoid getting wetter than he already was, but as it was raining, he didn’t succeed.  The bee burrowed into Rachel’s hair instead.  Eventually, the spy and the large fishing ship met.  Rachel caught the edge of a fishing net hanging above the water and climbed up.

    Lori and Morgan fell in a crumpled heap onto cold steel.  Wind whipped their faces as they stood again.

    “Where are we?” the actress growled angrily, brushing herself off.

Lori looked around, then suddenly backed up against a pillar of metal.  “Uh…  Morgan?”

    “Yeah?”

“Don’t look down.”

    Morgan glared, then looked out over the black steel platform and gasped.  “Oh, no…”

A pair of Texan tourists waddled stupidly across a large green lawn in western Europe.  A married couple, they both wore loud shirts and cameras around their large necks.  Every once in a while they would stop and gawk idiotically at some beret-wearing artist.  This is the type of person that makes the tourist industry look bad.

    “Look!” bellowed the wife, pointing up at a large steel work of art before them.

“Eh?” asked her husband, chewing on a flaky croissant.

    “Thar’s someone up thar on th’ Ahffel Tahr!”

“Well,” Lori muttered, quite able to hear the tourists from the top of the Eiffel Tower.  “Welcome to France.”

    Julie and Diane crumpled in a similar heap on top of a deep blue carpet in a wide hallway.

    “Where are we?” the artist groaned, getting to her feet.

“I dunno,” Julie muttered.  They heard footsteps racing down the hall towards them.  “Quick,” the writer said, pointing at a nearby door.  “Let’s hide out in there.”

    Diane closed the door once the two had gone in.  The room was dim, but not dark.  A faint voice could be heard from behind the back of a large leather chair behind a huge oak desk.  Julie gasped when she saw the floor – the carpet was a deep blue, and the seal of the President of the United States was embellished on it.  The writer frantically gestured towards a long couch, and the two hid behind it worriedly.

    “Yes, I know,” said the voice.  Diane and Julie looked at one another strangely; it sounded familiar.  There was a pause.  “No, we’re not going to back down.  Not until they agree to organize a peace conference.”  Pause.  “I don’t care about that!  Canada can do what the hell they want!”  Pause.  “Oh.  Good.  All right, then…  Tell her I’ll meet with her soon.  She’s already on a flight?  Fine.  See you later, Gregory.”

    There was an awful crack as the phone was slammed down on the receiver.  Julie and Diane cringed, then listened carefully as the chair swiveled back to face the desk.  There was the sound of a pen skittering rapidly across various papers, their signer grumbling to itself.  Suddenly, the noises stopped.  There was the ever-so-quiet sound of a drawer being opened.

    “I know there’s someone in here,” the voice, a female’s, growled.  “Come out and show yourself, you spying scumbag!  I may be the President but it doesn’t mean I’m an idiot.”

    Julie and Diane, not knowing what else to do, stood from behind the couch.  The person behind the desk was aiming a pistol at them, the weapon partially blocking her face.  Suddenly, she gasped; then, just as suddenly, her face slid back into a frown.  She put the gun down.

    “Those damn communists have got clones now, have they?” she muttered.

“Julie!” Diane cried.  “It’s you!”

    The President looked up at Julie the writer.  “Whoa…” the latter said after a long silence, walking to the desk and not taking her eyes from her alternate self.  “Where are we, Diane?”

    The artist gave no reply.  “In my office,” Julie the President growled.  “Now would you mind being quiet while I finish this work?  You stupid communist science fair projects don’t scare me.”

    “Geez, how old are you?” Julie gaped.  “I mean, am I?  Or is it the first one?”

“Youngest President ever,” the President said with pride.  “Bare minimum age.”  Suddenly she scowled.  “But this stupid war isn’t helping my hair any.”  She plucked out a long gray strand.

    “War?” Diane cried.  “The U.S. is at war?”

The President sighed and nodded, leaning back in her chair.  “Ever since the ‘polyumvirate’ collapsed, governments have started to break down.”

    “Polyumvirate?” Julie asked.

“The six big government leaders of North America,” Julie replied.  “Some of the Asian and European countries went back to communism, while others simply relinquished power back to their monarchies.  Now several of them have started fighting.  The countries with former polyumvirs got involved, and bang!  Welcome to World War III, kids.”

    “Oh, no…” Diane groaned.

“Who’s the enemy?” Julie asked.

    The President sneered.  “Everyone.  It’s everyone for themselves, but we’re trying to form an alliance with Canada and South America.  Main contenders at this point are us, England, France, Russia, and Zimbabwe.”

    “Zimbabwe?” Diane and Julie cried in unison.

Julie nodded angrily.  “I used to go to school with the jerk.  Now she’s threatening to bomb everyone, all the time.” 

    “Who?” Diane asked worriedly.

The President hissed the name like a curse.  “Lori Mann.” 

Chapter 10
    Rachel, soaking wet, slumped wearily to the steel deck of the fishing ship.  Ryan left his hiding place and once again began to buzz about.  Rachel looked up as several tough-looking men, most with moustaches, approached her.

    “Hi,” Rachel said diplomatically, standing up.  “I’m really sorry about this…  We got kind of, um, lost.  Can you take us to land?”

    The leader looked at her quizzically, then said something rapidly and inexplicably in a foreign language.  Another spoke, and then the group began a heated debate.  Rachel spoke out of the corner of her mouth to her companion.  “Would it be a good idea to jump back overboard, Ryan?”

    The bee landed on her shoulder.  “That’s Russian, I’d know it anywhere.  Shauna dealt with traders from there a while back.  I’d suggest we swim for it but this is probably somewhere in the north Atlantic – the water’s so cold we wouldn’t last very long.”

    The debate amongst the Russians ended abruptly.  The leader turned back to Rachel, then removed something from his jacket, gesturing with it towards the cabin.  It was a gun.  Rachel swallowed miserably.  “Oh, shoot…”

    Lori and Morgan at last got to the elevators near the top of the Eiffel Tower and came down.  They were met at the base by the two Texan tourists, who were cheering wildly.

    “That was great!” the wife exclaimed.

“Ahre you two professionals?” the husband asked.  “Can we have yer autographs?”

    Mrs. Carter started to sign her name as “Lori Copperfield,” but was stopped when two men with nightsticks appeared behind them.

    “Wonderful,” Morgan muttered as they were handcuffed.  “Hassled by idiotic tourists and then arrested by the French police.  What next?”

    Diane gasped in horror.  Julie groaned angrily.  “What is this war about?”

“Conquering, of course,” the President growled.  “That damn Mann woman wants my country and I’m not gonna let her have it!”

    “Why can’t you people just work things out?” Diane demanded.

The President laughed.  “Work things out?  When the fate of the world is at stake?  What a joke!”  She opened a drawer, took out a cigar, and lit it.

    “Don’t do that!” Julie cried, batting it away.

“I should have you two removed!” the President cried, standing up.  “You’re both trespassing on federal property!”

    “The property of a government that’s squabbling instead of trying to do what’s best for the country!” Diane returned.

    Suddenly, the door to the oval office opened and a familiar-looking figure entered the room.

    “Shauna!” Julie cried.

“RUN!” Diane exclaimed.  She looked about hurriedly.  “Quick, the window!”

    “Welcome, Miss Conavatchel,” said the President, standing and shaking hands with Shauna.

    She looked confused.  “Sands, what are the Prime Minister of France and… er… you doing in here?”

    Julie and Diane stopped trying to bust open the window.  “France?” Julie cried.

The President ignored them for the moment.  “They’re communist clones, Conavatchel.”

    “We’re not!” Diane protested.  “In fact, it’s all coming together now for me.  This is some alternate reality.”

    Julie raised an eyebrow.  “How did you come to that conclusion?”

Shauna began to catch on.  “Diane Kubick is the Prime Minister of France.”

    “And she’s the Prime Minister of Canada,” said the President, jerking a thumb at Shauna.

    “And that leaves the others,” Diane nodded.

“Rachel Breaux is President of South America,” Shauna went on.  “Morgan Powell – Prime Minister of England.  Ryan Vogel is President of Russia, and Adam Krim is President of Italy.”

    “And Lori Mann is dictator of Zimbabwe,” the President growled.

“One question,” Diane said.

    “Yeah?” Shauna replied.

“How did Adam get to be President of Italy?”

    Meanwhile, back in Shauna’s lair
Shauna stifled a yawn and removed a Dried Banana Krispie™ from her pocket, then tossed it into a small cage beside her large bed.  Adam the monkey raced into his cage and devoured the crispy treat as Shauna closed the barred door.  She decided, however, to inspect the security cameras before going to sleep, despite her long day of inventory checks.  She wandered down the hall into the security scanning room.  Strangely enough, no guards were present.  Shauna walked down to the screens that showed what occurred in the guestrooms.  Her jaw dropped in horror.

    “No…”

The guards in the hall dropped whatever they’d been doing when they heard the screams of their master.

    “You idiots!  They’re all gone!  FIND THE PRISONER!!!!”

Rachel sat in the cabin of the boat, hands tied to her chair, which was heavily guarded from the outside by Russians with guns.  “You know,” the spy muttered to her arthropod friend.  “I was wondering why people on a fishing ship, however rusted and smelly it is, would be toting guns.”

    If Ryan could have shrugged, he would have.  “Don’t ask me…  Maybe they’re hiding something.”

    “Like what?” Rachel demanded.

Suddenly, Ryan gave an involuntary buzz and flew for the door.

    “Uh, Ryan…  Ryan?  Where are you going?” Rachel asked worriedly.

No answer was returned.  When Ryan got to the door, he flew under the crack to the outside.

    “RYAN, YOU JERK!!!” Rachel screamed.

Nothing happened for a long time.  Then, suddenly, there was the sound of fighting outside the cabin, and a splash as many of the Russians were thrown into the water.  Rachel sat there, tied up and helpless.  At last, there was a click as the doorknob was turned.  It was locked, so whoever was on the outside grew frustrated and then shot it with his gun.  One of the security guards from Shauna’s lair opened the door, and Ryan flew in.

    “I told you you’d have to watch me!” he cried.  “I’m sorry, Rachel!”

Shauna stepped into the room with a wicked grin.  “Time to come home, now.”

Chapter 11
    Lori sat glumly on one of the two cots on either side of her jail cell, holding a broken harmonica in her hands.  Morgan had tired of her incompetent playing and had taken out her frustrations of being taken into custody by the French police on the instrument.  The French people at a desk down the hall were talking rapidly in the language that neither of the prisoners understood.

    “Know what they’re talking about?” Lori asked, setting the harmonica aside.

“Mm,” Morgan shrugged grumpily, lying down on her cot, half-asleep with boredom.

    After a pause, Mrs. Carter stood.  “You know what?  We need to try to get out of here.”  She walked over to the mortar block wall and searched for a fault.

    Morgan sighed.  “Lori, forget it.  We’ll have to wait until the others find us.  Unless they’re having the same trouble we are…”

    “Well, don’t we at least get a phone call?” her companion asked, trying to be cheerful.  She walked over to the door, peeked out, and then banged on one of the bars with her wedding ring.  “Hey, Frenchies!  Down here!  I want my one phone call!”

    They ignored her until one of the policemen muttered something translatable to “stupid Americans” and then walked over.

    “Madame Carter?” he asked in rough English.

“It’s about time,” Lori mumbled.  Then, louder, “Oui?”

    The policeman sneered in disgust at her attempt at French.  “Madame, there eez a phone call for you at le front desk.  Will you follow moi?”

    He inserted a key into the lock and opened the door.  Lori followed him out, and Morgan watched from the cell as the two headed down to the front desk and the phone.  The other policeman sat up from his chair, offering it Lori, who accepted.  He then handed her the phone.

    “Lori Carter speaking,” said Lori.

Small city in Russia
    “Lori, it’s me, Rachel,” said the spy.  She was in a phone booth outside a pub in a small Russian village, and Ryan was nowhere in sight.  Currently, he was in her pocket, zipped up to keep him from escaping again.

    Back in France

“Cool!” Lori cried.  “So where are you, buddy?”

    “Russia,” Rachel’s voice said, over the phone.  “Wait, though!  Don’t come looking for us!  Listen, Ryan and I -”
    “The bee?” Mrs. Carter asked, surprised.  The two French policemen exchanged a look.

    “Will you shut up!  Yes, the bee!  Look, we ended up in the Atlantic Ocean -”
“How?”

    “Just listen to me, all right?  We got on this fishing boat but they thought I was a spy so they took me prisoner.  Then Shauna used Ryan to track us down – no time to explain.  We hijacked the boat and got to the mainland, and I managed to give her guards the slip.  They’ll find me, though, because I’ve still got Ryan with me.  But just watch out, all right?  Oh, shoot, here they come…  Gotta run, Lori.  Keep an eye out!”
    The phone was hung up.  Lori sat there a moment, and then suddenly a question came to her.  “Wait a minute…  How did she know where we were?”

    Quite suddenly, a platoon of Shauna’s soldiers broke down the door to the jail area and flooded in.

    The Oval Office, alternate reality
Shauna, Prime Minister of Canada, Julie, President of the United States, Diane, the artist, and Julie, writer, were all still in the Presidential office, figuring out what was happening in that world that day.

    “So the President of Russia is actually in league with Zimbabwe?” Julie asked, confused.

    “Oh, yeah,” Shauna replied.  “Ever since Zimbabwe became a world superpower in 2018 – eight years ago – everyone’s been trading with them.  It didn’t change when President Brown was killed in that car accident a while back and Mann took over as dictator.  Evidently Russia still doesn’t want to bash relations by going against them in a war.”

    “Of course, it doesn’t help that Vogel is their President,” the President said gruffly.

“What about France, England, Italy, and South America?” Diane questioned.  “What’s their position?”

    “France and South America are remaining neutral,” said the Prime Minister.  “But Krim’s showing inklings of going for the Zimbabwe alliance.”

    The President nodded.  “Yes, yes, we all know about ‘neutrality.’”  She snorted derisively.  “England’s our only sure ally.  Anyway, this is all very well and good, but what do we do now?  We can’t have two Prime Ministers of France and two Presidents of the US running around.  People are going to notice!”

    “So you say you’re from another reality?” Shauna asked.

Julie nodded.  “Yes.  But the problem is, we don’t know how to get back.”

    “And Lori, Morgan, and Rachel might need our help,” Diane agreed.

“Well, where exactly did you arrive here?” the President asked.

    Julie and Diane led the two world leaders into the hall outside.  Needless to say, both the American and the Canadian guards outside were shocked to see that two versions of the President and the Prime Minister of France left the room along with those that they had seen go in.

    “Here,” Julie said, pointing to a spot on the wall.  “This is it, right here.”

The President hesitantly went up to it, and, very gingerly, touched it.  Nothing happened.  In frustration, she banged the wall with her fist.  “Damn!”

    “What is it with you and that word?” Julie asked, hands on her hips.

“You’d know if you dealt with hostile commies all the time, kid,” the President replied, lighting up another cigar and taking a puff.

    “I don’t get it,” Shauna muttered.  She looked around curiously, then took a cheap-looking chair that stood against one wall.  The Prime Minister took it and lifted it up, then looked at the President.  “May I?”

    The President shrugged.  “Just don’t hurt my wall.  I like that wall.”

Shauna stood in front of the spot on the wall, then raised the chair into a baseball bat position.  In mid-swing, suddenly a rip opened in the wall, blowing the Prime Minister back.  Several soldiers toting large rifle-type guns tramped into the hall through the silvery transport device.

    “Quick!” the President yelled amidst the chaos.  “Get the SS agents!  NOW!  Where’s the guards when you need them…  Damn!”

Chapter 12
    Shauna’s soldiers continued pouring out into the White House hallway.  The Secret Service agents and White House bodyguards charged in to protect the two sovereigns.

    “Back this way!” the President cried to her alternate reality self, Diane, and the Prime Minister of Canada after throwing her cigar at one of the enemy soldiers.  “My office!  Now!”

    Once the others were safely inside the Oval Office, the President ran in and shut the door behind her, bolting and locking it.

     “Is the door to the Oval Office supposed to have bolts and locks?” Diane questioned.

“Things change, kid,” the President muttered.  She ran to her desk and opened a drawer.  She came back into the center of the room with a pistol in her hand.

    “Is the President of the US supposed to have a .45 hidden in her desk?” Diane cried.

“Things change, I guess,” the Prime Minister of Canada shrugged.

    “The window,” the President said, moving towards the Oval Office door.  “Go out the window.”

    “The soldiers’ll be out there in a minute!” Julie protested.

“You don’t have much time!” the President cried.  “Just go!”

    The Prime Minister shook her head, and led Diane and Julie to the window.  The artist looked down.  “Oh, my gosh…  I think I’m gonna be sick.”

    “What do we do?” Julie cried.  “Slide down the pillars like a firepole?”

The Prime Minister went out the window, but held onto the sill.  “If we climb up to the top of the building, we might be able to find a fire escape of some sort.  We can go back into the building and run from the soldiers until we get outside.  It probably won’t work, but we have no choice.  We can’t just hang around and wait to get captured.”

    “She’s right,” Diane moaned.

“But the President!” Julie protested.

    “If you’re right, kid, none of this exists,” the good Shauna said, helping Diane out of the window.  “She’ll die buying us time to get away.  Now come on!”

    Julie took up the rear of the chain clambering up the side of the White House.  Though they all slipped at least once and felt ill at the fearsome height, the will to escape drove them on until they reached the summit.

    “Gee, is the White House supposed to have a cheap tar-and-gravel roof?” Diane wondered, looking at the material that crunched underfoot.

    “Well, there aren’t supposed to be two Shaunas and two Julies in the same plane of reality,” Julie said, looking for a trapdoor.

    “Over here!” the Prime Minister called.  Julie and Diane ran over and helped the Canadian leader to open the door.

    “What hallway is this?” Diane wondered as they climbed down.

“Shh!” Shauna whispered.  Voices could be heard nearby, from a meeting in a conference room down the hall.  The trio slipped past unnoticed, and eventually found a fire exit.

    “Won’t it go off?” Julie hissed as the Prime Minister prepared to open the door.

“We can’t risk running around inside any longer,” she replied.  She forcefully opened the door.

    As the blaring ring of the fire alarm went off, Julie, Diane, and the Prime Minister tore across the White House lawn and towards the gates.  However, they weren’t expecting Shauna’s troops to come after them so soon.

    “They’re gaining on us!” Diane cried, looking back over her shoulder.

“Keep going!” the Prime Minister cried.  “I’ll try to stall them!”

    “Why is everyone in this reality so nice?” Julie wondered aloud.

Diane and Julie, the Prime Minister no longer alongside them, at last made it to the security gate, hopping the barrier and running out into the street.

    Back in the White House
Lori and Morgan sat, handcuffed and shackled together, on the Oval Office couch, surrounded by Shauna’s soldiers.  The President was nowhere in sight, nor was the Prime Minister of Canada.  Once Lori and Morgan had been recaptured, Shauna had wasted no time, but moved into the alternate reality and given chase to the two remaining escapees.

    Shauna walked back into the Oval Office looking disgruntled.  “Idiots!  Buffoons!”

“What, Shauna?” Morgan growled angrily.  “Did you invent clones?”

    The evil genius pointed at the offender with a glare of pure hatred.  “Shut up, you.  You’ll be very happy to know, I’m sure, that one of your little friends has escaped my clutches.”

    “Who?” Lori asked.  “Diane?”

“No, the spy,” Shauna hissed.  “Rachel.  She managed to evade my soldiers after we had already apprehended her.”

    “Yes!” both the prisoners cheered under their breaths.

“She won’t get very far, though,” Shauna went on calmly.  “She can’t speak Russian, can she?”

    “She’s in Russia?” Morgan cried, turning to Lori.  “You didn’t tell me that!”

“Sorry!” Lori said angrily.  “But I was kind of interrupted by evil shock troops busting in on us in a French jail cell!”

    Shauna looked at them angrily.  “Face facts, you two – you can’t escape, and you can’t stop me.  No one can stop me!”

     Maniacal laughter rang out across the White House lawn.

Pennsylvania avenue, outside the White House

    “They’re almost on us!”

Julie and Diane turned a corner onto an even busier street.  The soldiers had been closing in, and the two didn’t have much strength left in them.  They had to hide.

    “Look for tinted windows,” Julie panted, coming a stop on a sidewalk.

“There!” Diane cried, pointing to  a long black limousine.

    “Let’s go!” Julie agreed.  The two raced into the street, traffic having stopped because the intersection’s light had turned red.  The writer yanked open the door and leapt inside, followed closely by Diane.  The well-dressed occupant of the car had been talking on the phone in some other language, but dropped it when the two burst into the limo and slammed the door behind them.

    “Madam President!” the man cried.

“No, I’m -”  She gave it up.  Julie looked closely at him.  “Wait a minute…  Ryan?  Ryan Vogel?”

    But Ryan was staring at Diane, wide-eyed in terror.  “The P…  The Prime Minister!”

Suddenly, there was a rapid thumping from behind him.  Julie leaned forward and pressed the release catch behind the seat cushion, and pulled the back down.  

    In the trunk, hog-tied, gagged, and struggling to free herself, was Diane Kubick, the Prime Minister of France.

Chapter 13
    “Ryan!” Julie cried, remembering what the good Shauna had said about the world leaders earlier.  “You kidnapped the Prime Minister of France?”

    “How could you?” Diane cried.

Ryan still shivered in the corner, afraid.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” he cried.  “What else could I have done?”

    “Anything!” Julie exclaimed.

There was a rapid knock on the car window from outside.  Diane looked frantically at Ryan.  “Please, Ryan, you’ve got to hide us.”

    Ryan looked at them through his glasses.  Nodding quickly, he gestured to the trunk.

Julie looked at Ryan, then at the trunk, then back at Ryan.  “Not no, but hell no.”

    “Julie, we’ve got to,” Diane whispered.  “We don’t have any choice.”

“I don’t trust him,” the writer muttered as she crawled into the space.  “Ryan, if you don’t open this trunk in five minutes you’ll be a dead man.”

    “All right, all right!” the President of Russia hissed.  Once Diane was inside, he shut the seat-door, took a deep breath, and rolled down the car window.  Two of Shauna’s patrolmen stood outside.  Several others could be seen running down the street and others were stopping the other cars of the intersection.

    “Sorry to disturb you, sir,” one of the officers said.  “But we’re looking for two escapees from the local mental hospital.  Do you recognize either of these two ladies?”

    The officer handed Ryan two snapshots of Julie and Diane, most likely security photos from Shauna’s lair.  The President of Russia knew, of course, that the two in his trunk were not whom they appeared to be, but he played the part of dumb American rich guy well.

    “Why, this is President Sands!” he cried.  “And if I’m not mistaken, the Prime Minister of France.  Just what is going on here?”

    The guards took the photos back and exchanged a look.  They had to keep moving to find the fleeing prisoners.  “Sorry to disturb you, sir,” the first soldier repeated, and he and his partner tore down the street, leaving a bewildered Ryan behind.

    Ryan turned and re-opened the trunk.  Two Dianes came out, the Prime Minister Kubick having been released.

    “Why have you done this?” Julie sighed.

“Yes, why?” the Prime Minister demanded.

    “I’m sorry!” Ryan moaned.  “But what could I do?  Ever since we got word that Zimbabwe had taken over Mozambique and three surrounding countries, I knew there’d be trouble.  Next thing I know, Dictator Mann calls up for a ‘chat,’ telling me she’s got enough SCUD missiles aimed at Moscow to wipe my entire country off the face of the Earth!”

    “She might have been bluffing,” Prime Minister Kubick growled.

Ryan shook his head.  “But she might not have been.  You would have done the same in my place, admit it.”

    “Which was what?” Diane insisted angrily.

“She ordered me to kidnap the world leaders so we could get ten times a king’s ransom – in land,” Ryan replied.  “She’s insane, I tell you!  She doesn’t realize that not only is it an act of war, but just because you cut the head off the snake doesn’t mean it won’t grow back!  The VP’s would declare war!  Anarchy would be unleashed!

    “She forced my aides and myself to sign a treaty of neutrality and another of military trade.  There’s a shipment of nuclear weapons heading for her country as we speak.  We rigged it, but there’s no telling if the bomb will go off, or even if she’ll be in proximity.  As for the kidnappings, you – I mean, the President – was next on the list.”

    “All right, all right!” Julie cried.  “Look, we really can’t involve ourselves in your world’s problems.  Back in our world, we’re having similar troubles that we need to stop.  We need to get back there as soon as the chaos dies down.”

    Suddenly, there was a repeated pinging against the side window as the car pulled to a halt at another red light.

    “What is that?” the Prime Minister wondered.

“It’s a bug,” Ryan replied with a sneer.  “I think it’s a bee.”

    Diane and Julie grinned at each other.  “Ryan!”

The artist rolled down the window.  Ryan the bee flew in, screaming at the top of his tiny lungs.  “No!  Noooo!”

    His antennae flickered to life, and suddenly a swarm of Shauna’s soldiers surrounded the limo, causing traffic to come to a screeching halt.  They went into firing positions, while the leader spoke to them with a megaphone.

    “You are now under arrest, in the name of the all-powerful Lady Shauna Conavatchel!  Your rights are revoked!  Come out with your hands up, or face penalty of death!”

    “They won’t kill us,” Diane snarled, uncharacteristically defiant.  “You know they have orders not to.”

    “But they might kill us,” President Ryan piped up, gesturing to himself and the Prime Minister.

     The door of the limo opened and Julie and Diane crept out, hands in the air.  Immediately the soldiers ran up and handcuffed them, then began to search the vehicle.    

    “I’m sorry,” Ryan the bee groaned.  “It’s the chip.  She controls me.”

Julie and Diane were taken back to the White House in the back of a small moving van.  They were led up to the Oval Office, where they were greeted with defeated shrugs from Morgan and Lori.

    “Well, I discovered from my security tapes that you’re the mastermind behind the escape,” Shauna sneered at Julie.  “I admit, I should have taken better precautions to make sure you couldn’t evade my guards.  Thanks to you, I know now.”

    “You’ll never get away with this, Shauna,” the writer snarled.  “Sure, it was all well and good wanting to cure Adam’s disease, but you’ve been twisted.  You’ve taken this too far.”

    “Have I?” the evil genius snarled.  “Perhaps.  But you’ll see – the world will be a much happier place under my personal rule.”

    “God forbid,” Morgan muttered.

“Say what you like,” Shauna growled, “but soon you’ll be begging to pledge allegiance to me when I’ve conquered the world!  All that remains is to find Breaux, and then my plan will be set into motion!”

    Julie, Diane, Morgan, Lori, and Ryan were taken into the hallway outside of the office and brought back into Shauna’s lab.  Rachel Brown was working alongside another scientist.  

    “Hi, guys!” she said cheerily.  “This is Michelle Petty – remember her?  Yeah, she was abducted, too.  So, did you have a nice trip?”

Chapter 14
    Julie snorted, annoyed, when an alarm of some sort went off at 5 AM.  

“Good morning!”  It was Shauna’s voice, coming over some sort of P.A. system.  “I just thought I’d let you all know that Miss Breaux was recaptured this morning.  To celebrate, the attack force is going out early.  In mere hours the world is mine.”
    Throughout the cell-rooms, the reactions were mixed, but all expressed horror.

“No…” Diane whispered.

    “Shauna, you maniac!” Morgan screamed.

“You’ll die for this, Conavatchel…” Lori muttered, tears of rage running down her face.

    Rachel just sobbed in shame, while Julie got to her feet, unsure of what to do – but sure of one thing.  “Something’s wrong.”

    “However, I admire your spunky bravado,” said Shauna.  “So I will allow you to live through the Armageddon, safe in my fortress.  I have a reasonable amount of foresight, though – if I am alerted of your escape, something very, very bad will happen to Mount Everest.  I welcome you to take a guess.”
    “Something’s wrong!”  Julie ran to the door and started banging on it – to no avail.  The next party member was at least three cells away.  “Something’s wrong!  She’s bluffing or something, but something’s wrong!”

    “Be grateful.  While you waste away here, the civilized world will crash and burn!  Farewell!”
    Julie slumped against the door.  “No…  No…”

The group didn’t know how long they languished there, in their cells, feeling the worst torture they would ever feel – knowing that millions of lives would end, and only they knew of its coming.  Yet they were powerless to stop it.

    Without warning, Lori’s door exploded in a thousand brilliant sparks, flying across the room, even landing on the foot of her bed.  From the smoky haze that followed, two figures appeared.

    “Rachel…?  No, Michelle!  RYAN?”

“No time to explain!” Michelle roared, yanking a flint and steel from her lab coat.  “Follow us!”

    Julie dodged the shrapnel that flew from the doorway and felt a hand grasp her wrist, yanking her upwards.  “Michelle!” she cried zealously.  She glanced at the other escaped prisoners, too – Rachel, Morgan, Diane, Lori, and a tall man she barely recognized were all assembled, along with the scientist, Michelle.  “You guys – I’ve got to tell you something.  I’ve figured something out.”

   “No time.”  Michelle slung something from her shoulder; a backpack.  She began to toss small pistols to the group.  “Here, take these.”

    Lori stared.  “Lasers?”

Morgan cringed with joy.  “Awesome!”

    “Disruptors,” said Michelle, correcting them.

The weapon lying in her open palm, Diane looked up at her old friend and arched an eyebrow.  “How important is that, now…?”

    Michelle’s response was sharp and to the point.  “Very.  There’s an atomic bomb near the center of the compound, and it’s not below a guard to blow us all to kingdom come.  We must shoot on sight.”

    Diane winced while Morgan cackled.  Rachel turned to Michelle.  “And Rachel?”

“Looks like someone’s got a case of identity crisis…”

   “Rachel Brown, Lori, you dolt!”

The tall man shook his head to reassure her.  “She’s with Shauna.  There’s nothing we can do for her now.”

    Julie, still puzzling over the man’s identity, paused; the voice gave it away.  “Ryan!  What happened?”

    Ryan allowed himself a smile.  “Michelle managed to reverse the procedure – but it was Dr. Brown’s calculations that did it.  Thankfully Rachel Breaux here managed to buy Dr. Brown some time.  I owe it to both of you!”

    “I never thought I’d hear him be so thankful,” Lori muttered.

“Enough, Mrs. Carter,” said Michelle with a grin.  “We need to take care of the situation here and get to Shauna.  Then we can waste time – blowing this place to the ground!”

   “No!”  Julie pushed past an excited Morgan and an apprehensive Diane.  “We can’t destroy it – not yet.”

   “Why?” the entire group demanded in angry unison.

“No time to explain.  Just trust me.  Lead the way, Michelle!”

    The chase led up through the hewn stone corridors to a landing platform outside, in the whipping wind and sleeting snow.  They made it up with little incident, but as they rounded a bend toward the aircraft hanger, Morgan slammed into a guard and fell backwards.

    The guard was on normal patrol, and hadn’t been expecting the blow.  It only took a few seconds to pull out his weapon, but a few seconds is precious time in such a confrontation.  A shot rang out, slicing the air and silencing the group.

    But it was the guard that fell to the floor.

Diane had saved her friends’ lives, but that didn’t lessen the blow.  She bent double, the disruptor falling to the floor like a broken toy as the awful shriek shattered the still air.  “I KILLED HIM!”

    Julie felt sick, Morgan ashamed, Michelle and Ryan dumbfounded, and Lori speechless.  Rachel, being the international spy of mystery that she was, however, steeled herself against the all-too-common scene, grabbing Diane by the shoulder and dragging her away.  “Let’s move, people!”

    Waiting in the hanger were a pair of Chinooks, army helicopters ill-equipped for the winter weather cursing the atmosphere outside – but they had no choice.

    “Get inside,” Michelle said quietly.

Rachel tried to argue.  “But -”

    “Inside!” Michelle hadn’t seen Diane in years, but the poor artist’s agony was coursing through her, bringing tears to her calculating eyes.  “Do you think we have a choice?  Out there, we have a chance at life.  Here, no chance.  We have to go, now!”

    Ryan nodded and carefully led Diane inside one of the Chinooks as Julie fearfully raised the question, “Who knows how to fly these things?”  Suddenly, Michelle started shouting again.

    “All right, where the hell is Lori?”

The group glanced at one another, terrified at the range of horrible possibilities, when a voice broke their silence.

    “Oh gu-ys…”  Around the hanger door came Lori Carter, a monkey cradled in her arm, her disruptor lying straight against its head.

