Ghosts in the Wind
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It was a dark and stormy night. Periodic flashes of lightning illuminated an oak tree in the park. Rain beat down upon its leaves in a heavy rhythm. It cascaded down the trunk, and across the pane of glass that covered the window to Gadget’s workshop, warping the light that emanated from within, the only light around to be seen outside of the lightning. The mouse, dressed in her familiar purple coveralls, was busy at work, oblivious to the storm outside, quickly scavenging parts from an old, human-sized, hand-held radio she had found earlier in the day.  It may have been partly for the additional challenge it provided, but she was listening to it as she dismantled it for the parts needed for her latest work.

The radio was tuned to a familiar station, something she had listened to long ago with her father. It gave her comfort on these lonely, late nights. Chip, Dale, Monty and Zipper had long since turned in for the night. Solitude had never normally bothered her before. Sure, it had helped foster her dislike for salesmen, always wanting something, only there for their own reasons, but being alone itself wasn’t so bad. It gave her time to think.

It was that thinking however, that had brought about her loneliness that night. She thought back to Monty’s story earlier that day. 
“There I was,” the Australian mouse began, “in this small little town in the south of Mexico. I had just finished a trek through Central America with a pair of African Swallows from South America.”

“Wow,” Dale interrupted, “They walked that whole route with you?”

“Nah, we flew,” Monty clarified, with some sense of pride.

“Flew?” Chip asked, confused by the logistics of it.

“Yeah,” Monty continued, stifling a laugh, “each of them by themselves may not have been able to carry a coconut, but the two of them could carry me fine.”

Chip buried his face into his palm for not having seen that coming. Without lifting his head he asked, “So what did they get out of it besides some extra exercise?”

“Why the best chef for cooking insects this side of the Mayan empire of course.”

“Who did the cooking on the south side of the empire?” Chip fired back.
Monty indignantly cocked his eye at Chip, who smuggly smiled back, happy to have put one over on the large mouse and taken some of the wind out of his storytelling sails. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll whip up some of my Earthworms Almondine for dinner tonight. You can be the judge Chipper.”
Chip’s pupil’s shrank at the mere thought of the meal. He swallowed involuntarily and quickly strained to think of a way out of that mess.

“Ah, I’m just kidding Chipper me lad,” Monty laughed and slapped Chip on the back. “Now then, where was I? Oh, right, we had met up with this local family during the Dia de los Muertos festival. As I learned, it’s a time when departed folks returned to be with their families, their loved ones, and their friends.  The living relatives prepare the favorite dishes of the deceased for them, visit their graves,  and have a bit of a party.“

Normally Gadget would discount ghost stories as simple tales to be told around the campfire, but part of her listened intently. Monty always had a way of telling stories, and this was one she hadn’t heard before.
“Really Monterey?” Chip cut the story off, snapping Gadget out of her thoughts. “You really think the deceased magically come back during this one day?”

“I don’t know Chippah me lad, but I do know what I saw that night. There was something different in the air then. It weren’t nerves, but there was a chill in me spine I couldn’t shake.”

“Did you actually see any ghosts Monty? Huh?”  Dale added, his love of monster movies showing itself.

“Nah, but there was something enchanting about the whole thing.”
“Probably all the cheese in the offerings overloading your senses,” Chip dismissed it as Monty’s imagination getting the better of him in the moment. Shadows in the dark, with a bunch of people seeing what they want to see. There was a lot that he’d seen in his time with the Rangers that he couldn’t explain: space aliens, predictions of the future, even seeing ghosts from Monterey’s own past, but like many of the mouse’s stories, Chip suspected there was at least a bit of embellishment added each time the story was told.
“Gee, uh Monterey,” Dale paused, thinking over what they’d all just heard, “that’d make a really nifty ghost story, sitting around the campfire and all.” Dale raised his arm above his head and wiggled his fingers on the word ‘campfire’ to accentuate the spookiness of the image he had in mind.

Almost as if on cue, lightning flashed outside the window behind Dale with the roar of thunder following closely after. Startled, Dale instinctively lunged forward and dove behind the couch.
“Looks like that storm they were talking about on TV has arrived,” Chip noted as drops of rain began to dot the window. “What do you say we all settle in for a movie tonight?”

“Hey, how about Day of the Night-Walkers? Or Pigeon Zombies from Planet X?” Dale offered.
“Dale, the last thing you need on a night like this is to get all those ideas in your head,” Chip said, shooting down the suggestions.

“Aww, but the best thing for a stormy night is a scary monster movie.”

“Followed by you getting nightmares and keeping me up all night,” Chip said, leaning in towards Dale to emphasize his point, prompting Dale to do the same.
“Boys, boys, easy there,” Monty separated the two. “What say we let Gadget pick tonight?”

That was all it took. The two chipmunks instantly cast their gaze at Gadget, each waiting to see if she’d side with them.

“Oh,” Gadget paused, being taken off guard by the suggestion, “Actually I was thinking about going to my workshop for a bit.”

Once they’d processed the response, Chip and Dale slumped a bit, each disappointed in not currying her favor. They returned to their argument over the night’s movie selection, with Monterey and Zipper in the middle of the fray. Gadget turned silently and went to her workshop.

Even now, as she worked on the radio, Monterey’s story stayed in her mind. She had been surprised Chip was so quick to dismiss it, especially after all they’d seen in their adventures. What intrigued her more was the thought of seeing her dad again. A yearly party to celebrate; she smiled at the thought and ripped a handful of wires from the radio. The sound of it never once faltered in all her tinkering.
The rain at the window seemed to keep time with the music that flowed from the box, lightning continued to flash, casting twisted shadows on the walls as it did so. It didn’t bother Gadget though, she was too consumed with her invention to notice. The next voice she heard though made her bolt upright and drop her wrench. 

“We interrupt this broadcast to bring you this urgent news bulletin.”

It wasn’t the interruption, as much as who was doing it. To her mind there was no mistaking it.
“Dad?” Gadget asked, looking down at the speaker of the radio, as though expecting some sort of response.

“RAS Information reports recent heavy rains and have issued a flash flood warning for the metropolitan area. All animals are advised to stay inside. The RAS also reports flood waters are endangering the community on Kittenridge Island, any able and willing bodies who may be able to assist are requested.”
Gadget knew the area. It was down by the airfield where she used to live. Spurred by the thoughts of her father, fond memories returned her to sunny days of playing in the creek with friends, the games they used to play, the faces of the people she knew. Another peel of thunder from outside buried those faces in a torrent of water in her mind; a torrent that worked its way to her eyes, manifesting in a tear at the thought what might be happening out there.
Jumping down from the radio, she slid the wrench she had been using back onto her workbench and bolted down the hall. She burst through the door of Chip and Dale’s bedroom.

“Guys, guys! Wake up!” she shouted as she flipped on the lights. “Chip! Dale!” she darted up to their bunk bed and began shaking Chip on the lower bunk to wake him up.

“What is it Gadget?!” Chip shouted, eyes burning from the light, but too startled to dare close them. Dale too had jolted awake and was sitting up in bed watching the scene play out below.

“We have a case,” Gadget shouted back, her usual calm analytical behavior being shaken by her memories, “we need to go. You guys get ready, I’ll get Monterey.” She began to run from their room to wake Monty and Zipper, there wasn’t time to waste. 

“Gadget, what’s gotten into you? Go where?” Chip called out to her as she was leaving. This wasn’t like her to act like this, but whatever it was, it must be important. Dale had since jumped to the floor and the two, still trying to shake the sleep from their senses, started to get dressed.

Gadget skidded to a stop in the doorway as Monty appeared from around the corner with Zipper following close behind. “What’s going on here?” the mouse asked, looking around as though expecting to find a burglar. “What’s all the commotion here?”

“Monty, it was Geegaw,” Gadget began to explain, still strained from the thought of what that flood could mean.

“Hold on there love,” Monterey tried to calm her down and process what he’d just heard. “What do you mean Geegaw? He’s been gone for years.”
The words brought things into focus for Gadget, “A report,” she explained, taking a breath and starting over, “I was working on that radio in my workshop and they reported a flood. They called on anyone available to help evacuate Kittenridge Island.”

The name struck Monty immediately. With Gadget’s history there, he knew what the area meant to her. “All right Gadget love,” Monty replied, putting his hand on her shoulder and drawing her into a hug, “you know we’ll help.”

“Right,” Chip chimed in, grabbing his jacket from the coat rack, “the Rescue Rangers are always available. Go get the RangerWing started. We’ll meet you in the hangar. Rescue Rangers away!”
They all split off in different directions to prepare for the rescue. Still in her coveralls, Gadget darted back toward her workshop to prepare the Wing. Monty turned back toward his room to change out of his pajamas and Chip and Dale finished changing. Zipper followed Gadget to help get the Wing ready.

Minutes later everyone had assembled in the hangar, ready to go. Gadget had returned to her usual practical state and was going through the final checks before starting the engines.

“How far is it to the island from here?” Dale asked.

“Only about 15 minutes normally,” Gadget explained, partially distracted by her checks of the gauges, but in this weather I don’t know.”

Monty chimed in from the back seat, “For someone as good at analyzing probabilities and plans as you are love, that ain’t the most comforting estimate.”

Pressing a button in the cockpit, Gadget triggered the remote to open the hangar door. It pivoted up and inward, bringing a strong blast of wind and rain with it. Papers from Gadget’s workbench flew around the room and the RangerWing shuddered slightly from the blast. A flash of lightning and its following peel of thunder backed up the punch of the air. Outside, the city was pitch black. Only the light from the workshop illuminated the rain rushing past the hangar door. Gadget edged the throttle forward and launched the Wing out into the night.

The sudden wind shear tossed the craft violently once it had left the safety of the tree. Rolling over and nosing down, it was on a collision course with the ground. Some quick actions by Gadget and another gust of wind brought the craft back under control and gave them enough speed to pull out of the dive and stay aloft. Without a canopy, the ride was wet and the Rangers were holding on tight, but they pressed forward. There were animals out there that needed help.

Gadget’s  attention was fixed on keeping the Wing in flight. Power was out all over the city leaving Gadget squinting to search for obstacles. That was interrupted by flashes of lightning periodically illuminating the area in sharp, blinding brilliance. Branches of trees littered the street. Garbage cans, empty and full, were being tossed about with the wind. She wouldn’t have flown if she could help it, but it was the fastest way to the island, and judging from the radio report, time didn’t sound like something they had.
Waiting for everyone to get dressed earlier had given her the spare time she needed to mount the essential bits of the radio in the cockpit of the Wing. She figured it would be useful to keep track of the situation as it developed, but at the moment it was spitting out a constant low hiss of static that blended with, and was overshadowed by,  the howl of the wind.

Off in the distance, a faint flicker of light could be seen, burning away in the night. Being the only point of light in the area, Gadget flew toward it, hoping to gain some idea of their relative position. As she guided the Wing closer the wind slackened and the radio again began to pick up the station she had it tuned to. Light strains of Big Band music fought their way through the static only to be cut off abruptly by the same voice as earlier.
“We interrupt this broadcast to bring an update to the Kittenridge Island situation. Evacuation endeavors were brought to a halt when lightning struck the sole bridge from the island…”
The wind whipping around them precluded Monty or Dale in the back from hearing the message, but for Chip and Gadget up front, they knew exactly what the flicker was. Their guiding beacon was now their definite destination.

Monty leaned forward in his seat when he noticed Gadget’s deliberate change in direction. “What’s the news up here?”

“The bridge to the island is on fire!” Gadget called back over the wind, concerned more with what risks the fire would bring than the voice that had delivered the message.
“How d’ya know that?” Monty asked .He believed her, but couldn’t figure how she knew.
“They just announced it on the radio,” Chip answered for her. “But we only got part of the message.”

“Seems like we got the important part of it then. Glad someone out there is at least keeping tabs on things,” Monty replied.

“It was Geegaw again,” Gadget said hesitantly, her memories being stirred again, fighting against the fact she knew her father was gone. “I know that sounds crazy,” she hunched forward, disappointed with herself that she would entertain such a notion, “but it’s his voice, I know it. Chip heard it too.”

“She’s right about the message, but I don’t know what he sounds like.” Chip replied, confused by Gadget’s assertion, yet not willing to doubt her so easily.
They all settled back into their seats, each pondering what the situation ahead would have in store. The trip had seemed slow already, but with their destination now in sight, burning brightly in front of them, each step closer seemed to take ages. Gradually though, the light in front of them came closer, its flickering resolving itself into defined towers of flame. Silhouettes of animals on the island could be seen running about, frantically trying to get the situation under control. What was worse however, were the illuminated figures of animals trapped on the bridge, flames closing in around them, the creek below them already swollen and continuing to rise. Debris from upstream had become trapped against the supports and continued to build, all the while pressing at the burning structure, threatening to sweep it away in the current.
Regardless of where the evacuation stood, the Rangers made their first priority to clear the bridge. Gadget landed on the bank of the creek, safely away from the water, where everyone except Gadget got out. She deployed the winch that was concealed beneath the bottom of the wing and some rope spooled out. Dale climbed under the wing and fed the end out to Chip who began fastening several slings to it.
Once they were done, Gadget increased the throttle and piloted the Wing back over the bridge, attempting to hover over the trapped creatures below. The updraft from the flames made it difficult to manage, and matters weren’t helped by the continued presence of the storm, but everyone pinned on the bridge was able to successfully don their harness. One of them signaled up to Gadget that they were all secure. Even with Chip, Dale, Monty and Zipper back on the shore, the Wing struggled slightly under the load, coming uncomfortably close to the flames at points, but it stayed airborne and safely brought its passengers back to shore. The rest of the Rangers helped to ensure they got down safely, up the hill away from the water, and out of the way of the Wing as it came in to land. The propellers had barely started to slow when the bridge behind them began creaking, gave a loud groan, and finally gave way to the force of the water and debris leaning on it. It collapsed into the creek, sending a shower of sparks up to meet what little rain that was still falling. The wooden frame of the bridge disappeared quickly under the flood.
It took a moment for that sight to sink in before Rangers took time to look around them. Two squirrels, husband and wife from the looks of it, a mole, still blinking, trying to adjust back from the light of the fire, and a young mouse and her mother who were holding each other still as another mouse ran up to them; to his wife, and his daughter; the ones that had been on the bridge.
After a silent moment with them and seeing that they were all right, he too looked around and met eyes with the Rangers.

“Thank you,” were the first words he said. “How,” he paused trying to separate his thoughts from his emotion, “why are… how did you get here? On a night like this of all things.”

“We got an emergency broadcast from the RAS about the area’s evacuation,” Chip replied.
“Emergency broadcast?” the mouse replied, confused.

“Yeah,” Dale added, “we even got the update about the bridge being on fire which is what got us down here.”

“It couldn’t be,” the mouse replied. “The station we use has been out for two days since the construction company over there,” he gestured across the water at a faintly silhouetted construction yard, “accidentally backed a truck into their dispatch tower. We tried to send someone out earlier to find a new source, but it looks like the power went out across the city.”
The Rangers looked back towards home. They could now see stars beginning to appear in the distance, yet not a single light shone from the city. The storm had done a number on the city’s power grid, something that hadn’t hit them until now.
“Then how did,” Gadget began to ask, looking back at the Wing and letting the question trail off. “You heard them, right guys?” she looked at the rest of the Rangers around her.

“I remember hearing the one about the bridge,” Chip assured her. “But how does that add up with the power being out?”

The crackle of static rattled once more from the radio in the Wing, garnering the attention of everyone around it.
“Weather reports indicate the storm is on its way out, the flood warning for Kittenridge Island is no longer in effect.”

The words were stated plainly as though they were being read off a list of ingredients, but it was enough to get Gadget’s attention and for Monty to turn a shade paler. “It can’t be,” was all he could say during the broadcast’s pause. He listened intently when the voice began again.
“To those who assisted in the rescue efforts,” the voice continued, “know that your acts are appreciated and our thanks goes out to you. We now return you to your regularly scheduled program.”

There was a period of silence followed by some light swing music lilting from the speaker. No one was quite sure they had just heard it, least of all Monterey and Gadget.
“Monty,” Gadget asked, “was that…?”

“It sure sounded like him love,” he replied, “I don’t know.”

Chip, Dale and Zipper had never heard Geegaw speak before, but from what had transpired earlier that night, they knew that’s what the two were talking about.

Off toward the east the sky began to brighten.

Dawn was approaching.

As the sun began to appear over the horizon, the music on the radio faded slowly back into static, disappearing in time with the coming of the sun, its dull hiss fading and mixing with that of the water in the creek until the two were indistinguishable.

The dawn was still, quiet. The ground fragrant from the rain, the air was cool and damp. Leaves on the trees rustled in the light breeze that disregarded the onslaught of the night before. The morning ushered in the first of November, leaving this Halloween now as just a memory in their minds.
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