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Dedication:
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Background and setup:

Noire is the idea that problems cannot simply be shot away or bribed away.  They must be solved using reason, logic, and evidence.  Who else better to use these tools that old-fashioned gumshoe detectives?

A priori:

This story follows after my sixteenth story entitled ‘Sweet Dreams’.  The events start one week after the previous story ended.

Foxglove is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished her training.  She lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Surveillance Expert and Training Assistant.  
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Ranger Headquarters was quiet.  This was not too unusual as it was nearing midnight.  Most animals went to bed clearly before this time, so the lights being out were not uncommon, either.
A pair of male chipmunk voices sang out in harmony as they walked down the tree branch and approached the front door, “Sing us a sonnnnng, you’re the piano ‘munk!  Sing us a song toniiiiiiiiiight!”  A chorus of laughter followed as the front door opened.
Chip and Dale walked into the living room of their home.  Dale shut the door behind himself while Chip dusted off his hat.  They looked around, seeing that a splash of light emanated from under the door to the kitchen and from in the hallway.  Further inspection showed that the light came from under the door to Gadget’s workshop.

Reducing his voice to above a whisper, Dale asked, “You think everyone’s asleep already?”

Chip replied, still in a good mood, “What do you think?  It’s almost midnight.  You’re the only one that routinely stays up this late and that includes a bat.”

Dale harrumphed and knocked on the kitchen door.  “Monty?  Zipper?  You guys workin’ on something in there?”  No reply came.  Dale heard Chip’s soft inquiry at the workshop door in the hallway.

“Gadget?  You still up?”  No one answered the detective.

Dale walked over to ask, “Where are they?”
Chip rubbed his chin for a moment and said off-handedly, “Well, they wouldn’t leave the light on unless they planned to come back.  So, they must have gone out for supplies.”

The red-nosed one asked incredulously, “This late at night?”

The detective counter-asked, “Has Monty ever had a craving?  Has Gadget ever had an inspiration?  Have these things ever been powerful enough to drive them until the wee hours?”

Dale thought for a moment, remembering the Purple Cake Incident and the dreaded Self-Coiling Springs Debacle.  He nodded his head and headed to his bedroom.  Chip soon followed suit, steering towards his own bedroom.  Each ‘munk thought himself lucky to be married to such perfect females.  They went to sleep hoping their wives would return soon.  The bedrooms seemed strangely empty without them.

Late the next morning, Dale sat up slowly.  He had his share of late nights and the sugar hangovers that often came with them.  To say that he was groggy was an understatement.  After all of the snacks he ate at the William Noel concert last night, he was surprised that he was awake so soon.  He reached over to caress his wife.  He knew that was the best way to wake her up.

His paw landed on the mattress awkwardly.  Looking over, his eyes peeled wide in surprise.  Foxglove was not with him.  He couldn’t even remember her coming back last night.

The smell of pancakes floated gently into the room.  Oh, that’s right.  Chip and me have to make breakfast today, he thought.  He pulled on one of his cleaner shirts and stumbled into the kitchen.

Chip had just begun to flip the first batch of pancakes when Dale entered.  The black-nosed chipmunk looked none too bright-eyed himself.
The red-nosed one yawned and then offered, “Sorry I’m late.  What can I do?”

The detective mumbled, “Could you set the table, please, and get out the juice?”

Dale began to round up the plates and forks.  As he set the table, he mentioned, “That William Noel sure can rock the piano, right Chipper?  Do ya think he’ll come back next year?”

The leather-clad chipmunk smiled at the memory of his and Dale’s favorite musician.  It was a shame that the other Rangers didn’t like to listen to him.  

He said, “Probably not.  Maybe two years from now.  He’s got a big tour ahead of him.”  Chip flipped the pancakes into the serving plate and poured the next batch of batter.  As Dale poured the orange juice, Chip tried to predict when the others would come in through the door.  Kitchen smells tend to fill the treehouse fairly quickly.

Chip finished with the second batch and put the serving plate on the table.  Chip and Dale sat down in their customary places.  Dale tried to sneak a pancake, but a whack on the paw with a spatula stopped him.  Dale rubbed his paw and stuck his tongue out at Chip in an exaggerated gesture of childishness.

The ‘munks stared at the kitchen door for several minutes.  The food was getting cold.  Chip was drumming his fingers on the table.  Dale was gazing longingly at the pancakes.

Finally fed up with this, Dale stood up.  He boasted, “I can’t take it anymore!  I’m gonna go get them!  If they don’t want breakfast, then I’m eating without them!”
Chip joined his best friend, stating, “I’m with you, pal!”  They split up, taking different paths.  

The treehouse was dark this early in the morning.  The only light available was in the kitchen.  The windows faced east, letting in the sunrise.  Chip and Dale turned on hallway strings of lights as they walked through the treehouse to avoid stumbling in the dark.

The Hawaiian-clad chipmunk went downstairs and knocked on Sparky and Buzz’s bedroom door.  “Sparky!  Buzz!  Last chance for pancakes or I eat ‘em!”  No response.  He replied, “Fine, I’ll bet they’re delicious!”  He opened the door, peering quickly inside but seeing nobody moving around in the darkness.  He moved on to the next section of the level.

The leader of the Rangers knocked on the workshop door, calling out, “Gadget!  I know you get distracted, but the food’s getting cold and I’m starving!”  No replied came from within.  There was not even the sound of work from within.  As he opened the door, he saw no one sitting at the workbench or rummaging around the piles of stuff.  He began to feel a cold lump in the pit of his stomach.

Dale had found his way to Tammy’s room.  He knocked on the door, saying, “Tammy, you’re breakfast is on the table and it’s asking for political asylum!  If you don’t show up to veto the council’s vote, it’ll take your position at the table as reparations!”  He chuckled to himself.  That was a good one!  Who says you can’t learn anything funny on the news?  

No sound came from within.  He opened the door slightly to see if she were still in bed.  From what he could tell in the dark room, her bed was neatly made and she was not in it.  Dale began to get a cold lump in the pit of his stomach.  He ran to the living room.

Chip knocked on Monty’s door forcefully.  “Monty?  Zipper?  Please tell me you’re at least in there!”  When he heard nothing, he began to frown.  As he gripped the doorknob, the sound of pawsteps came from the living room.

Abandoning the bedroom door, he ran into the living room to meet up with Dale.  He asked, “You find anyone?”

The red-nosed one shook his head and replied, “Nuh-uh.  It’s like they all vanished into another dimension or something.”

The detective tugged his hat and stated, “I don’t like this.  Either there was an emergency case that couldn’t wait for us or they’re all missing.”
Beginning to tremble at the possibilities of what could be strong enough to subdue Monty and smart enough to elude Gadget, Dale observed, “If that was a case, they would have left a note.”

Chip led his friend to the Rangerwing and said, “Let’s hit the A.P.F.  Maybe they know something.  If not, then they can help search for them.”

When the pair of chipmunks entered the A.P.F. station, they noticed the distinct lack of personnel.  A single officer stood by the door, fully at attention.

The officer, one female raccoon, asked crisply, “Is this an emergency?  If so, I can get someone right away.”

Chip asked, “Emergency?  Our entire household has gone missing!”

Dale suspiciously asked, “Where’s everybody else?”

The officer adjusted her vest and answered, “It’s inspection time.  The Captain is here personally at the behest of the Mayor.  Ever since the ‘A.P.F. Civil War’ incident, Her Honor wants to make sure that everything’s in order.”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers took off his hat and aggressively brushed it off, saying, “Well, our wives and friends didn’t come home last night.  We think they’ve either been kidnapped or attacked.”

Dale put on his best puppy-dog impression and whimpered, “Can you help us?”

The raccoon, familiar with the wild antics of the Rescue Rangers, rolled her eyes at the histrionics.  She said, “Follow me.”
She led the others into the back, where the Captain was inspecting a double-line of officers.  The badger had to stoop over to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling, but it served the purpose of making him look meaner.  McDugell looked exceptionally uncomfortable in his formal uniform at the head of the first line.
The Captain picked at the vest of a young lizard, barking, “Is that a spot of saliva on your uniform, son?!”

The young lizard hissed, “No, Sssssssssir!”

The badger growled, “Then what is it, patrolman?!”

Flustered beyond words, he miserably replied, “I don’t know!”

The eyes of the senior A.P.F. officer fairly broke out into bloodshot right there.  He roared, “You don’t know what’s on your uniform?!?!  You’re going on report!!  Next time we do this inspection, your uniform will be perfect!  Do you understand?!”

The young lizard saluted crisply, “Sssssir, yessssss sssssssir!!!”
Chip and Dale ran over to McDugell, and began talking in chipmunk speed, “McDugell, you’ve gotta help usitstheotherstheyregonevanishedvamooseditsallstrangeandwereworried…”

A deep, booming voice sounded from behind them, “Friends of yours…Sergeant?”
The gray squirrel swallowed a lump in his throat and replied, “This is Chip and Dale of the Rescue Rangers, sir.  It seems as if they’re reporting a kidnapping.”
The chipmunks stared defiantly at the badger.  The large officer asked, “Was there a ransom note?”

Dale blinked, and then replied simply, “No.”

The Captain responded in a voice well-rehearsed for politicians and media, “If there was no note, then there is no evidence of a kidnapping.  Therefore, they’re simply missing.”

Chip couldn’t believe his ears.  He asked incredulously, “Are you saying they all got up together, went out together, arrived at the same place together, and then forgot to come home together?”

The badger smoothed his perfect vest and responded glibly, “You misunderstand.  We at the A.P.F. value all of our citizens, even the…’private’…investigative agencies.  However you must understand that most reported disappearances solve themselves within hours because someone was just late coming back.  We cannot devote valuable resources until we are sure there’s a crime here.  Just fill out a form, including the time you last saw them, and in twenty-four hours we’ll open an investigation.”

Chip and Dale immediately disliked the large officer.  What he said was true, every word of it.  However, his dismissive attitude did not seem like it would come from anyone who spent their life serving the public.

McDugell tried to keep steel in his voice, but it still wavered a bit.  “Lads, please let me take care of this.  As soon as this inspection’s over, I’ll ask around to see if any of the others have been seen.”
The chipmunks held their tongues, trying not to get their friend into any trouble.  They nodded and then walked out of the A.P.F. station.

As they turned back towards the treehouse, Dale asked, “So, what do we do now, Chipper?  Foxy could be anywhere!”

The detective tugged his hat, and stated, “We investigate this on our own.  Hopefully McDugell can get out from under that badger’s paw tonight and help us, but let’s start right away.  First things first, we examine the scene of the crime.”


The ‘munks opened the front door to Ranger Headquarters, stepping in forcefully.  The grimaces on their faces openly showed their displeasure at the task at hand.  Chip pulled out his magnifying glass and shut the front door.

Dale suggested, “You search high and I’ll search low.  That way we’ll find ‘em twice as fast.”  He started stomping off towards the stairwell leading downstairs.

Chip placed his paw on Dale’s shoulder, insisting, “No.  We need to stick together on this one.  If we split up, one of us will miss something.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero spun on his heel and poked Chip is the chest.  He chattered, “Wegottafindfoxyfastnotslowshesoutthereandwegottafindherbeforeitstoolate!”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers did not rise to the bait.  Instead, he countered calmly, “She’s a big girl and she won’t do anything stupid.  Now we need every lead we can get or else we’ll miss them.”  Dale backed off a tad, relenting to the irrefutable logic.

Chip continued, “Besides, Foxy isn’t the only one missing, you know.”  Dale hung his head a little, sniffling.  Chip finished by placing a paw on his friend’s shoulder.  He said, “C’mon, pal.  Let’s figure out who did this.”
Both chipmunks walked into the workshop first.  They looked around to see what was out of place.  Dale looked a little less lost than he felt and came up with a broken radio.  Chip discovered more.

Dale asked, “What should I do, Chipper?  I’m no good at this detective stuff.”

The black-nosed chipmunk tugged his fedora and stated, “Remember the case with Nimnul and the molecular destabilizer?  You work your specialty and I’ll work mine.  We’ll pool clues to figure out the whole story.”

The red-nosed one pressed, “I don’t think comic books or monster movies will help out here.”  Chip tapped Dale on his nose twice.  After a moment, Dale understood.
The Hawaiian-clad hero got on all fours and entered first, sniffing away at every square inch of floor in the workshop.  After a couple of minutes, Chip entered to examine the radio pieces.  The pieces were jagged-edged and spread out.  He then examined the plate.  It still had three medium-sized pieces of cheese on it.  He noticed the footstool was knocked over on the floor, too.

Dale walked up to him and reported, “I smell Foxy here.  She was in here yesterday, but only for a couple of minutes.”  

Chip pulled out his notepad and began writing down what Dale said.  He pointedly asked, “Anyone else?”

His friend paused for a couple of seconds before realizing he forgot to finish.  He added, “Oh, yeah.  Gadget and Monty were here yesterday, too.  Monty was in here for a couple of hours, but Gadget was only in here for a couple of minutes.  What did you find?”

Chip finished jotting down some notes and pointed to the broken pieces.  “That’s Gadget’s transistor radio.  Someone smashed it forcefully.  Foxy’s too nice to do that, and violence isn’t Gadget’s response to anything.”

Dale arched an eyebrow and smirked.  Chip defended his mate, “That only happened under extreme circumstances!  This wasn’t.  The only thing I can conclude is that Monty smashed it.”
The red-nosed one scratched his head and asked, “Why would he do that?  He doesn’t smash Gadget’s stuff.”

Chip pointed out the cheese on the plate and said, “Probably the same thing that stopped him from finishing that plate of cheese.  He was sitting on the stool, eating cheese, got interrupted, and then smashed the radio.”

Dale looked at the plate and asked, “Did Gadget and Foxy go with him?”

The detective reached under his head to scratch his headfur and admitted, “It would be very neat and tidy if they were in here at the same time as Monty, but we don’t know that yet.  Let’s go to the next room.”
They walked over to Monty and Zipper’s bedroom and opened the door.  Inside, they found the room in a shambles.  Monty’s hammock was ripped apart.  Several items upon the wall lay on the floor in pieces.  Tiki masks, framed pictures, rare seashells, and a paw-made dreamcatcher all lay in two or three fragments.  The wall opposite to the door still had the carving that Monty received from the Jamaican Hoodoo mouse.  He assured the Rangers that its scary face guaranteed that no demons could enter his room.  The cloth tarp covering Zipper’s apartment inside Monty’s room had been ripped off.
Dale walked in first, sniffing the floor extensively.  Meanwhile, Chip counted the objects and their placement.  He frowned and wrote down some notes.
The red-nosed one reported back, “There were two strangers here yesterday.  A male rat and a male mouse.  We don’t know either of them.”

Chip asked expectantly, “Was anyone else in here?  Anyone at all?”

Dale shrugged his shoulders, “Just Zipper.  Why, is that important?”

The detective nodded his head grimly and jotted down a few more notes.

The Hawaiian-clad hero walked up and demanded, “What are you thinking?  C’mon Chip, don’t keep me in the dark.”

The leader of the Rangers chided his friend, “Patience, Dale.  We need to finish first.  Look at all of the items on the floor.”

Dale did so.  He looked back and said, “So what?  Maybe there was a fight.”

Chip pushed up his hat on his furry brow and said sarcastically, “Obviously.  See the placement of the items?  They’re all underneath the spots they normally hang.  This room was not searched at all.  If it was, the items would either be in a pile or all over the place.  These items fell downward when the walls were bumped.  See the Jamaican carving?  It’s still hanging up.  Only these two walls were disturbed.  The strangers came in, ripped off the tarp, exposing Zipper in his apartment, and then there was a fight.”

The chocoholic began wringing his paws in worry.  “So they broke in just to attack Zipper?  Oh, my poor Foxglove!”

Chip arched an eyebrow at the non-sequitur and guided him into the hallway, “Let’s go downstairs.  I want to get a count of how many intruders there were.”

The pair of chipmunks walked down the spiral stairwell to the living quarters below the main floor.  They came to the first door, marked with a red medical cross on a white background.

They pushed open the door to visibly inspect Tammy’s room.  On the left side were bookshelves with rodent-sized books, scrolls, and framed parchments containing medical knowledge copied from some of the finest libraries in the city.  There was a basic examination table and a cabinet of common medicines.  Tammy was studying for her long-term goal to become a full doctor instead of just a field medic.  The Rangers were secretly proud of her for her ambition.

There was a screen blocking off half of the double-wide room to mark her private living quarters.  The screen was knocked over.  The writing desk and chair she normally uses for studying were violently knocked aside.  The bed was untouched.  Papers spilled over the floor and the inkpot had splashed its contents over the floor.

Dale did a cursory check of scents in the room, masked as they were by the powerful scent of ink.  He reported, “Another pair of intruders.  One rat and one mouse.”
Chip asked off-handedly, “Were they the same one as upstairs?”

His best friend replied, “No, they were different.”

The black-nosed chipmunk walked into the room, surveying the damage.  His eyes fell upon the dark stain on the floor.  He poked the ink with his pencil.

Impatient, Dale asked, “Are we done here or do you want to play with ink?”

The leader of the Rangers explained, “Look here.”  Dale came over to watch.  Chip pushed the ink blobs with his pencil.  The crusty exterior gave way to reveal the still-wet interior.

He summed up, “At least we know when this happened.  Large ink blobs take time to dry.  This was done hours ago, not days.  In fact, my guts tell me this happened while we were at the concert.”

Dale’s jaw hung open.  His brain locked up in wonderment at Chip’s conclusion.  He began to wonder if his I.Q. would increase if he wore a fedora.

The pair went to the last room on the agenda.  Opening the door to Sparky and Buzz’s bedroom, they beheld the remains of a war zone.  The beds were violently shoved from their normal places to be askew.  Chairs were smashed.  There were two scorch marks on the walls from some kind of burning.

Dale took in a deep breath and became wobbly on his paws.

Chip studied his friend and asked, “Are you okay?”

The red-nosed one replied, “Um…uh, yeah.  Yeah, I’m okay.”  He stood up steadier and continued, “There’s just too much scent for me.  Sparky and Buzz were in here last night.  There were more male rats and mice, but not just two.  Lots of ‘em.  Those burn marks are ‘fresh’, too.  I think Sparky made them last night.”

The detective pressed his friend, “Can you tell how many intruders there were?  Any of the same ones from the other rooms?”  Dale glared at Chip, as if trying to explain what a monumental task it was to do such a thing.  

Chip insisted, “Dale, it could be very important.”

The red-nosed chipmunk inhaled again, relying on Chip to steady him as his sensitive nose and brain delved into the multi-faceted world of scents.  His mind filtered the information as best as he could.

He concluded, “Lots more than two.  In fact, there were clearly more than four but less than eight.  I’m sorry, I can’t get more specific than that.  If they would just stop fighting all over the place and stand still, I could count.  I don’t smell anyone familiar from upstairs.”
The black-nosed chipmunk surveyed the room, thinking hard.  Two…four…eight, maybe ten.  Ignoring possessions.  Sparky zapped the walls not once, but twice.

He pulled his best friend from the room and guided him upstairs to the sofa in the living room.  He said, “Take a rest, Dale.  I’ll just check the other rooms to see if they’re disturbed.”
Dale breathed in fresh air and relaxed for a few minutes.  He heard Chip open and close doors.  At length, the leather-clad chipmunk returned to the living room, writing more notes.

The Hawaiian-clad hero jumped up and demanded, “Are you done messing around?  Can we go get Foxy yet?”

Calmly, Chip looked up and retorted, “Sure.  Tell me where she is.”

Dale immediately felt sheepish and sat back down silently.

Chip started explaining, “None of the other rooms are disturbed at all.  The intruders were only interested in the Rangers, not their possessions.  I’ve got four possible theories that fit the facts.”

The chocoholic yelled back at his best friend, “I don’t want to hear about ‘possibilities’!  Just tell me what happened!!  You’re always being so dramatic about detective stuff, it’s like you enjoy making us feel stupid!!!”

Chip, recognizing the pain in his best friend’s voice, decided now was not the time to fight.  He knelt in front of his friend and took his hat off.
He gently said, “If you truly believe that, Dale, then go ahead and punch me.”

Dale’s fist balled up on reflex, his arm tensing with power.  His visage twisted in rage and he looked upon the face that…only wanted to help.

The chipmunk let go of his anger and felt the power drain from his arm.  His paw went limp.  He mumbled, “I’m sorry, Chip.  I…I just miss Foxy, that’s all.”  Dale felt drops of water fall from his eyes and streak his face.

Chip reached out and hugged the one person who was the closest thing to a brother that he had.  When he felt Dale give a sob of regret, he squeezed Dale’s shoulders and then let him go.
The chipmunk then became all business, standing up and putting his trademark fedora on his head.  He flipped through his notes and started explaining.

“What we have here is a group of eight-to-twelve strangers, all mice or rats, all male.  They entered without forcing their way in and heading right for the bedrooms.  They entered and sought out the Rangers exclusively, no stealing or deliberate vandalism.  The Rangers then left with those strangers and did not return.  The front door was closed on the way out.  The workshop and kitchen lights were left on.  Gadget’s radio was smashed but the workshop is okay.  Monty’s room is half trashed from objects falling and cloth torn.  Tammy’s room is upset but nothing broken.  Buzz and Sparky’s room was totally trashed and ‘zapped’.  No other rooms were disturbed.”

Dale asked, “What does all that mean?”

Chip replied, “It means this large group of rodents knew where the treehouse was, where the bedrooms were, and were not interested in property.  They walked in, caused specific disturbances, and left with the Rangers following them.”

The red-nosed one suddenly experienced an epiphany!  He blurted out, “Hey!  Now that I think about it, I smelled something else!”  When he saw Chip’s silent nod of encouragement, he explained, “Each of the bedrooms had a faint ‘sugary’ scent in the air.  I normally ignore that ‘cause I eat so much sugar.  Even the other Rangers eat something sugary once in a while.  But the scent was strongest in Sparky and Buzz’s room and those two don’t eat anything sugary at all!  Buzz is a health freak and Sparky just isn’t interested.”

Chip wrote a few notes on the notepad and concluded, “Then the sugary smell can be associated with the mice and rats since the largest number of them were in Sparky and Buzz’s room.  Can you tell what kind of candy it was?”
Dale shook his head in disappointment.  “Sorry, Chip.  They washed themselves just to get rid of the scent.  It was pretty faint, you know.”

The detective replied, “Don’t worry about it.”  He scribbled a few more notes, and then compared a few pages before crossing out some things.

He then described his findings.  “Okay, we’ve got four scenarios.  The first one is that the rats and mice were guests invited in for a party.  Instead of in the living room, each group was interested in different things and broke up into smaller parties in the bedrooms and workshop.  After a while, Sparky and Buzz’s party got out of hand until Sparky zapped the walls uncontrollably.  The entire group decided to take the party elsewhere, left, closed the door, and haven’t come back yet.”

Dale argued, “That’s ridiculous!  They wouldn’t break up into the bedrooms.  The girls wouldn’t allow such a thing.  Also, they would have left a note.”

Chip continued, “Second idea is that the rats and mice were clients.  They were welcomed in and had a big case.  Everyone broke up into groups to ask specific questions relating to their own field of expertise.  Sparky got out of control somehow, zapped the walls, someone overturned Tammy’s desk, trashed Monty’s room by banging the walls, and then they all left to solve the case.”
Dale refuted, “Still ridiculous.  Even if they did break up, Sparky doesn’t just zap stuff randomly.  Either he shorts out or he wants to zap.  Anything that could knock stuff over in a room would be the tree being attacked and the kitchen would also be a mess.”

The leader of the Rangers then said, “The third idea is that the rats and mice are part of a street gang that decided to attack Ranger Headquarters.  They snuck in, found everybody in their rooms, attacked, and dragged everyone off.”

The red-nosed one pointed out, “It’s possible, but that doesn’t explain why the front door wasn’t forced open.  Also, why didn’t Gadget or Monty or Foxy help the others by going into their rooms to fight?  Why did they just leave?  Also, why would Monty smash Gadget’s radio if there were intruders elsewhere in the treehouse?  Besides, doing something like this would bring down the wrath of the A.P.F. and street gangs don’t want that.”

Finally, the chipmunk in the fedora stated, “The only other theory is that this was a surprise attack by a group of unknown attackers who were trained in the use of sophisticated paramilitary tactics.  They caused half of the Rangers to leave the treehouse and then snuck in, found the bedrooms, stormed in using surprise, and then dragged the captured Rangers off.  They closed the front door to prevent neighbors from investigating, which would bring the A.P.F.”

Dale was silent at that.  He really didn’t have much to say except, “How would smashing a radio make Monty want to leave?  If it was an attack and Foxy left with Monty, wouldn’t she just fly off to the A.P.F. and get help?”
Chip admitted, “I don’t know.  That’s the theory I’m sticking to, anyway.  It’s the most plausible.  However, it’s the one that also most puzzles me.  There’s not enough information to figure out who did this or what they have to gain.  I’m going to have to come up with some leads to follow.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero stood up, bracing himself.  He placed a paw on his best friend’s shoulder and corrected him, “You mean WE have to come up with some leads.”

The detective tugged his fedora down and smiled.  “Welcome back, buddy.”

The ‘munks decided to split up and ask around at each Ranger’s usual hangouts.  Chip and Dale each took a RangerSkate in different directions, promising to come back for lunch.
The black-nosed chipmunk climbed up the tree nearby to headquarters.  He knocked on the simple, yet lovingly-crafted paw-carved door.  When it opened, Donna Chesnutt answered with tears in her eyes.

Without preamble, she grabbed Chip by the lapels and shook him.  “Where’s my baby?!”

Hoping his poor brains wouldn’t be permanently scrambled, he tipped his hat comically and said, “Good morning to you too, Mrs. Chesnutt.”

The squirrel matron let go of him and sobbed into her paws.  She apologized, “I’m s-sorry, Chip.  I didn’t m-mean to hurt you.”
The detective straightened his jacket and said pleasantly, “No problem, Donna.  I was just coming over to talk to you.”

Mrs. Chesnutt gazed in confusion at him.

He offered diplomatically, “Tammy didn’t show up for breakfast this morning.  I thought maybe she came over to visit.  We got a case and I kinda need her.”

The distraught mother admitted, “No!  She’s not here and I can’t even find Bink!”

A dark shadow seemed to crawl up Chip’s spine.  He fought off any expression of surprise and he asked, “Oh?  When was the last time you saw her?”

The squirrel matron began to sob hysterically, “She went out to play this morning before breakfast.  She never wanders too far and now she won’t respond to me!  Please, you’ve got to look for her!”

Chip pulled out his notepad and began scribbling ideas.  He mentioned, “This is now our top priority.”

Mrs. Chesnutt wrapped her furry arms around him and squeezed him hard.  As his breath left him, she wailed, “Oh, thank you!  Thank you!”
Chip was beginning to wonder if spine transplant surgery was perfected for rodents just yet.

Dale stepped through the inner doorway of one of the community center’s exercise rooms.  He emerged into a large room whose floor was covered in thick mats.  Over a dozen young rodents and lizards stood by nervously in a row, waiting their turn to practice today’s technique with the teacher.

A teenaged lizard adjusted his white shirt and pants and then bowed to an elderly, female Japanese field mouse.  The field mouse bowed back and then stepped forward suddenly, her arms outstretched to grab the lizard by his shoulders.

When the lizard tried to step in close and grab the elderly female by the elbow and wrist, his grip lost the wrist.  The Japanese field mouse grimaced and then gripped tightly on the lizard’s shoulders, twisting him down to the ground.

The lizard breathed heavily and then stood up.  His face showed his disappointment in himself.

The elderly female said sternly, “When you are gripping your opponent, you must do so firmly.  Too light and you will lose your advantage.  On the street it may mean you getting hurt.”

The lizard bowed and said, “Thank you, sensei.”  He stepped back and walked behind the row of students and moved to the end.
The red-nosed chipmunk felt sorry for the young lizard, but he pushed that aside.  More important matters were pressing.  He stepped into the training room over a line of tape on the floor near the doorway.
The Japanese field mouse looked over to him with a stern gaze but said nothing.  A female gerbil immediately ran out of place with the other students to meet up with Dale.

She asked politely, “Can I help you?  Did you want lessons?”

Dale smiled at her and spoke, “Hi, I’m Dale.  I was hopin’ to find Buzz here.”

The gerbil replied, “Ah!  You must the famous Dale of the Rescue Rangers!”

The Hawaiian-clad hero tugged his shirt collar and chuckled, “I guess my reputation precedes me.  Don’t believe everything you hear.  It’s actually much worse.”
The gerbil giggled loudly at that.  The Japanese field mouse grunted audibly in an impatient manner.  She then gestured for the next student to try the technique.  The female gerbil became more serious.  

Answering Dale’s question, she said, “We haven’t seen him today.  We were kinda hoping he would teach the beginner class today.  With the upswing of new students, Yamaguchi-sensei was planning to put him on the fast track to becoming a full instructor to take over the early classes from now on.”

Dale’s stomach gave that slight flutter again.  He thought, My Ranger-sense is tingling.  Either that or I’m hungry.  Chip would say I just heard something important.
He asked, “Lots of new students, huh?”

The gerbil proudly said, “Yes!  Everybody keeps coming in, asking to be taught how do defend themselves against that new weapon gangs have been using in their street fights since yesterday.”
The chocoholic reflexively frowned and asked, “What kinda weapon is it?”

The Japanese field mouse spoke gently but firmly, “Mary, it is your turn.”

The gerbil stepped backwards towards the row of students and said, “From what I hear, it’s like two blades stuck back to back and you throw it.  I have to practice now!  Tell Buzz to come back soon!”

Dale called out, “Thanks!”  He then stepped back over the line and out of the class.  He started to turn away just as he saw the elderly female flip the female gerbil to the floor onto her back.

The instructor stated disapprovingly, “You must move faster!  Your life is at stake!”

Dale decided that martial arts were not for him.

The chipmunk tugged his fedora, deep in thought.  The Doberman sitting on the pile of broken appliances did not flinch, even though the sharp corners of plastic poked him in the belly.  
Chip knew the Doberman was doing this as a show of force.  He was showing that he could take more pain than the chipmunk could dish out and still be calm.  Chip wasn’t impressed.  He secretly wanted to see how the Doberman would fare against a hallucination of his own worst fear in the dead of night.

The dog yawned widely, exaggerating how wide his jaw stretched.  He repeated, “No, I ain’t heard nothin’, rodent.”

The black-nosed chipmunk counted to three silently.  He tried to released his anger, but gosh darn did it feel right!  

He glared at the dog sternly and asked, “You do realize that in the worst case, Gadget might be in danger for her life.  Don’t you like her at all?  She helps you junkyard animals for free!  She teaches you how to use technology to improve your own lives!  Don’t you care about that?”
The dog lazily scratched behind his right ear and carelessly said, “Listen, outsider.  In here you fend for yerself.  If she wants to waste our time by givin’ us stuff, that’s her problem.  Me, I don’t mind gettin’ free lessons in how to make stuff that makes me more powerful.  The others might give you help for free, but I ain’t no sucker.”

The detective closed his notebook and decided to move on to the next animal.  This was the tenth junkyard animal who hadn’t heard of or seen Gadget in the past twenty-four hours, but it was the first who disrespected her.  The others had been more neutral in their attitudes.  Still, the lack of motivation on their part angered the chipmunk.  A little voice inside his head said he was very glad he did not grow up in a junkyard.

The dung beetle wiped the countertop of his bar deliberately, trying to ignore the chipmunk in the loud shirt.  He thought, Some mammals just don’t know when to take a hint.

Dale knocked on the bar forcefully, calling out, “Hello?!  Ground control to Major Tom?!  Are you deaf?”

The water striders all turned to Dale and began gnashing their mandibles loudly.  One of them said, “Beat it, furry.”
Dale turned to the water striders and repeated, “I’m tellin’ ya, Zipper’s missing!  He’s one of you guys!  Don’t you care about him?”

Another water strider replied coolly, “We care about our families.  I got three hundred mouths to feed.  How about you?”

The red-nosed chipmunk walked out of the fly bar wedged between two trash cans in a forgotten corner of an alley.  He looked around and heard a buzzing sound.  

Glancing up, he saw a few dozen flies snacking and playing around the garbage above the ground.  

He called out, “Hey!  Any of you up there like talking about the weather?”

The group of flies all stopped in mid-air, their wings beating furiously.

Dale said, “I say, the sun is shining!”

Most of the group returned to their feeding.  However, one large female discreetly flew down to Dale’s eye level.  She buzzed a statement about ice.


The Hawaiian-clad hero smiled and got straight to the point, “I think Zipper’s been kidnapped.  Find out anything about anyone who’s bragging about sneakin’ inta our headquarters and kidnapping any of the Rangers, includin’ Zipper.”

The female fly saluted and went back to her group.  Dale felt really smart for using that old trick.  He thought, Maybe watchin’ that movie wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

Chip looked back up to the trash can in back of the Transistor Shack.  His brain roiled with a multitude of technical facts that were relayed to him involuntarily by the Black Rats in the trash can above.
He prompted, “So, Sparky sometimes comes by to tutor you guys in electrical theory on Wednesdays?”

The youngest rat, Norman, peered down over the rim of the trash can and corrected him politely, “Oh no, sir.  It’s Tuesdays.  Sparky goes bowling on Wednesdays.

The detective further pressed, “That would be today then.  Did he stop by today?”

A second Black Rat, an adult female, peered over the rim and hissed, “Why do you wanna know, chipmunk?”

Unphazed, Chip answered, “In case you don’t recognize me, I’m a Rescue Ranger.  Sparky’s my teammate.  We’ve got a case and I kinda need his help.”

Norman looked over to the female and stated, “It’s okay, Mom.  This is Chip Maplewood.  He’s the one who proved Blacktooth’s innocence, remember?”

The female snorted and then dove back into the trash can.  She called back out, “I found some more of those little screwdrivers, Norman.”

The young rat called over his shoulder, “Thanks!”  He looked back to Chip and said, “Sorry, he wasn’t here today.  We decided to go on a field trip to collect parts.  I’m gonna make a security system to protect us from intruders!”
The female shouted from the depths of the can, “NORMAN!  Don’t tell our plans to strangers!”

The young rat ducked back down into the can.  The female jumped up and stared down Chip, saying, “Don’t go around telling what you heard here!”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers tugged on the brim of his hat and smoothly replied, “I never make life difficult for animals who are polite to me.”

The female just choked on her breath as she remembered who the chipmunk in the cool hat knew for friends.

He continued, “That’s just about all for today, ma’am.  Tell me, did a female mouse with a French accent and dark beret come asking for anything?  Charity or business?”

The rat female spat upon the ground and spoke sharply, “You mean that traitor Desiree d’Allure!  She had the sense not to come around us for anything.  If she did, she’d get a face full of my paw.  Her shenanigans nearly cost us our home!  If Norman became homeless again, why I’d rip her face off and use it as a wash rag!”

Chip placed his notepad into his jacket pocket and tipped his hat.  He said, “Thanks a lot, Splittail.  If she is seen in your territory, please don’t chase her out.  Refuse her offers, but let either us or the A.P.F. arrest her.  She still has questions to answer about Sewernose’s contacts.  Have a nice day.”
The trio of bats blinked their sleepy eyes and rubbed their faces with their wing claws in a futile effort to stay awake.

The largest one of them, a male brown bat by the name of Furtip, spoke slowly, “Not an echo, friend.  Not even a blip.  She hasn’t been by here for a week now.  She doesn’t really talk to us much anymore now that she’s married.”  He hurriedly assured the chipmunk, “No offence meant, Dale.  You’re okay with us.”

The red-nosed one appreciated the effects of sleep deprivation.  He got to the point quickly with the bat colony.

“That’s okay, Furtip.  She just missed breakfast and I’ve got a surprise for her.  If you see…or hear her, could you tell her to come home right away?”

The bats silently nodded, then began to drift off as their brains began to shut down from fatigue.  Dale walked away from the bridge quickly.  His stomach rumbled and he was eager to get back to the treehouse.  Both lunch and possible good news from Chip was waiting for him.
Chip added another pair of top-quality baby acorns to the small pile of five.  He then tapped once on the table with his paw impatiently.  That was the signal of a final offer.

The water vole scratched his one good eye with his scummy claws.  He then wiped them on his eye patch and nodded, collecting the pile of trade goods.  Baby acorns weren’t valuable to anyone but chipmunks as food, but as currency, they were worth a possible whole tree of acorns to the right consumer.  He shoved the block of cheese to the chipmunk in the bomber jacket.

He chuckled, “Ah, ye drive a hard bargain, mate.  That’s tha last block o’ me best Gorgonzola.  Normally ye wouldn’t get such a prize so late in tha day, but my regular didn’t show up.”

Chip tipped his hat up in confusion.  He asked blandly, “Who would go cheese hunting at this time of day?  A bit early to be hitting the cheese, right?”

The water vole guffawed at that, “Gwah-ha-ha!  ‘Too early fer cheese’, he says!  There’s dockrats ‘ere who wake up and guzzle last night’s cheese sauce fer breakfast, mate.”
The detective felt sick and it showed in his face.  He tried to deflect his embarrassment at showing weakness to the dock merchant by asking, “So these dockrats buy out your cheese in the mornings?”

The merchant let out a big belch, and smiled contentedly.  He mumbled, “Nope!  Fat mouse by the name o’ Jack comes by demandin’ my best cheese or else he threatens to tie me into a different knot each week.  I figure by now he’s out of real knots because he’s makin’ up fake knots and sayin’ they’re from his ‘omeland.  Threatened to tie me up into a ‘Half-Jake Wallaby Knot’ a couple of days ago.  I figure he’s back due now, but he ain’t been here today.”
Chip wrapped up the cheese in a sheet of mostly-clean wax paper and carried it in his paws.  Even if he didn’t get any information, he still got some prime cheese for Monty when he gets home.

He laughed and said, “Maybe he’s out having fun somewhere, spending his cheese money on something else.”

The cheese merchant shook his head and scratched his belly absently.  He stated, “Nah, the only place open fer fun now would be tha new casino.”

Chip’s eyebrow arched inquisitively.  His brain went into a higher gear and flooded his mind with the desire to learn new information.

The chipmunk put on a confused face and asked, “A new casino?  What new casino?”

The water vole rumbled lazily, “It’s tha old casino what’s under ‘new management’.  Some gang ‘er other’s got ‘old of it now and opened it back up.  Thing is, ye can’t get in unless they invite you in.  Gotten real secretive, they did.  I wouldn’t go pokin’ me snout up there if’n I was you, mate.”

The chipmunk in the bomber jacket tipped his hat for the tip and walked off towards the park.  He had a block of cheese in his hands, a new piece of info in his ears, and many questions on his mind.  Hopefully, Dale would have gotten some new information to go along with his.  He idly wondered if it was worth the effort to argue over who got to make lunch this time when everyone else was gone.
After sunset, Chip and Dale marched into A.P.F. headquarters like ‘munks on a mission.  The insect network offered lots of information, but it was all information they already had.  Feeling the need to call in allies, they went to the A.P.F. station.  They stomped off right past the front desk and moved with practiced ease into McDugell’s office.  Inside, they found the badger Captain in discussion with Sergeant McDugell.
When they saw the chipmunks, the badger just snorted.  McDugell asked in an official tone, “Can I help you, boys?”

Dale spoke up, “It’s been twenty-four hours since our friends went missing.  You gotta help us now.”

McDugell pull out a sheet of paper and asked helpfully, “No problem, lads.  Was anyone else missing or just the Rangers?”

The red-nosed one tried to hold the venom out of his voice as he replied, “No, it was ‘just the Rangers’, Sergeant.”

The gray squirrel diffused Dale’s anger by stating, “Then I don’t need extra descriptions of anyone else.  I remember the Rangers.  Were there signs of forced entry?”
Chip said, “Well, yes and no.”  Upon hearing the badger’s snort of derision, he added, “Their bedrooms were ransacked as if there were fights, but the front door was not forced.”

McDugell asked, “Do you know exactly when this happened?”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers recited, “It was past sunset while Dale and I were at the William Noel concert.”

The Captain stood up, grunting, “A likely story.  Your friends probably had a wild party and left without you.  Animals of that type often have secrets they would prefer their friends not know.”

Ignoring his leader, the A.P.F. Sergeant stated, “Thanks, boys.  I’ll get the force on it right away.  Anybody who would capture your team will be a real problem for us, too.”  He then stepped out to bark orders to a couple of his detectives.
When he stepped back in, he related, “Anderson and Peters are on it.  They’ll scope out your treehouse for clues first.  In the meantime, could you give me your opinions on something?”

Dale clenched his paws in frustration and started asking, “Could we take a look at something?  Our friends are…”

Chip stepped forward and diplomatically answered, “Of course.  Whatcha got?”

McDugell reached into a desk drawer to pull out an evidence bag with a strange metal object in it.  He placed it upon the table in front of them.

He explained, “This was found at the scene of a robbery where the suspects were members of a local gang operating near the Happy Tom Cat Food Factory.  It’s something I’ve never seen before.”
The badger stepped up to the desk and complained, “Sergeant, you can’t bring them in on this!  They’re outsiders and I haven’t cleared them yet.”

The fur bristled on the necks and heads of the chipmunks.  After all they did for this city, they were still going to be considered second-rate?  Who was this badger to downplay them?

The gray squirrel smoothly replied, “Captain Greenclaw, this is my investigation.  I can consult who I like.  Chip and Dale have my full confidence.  If it were not for them, this city would be under the rule of Sewernose or Fat Cat or the Siamese Twins.  I have decided they are trustworthy.”

The badger stepped out of the room, saying, “You better be right, Sergeant.  I’d hate to have to replace you after all your years of experience because you let a crucial piece of evidence slip away to people on the outside.”

Dale stared after the badger, gnashing his teeth aggressively.

Chip glared at the back of the badger’s head.  He just couldn’t believe how self-important some animals were!

McDugell brought the chipmunks’ attention back to the evidence bag with a deliberate cough.  He pushed the bag towards Chip, who picked it up.
The black-nosed chipmunk examined the object inside carefully.  He spoke as he observed.  “Hmm…  Some kind of weapon.  It’s like someone took the blades of two thin knives and then stuck them together so that it’s a kind of double-pointed weapon.  It reminds me of a throwing star in martial arts, only two points instead of the classic four points.  See the cross-section of each blade?  They look like the wings of an airplane.  That’s some kinda advanced aerodynamic design to make the weapon more stable in flight.  This looks like it would really fly straight.”

Dale points along the length of the weapon and said, “There’s some kinda funny-lookin’ groove down each side.  I wonder why that is.  Is it damaged?”

Chip answered, “No, it’s a blood channel.”  McDugell and Dale gave Chip identical looks that just screamed their confusion.

The detective further clarified, “I saw some of the swords in the Tower of London have this kind of thing in them, so I looked it up.  Sword makers and knife makers will sometimes carve a shallow groove along the length of the blade.  It gives a little more strength for the metal to resist sideways bending.  It also has the reputation for giving the victim’s blood a clear path to leave the body.”
The Hawaiian-clad hero asked, “Chip, open the bag.”  When the bag opened, he sniffed several times deeply.

Dale reported, “Well, this blade hasn’t drawn any blood yet.  I just smell dirt, metal, grease, oil, and leather on it.  You found this on a hamster, didn’t you, McDugell?”

The A.P.F. Sergeant took great pains to conceal the surprise from his facial features.  He thought, That one’s got a nose to match Chip’s brain.  I better play it cool around him from now on.  That and wash my paws more often.

He replied, “Yes, Dale.  Him and a rat friend of his.  We’ve been after them for a while, so they’re no surprise.  This weapon is, however.  I just wanted to know if you’ve seen anything like this before.”

Chip flipped the item over to the other side.  Yup, it looked just the same on the opposite side…except for those scratches in the middle.  The leather-clad chipmunk looked closer and closer until he could make out some kind of design in the scratches.  It looked like a capital letter ‘G’ superimposed over a capital letter ‘H’.

The fedora-clad chipmunk gasped and let go of the object.  As it tumbled through the air, Dale reached out and caught it carefully.  McDugell at first tried to catch the item, but he noted the chipmunk’s reaction.

He said, “Thanks, Dale.  Those were quick paws.  What did you see, Chip?”

Chip mentioned, “I saw…”  He then shut his mouth.  He nearly said something that would really complicate things, not to mention embarrass the Rangers’ reputation with the A.P.F.  Realizing he could not just drop it, he smoothed over his speech by amending what he would say.  

He answered, “I was just looking at the scratches on one side when I poked myself with the pointed end.  It seems as if there’s no cutting edge, but there’s a wicked point on each end.  That suggests a throwing knife.  If there were cutting edges, then you should cut with it.”

Dale picked up on Chip’s vibe and furthered it.  “Yeah, and since it’s all blade, you’d cut yourself trying to cut with it.  I agree.”

McDugell noticed the cover-up, but didn’t comment on it.  He stated, “Well, at least we learned something about it.  Thanks, boys.”

Chip boldly asked, “Could we take this home?”

They gray squirrel arched his eyebrow in curiosity.  He politely asked, “What for, Chip?”

The detective stated, “Gadget may be missing, but her workshop is still there.  I’d like to run a couple of tests that I know how to do and learn more about the metal itself.”

McDugell stated diplomatically, “We have our own crime lab, Chip.  We can learn those things ourselves.”

Dale just looked at Chip, wondering where this line of thought was going.

Chip replied, “Yeah, and you’ll certainly wait weeks for the results with your backlog.  I can do those tests tonight and get you the results tomorrow morning.  It’ll certainly help you with the investigation and that helps you help us with our case.”

The A.P.F. officer stared at Chip, trying to figure out what was going on in the private detective’s mind.  Chip returned the gaze, revealing nothing.

At length, McDugell relented, “All right, Chip, but I expect a FULL report tomorrow morning.  Also, you’re responsible for the item, okay?”

Chip shook paws with McDugell and led Dale home, the item weighing heavy in his jacket pocket.

When the chipmunks arrived back at headquarters, they greeted Anderson and Peters, who were just finishing up the collection of fur samples and sketches of the rooms.  The detectives offered the usual assurances of hard work.  Chip nodded and let them out.
When he closed the door, he walked off towards the workshop.  Dale followed him, feeling out of his depth.

He complained, “Okay, Chip, tell what’s really going on.  Why did you freak out back there in McDugell’s office?”

Chip mumbled, “I had to run the tests myself.  That way, I could be sure myself.”

Dale pulled Chip roughly by the shoulder, spinning him around.  He put himself nose-to-nose with his best friend.  He called his best friend’s bluff and jabbed his finger right into Chip’s chest.
“Oh, no!  You’re not pulling some detective-y fast-talk on me!  Now answer the question!  What’s got you so spooked?!”

Chip pulled out the evidence bag and gave it to Dale.  He said, “Examine the scratches really, really closely.  Tell me what they look like to you.”
Dale did as he was told.  He said, “They kinda look like graffiti.  It looks like someone couldn’t decide to start with a ‘G’ or an ‘H’ first.”

The black-nosed chipmunk pulled out a notebook of chemical tests to perform and flipped pages until he saw the section on identifying exact types of metal.

He asked, “Does that design look familiar to you at all?”

The Hawaiian-clad hero stared at the scratches for a moment.  At length, he said, “Yeah.  Kinda…yeah.  Where have I seen this before?”

Chip nonchalantly pulled out one of Gadget’s homemade tools and placed it in front of Dale.  He then pulled out the drill press machine and set it up to try to damage a tiny section of the knife to determine the hardness of the metal.

Dale pulled the tool to him and looked at it all over.  There on the handle was a series of burn marks made by Gadget to mark it as hers.  

The red-nosed one’s breath caught in his throat loudly.  It was a letter ‘G’ over a letter ‘H’!  He looked at Chip, who took the evidence bag and removed the knife from it.

Dale sputtered, “Chip!  Th-th-this mark…   It means…”

The detective released the lever, causing the diamond-tipped lance to impact the metal of the knife forcefully.  THUNK!  There was now a tiny dent, an imperfection in the otherwise masterpiece of engineering and metallurgy.

He said grimly, “Yes, Dale.  It suggests Gadget made a weapon.  A real weapon designed to kill from a distance.  It also means we need to find more of these things for comparison and where they come from.  Regardless of who makes these things, we have to stop them from being made.  I don’t want to think about the street gangs having these things and using them against each other or the citizens.”
Dale’s brain often seemed to be sluggish.  This was not true.  In fact, it made many leaps and bounds in different directions that other people would not consider.  

So when Dale spoke up, Chip was not that surprised to hear him suggest, “Well, maybe we should just go ask to buy some.”

The detective recorded the results in the notebook and looked up the identity of the high-carbon steel and its possible sources around town listed in Gadget’s efficient index of materials.

He concluded, “Dale, that’s the smartest thing I’ve heard all day.”
A pair of binoculars gazed steadily at the front door of the casino on top of the Happy Tom Cat Food Factory.  There was a new sign painted over the front doors.  It said, ‘Lucky Lady Casino and Restaurant’.  The image of the front door came in clearly, showing the pair of large, muscular rats.  Customers would walk up to the front door and converse with the guards before being let in.

Dale adjusted his disguise slightly.  He was wearing a tuxedo jacket, fake glasses, and blonde wig.  He had decided to look like a waiter tonight.  Originally, he wanted to be a stand-up comic.  However, Chip vetoed the idea.  Dale would probably be too good and attract the wrong attention.
Dale asked, “Well, did they get in?”

Chip lowered his binoculars.  He zipped up his denim jumpsuit and tapped his red wig and fake buck teeth meaningfully.  

He said, “Yup.  That makes five couples who got in my talking to the guards and three who got kicked out for trying to breeze past.  I guess that proves it’s invitation-only to get inside.”

The red-nosed one complained again, “I still say those buck teeth are too much.  You look dopey.  People might decide to point and laugh.”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers tactfully pointed out, “No one takes the janitor seriously.  Are you sure you’re not trying to start a ‘boy band’ with that blonde hair?”

Dale just growled in response.  He was getting impatient.  

He thought to himself, Why are we trying to sneak into a weapons deal when we should be out looking for Foxglove?!  We’re no closer to finding her now.  She could be in all kinds of trouble!

The pair maneuvered through the shadows to the back entrance.  Chip knocked timidly on the door, trying to fluster his normal calm to fit his role.

The door opened slightly.  An angry lizard wearing a fedora and a slim trench coat peeked out.

He hissed, “Yesss?  What do you want?”

Chip meekly stated, “Shingles sent us.  You need extra help for tonight?”

A loud voice boomed from inside the kitchen, “Wart!!!  I need the order delivered to table four pronto!”
Wart yelled back into the kitchen, “Okay!  I got it!”  He then looked back at the pair and asked, “What of it?”
Dale piped up confidently, “I can wait tables and he can clean up.”

The criminal lizard narrowed his eyes at the dopey, buck-toothed chipmunk and threatened, “We’ve had problems with janitors before.  You’ll be watched.”

Chip lowered his voice respectfully and promised, “I’ll be good.”

The loud voice screamed, “WART!!!”

Wart opened the door and ushered the pair in.  He pointed at the platter of various smoked fish and tomatoes and then at the door to the dining room.

He barked, “You, blondie!  Take that to table four!”

Dale scooped up the platter like a professional and asked, “Okie-dokie!  Which one’s table four?”  He then gazed at the wall next to the door.  A floorplan was drawn out, showing the layout of the tables.  

Skillfully finding the destination, he stated, “Coming right up!”  He then walked briskly out of the kitchen through the right-hand double doors.

The suspicious lizard pointed to the nearby closet and ordered, “Grab those supplies and clean this place!  You’ll stay in the kitchen where we can keep an eye on you!”

Chip thought, Aw, nuts!  I wanted to help Dale gather clues!  Well, I better do as they say.  I just hope Dale will remember to keep an eye out and not forget to break character.

He then replied, “Yes, sir.”  He opened the closet and got a bucket, map, sponge, and scrub brush.  Filling the bucket with water and soap from a nearby sink, he began to long, arduous task of cleaning the floor, countertops, and spigots of a busy kitchen while the staff was working.
Dale walked out into the dining area of the casino and immediately his eyes went wide.  The place was different than before.  The gaming area was significantly shrunk to only a quarter of the former size.  It was a mere half dozen slot machines and a single roulette table near the bar.  The stage had been moved to the south wall, where it sat amongst dozens of neon lights.  The lights cast surreal shadows of color all over the floor.  The north wall still had the elevator and hallways leading to business offices.  The entire eastern half of the floor was dedicated to being a restaurant.  Clean, crisp table cloths bore the brunt of sloppy eating by gangs and other classes of creatures who normally didn’t care about the finer points of table etiquette.
Normally, Dale would sympathize but this was fancy stuff.

He brought the platter to the proper table and set it down.  Cheerfully, he stated, “Enjoy!”

He tried to walk away, but the small cats at the table spoke harshly, “Hey!  Where’s our tartar sauce?”  Another asked, “And extra napkins!”  A third one demanded, “Bring us some lemon slices, chipmunk!”

Dale suddenly realized that this job was a lot harder than it appeared.  He apologized, “I’ll go get them!”  He then bolted to the kitchen to get the requested items.

Along the way, other tables shouted out demands.  “I need silverware!”  “Refill my drink!”  “This sandwich tastes awful!”  “Where’s our order?!”

The red-nosed chipmunk frantically ran back and forth several times between the kitchen and dining area, trying to fulfill every request.  He was panting hard by the time everyone was happy.  He solemnly swore to himself to be nicer to servers from now on.

Seeing everyone temporarily satisfied, he stood against the wall to the kitchen and tried to look inconspicuous.  Sweeping his gaze across the room, he looked for anything suspicious or out of the ordinary.

Suddenly, the neon lights began to strobe and flash in dazzling patterns.  Everyone turned their attention to the stage.  Suddenly, a familiar voice began to sing out in a low, sultry tone.

“You had plenty of money in nineteen twenty-two.
You let other women make a fool of you.”


Dale gasped in awe.  Tammy had strutted out on stage looking like a showgirl from Vegas.  Her costume was a tight pink one-piece bathing suit adorned at the waist and shoulders with starched green fabric and long feathers.  She had on a swimmer’s cap colored white and sporting a halo of yellow feathers.  The entire ensemble was covered in golden glitter and white rhinestones.

From all around her, the soft, insistent beat of a drum coupled with a mournful oboe accompanied the song, making it seem sad and seductive at the same time.

“Why don't you do right,
like some other men do?”


She walked across the stage left to right, swinging her hips and crooning the song sensually.  She made eye contact with whomever came up to the edge of the stage.  Her half-lidded gaze made the males steam.  It made the females steam with jealously. 


“Get out of here,
get me some money too.”
Her subtle pout showed such disappointment.  It matched the words perfectly.  Dale felt a twinge of guilt for just being a waiter when he could give her so much more.

Suddenly, he snapped back to reality, WAIT A MINUTE!!!  I’m married to Foxglove!  I’m happy I’m married to Foxglove!  
He then wondered guiltily, I wonder if Foxy would do this for me?


“You're sittin down and wonderin’ what it's all about.
If you ain't got no money, they will put you out.”
She took a step closer to the edge of the stage, as if inviting attention from the rough crowd in front of her.

“Why don't you do right,
like some other men do?”
A big rat leaned forward onto the stage.  Tammy smiled a tad, then sauntered over to him.  She squatted just a slight amount in front of him and winked.  His eyes nearly rolled back up into his head.

“Get out of here,
get me some money too.”
She extended her leg, placing her footpaw upon his chest.  With a modest shove, she thrust her foot outwards.  The rat fell over backwards, no strength in him.  The others all laughed at him for his weakness.
She sashayed to the other side of the stage, in front of a gerbil dressed in a suit.  The gerbil leaned forward, hoping for a kiss.


“Now if you had prepared twenty years ago.
You wouldn't be a wanderin’ now from door to door.”

Tammy leaned over at the waist, extending her arm.  She placed her index finger under the chin of the gerbil and gently pulled him towards her.

“Why don't you do right,
like some other men do?”
The gerbil closed his eyes, puckering up.  Tammy pulled him a little more forward until he was standing on his tiptoes.

“Get out of here,
get me some money too.”
She then straightened upright, pulling her finger away.  The gerbil instinctively followed the hypnotic touch, leaning forward.  He then lost his balance, collapsing half on the stage, half off the stage.  The entire room laughed uproariously at the poor suited rodent.

“Get out of here,
get me some money too.”
Tammy then walked seductively towards the back of the stage where she first entered.  She continued to swing her hips slowly in time with the beat.

“Why don't you do right, like some other men…”
She cast a smoky glance over her shoulder back at the stage audience and then sang the final note, holding it for a few seconds.

“…do?”

The entire room shouted its applause and clapped loudly.  Dale adjusted the collar on his tuxedo, wondering when it got so hot in the room.

Suddenly, a table of finches and robins next to him shouted, “Hey, waiter!  Bring us our drinks!”

Dale snapped back to the present and said, “Um, okay!  What did you order?”
The birds griped, “We already gave our orders at the bar!”

The red-nosed chipmunk sped over to the bar to talk to the bartender.

He called out, “Hey, barkeep!”

Suddenly, a familiar-looking guinea pig turned around and grunted, “Yeah?”

The pair looked each other up and down.  They both recognized each other.

Wisely, they did not address each other by name.

Dale said, “I’ve come for the drinks for table sixteen.”

Buzz nodded and said, “Coming right up.”

Dale thought to himself, He probably doesn’t even recognize me in this disguise.  I’ll have to play it cool for now and tip him off later.

Buzz thought to himself, That’s the dumbest disguise I’ve ever seen Dale wear and that’s including the dancing girl outfit.  I gotta talk to that guy about taking real acting classes.

After a moment, Buzz brought out a tray of drinks and said, “C’mon back and get ‘em.”

Confused, Dale just stood where he was.  He wondered, Why doesn’t he just hand me the tray.  It doesn’t look that heavy.  He wandered around the end of the bar.  Buzz walked very slowly and deliberately to meet him.  Dale came around the end to reach for the tray.

His eyes bugged out when he saw that Buzz was pawcuffed by the ankles, preventing him from escaping!  Buzz’s stern glare made Dale control his expression better.  Dale thought maybe Buzz did know it was him.
Desperate to help his friend, Dale asked, “So, rough night?”

Buzz recognized this little word game and decided to play along.  He shrugged his shoulders and replied, “Eh, not really.”

The red-nosed chipmunk hefted the tray and said, “I’ll be back.”
The guinea pig nodded ever so slightly, showing that he understood.

The tuxedo-clad chipmunk wished he could wear his Hawaiian shirt while waiting tables.  He resolved that if he ever opened his own restaurant, all staff could wear whatever they wanted.

A pair of drunken female moles dressed in lavish velvet gowns and real jewelry helped each other stagger from their table over to the bar.

Dale took this opportunity to swing by the hallways and elevators, making it look like he was simply avoiding a collision.  He took several strong sniffs of the north wall, trying to gain any information possible.

What he did discover was a stunning lack from grease or ozone from the elevator shaft.  It was as if the machinery downstairs was not functioning.  He glanced at the display above the doors.  Sure enough, the elevator was lighted, indicating that the car was moving from the fourth floor to the third.

He delivered the drinks to the table with only a slight fuss and then went to the kitchen.  Inside, he found Chip sweating over scraping a washing sink with a toothbrush.

Wart sneered at the chipmunk, then saw Dale come in.  He said in an over-gallant voice, “Take a break, new guy.  I’m gonna go check your progress.”

As he left the kitchen for the restaurant section, Dale casually sauntered over to Chip.  He took a drinking glass and nonchalantly filled it with tap water from a tap next to Chip.

He said, “How’s it going tonight?”

Chip began to wet a sponge to rinse off the tap he finished washing.  He replied testily, “Terrible.  How’s it for you?”

The red-nosed one replied off-handedly, “Not bad.  Could be better, though.”

The janitor chipmunk nodded discreetly, then slowed down his frustrated pace.

He stated, “I’m not looking forward to the walk home tonight.”

A thin, male white-furred mouse who was stirring the sauces at his cooking station laughed once and entered into the conversation, “Oh, yeah?  Why’s that, new guy?”
Chip tried not to look at the mouse directly but instead tilted his head in the speaker’s direction.  He said softly but resentfully, “Because it’s not safe.  We got mugged once before coming home in this neighborhood.”

Dale added morosely, “Yeah, we both lost an entire week’s pay each.  We’re just glad they didn’t feel like beating us.”

The mouse turned the heat controls to a lower setting, then turned to face the pair of chipmunks.  He leaned in close and asked, “How’d ya like to have something to even the odds?”  The white mouse smiled in a nasty way.

Chip shuddered and leaned away, but Dale stepped up and spoke softly.  “What do you have in mind?”

The white-furred mouse said, “It’s a new kind of weapon.  You don’t need to be strong to use it, friends.  Just aim and throw.  I guarantee it’ll hit the target and make then think twice about mugging you ever again.”

Chip thought for a moment and said, “We don’t have a ton of money, but we can bring some.  This isn’t a trap, is it?”

The white-furred mouse turned to look at his sauces.  Satisfied with the results, he offered kindly, “You don’t need much cash, friend.  It’ll just be me and you two.  How’s that sound?”

The pair of chipmunks looked at each other for a moment and then turned to look back at the mouse.

Dale said, “Okay, if it’s that way.  Sure.”

The mouse turned up the heat and then started stirring again.  He said, “Great!  Meet me tomorrow night behind the dumpster down on the street.  Even if you don’t want to buy two, just the sight of one will keep the both of you safe if you always stick together.”
The next morning, after breakfast, the chipmunks sat in McDugell’s office.  They gray squirrel was there, along with the badger officer.
Chip wrapped up the story by saying, “So, he’ll meet up with us behind the factory’s dumpster tonight.”

The Captain spoke up sternly, “Well done, you two.  Now we’ll take over from here.”

Dale objected, “What makes you think he’ll sell the weapon to you?  He was supposed to meet us.”

The badger said self-importantly, “He’ll sell to us.  His type will sell to anyone.”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers argued, “He’s the paranoid type.  He works at the new casino.  If he’s tight-lipped about who the new boss is, he’ll refuse to sell to strangers.  I chatted with him for hours and he never even claimed to know who the new owner was.”

The Captain barked out, “He’ll go to jail for possession of an illegal weapon!  We’ll bargain information for a lighter sentence.”
Chip countered, tugging on his hat meaningfully, “All you’ll get from him is that he ‘found’ it somewhere.  He might even point to a random trash pile somewhere.  His lawyer will get him his reduced sentence without you and he’ll go back to his suppliers to report you.  If the suppliers are as connected as you’re thinking, then they’ll be in the courtroom taking notes on anyone who shows up in uniform to testify.”

The badger glared with bloodshot eyes at Chip.  Dale trembled a little.  Shouldn’t the police and the Rangers be helping each other?

McDugell slammed his paw down upon his desk.  He declared, “Sir, you know that Chip’s right.  Unless we witness the sale, we’ve got practically nothing on him.  We can’t take the chance that he’ll refuse to sell to others.  Chip and Dale have given us the one chance that we couldn’t get by ourselves.”

The Captain walked over to stare down the A.P.F. Sergeant.  He huffed and puffed his breath in hot blasts.  The gray squirrel did not flinch.

Chip watched the exchange closely.  In that little part of his brain he did not like to admit he had, he recorded ideas to drive a wedge between them if necessary in the future.

Dale’s jaw opened wide as he thought about what he might say or do to stop a fight between a badger and a squirrel.  For a moment, he wondered if he should get involved.
Zowie, he thought, this is just like the showdown between the Striped Marauder and the Blue Bolt last year in pro wrestling!  I wonder if McDugell’s gonna hit him with a chair.
The badger asked dangerously, “Do you understand what will happen if we don’t find the supplier of these weapons?”

McDugell replied smoothly, “Perfectly, Captain Greenclaw.  That’s why we must not rush at all.  Chip and Dale will complete the sale and then walk away.  Once they have the weapon, my officers will surround and arrest the criminal for not just possession, but sale of illegal weapons.  That will magnify his sentence tenfold.  Then we’ll really have a bargaining chip to use against him.”

After the sun set, Chip and Dale found themselves walking down the sidewalk where the Happy Tom Cat Food Factory resided.  They had decided on basic disguises to avoid suspicion.

Chip wore a green-and-black striped shirt with a bowler hat.

Dale decided on a leather jacket with a blue t-shirt underneath and no hat.

The pair turned into the alley and sighted the dumpster.  They looked around, but saw no one.  Dale decided to sniff the air deeply several times.
He reported, “He’s here, but I can’t pin him down.  It’s too strong to be an old scent.”

Chip called out, “Hey!  Are you here?”

The dumpster opened partially on the top and a familiar voice called out, “Keep it down, will ya?!”

The white-furred mouse climbed out and landed in front of them.  He griped, “You trying to announce this to the whole world?”  He wore an old, worn leather trench coat, perfect for scrounging.
Dale just chuckled and said, “Naw, heh heh!  Just around the corner.”

The mouse looked in surprise at him.  Chip quickly bonked Dale, who recoiled from the hit.
The black-nosed chipmunk explained quickly, “Your jokes are NOT funny!  How many times do I gotta tell you that?”

Dale growled in annoyance at Chip.  The white-furred mouse narrowed his eyes in suspicion.  He asked, “What kinda joke is this?  You interested or not?”

Chip assured him, “Yes!  Are you kidding?  We don’t ever want to be mugged again.  How much you talkin’ about?”

The white-furred mouse smiled an oily smile and suggested, “How much ya got?”

Before Chip could respond, Dale blurted out in an obvious voice, “Between the two of us, we got twelve baby acorns.”

The mouse spat upon the ground in contempt, then said, “What do you think this stuff is?  Second-rate?  It’s top-quality steel!  You’d need twice that just for one.”

Chip sighed and silently wished, I hope Monty forgives me.
He pulled out the block of Gorgonzola and partially unwrapped it.  The scent filled the nostrils of the mouse.

The black-nosed chipmunk asked, “You like cheese?  I know baby acorns aren’t worth much to you, but I’ll bet this will hit the spot.”

The mouse’s eyes rolled up as he savored the scent.  Chip and Dale knew they found his weakness.

The mouse licked his lips greedily and said, “Okay, I like you boys.  I’ll take all the acorns and that cheese for one.”

Chip countered, “This is the finest quality cheese, imported fresh this morning.  It’s worth one item by itself.”

The mouse bared his teeth and demanded, “The whole block and eight baby acorns!  That’s as low as I’ll go.”

The chipmunks looked at each other.  It was their money, but it was a good cause.  Dale nodded to his best friend.
Chip agreed and made the trade.  The mouse took the payment and reached into his trench coat.  He pulled out an exact copy of the weapon the chipmunks had examined not too long ago.

Dale made a very clumsy attempt to reach for the item, trying to hold it between his forefinger and thumb.  

He asked timidly, “How do you hold it?  There’s no handle.”

The mouse snorted in contempt as he carefully packed his payment away in the depths of his trench coat.  He explained, “There’s no sharp edge, but the points are wicked sharp.  Consider each blade as a handle.  Just go practice throwing it somewhere else, okay?  I don’t want to get stabbed.”

Chip tipped his hat and led Dale away from the alley.  Dale gripped the item in the middle carefully and walked away in powerful strides.  As the chipmunks left the alley, they turned the corner and disappeared from the white-furred mouse’s sight.  Suddenly, he was swarmed by A.P.F.  

He cursed under his breath.  If he ever learned who those chipmunks were, they would be dead.

A couple of hours later, McDugell, Chip, and Dale were in the A.P.F.’s laboratory, standing around a long wooden table.  The table had several odd stains and scratch marks upon it.  A row of colorful chemicals in test tubes stood by in the center of the table, seemingly untouched for a while.

Dr. Woodridge examined the edge of the weapon under a powerful microscope he had invented.  He was not only seeing the material, but the very grains of the metal itself.  Gadget herself would be envious of such a tool.

He said off-handedly, “I can see several parallel sets of grinding marks, followed by polishing scratches.  This edge was cast, then ground several times.  Each time it was ground, it got closer to this exact shape.  Finally, it was polished under a machine’s hand, not a living hand.  The tool has to be so exact as to be polished evenly or else it will waver in flight.  Whoever did this is a real genius.”

McDugell cleared his throat politely.  He said, “Doctor, we appreciate your time, but whoever did this is going to be equally responsible for any animal who gets injured or killed by these…things.”
The white-furred rabbit seemed to ignore the A.P.F. officer.  He instead slid the weapon to see the middle, where the blades met back-to-back.

Chip and Dale were nervously shifting from footpaw to footpaw.  They were trying not to show how desperate they were if indeed it was Gadget who made the item.  If so, then she put her trademark upon it as a call for rescue, not punishment.

Dr. Woodridge then stated definitively, “Well, well, well.  What do we have here?  No welds at all.”

The gray squirrel asked, “Shouldn’t there be?”

The white-furred rabbit looked up from his microscope and addressed the small group.  “I was expecting a small-scale operation of gluing or melting two pre-existing blades back-to-back for a quick profit.  Disposable weapons that need constant replacement.”

He gestured grandly to the weapon, seemingly innocent upon the crime lab table.  “This is the work of a master metallurgist.  This item was cast from a single piece of metal and then ground carefully using a machine for each piece.  Even the sharp points were made with utmost care.  This is not something you just sell for baby acorns.  This is a reusable weapon of quality you retrieve after each use.  From the numbers of weapons seen you told me, I’d say the creator has a large workshop.  Several custom-made machines for smelting, machines for casting, machines for shaping, and machines for finishing.  They used a large stone wheel for final sharpening for that killer edge.  I’d say at the very least this would take…a hundred human-sized square feet of space.”

McDugell ground his furry fist into his palm.  He stated, “Then it can’t be in some normal building occupied by humans.  It has to be a large building at least partially abandoned.  That narrows it down to something we can search.  Thank you, doctor.”

He turned to the chipmunks and patted them on their shoulders.  “Congratulations, boys!  You just helped us get the one link left in this case to shut down the suppliers.  Now, all I need to do is give my detectives a list of addresses to search and then get warrants.  I’m not ungrateful, but we can handle it from here.  Go home and get some rest.  Don’t worry, I’ll keep my detectives looking for the other Rangers.”
Chip and Dale gulped audibly and then smiled.  This investigation was getting out of hand.  They needed to find Gadget before McDugell did or else there would be a lot of questions in the animal courts.

The chipmunks burst into their headquarters.  Chip raced towards the map of the city on the wall of the living room.  Dale just raced around in circles.
He chattered, “Whatarewedoingherechipweshouldbeoutlookingforgadgetweshouldbelookingforfoxyweshouldbelookingfortheotherswhyarewehome?”
He looked over to his best friend, who was furiously flipping between pages in his notebook.  The detective alternated between gazing at his pawwriting and the map of the city.

Dale insisted, “The A.P.F. have a head start!  We need to get going!”

Chip locked his gaze with Dale and threw his notepad down to the floor.  He screamed, “I KNOW THAT!!!”

The Hawaiian-clad hero backed up unconsciously.  He let the anxiety drain from him.

The leader of the Rescue Rangers used the back of his right paw to wipe away a tear before it rolled down his face.  He sobbed once, then breathed regularly.

He said deliberately, “I know that the A.P.F. have a head start.  I know we need to find Gadget before the A.P.F. do or they might arrest her.  What I don’t know is where she is.”

Dale walked up and wrapped his furry arms around his best friend.  Giving Chip a tight hug, he whispered, “We’ll get her back.”  Chip hugged him back, not remembering the last time he needed a hug from Dale.  It must have been when they were cubs.
Chip released and picked up his notebook.  He began to rationalize out loud as he worked, “The A.P.F. will waste their time looking in every warehouse, factory, and metal supplier in the city, starting with the ones closest to the station.  With Gadget’s supply lists of grades of metal, we can narrow our search and find her directly.  We can get to her first.”

Dale just nodded his head.  He had been improving his deduction slowly over time to keep up with Chip.  However, the black-nosed one was just light-years ahead of him.

Chip looked at his list.  He had six human buildings that were normally stocked with the specific grade of steel used in the construction of the new weapon.  Listing the characteristics of each building like overall size, complexity of floorplan, and current ownership, he came up with a single building that fit the bill perfectly.

“Church Street Bolt and Screw!  That’s the only human building not currently staffed.  That would allow her the time to make the numbers of weapons the A.P.F. thinks are on the street.  It’s not up for sale, so all the equipment is still inside.  Even if she’s not in there, she has to be in one of the factories along that street.  Let’s roll!”

The pair ran out of headquarters and opened the metal mailbox that served as their hanger.  Their pair jumped into the Rangerwing and quickly started up the engines.  The A.P.F. station may only be a few blocks from the treehouse, but Church Street was all the way to the north end of town.

The Rangerwing soared through the sky, turning north by northeast, heading for the middle of the north side.  Dale watched as the streets passed by underneath.  He looked over to Chip to see him seemingly deflate.  The rush of anger had left him bereft of energy.  His face showed that he just wanted to collapse.

Dale lightly punched Chip in the shoulder and said spiritedly, “Gotcha last!”

Chip just sighed.  The red-nosed chipmunk just lost all of the mirth in his face.  Being discovered by the A.P.F. was not the worst thing that might happen to Gadget in captivity.  He knew his best friend like no other.  Right now, he was torturing himself with thoughts of what might happen to her.
The Hawaiian-clad chipmunk began humming clearly and loudly.  It was a sad song, slow but deliberate.  It was the melody to one of their favorite William Noel songs.  Most people thought it was a song of just hardship, but the chipmunks knew that there was a spirit of perseverance in it.  That was what the leather-clad chipmunk need right now.

Chip began to sing the lyrics mournfully, adapting the words to fit the current situation.

“Well, I’m in the old Rangerwing,
and I’m cruising through Central Park North.
I have chartered a course to East Midtown,
but tonight I am Church Street bound.”
“We got batteries from Transistor Shack today

and left this evening from our own HQ runway.
Like all the neighbors here I’ve had to carve my home.
Too proud to quit I’ve ground my pawclaws to the bone.”
“So I could fly in my team’s Rangerwing

and I go where the big crime is near.
There are demons out there in the alleys

and a good leader can’t show his fear.”
“I’ve got crimes to solve and villains who need foes.
I know my wife’s out there but where God only knows.
They say this city isn’t what it used to be,
but I’ve got civilians in the streets who count on me.”
“So if you see my team’s Rangerwing

and if you work with a badge and a vest,
tell my wife I am coming to rescue

and I still have this criminal to best.”
Unable to take it anymore, Dale placed his paw upon Chip’s shoulder.  He may be married to Foxglove and Chip may be married to Gadget, but they were as close as brothers.  This was a pain only they could share.
“Now I fly my team’s Rangerwing

more and more streets from home every year.
Since they told me I can’t carry weapons

and there’s no sense in fistfighting here.”
“I’m not a farmer like my father was before.
Won’t make a living as a farmer anymore.
There ain’t much future for a ‘munk who saves the streets,
but there ain’t no city left for crimefighters like me.”
The pair of spiritual brothers sang out the last notes without words.  Their voices were drowned out by the rushing human traffic below, but their voices reached the heavens above.
The Rangerwing set down upon the roof of Church Street Bolt and Screw.  As the ‘munks jumped out onto the roof, their ears swiveled towards the northwest corner of the building.  They felt it in their footpaws.  A deliberate, rhythmic thumping sound.  
The two chipmunks looked at each other, silently confirming their suspicions.  It was a large machine.

Dale pointed over at a broken-down air-conditioning unit and said, “Let’s pry off the vent like Monty and climb down the vents.”

Chip shook his head in disagreement, “No, that would make too much noise.  You can bet this building is patrolled.  Let’s look in through the window.”
The black-nosed chipmunk pulled out his paperclip grappling hook and twine.  Fixing it to the edge of the northwest corner of the building, he began to climb down the outside wall.  Dale followed suit carefully behind him.

As they slid down the last section of the twine, they found themselves beside a partially-lit window.  They peered inside, feeling the vibrations from the window stronger than on the roof.

Inside, they beheld a nightmarish landscape of machinery.  It seemed as if several dozen human-sized machines had been moved together into a racetrack shape and then hooked together in some unnatural and illogical way.  There were belts and chains connecting the machines to each other end-to-end, driving each other with their own power.  It was impossible to tell where the initial power came from.

One machine fed piles and piles of scrap metal from the wall to another machine.
That machine melted the junk and let out two streams of glowing metal.

One stream went into a huge tub of oil, collecting in dark lumps.

The other one went into a third machine that beat the metal as it cooled.

A fourth machine stamped and cut the metal into long pieces.

A fifth machine sorted the pieces into ten different lines of parts.

Each of the lines of parts rode conveyers to other different machines along the assembly which turned each piece over and over, cutting and shaping it.

Once cut and shaped, the pieces went to a pair of machines that quickly sharpened the endless lines of metal into weapons of death.

The final machine polished and dumped the weapons into a large bin.

Throughout it all, sparks cascaded down the sides of the machine.  Drops of used, greasy motor oil dripped down the sides.  Metal shaving ejected from the sides and covered the floor.  A blonde mouse went around the sides of the machines, wiping the dirty oil and sweeping the shavings into piles to be dumped into the junk bin.

Chip’s heart beat fast and furious.  The mouse turned around to pull her filthy jumpsuit free from a snag on a machine.  It was his Gadget!  He immediately leaned forward, trying to grab the window ledge.

He felt a steady paw on his shoulder.  The detective looked up into the room furtively.  

There, he saw Gadget turn to speak to a heavily-muscled guard.  The hedgehog yelled at her and pointed his chubby finger at her.  All she did was turn her face away and say something too quiet to hear.

The chipmunks watched for a minute, seeing the verbal abuse continue.  Then, the hedgehog walked away.  He passed between two machines and then walked out of the doorway to the workshop.  The door was mostly closed, but left open a crack so animals could squeeze through.
Chip and Dale took their chance, swinging together on the twine and landing on the ledge.  They each took one side of the closed window and lifted.  They pulled with all of their strength.  The window budged a little, then a little more.  
Dale knew his cue.  He squeezed underneath the heavy window and immediately set to searching for something to prop up the window.  He found a metal rod that looked strong enough.  He climbed back up to the window ledge with the rod.  He jammed it under the window in the center, steadying the heavy object.

Chip climbed in and ordered, “Dale, look out in the hallway and see if the guard’s coming back.”  Dale knew that order was more to give Chip some privacy than to keep watch, but in this case it was worth doing.  He rushed over to the doorway and peeked into the hallway.  The guard was a good fifteen human feet away, sitting at a desk.  In his paws was a magazine written by animals to discuss techniques to improve heath and appearance.  This issue had a pair of female gerbils in swimsuits, showing off their excellent muscle tone.

The leader of the Rescue Rangers knew that normal speech would be masked by the noise of the machine.  He ran on all fours towards the assembly.  Weaving in between two machines, he searched frantically.
There she was!  She was wiping a streak of oil from the side of a machine.

He called out, “Gadget!!”

She looked up, as if hearing a faint voice.  Looking around, she saw him.

She cried out, “Chip!!”

Tears streamed from her eyes and she ran on all fours towards him.

They collided together into each other’s arms.  They crushed each other in a powerful hug.  

Chip confessed, “Gadget, I thought I’d never see you again!”  He cried hard, shedding tears that he’d been fighting for over a day.  He gripped her hard, afraid to let her go.
Gadget whimpered, “Oh, Chip!  It was awful!  They captured me and forced me to make weapons!  I don’t know who’s getting hurt by my inventions but it gives me nightmares!  I want to go home!”  She encircled her arms around her chipmunk tightly, pouring out her broken heart through her eyes.

The pair sobbed and let out their pent-up feelings together for a few minutes.  They kissed each other gently upon the other’s cheeks and nose.  They sniffed each other’s scent, enjoying it more than the finest champagne or roses.

They heard a gentle cough behind them.  Standing up self-consciously, they made motions to wipe dirt off their clothes, only to make themselves dirtier.
Dale mentioned, “Chip, the guard’s sitting at his desk and reading a magazine.  I don’t think he heard you two, but there’s no telling when he’ll be back.”

The blonde inventor sniffled and answered, “Oh, he comes by every one or two hours to threaten me just for fun.  He never does anything, though.”

She reached out and hugged Dale, saying, “Thanks for coming, Dale.”  The Hawaiian-clad hero briefly hugged her back.

Chip stated, “We’ve got the window propped open.  C’mon, we’re out of here.  Dale and I will tackle the guard while you sabotage the machine.”

Gadget lowered her gaze and stepped back.  She wrapped her arms around her body and shook her head.

“No, I can’t go.”  The chipmunks’ jaws hung open at this statement.  She continued, “If they even suspect the machine isn’t working at top capacity, they’ll hurt Zipper.”
Chip’s brain raced around in new directions, trying to find all the possible locations of their missing friend.  He asked, “How do you know they really have him?”
Gadget wiped a tear from her eye, smearing a trail of grease on her face.  She replied sullenly, “They showed me a picture of him.  He’s in some kind of box.  They taped his wings to his torso.”

She sobbed once, then sniffled.  She looked at Chip plaintively and said, “I have to stay here.  They told me if I leave, they’ll tear his wings off.”

A cold, sour feeling came from Chip’s stomach, threatening to make him retch.

Dale asked innocently, “Couldn’t he just grow them back?”

Chip hugged Gadget again, trying to soothe his wife’s sorrow.  He explained to Dale, “Insects in general only tend to regrow limbs when they molt.  Zipper’s an adult, so he won’t regrow anything.  If they tear his wings off, it’s permanent.”
Dale gulped as he tried to imagine his right-hand fly without wings.  The grotesque images danced through his mind.
The blonde inventor added, “That’s not the worst.  The hole left in his carapace would allow infections to fester in his organs.  He’d die a slow death and there wouldn’t be anything anyone could do to stop it.”

Dale didn’t want to hear anymore.  He covered his ears with his paws and closed his eyes.  He paced back and forth, as if moving would jar the thoughts from his mind.

Chip put a paw on his best friend’s shoulder.  Dale asked, “Please let’s talk about something else.”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers realized what a golden opportunity this was.  He took out his notebook and pencil.
He asked, “What happened when you got captured?”

Gadget related, “Well, Foxy and I walked in on Monty listening to the radio in my workshop.  Some new song comes on Monty has a bad reaction to it.  He smashes the radio and runs out.  We follow him in order to try to stop him.  When we run by the shrubs near the base of the tree, a dozen of Bubbles’ ninja gang surprised us.  Foxy and I didn’t have a chance.”

Dale uncovered his ears when he heard Foxglove’s name.  He asked expectantly, rubbing his paws together, “Was she hurt?  Where is she?”

The blonde inventor answered, “We weren’t really hurt at all.  I guess they wanted her to work for them as much as they wanted me.  I heard them saying they were taking her to the Lucky Lady Casino.  Is that the one at the Cat Food Factory?”

The red-nosed chipmunk nodded, “Yup.  It’s under new management, although we don’t know who just yet.  Buzz and Tammy are there, being forced to work.  Come to think of it, Wart was there.  I wondered where the rest of Fat Cat’s old goons were.”

Chip said, “They probably stayed there for lack of motivation to go anywhere else.  Where did they take Monty?”
Gadget absently hugged Chip again, seemingly devoid of energy.  She mumbled, “They didn’t get Monty.  He ran off after…whoever the song reminded him of.”
The black-nosed chipmunk stopped writing and just nuzzled his wife’s nose for a sweet, serene minute.  

Dale was seriously feeling like a fifth wheel.  Maybe there was a place for fifth wheels to hang out and not be so fifth-like.

Chip held his wife at arm’s distance and spoke seriously to her.  “Gadget, whatever you do, stay alive.  We’ll be back as soon as we’ve freed Zipper.  Be ready to break out with us.”
Gadget’s heart nearly broke at the thought of her husband coming for her, only to part again.  She reached up with her right paw and ran it all over one side of her husband’s face, memorizing every detail, every nuance, every sensation.  

The pair parted reluctantly.  Chip and Dale went out the way they came in.  Dale kicked the metal rod sideways, trapping the rod below the almost-closed window.  That way, they would have a much easier time re-opening it later.

The blonde inventor gazed out of the window for minutes after he had left, wishing circumstances were different.  She turned back to the machine and began sweeping up shards and splinters of metal for the junk input pile.  She began to wonder what to do to prepare for a breakout.  

She thought to herself, Hmmm…  I have to assume the worst.  Worst case is Chip needs me to break out by myself.  There’s normally only one guard, but I know several others stop by occasionally.  I can’t take them physically and there’s no real I.Q. test to challenge them all to.  I guess I’ll need to fight my way out.  How can I match several thugs who train to fight for a living?

She looked at the piles of scrap metal being fed into the smelter.  Oddly, she thought that one of the pieces would make a great shield.  Another one looked like it could be a boot if it were ground down.  If she could find some kind of plate to cover her head, then she could…

A wide, sadistic smile plastered itself across her face.  With the terrible way this gang has treated her, her friends, and maybe even the civilians of this city, maybe a little payback wouldn’t be such a bad thing.
In a different part of town, Dale reached down with his paw.  Chip gripped his friend’s paw tightly.  The red-nosed one pulled up, letting Chip come even with him.  The chipmunks dug their claws in, believing that they should not let go.
Dale griped, “Remind me again why we’re climbing up the outside of the casino when we’ve got perfectly good disguises?”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers pulled his hat tighter on his head and pulled himself higher.  He answered gruffly, “The contact who sold us the weapon would be expected to be back to work.  Others in the kitchen heard us.  If we come back when they heard the other guy got arrested, they’d think we were some kind of law enforcement.”

Dale questioned, “But we’re not A.P.F.!  We’re the Rescue Rangers!”

Chip retorted, “Then instead of being beaten, we’d be taken out back and killed.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero felt his throat constrict into a tight knot.  Fear gripped his little chipmunk heart and he shivered.  He swallowed the lump in his throat and just concentrated on climbing.

Eventually, the pair came to just under the eyes of the cat statue.  They tilted their heads to put their ears closer to the window ledge.  Hearing only muffled sounds, they figured the windows were closed.
Chip put his finger to his lips as if to indicate the need for silence.  Dale nodded, then twisted his neck to look all around the pair.  At his nod, Chip reached into his jacket and pulled out a knife.  His used his right hand to open the folding blade and lock it in place.  Slipping the blade up under the window, he slowly and carefully pried it up, fraction of an inch by fraction of an inch.  Suddenly, the voices became louder and clearer.  None of them were familiar, but the conversation was understandable.

“Now I want you to order twice as many napkins this time.  If even one more waiter tells the guests to wipe their mouths on the tablecloths, I want that guy taken out back, permanently.  Got it?”  The words belonged to a deep, powerful male voice.

A meeker male voice, but not sounding scrawny, replied, “Yes, sir.  It won’t happen again.  What about that slot machine repair guy?  He didn’t show up today.”

The powerful voice, clearly the boss, seemed to think deeply.  “Hmmm…That’s not good.  Bubbles wants this to be a first-class front.  If the slots don’t get fixed quick, the customers will spread rumors about us.  The A.P.F. will want to investigate possible fixed games.  If he doesn’t show up by noon tomorrow, let me know and then move the slot downstairs.”

The other voice sounded satisfied with that.  “Got it, boss.  Say, what ever happened to that threat from the Black Rats?  Didn’t they threaten to picket this place, claiming it’s a ‘bad stereotype’ to have rats working here?”
The deep, powerful voice chuckled.  He explained, “Don’t worry.  Our ‘camera’ has been keeping an ear on them.  So far, they’re just complaining.  They don’t have the guts to move against us.  If they didn’t they’d leave their private little paradise unguarded and we got the operatives who can sneak in.”

Chip and Dale traded anxious looks.  They knew what the boss was suggesting.  If Bubbles was ultimately in charge, then his ruthless ninjas could infiltrate and assassinate anyone in the Black Rat society, including Splittail and Norman!  This is running deeper than either chipmunk expected.  Together, they silently climbed down to the ground.  In the alley across the street was the Rangerwing.  They needed to follow up on this lead to see where it would pan out.

The engines of the Rangerwing buzzed as they pulled the chipmunks through the air.  Chip pressed the right rudder pedal.  The rudder obediently swung to the right, changing the flow of air around the aircraft.  As the body turned, the left engines began to hum noticeably in a throbbing pattern.  
The blood in both chipmunks froze.  They imagined what an exploding engine what feel like if they sat too close to it.  Their toes curled as a shiver ran up their spines. Chip’s paws shook as he gently pushed the left rudder pedal.  As the vehicle turned back to the left, the buzzing sound stopped.  

Dale chuckled feebly, “Okay, the jackhammer in my chest can stop now.”

Chip didn’t feel like laughing.  It wasn’t funny because it was true for him, too.

As he flew the airplane onward, he asked, “Dale, let me know when we’re over the right alley.”

The red-nosed chipmunk leaned over the edge of the passenger’s seat and stared at the ground.  He reported, “One more…okay, this is it!  Are we really going into the Black Rat Society for leads?  What would they know that we don’t?”

The detective said, “We’re not here for them.”

Dale looked back at Chip peevishly and asked, “Then what, pray tell, are we here for?  Our health?  You heard the Rangerwing’s engine!  We should take it to Gadget for repairs and…”

Chip suddenly looked crestfallen.  Dale realized his blunder.  He leaned over and squeezed Chip’s shoulder with his paw.  

He apologized, “I’m sorry, buddy.  What do you want me to look for?”

The black-nosed chipmunk sniffed once, and then asked, “What kind of camera observes with ears?”

Without thinking, Dale answered, “A bat, but what does…”  Suddenly, his face shone with hopefulness.  He asked in earnest, “Do you think she’s here?”

Chip answered with confidence, “I’m banking on it.  Actually, the question is not ‘Is she here?’  The question is ‘Can we take her home?’  I’m actually thinking that if she can fly, the only reason she’s sticking around is because someone will die if she doesn’t obey.”
Dale kept looking all around, trying to block out Chip’s last comment.  He saw a shadow on a rooftop facing the Black Rat Society’s headquarters.  The shadow stretched and yawned, showing large membrane-covered wings.
The red-nosed one pointed and chattered, “There’s a bat!  Take us in!”  Chip gently pressed the rudder pedals to swing the Rangerwing towards the rooftop and spiral in.  He pulled back on the throttle slowly, lowering his altitude.  As the rooftop came closer, he flipped the tilting switch, causing the engines to rotate to face upwards like a helicopter.

As the Rangerwing set down, the shadow turned to observe.  The light caught the figure’s face.  It was Foxglove!  Dale leaped out of the Rangerwing, running on all fours towards his wife.  He chattered, “Foxyamigladtoseeyou!”

Suddenly, her face fell and she looked shocked.  She turned around and leaped off the roof.  Spreading her wings, she called back, “Don’t come near me!”

Dale felt as if something cold just stabbed him in the heart.  He pulled up short form the ledge and whispered at her retreating form, “Am I that repulsive to you?”

The world may not have heard one chipmunk whisper, but the soft-hearted bat did.  She felt the same icy pang in her chest, like she had done something wrong.  Once, twice she sobbed and then spun around to dive for her husband.  

As she approached, she called out, “Daaaaaallllle!”  WHAMMO!  She outstretched her wings and wrapped herself around her favorite chipmunk.  They smothered each other in deep, soulful kisses, trying to rob each other of breath.

Chip had turned off the Rangerwing’s power supply and leaped down from the fuselage.  As he saw the couple in an intimate embrace, he decided to grant them some privacy.

He lamely said, “I’ll just keep watch…over here.”  He then walked over to the far corner of the roof, keeping an eye on the Black Rats headquarters.
The chipmunk and bat embracing on the rooftop cared not if the whole of Heaven were watching them.  This was their time.  They held each other tightly, as if letting go would end their lives. 

Foxglove whispered, “I missed you.”

Dale replied, kissing her cheeks gently, “Not nearly as much as I missed you.”

The kind bat smugly stated, “I missed you more, cutie!”

The Hawaiian-clad hero smartly retorted in an intellectual fashion, “Nuh-uh!”

They just buried their head in each others shoulders and wept silently.  They simply ran out of words to describe their feelings.

As Chip loudly walked over, the pair stood up and straightened their fur self-consciously.  They stole a quick kiss as the detective pulled out his trademark notebook and pencil.

Chip said, “Nice to see you, Foxy.  We don’t have a lot of time.”
Dale pulled on her wing and said, “Yeah, now come home with us and we’ll figure out a way to rescue the others!”

The kind-hearted bat resisted and sharply stated, “No!”

Shocked, Dale let go of Foxy’s wing and fell on his backside.  He chattered, “Whatdoyoumeannowegottagetoutofhere!”  He stood up furiously, his eyes demanding an explanation.

Foxglove miserably began to cry, shedding her tears openly.  Rhetorically, she asked, “Dale, I can fly!  What makes you think I couldn’t have come home ages ago?”

Chip offered, “Is someone going to get hurt?”

The bat wiped the tears from her facefur and wailed, “It’s Buzz!  They showed me a picture of him in anklecuffs and surrounded by Bubbles’ ninjas!  They beat him up if I don’t report back every time I’m supposed to!  If I skip too many times, they’ll just kill him!  I already called their bluff once.  They weren’t bluffing!”

The red-nosed chipmunk felt the anger drain from him.  He felt ashamed at his outbursts but doggone it this was his wife!
The leader of the Rescue Rangers cut straight to the heart of the matter.  “Do you know where everybody else is?”

She hiccupped once, then tilted her head in a quirky way.  She reported, “Most of them.  Monty, Gadget, and I were captured at the same time.  Those soda-pop meanies just jumped out of the bushes and ambushed us.  Eventually, Buzz, Tammy, Sparky, Zipper, and I were together at the Lucky Lady Casino and Restaurant.  I don’t know where Monty is!  I’m sorry, Chip.”
Dale came to her defense, “Don’t apologize to him!  You were attacked by ninjas!  There’s no way you could tell they were there.”

The detective arched an eyebrow inquisitively.  He queried, “Why’s that Dale?  How come Foxy couldn’t just hear them?”

The red-nosed one prided himself on his knowledge of all things pop-culture and nothing was more pop-culture in the ‘80’s than ninjas.  He stated definitively, “No one can see or hear a fully-trained ninja, Chip.  She couldn’t hear them because they have ninja magic!”

Both Chip and Foxglove groaned in annoyance.  The kind-hearted bat wrapped her wings around her cuddly chipmunk and instructed, “Dale, they still have heartbeats.  The only way for me not to heart their heartbeats is if they were dead.”

Dale’s suddenly stiffened with panic.  His eyes shot wide open as he declared, “Zombie ninjas?!?!  I hate those guys!!”  Foxglove comically smothered his mouth with her wing and smiled comically at him.  She missed his sense of humor.

The leather-clad chipmunk grunted in frustration.  He tugged his fedora down lower and concentrated at the matter at hand.

He asked, “Foxglove, how did they get past your sonar?  I thought nothing short of an anechoic chamber could stop you.”

She replied simply, “Oh, that weird new song on the radio must have done it.  You know I hate synthesized music.  I prefer the subtle undertones of natural strings and air pressure.  My ears were still ringing after I heard it.  Still, it was a catchy tune.  Really, really weird, but catchy.  Monty didn’t seem to like it, though.  After he heard it, he raced outside ready to kill someone.  Gadget and I went down after him and that’s when we got swarmed.”
Dale pulled her wing off his face.  As much as he liked being smothered by her soft wings, he had something he wanted cleared up.

He asked, “What about the others?  Where are they?”

She snuggled him closely, reveling in his furry warmth.  She answered, “Buzz and Tammy are working at the casino.  They don’t want to, but they’re being blackmailed!  If Tammy leaves, Bink gets hurt.  If Buzz leaves, Sparky gets hurt!  Zipper’s somewhere in the casino.  I didn’t see where they took him after they brought us all in.  I don’t know where Gadget or Monty are.  Sorry, Chip.”

Chip’s expression fell to a frown as he mentioned, “We found Gadget.  She can’t leave or Zipper gets killed.  Slowly.”  He kept writing in his notebook after he stopped speaking.  He kept thinking, They really got us now.  Everyone can’t leave or else everyone else will get killed or tortured.  There’s too many ‘what-if’s’ here.  Where do I start to unravel it?
Dale asked, “What about Sparky?  We gotta find him too.”

Before Chip could snap at Dale for breaking his concentration, Foxy replied, “He was captured by the Soda Pop Ninjas and he’s still in the casino.”

The detective’s mind cleared.  Maybe this could be the break he needed.  He asked expectantly, “What?  Where?”
She glumly said, “Downstairs, in the generator room.”

Dale argued, “You mean they got him charging the generator?  That can’t be.  I smelled nothing from down the elevator.  There’s no big, fancy machinery down there for him to power.”

Foxglove hesitated, than clarified, “Dale, Sparky IS the generator.”

The three Rangers shared a collective gasp of anxiety.  They imagined all sorts of horrible contraptions that could be ‘attached’ to him.

Dale asked, “You mean they’re sucking the electricity out of him like a giant straw to power the Lucky Lady?  That’s a lot of power from what I saw.”
Chip idly observed, “Sparky once told me that drawing power from him like that hurts him.  Buzz was probably told that if he didn’t cooperate, they would crank the air-conditioner or something like that.”

The detective took off his hat and swatted it against the rooftop a few times in frustration.  He then placed it on his head deliberately.
He grumbled, “It’s like playing a game of invisible chess against a grandmaster.  All we need now is to find Bink under guard and threatened with someone else’s torment.”
Foxglove reported, “Bink’s at a safehouse at the docks.  They said since she’s too young to think about anyone but herself, threats won’t work.  So, they just locked her in some room and take turns feeding her.”
Chip asked, “Give me the exact location.”  

Foxglove replied, “She’s in an abandoned tree on the southeast side, in a small park.  Single branch, old home, south edge of the park.”
The red-nosed chipmunk squeezed his bat-wife, who let out a squeak of pleasure.  He asked, “You sure you can’t come with us?”

She tapped his nose with her wing claw and said, “Nope.  I can’t do that to Buzz.  You rescue him and I’m all yours, cutie.”

That was enough for Dale.  He announced, “What are we waiting for?  Let’s go get Buzz!”

Chip stared at the overly-complex diagram on his notepad and stated, “If we do that, Sparky gets punished…a lot.”

Dale then became very frustrated and argued, “Than what do we do?  Are you saying they won?!?!  If you do, I’ll bonk you!”

The detective put his pencil and notebook back in his jacket and climbed into the pilot seat of the Rangerwing.  He admitted, “I thought I had a plan to get us all out, but now there’s the added complication of Sparky.  I need to go home and think this out.”

As Dale was about to snap at Chip, Foxglove pulled on her cutie.  She said, “Listen to him, Dale.  We don’t want anyone hurt, not even Sparky or Bink.  Remember them, okay?”

The fight drained out of the Hawaiian-clad hero.  Emotionally exhausted, he admitted, “Yeah, I guess so.”

She then flapped her wings powerfully, taking off vertically.  She reassured him, “I’ll be all right, Dale.  Go home and come up with a good plan.”

As she flew off towards the casino, Dale raised his paw towards her as if trying for one last caress.  He asked, “Promise?”

She called back over her shoulder, “Promise, big boy!”

Later, the Rangerwing landed at headquarters.  Chip carefully piloted it into the hanger, and then cut the engines.  As he climbed out and closed up the hanger door, Dale stood in front of him and started tapping his foot.
He quietly demanded, “Why’d ya bring us back home?  The others aren’t here!  You better have a good reason to abandon Foxy like that.”

Chip roughly shoved Dale’s shoulder and glared him right in the eye.  He said with a low, even voice.  “Okay, mister.  You tell me what we should do next.”

Dale chattered, “Wegogetfoxyandbringherbacknowaitthatwontworkwegetbuzzohwaitwegottafindsparkywegettammynowaitbinkisindanger…”  Dale’s face drained of hostility.

Chip unflinchingly stated, “You forgot about Zipper.  He’ll die, slowly.  Good plan, Dale.”

Dale stared at Chip with the last remaining anger he had.  “Hey, I don’t see you making any big plans.”
The leader of the Rescue Rangers replied calmly, “That’s because you haven’t been paying attention.  Every time I open my notebook I add to the plan.  It would help you to keep track of the case as we go so you stop forgetting little details that endanger everyone.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero tugged his headfur and yelled, “Okay, okay, okay!  I’m a dummy!  Can we please just get the plan and do it?”

Chip trudged past him towards the hallway.  Dale followed him as they turned towards the center of the tree and headed for the kitchen.

Chip stated, “Dale, even if I had the plan right now, we’re in no shape to do it.  I don’t know about your metabolism, but I’m tired, I’m starving, and I’m too unfocused.  I need to eat.  I need to sleep.  I need to reorganize my notes.  I can’t finish until then.”

The chocoholic queried carefully, “Do the others have that kind of time?”

The leather-clad chipmunk tugged his hat and stated, “The others are performing a function.  They can’t do that without food and some safety.  They need to be alive to do that.  As long as they cooperate, they’re too valuable to be disposed of.”

The pair of chipmunks walked into the kitchen, flipping on the lights and closing the shades.  Chip sat at the table and began tearing out several pages of his notebook.  He arranged them in some weird geometric pattern.  He then pulled out his pencil and turned to a fresh page.  He then began scribbling page after pages of text notes and began reading and re-reading then over and over.

Dale asked, “What do you want me to do?”

Chip replied in a distracted voice, “Don’t take this the wrong way, Dale.  You can do best by making a big dinner and just being available.”

Glad to have something to do that did not involve drawing little lines between boxes, triangles, and shapes that had names he didn’t know.  He set about gathering all the ingredients he could find and placed them on the counter.  

He asked over his shoulder, “What do you want?”

His best friend answered, “Anything without cheese.”

Dale then started putting all of the cheese back in the fridge.  That left flour, sugar, water, milk, lettuce, various types of nuts, tomatoes, pepper, salt, lemons, oranges, onions, green beans, and various pinches of spices.
He thought about just throwing it all together and baking it.  Um, eewwww!!!  I can come up with something better than that!  

He decided to put the onions away.  Instead of everything all together, he separated the ingredients into two piles.  He put the veggies in one and the flour and milk in the other.  Suddenly, he got an idea.

Dale put the veggies, salt, and pepper together and chopped them up into a basic salad.  Putting the salad into bowls and slicing the oranges into wedges, putting the orange slices on top of the salad.  He then combined the rest into a kind of lemon-nut bread mix.  He put the mix in the oven and let it cook.  He put the food on the table in the middle and looked at Chip’s progress.  The weird geometric pattern had shrunk into some kind of hollow box.  Dale decided it was safe enough to put some food in front of Chip.

He placed the bowl of salad in the middle of the box.  Chip looked up and the movement.  He saw the bowl of salad.  

He looked up at Dale and asked, “Did you put that there?”

Dale replied testily, “Of course I did!  What’s wrong with it?”

Chip put down his pencil and picked up the bowl.  Eating greedily from the bowl, he mentioned, “Nothing.  I just thought for a moment it just showed up in our universe next to Gadget’s entry and it meant something like that.”

The red-nosed one just blinked.  Okay, that was not anything like I would expect from Chip’s mouth.  Maybe he’s hungrier than I thought.

As the pair ate, Dale asked, “How’s the plan coming?”

Chip replied, “Great.  I’ve got it down to its basic components and it’s forming some kind of two-line solution.  However, something’s really bothering me.”  Suddenly, he started sniffing the air.  His face became one of confusion and then one of pleasant desire.  His stomach rumbled and he began to drool.

The leader of the Rescue Rangers timidly asked, “What is that heavenly smell?”

Dale smiled sinisterly, “It’s going to be our dessert but ONLY if you can finish the plan and explain it.  Also, finish your salad and fruit, young ‘munk.”

Chip growled comically and ate the remains of the salad.   He licked his lips and said, “Honestly…good salad, Dale.”
The red-nosed one smirked and retorted, “That’s nice Chip, but you’re not getting my share of bread.”  The pair chuckled and ate orange slices together, finally relaxing for the first time today.

Dale prodded, “What was it?”

The black-nosed chipmunk looked confused as he replied, “Hm?  What?”

The red-nosed one reminded, “There’s something that really bothers you.”

Chip’s mind snapped back to the case.  He explained, “I can see a basic rescue plan forming, but there’s one unknown that’s going to screw it all up.  If we don’t solve this one thing, then it could all happen all over again.  I’d like to solve it before we rescue the others or this won’t be over.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero straightened the collar on his shirt and asked, “What is it?  Don’t tell me it’s my ruthlessly good fashion sense.”

The detective ignored the smart-alec comment and said, “It’s that song.  How could it mess with both Monty and Foxglove at the same time but not Gadget?”

Dale peevishly asked, “So what about some ol’ song?  Maybe Monty remembered some old score to settle or something.”

Chip responded, “How would some old story of Monty’s mess with Foxglove’s echolocation?  Tell me how Monty running off would mess with her hearing enough for ninjas to sneak up on them.”

The red-nosed one thought for several moments, but could not come up with any answer.  He just waited for Chip to answer.
Unfortunately, Chip did not have an answer.  He confessed, “If anything was going to mess with Monty’s mind, it should have messed with both Foxglove and Gadget.  Gadget was not acting differently, Foxglove was.  How is that?  The only method I can think of is sound.  The sound of the music hypnotizing Monty and Foxglove but not Gadget.”

Dale nodded his head, saying, “Okay, that makes sense.”

Chip shook his head in negative response, “No, it doesn’t.”  Upon seeing Dale’s look of confusion, he continued, “If it angers Monty, it would anger Foxglove.  It didn’t.  It shut down a basic biological function.  A hypnotic suggestion affects everyone the same way.  So it couldn’t have been a hypnotic suggestion.”

The chocoholic crunched a green bean and asked, “So what was it?”

Chip just shrugged his shoulders in defeat.
Dale responded anxiously, “That’s not what I wanted to hear.”

The detective said, “I’m guessing that whoever made that song and arranged for it to be played at that time was helping the Soda Pop Ninjas thin out the Rangers before they were attacked.  That means if Monty, Gadget, and Foxy were at home, it might have been a different outcome.  That means we need to find out who this mysterious musician is or else they can do this again, maybe on an ever larger scale.  Since the Lucky Lady management mentioned Bubbles, that means Bubbles is secretly in charge of the casino.  That means he sent the Soda Pop Ninjas to capture us, most likely either for revenge or in preparation for a much bigger crime.  This also means that whoever made that strange song is helping Bubbles, if not working for him directly.”

The red-nosed one just planted his paws over his furry face and moaned.  “It’s just one thing after another isn’t it, Chip?  Isn’t this gonna stop us from rescuin’ Foxy, huh?”

The detective glanced not too unkindly at his best friend.   His voice dripped sarcasm as he quipped, “…and Gadget.”  

Dale suddenly felt foolish at his indiscretion.  He added, “And Gadget.  And the others, yes.”  He took a deep breath to calm himself.  Suddenly, the smell of lemon and nuts doubled in the kitchen.  

The red-nosed one got up from his chair and put on oven mitts.  He opened the oven and pulled out the fresh bread from the oven.  Closing the oven, he moved the bread pan to the table.  He took off his mitts and grabbed a carving knife.  

Slicing several pieces for himself and Chip, he stated, “Please tell me what we do know.  I’m tired off all this stuff stoppin’ us from succeedin’.”
Chip began rifling off facts as he gratefully munched on lemon-nut bread.  “We know where Gadget is, but she’s waiting for Zipper.  We kinda know where Zipper is, but not exactly.  He’s not waiting for anyone.  We know where Tammy is, but she’s waiting for Bink.  We know where Bink is, but we don’t know how many are holding her.  We know where Foxy is, but she’s waiting for Buzz.  We know where Buzz is, but he’s waiting for Sparky.  We kinda know where Sparky is, but not exactly.  No one knows where Monty is, but no one’s waiting for him.”
Dale summarized, “And this means we can’t just burst in and save everyone, right?”

The detective argued, “No.  No matter who we save, we’ll wind up missing someone and that person will get punished.  We have to start with the ones not waiting for others and work backwards.”  The red-nosed chipmunk went back to sulking.

Seeing his friend, Chip thought, He’s suffering as much as I am, but he’s out of his depth to do anything about it.  I guess I’d be as bad as he is if our roles were reversed.

Unintentionally out loud, Chip mumbled, “There but by the grace of Nature, go I.”

Dale looked up, saying, “Huh?”

Chip waved it off.  “Never mind.  Dale, it’s not hopeless.  Because we came back here, we’ve got a big start on the rescue plan, but we gotta tie up this loose end.  If we don’t then nobody’s going to be truly free.  I just need to figure out this mystery person helping Bubbles works and how to counter them.  Then we can go in.”
The red-nosed chipmunk got up and moved over to a cupboard.  Opening it, he pulled out a small transistor radio and placed it on the table.
He turned it on, saying, “Well, I don’t know about you, but I need a break from all of this bad news.  I could use a tune right about now.”  He turned the dial to a favorite station of his.

The D.J. announced, “Good evening to all of you critters of the night!  I’m D.J. Whistling Manny coming to you live through the human airwaves on 87.3 F.M.  Man, it’s great to not have to pay for airspace, right guys?  Screw you, F.C.C.!”

Dale turned the volume down a bit out of courtesy for Chip and turned the radio to face only himself.

Chip was grateful for that gesture at least.  Most modern D.J. antics just irked him.  He didn’t consider himself snooty.  He just liked a little more class from his announcers.

The radio continued, “Here’s a new song by request from the Windfeather family in Central Park.  A new trio of a cappella blue jays bringing back the doo-wop sounds of the ‘50’s is releasing their first album next month and let me tell you these birds can sing!”

Chip’s ears stood up straight.  His brain tugged his face to look at the radio.  The black-nosed chipmunk stared in awe as he slowly pieced together and wild idea.

The voices of three birds sang together in different ranges of notes in perfect harmony.  Dale rocked his head left and right, trying to appreciate the sound.
Chip stood up and adjusted the hat on his head.  He started walking out of the kitchen.

Dale asked, “Where are you goin’?”

The detective stated confidently, “To bed.  It’ll be hours before the same D.J. we’re looking for will be on shift.  I suggest we get some sleep.  We’re going to the radio station tomorrow to find a lead on our mysterious new singer.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero looked at the doorway long after Chip left.  He mechanically reached over and turned the radio off.  A smile crept on his face as he shut the lights off.

Walking towards his own bedroom, he whispered, “Rescue Rangers, away!”

The next morning, the chipmunks drove the Rangerskate to the back alley behind the local human radio station.  Parking the vehicle next to a garbage can, they covered it with a few discarded newspapers.  The headlines read, ‘Unusual Radio Interference Found in San Francisco – Aliens Among Us?’

They walked over to an innocuous-looking brick and pushed on it hard.  With a grinding sound, it slowly swung open inwards.  Quickly scurrying inside, they pushed the brick back shut.  The humans would never accidentally tap it open, nor be able to see inside to find the lobby of an animal pirate radio station.

The lobby was sparsely furnished.  A desk and a pair of simple chairs supplied all of the comfort while a door led to the broadcasting rooms.  A teenaged female rat sat at the desk, acting as both receptionist and public relations.  She was tall, but skinny.  Her long, black hair fell down around her shoulders like a scruffy curtain.  She wore a worn-out black beret that desperately needed washing.  Her dark green sweater reminded Chip of the color of nausea, but he struggled mightily to not say so.  She wore a long, yellow skirt to her knees.  Her scowl seemed to compliment the six oversized earrings on her left ear.
She asked rudely, “What do you punks want?”

Chip tipped his hat and asked, “Good morning, miss.  We need to speak to your D.J. about an investigation of ours.  It would be really helpful if you could take us to him.”

The rat snapped her fingers loudly at Chip and replied, “Scurry off, loser!”

The detective’s mind halted in its tracks.  The sheer inappropriateness of her gesture just confused him further.

He offered, “Some friends of mine went missing and we think your D.J. can help us find them.  They could be in trouble!”

The female rat snarled at him, baring her teeth.  “Walk on outta here, wimp.  This ain’t no place for freaks like you!  You want the snooze-station two streets over.”  She pointed at the wall they had just come in through.

Chip’s blood pressure climbed high as he contemplated her behavior.  He thought, Who the heck is this kid?  I’m almost old enough to be her father!  Maybe I outta teach this little brat a lesson.

He frowned and said, “We’re the Rescue Rangers!  We’ve practically saved this entire city more times than you can count!”

The teenager turned away from him and crossed her arms forcefully.  She smirked and stated, “You ain’t A.P.F. and you ain’t gotta warrant!  You got no power here, Mister Authority!  Go threaten someone who’ll fall for your schemes!”  She shook her head negatively, causing the earrings in her left ear to clank and chime together disharmoniously.

Chip balled up his paws into fists, trying desperately to think of a reason not to bonk this arrogant wretch out of consciousness.

Suddenly, Dale walked up and spoke smoothly and quickly, “Hey there, fellow Media-Lite!  WXXH plays all the hits twenty-four hours a day and all night!  Yow-hoo-za!”

The rat’s face lit up in appreciation and she turned to face the pair.  Smiling, she spoke sweetly, “Well, that’s different.  Go on through, friends!  Third door on the right.  Try not to enter when the red light’s on, that means we’re on the air.”

The leather-clad chipmunk felt his jaw hang open loosely.  Dale pulled him by the shoulder to the door.  Opening, it he ushered Chip inside.

Chip moaned, “Dear Nature.  Why me?  Signed, Chip.”

The female rat just chuckled as the door closed behind them.  The pair walked down the hallway.  Doors on both sides looked like solid wood with impressive locks.  On the right after the second door, a large glass window sat in the middle of the wall.  Through the window, the chipmunks spotted a tall, thin male lizard speaking into a jury-rigged microphone in front of an impressive panel of switches, lights, and knobs.  The third door had a red LED over it.  The light was lit brightly.
The lizard waved his arms around wildly as he hissed into the microphone.  Suddenly, he saw the chipmunks waving to him.  He spoke quickly into the microphone, and then flipped three switches in rapid sequence.  

Suddenly, the red LED went out.  The lizard looked back to the window and waved his claws at them, permitting them to enter.

The chipmunks opened the door, walking inside.  Chip closed the door and tipped his hat at the lizard.

He offered diplomatically, “Hi, I’m Chip of the Rescue Rangers.  This is Dale.  I understand that you normally work this shift, right?”

The lizard just stared at him, as if expecting something.  Chip looked over to see Dale smiling widely back at him.  The black-nosed chipmunk resigned himself to his fate.

Sighing loudly, he said, “This station plays all the hits all day and all night.”  He then screwed up his face in disgust as stated, “Yow-hoo-za.”

The lizard smiled widely and stated, “Well, it’sssss alwayssss a pleasssssure to meet my fansssss.  What ssssssong do you like bessssssst?”

Dale tried to enthusiastically answer, but Chip suddenly thought of a brilliant idea.  He interrupted, “It was that new song you played a couple of days ago.  You know, the day of the William Noel concert?  We wanted to meet the singer.”
The lizard hissed thoughtfully, “Oh, her.  I remember her.  Hard to forget an entrance like herssssss.  She came in here all dressssed up in dark glassssses, head shawl, and trench coat.  I know my accentssss, and I can tell a fake accent.  Herssssss wassssss a real French accent.  I guesssss she didn’t want too much attention.”

Dale asked, “Well, do you know her agent?  Maybe we can talk to him.”

The lizard shook his head and replied, “She didn’t come in with an agent.  Jussssst walked in off the sssssstreet with her demo tape and assssssked me nicely to play it on a certain day and a certain time.”

The chipmunks glanced at each other.  They both thought of the same person.  French accent and a carefully-planned song request meant only one person.

Dale asked, “Do you have anything that can help us find her?  She might be willing to sing at a party.”

The lizard smiled widely and hissed.  He reached over to open a cupboard and pulled out a tape.

Offering it to Dale, he said, “You throw a party and invite me, right?  No party issssss worth anything without D.J. Snazzy!”
Chip noticed an address written on the tape.  He shook the lizard’s claws and said, “Thanks!  If a party comes out of this, we’ll definitely invite you.”

Later, the elevator in the treehouse headquarters whirred to life.  The doors of the hall closet opened, admitting the two chipmunks.  The chipmunk in the cool hat walked straight into the workshop.
Dale followed him, asking, “Well, that address was a dead end…literally.”  He saw Chip digging through Gadget’s old, unused equipment.  He asked, “What are you doing?”

Chip pulled out an old, kit-bashed device made from an old cereal box with parts from a human cassette player.  He pulled out the audio tape the D.J. gave to him and fitted it in place.  Adjusted a few controls to make it fit snug, he pressed the ‘play’ button.

As the tape began to play the first few seconds of silence on any professional recording, the detective answered, “Trying anything I can.  Maybe I figure out a lead from the lyrics or background noise.”

The tape began to play the music.  The lilting, powerful female’s voice filled the room, pushing out any and all distractions.
“Ooooooooooohhhhh…

Want it all, mon amour!

Ooooooooooohhhhh…

Take it all, mon amour!

Oh Jack, mon pet-it chou!

Come on and be with me!

D’Allure-ooh-la-la!

Want all your treasure!
Oh Jack, mon pet-it chou!

Come on and be with me!

D’Allure-ooh-la-la!

Want all your treasure!”
She began singing with an edgy, needful voice.  The chipmunks stared at the tape player in awe.  How could anyone have such a lovely voice?  Maybe she would be pretty if they met her.  The beat began bouncing through the air, deliberate and measured.

“I want your anger.
I want your power.
I want all of you,
so give it to me.
I want your love.
(Love-love-love, I want your love)


I need your fury,
like your wedding band.
I want your leather-clad embrace in the sand .
I want your love.
Love-love-love,
I want your love.
(Love-love-love, I want your love)”
She began to sing in a stage whisper, almost as if she were singing just for them.

“You know that you want me

and I have something for you.
Come work for me, I got a job for you.”
Chip began fidgeting where he stood.  He stepped closer, trying to hear more of the wonderful singing.  

Dale began salivating.  His arms felt heavy and limp as if they were filled with jelly.  He stared at the spinning wheels of the cassette, but Chip moved forward, getting in the way.

The singer’s voice was known to them.  It was Desiree d’Allure.  She practically said so in the song.  Unfortunately, she was singing for Monty.  The chipmunks grew hot as they felt jealous of their teammate.

She began singing powerfully, as if fully bursting her soul through the tiny speakers.


“I want your love and

you want your revenge.
The two of us could write a bad romance.
(Oh-oh-oh--oh-oh!)

I need your love and

you need your revenge.
The two of us could write a bad romance.

Ooooooooooohhhhh…

Want it all, mon amour!

Ooooooooooohhhhh…

Want it all, mon amour!


Oh Jack, mon pet-it chou!

Come on and be with me!

D’Allure-ooh-la-la!

Want all your treasure!

I want your rage and

you want payback, fine.
You’ll be a criminal

as long as your mine.
I want your love.
(Love-love-love, I want your love-yes!)

I want loyalty,
your cheese-hunting trick.
Want you in my business,
Baby, you’re perfect.
I want your love.
Love-love-love,
I want your love.
(Love-love-love, I want your love)”
Dale pulled Chip away from the wonderful music.  He leaned forward, trying to hear more.

Chip resented being pulled away form his beloved singer.  He pushed back on Dale.

The red-nosed one balled up his paws into fists and swung at his best friend.  Chip, seeing the obvious ploy, stepped back and balled up his own paws.

Both chipmunks hated the other for trying to take his mystery woman!  

Both chipmunks hated Monty for being named in the song!

Both chipmunks were going to kill and destroy the whole city just to claim their female!  She sang only for him!  

Suddenly, Dale remembered a kindly smile on a gorgeous bat that was his and his alone.  He spun around and slammed his furry fist into the middle of the audio cassette.  SNAP!!!

The spool of magnetic tape spilled out onto the floor of the workshop.  The music warped and garbled to a halt.  The player device stopped working all together.

Chip’s mind filled with angelic images of a coy blonde mouse who worked so very hard to please him.  He dropped his fists and relaxed.

Shame entered the hearts of both chipmunks.  What were they thinking?  The more they contemplated it, the more they realized that they were not thinking at all.

After a few minutes of composing themselves, Dale asked fearfully, “Ch-Ch-Chip?  What the heck was that?!  It’s like I forgot about Foxy!”  After a moment, he threatened, “Don’t you ever tell her I said that.”
The leader of the Rescue Rangers took off his hat and smoothed his headfur.  He admitted, “No argument here, pal.  I won’t if you don’t tell Gadget I forgot about her…for a moment.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero then queried, “So, what do we do now?  Did you get what you wanted from the tape?”
The leather-clad chipmunk shook his head and admitted, “Nope.  I did learn that it was Desiree who caused Monty to leave the tree.”

Dale balled up his furry fists again and slammed them against the wall of the workshop in a one-two punch.  He then declared, “Well, that settles it!  Desiree is working with Bubbles and they got everyone captured!  Let’s go break them out!”

Chip held up his paw to stop his friend.  He explained, “Two problems, Dale.  First, we still don’t have a plan to free everyone without getting someone killed.  That will take time to figure out.  Second, Desiree now has the power to mess with our heads.”

The red-nosed chipmunk frowned deeply and crossed his arms over his chest.  He dismissed Chip’s concerns, “Females have had that power since the dawn of time.  We’ll fight it off.”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers tugged on his hat meaningfully and retorted, “Like we fought it off this time?”

Dale’s face grew hot as he remembered his shame.  He argued, “We’ll do better next time!”

Chip stated, “We can’t take the chance of our heads getting messed with again.  She must be doing something with her voice to mess with our heads.  We have to figure out how she does that!  If she hypnotizes us again, then the Rangers are finished!”
Dale growled under his breath.  He thought, Setback after setback!  Why can’t we ever get a break!  Dangit!

The red-nosed one challenged, “Well, how do you plan to figure this out?”

The black-nosed chipmunk admitted, “I’m not sure yet.  I need some inspiration.  Let’s hit the police station to look for leads.  This operation is huge, bigger than Fat Cat ever had.  There’s go to be some other cases that got noticed by the human police that will give us more clues.”
Dale resigned himself to the idea that he may never become a detective.  He just didn’t see how humans running around unaware of the vast animal society under their noses could ever stumble upon clues to solve cases for the Rescue Rangers.  Wasn’t it supposed to be the other way around?

At the human police station, Chip and Dale took their customary places on top of the ceiling fan above Sergeant Spinelli’s desk.  Dale was sitting down, resting his elbows on his knees and his face in his paws.  His mind was racing around ever-increasing questions of complexity.  Who do I rescue first?  Second?  Last?  Am I forgetting anything?  What am I missing?  Why doesn’t Chip just figure this out and tell me?

Chip leaned over the edge, staring at Spinelli’s head.  He kept his ear open, listening to every conversation in the office.
Dale asked, “Any ideas, Shurshuck?”

Chip turned back to his best friend in annoyance, placing a furry finger to his lips and making a ‘shush’ sound.  He turned back to listen and Muldoon and Kirby walked over to the desk.

Muldoon opened with, “Heya, Sarge!  Just finished the reports from the last museum robbery.”

Spinelli took the proffered papers and read them carefully.  He asked, “More useless junk taken?  I take it the prof was furious, right?”

Kirby adjusted his tie and replied, “Nah, this time he cried.  He claimed that even though those scrolls were unique, they didn’t contain any info they didn’t already know.  Only thing that makes ‘em valuable is that they’re some kinda originals from a cave in Israel about twenty-five hundred years ago.  He’s just upset that it keeps happening to his museum.”

Chip’s ears perked up. His brain raised a bright, shiny flag in his mind.  Museum thefts reminded him of something.

Dale noticed that Chip’s ears were doing that quivering thing when he got a sudden idea.  He walked over to sit down next to him and listen in.

Kirby asked, “Has Thompson or McCool found any of those cups yet?”

Spinelli corrected him angrily, “Goblets, officer!  Not cups, goblets!  They’re…”  He picked up a previous report and recited, “Thirteenth-century goblets of East Romanian origin.”

The officer dismissed the literary argument, “You drink outta ‘em, they’re cups.  Whatever.  We find ‘em or did others go missing?”

The Sergeant replied, “No, nothing like that.  Once they got the last one, no more were stolen.”

Chip’s ears quivered faster now.

Muldoon sighed, “Well, we better get lunch now while we can.  I’ll bet that the mayor calls again and demands we get all the stuff back.  I’m sick of my pension threatened every other week.”

The three officers of the law got up and shuffled out of the station quickly, leaving the papers on the desk.

Dale asked, “Chip, are we ready yet to…”  His words were left trailing as he watched in horror.  His best friend had leapt off the ceiling fan and was falling down to the desk!

Chip pulled the finishing rod from his jacket and cast it out straight up.  The hook caught on one of the ceiling fan blades and jerked him up and down like a yo-yo.  As he spun around in one full revolution in the middle of the room, he flew past a female officer typing up a lengthy report.  Her eyes caught a swish of brown fur in front of her nose as Chip sped by.  As she looked up, her nose twitched.  Fighting off her reflex, she eventually succumbed to chemistry.

“AAHH-CHOO!  Did someone bring a pet mouse or something to work again?  You know I’m allergic!”  The officer rubbed her eyes from the irritation that was forming.

Dale could only watch in panic as Chip swung around back towards Spinelli’s desk.  Coming over top of the furniture, he flicked his rod, causing a quick, small wave of line to go up to the hook, dislodging it.  The whole line came undone and he plopped down onto the desk.  He quickly reeled in the line and then put it away in his leather jacket.
The red-nosed one ran back to the top of the ceiling fan where a rodent hole was carved out.  He raced up through the ceiling and over to the stairwell built into the walls of the police station.  Running down the stairs, he aimed for the rodent hold behind Spinelli’s desk.

Chip quickly gathered all of the papers relating to the museum thefts and a few others for good measure.  Rolling them up, he dragged them to the edge of the desk.

The female officer opened her eyes and saw a blurry image of a brown-furred rodent dragging papers on the Sergeant’s desk.  

She called out, “Hey!  Drop those reports, rodent!”  She got up to chase the animal and get the reports back.  That seemed to happen too often.

Chip looked up to see the approaching giant and gasped.  He grabbed the papers in his claws and jumped off the desk and onto the Sarge’s chair.  He then jumped off of the chair and onto the floor, racing for the rodent hole.

The female officer groaned, “Oh, the Sarge isn’t going to like this.  More reports stolen by rodents.  He’ll have to have those reports typed up again.  We gotta get a cat.”

Inside the rodent hole, Dale ran up on all fours to his best friend in the whole wide world.

BONK!

Chip fell back, landing on his backside.  He chattered, “HEYwhatsthebigidea?!”

Dale grabbed Chip by the lapels of his jackets and chattered back, “Dontyoueverdosomethingstupidlikethateveragainyoualmostgotcaughtyoubigdummywhatwoulditellgadgetifyougotkilledbysomehumanhuh?!?!”

Chip pushed Dale off of him and then brushed off his fur.  He pointed to the piles of paper and explained, “These museum thefts have to be linked to the casino case!”

Dale crossed his arms over chest and challenged, “Oh yeah?  Prove it!”

The detective grabbed his hat, yanking it down over his head, and began jumping up and down while yelling, “Ithinkicrackeditdaleicrackedit!!!”

The Hawaiian-clad hero kept a stony poker face while thinking, Maybe he cracked something else, too.

Chip straightened his hat and said, “Those museum thefts are not for profit!  No one’s going to buy random scrolls of information no one’s looking for!  You can’t use goblets for anything but drinking and magic rituals!  Someone’s looking for magic items!  That would explain the strange power that song has over two married ‘munks who love their wives!”

Dale’s brain perked up.  Now this was something he could get behind.  


He nodded, “Yeah!  I knew ol’ Bubbles was teaching his soda pop flunkies ninja magic!”

Chip slapped his paw over his face and rubbed away the frustration.  He complained, “Dale, using magic isn’t Bubbles’s style.”

Dale jabbed Chip in the chest and triumphantly declared, “It’s ninja style!”

The detective stated, “Then why didn’t they use their precious ninja magic against us?  Or Gadget when she kicked their furry backsides all by herself?”

The chocoholic silently glared.  He had no answer.  

He asked, “Well then what do you think is going on?”

Chip asked back, “Look through all of these reports!  There’s got to be familiar crimes here if I’m right!”

The pair searched through the case file papers one by one.  Suddenly, Dale squinted and looked at the dates at one closely.  

He mentioned, “I thought this was an old report, but it’s a new one.  Just the other day, the Fire Chief has his toupee stolen.  Doesn’t this remind you of ol’ Freddie?”

Chip pulled out a pair of reports and declared, “Right here!  The same day the aquarium had a lobster stolen from its tank.  That night, someone snuck into the zoo after hours and attacked the elephant’s ears.  This case is identical to Winnifred’s spell of power!  Someone’s using her spell to become a ‘real witch’, whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

Dale’s spine suddenly shivered.  Images of him becoming a frog and nearly eating Zipper plastered itself across his mind.  He shook his head, apparently dislodging the bad image from his brain.

He asked, “Where’s that moon rock?  She can’t finish that spell without that moon rock, right?”

Chip replied, “I think I remember we tossed it out into the landfill.  There’s no way she’d find it there.  We can’t count on that.  If she found a way to any museum that has a moon rock, then it would only be a matter of time before she could steal it.”
They continued to read through the report, looking for any other clues to use to their advantage.  

Chip mused, “It would be nice to learn how she got those items from the museum.  After the whole moon rock fiasco, you’d think the museums in this city would know what she looks like and refused her entry.”

Dale pointed out a paragraph on a report, “It says here that the museum gave a copy of the security tapes to the cops.  They said it shows the display cases of three different scrolls and five different goblets opening by themselves.”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers tugged on his hat and said, “Let’s hit the evidence room and watch those tapes.  Maybe we can glean something.”

A few minutes later, the evidence room door was locked.  A computer monitor was hooked up to a VCR and a desktop computer was running sophisticated software.  The chipmunks found it easy to zoom in on certain places and play them backwards and forwards at will.  They never found the presence of technology so comforting as now.

Dale pointed up at the semi-blurry edge of the display case where a goblet was on display.  The blur seemed to crawl up the side and slide open the top.  The blur then enveloped the goblet and dragged it up out of the case.

He asked, “Did some kinda blob steal the stuff?”

Chip shook his head and re-read a report.  He summarized, “This is the one instance where a guard walked in on the theft happening.  He blinked and the goblet seemed to vanish before his eyes.  I think someone’s using a spell to make themselves and anything they touch invisible.”

Dale smirked and whispered to Chip, “Ninjas!”

The leather-clad chipmunk growled loudly.  He rued the idea that maybe Dale was right.  However, he used as much logic as he could.

He declared, “If it was ninjas, then there wouldn’t be a blur, would there?”

Dale crossed his arms and said, “You do not know the ways of the ninja, Chip.”

The black-nosed chipmunk desperately wanted to bonk his friend, if for the inevitable pop-culture references that awaited him over the next several hours than for anything else.
He compromised, “Let’s try the Winnifred angle first.  If it’s not her, then you can lead us directly into the heart of a ninja lair and learn how to defeat their magic.  Personally, I’d rather tackle a wacky witch that a gang of bloodthirsty ninjas, even if they did dress up in soda-colored clothes.  Let’s check Freddie’s prison records.”

The pair shut off the VCR and computer.  They climbed up a filing cabinet and opened the drawer.  Flipping through folders, Dale found one marked, ‘McAllister, Winnifred Q.’

Opening the folder, he read the contents.  Summarizing, he called out, “Says here that ol’ Freddie got paroled last year.  She’s been workin’ as a janitor in some office building on Sky Street, night shift.  I got her address here.”

Chip asked, bemused, “Freddie got paroled?  What for?  Ratting out her cellmates?  Cleaning the warden’s office?  Fixing the boiler?”

Dale laughed and said, “Good behavior.”  The pair laughed at the improbable statement.  Returning the folder, they closed the file drawer.

Later, inside a cheap apartment across town, a pair of tiny voices discussed their current situation.  It didn’t help that one voice was creeped out and kept straying from the subject.

“You know what was the worst part about bein’ a frog?”

“Eating Zipper, yes I know.”

“No!  It was actually tasting him!”

“It’s the same thing.”

“It is not!  He tasted like garbage!”

“Just pay attention to the door, dummy!”

“You try eating a fly sometime!”

“I’m not hungry.  Pay attention.”

“You pay attention!  Suddenly, I can taste garbage!”

“It’s all the junk you eat.”

“It’s not junk!  It’s the finest in gourmet processed foodstuffs mass manufactured to outlast a nuclear winter!”

“Hence why you never seem to get old.”

“Hey…was that an insult?”

A soft sighed echoed from the ventilation grate across the room from the front door.  The voice finally ended the argument.

“Yes, Dale.  That was an insult.  Now be quiet.  I think I heard footsteps.”

“I still say we should chew up that weird old book in the nightstand drawer.”

The front door shuddered as someone on the other side tried to turn a key in the lock.

“Dale, for all you know, that might turn you into a fly.  Let’s not be hasty.”

The door opened, admitting one of the Rescue Rangers most feared villains.  Winifred the witch.  Her fiery orange hair bobbed and swayed as its owner turned around sharply.  She shut the door roughly and locked it.  
She shrugged out of her overalls and cast them aside on the floor.  She then sat on the bed near the door and cracked her knuckles.  She appeared to be waiting for something.

Dale peeked through the grate and whispered, “Are you sure she can’t see us?”

Chip shushed him, “Yes, but she might hear us!  Remember she can understand all animals.”  The pair sat in silence for a few minutes.  

Suddenly, Winifred jerked her head towards the tiny kitchen in the far corner.  She frowned at something.  

Chip and Dale strained to look, but the kitchen seemed to be empty of anything noteworthy.

The witch complained, “I can see you.  Come out here already.”

The chipmunks strained to see or hear anything, but they could not.  

Dale looked at Chip and crossed his eyes.  He stuck his tongue out and twirled his finger in a circle around his skull.  Chip just barely smothered his uncontrollable laughter.

Winifred stood up and pointed her right index finger at the apparently empty space.  She threatened, “Drop the act, missy, or I’ll be lookin’ fer a new assistant.”  To Chip and Dale’s surprise, a soft, feminine, French voice answered out of thin air.

“Tut, tut, Madame.  Zhat temper of yours nearly destroyed your precious artifact.”
Suddenly, Desiree d’Allure blinked into appearance.  She was dressed exactly as they remembered her from the furniture smuggling case.  She held a large human-sized scroll above her head.  It appeared to be very old and rolled up into a cylinder.  It was tied with a brand-new ribbon.  

Winifred got up and ran over to the mouse.  Grabbing the paper roughly, she slid off the ribbon and opened the papers.

Desiree frowned at the lack of manners.  She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her footpaw impatiently.

At length, she asked, “Well?  Iz it what you are looking for, Madame?”

Winifred’s face broke its customary snarl and genuinely smiled.  She ran her fingers gently over the surface of the paper and spoke sweetly.

“Yes, yes it is.  I can tell it was powerful when it manifested.”

She then walked over to the kitchen proper and put her hand behind the refrigerator.  Pulling out a hand-carved broom, she placed it between her legs in the classic pose.  

Chip and Dale noticed the intricate, endless scrawl of symbols and shapes carved into the surface of the wood.  They could only guess at what they were meant to do.

Winifred closed her eyes and concentrated.  Slowly, the broom rose up of its own accord, taking the mounted witch with it.  She was floating in mid-air, riding on a flying broomstick!

The French mouse inspected her nails and stated, “Well, if you are satisfied with ze merchandise, zhen ‘ow about paying ze small fee, yes?”

Winifred opened her eyes and carelessly laid her right leg across the broom.  She smiled wickedly and agreed, “Of course, my pet.”

Desiree reflexively bared her teeth at the nickname.  She was nobody’s pet!

The witch continued, “A deal is a deal.  Come here and drink your new power.”

The French mouse nearly gagged and walked up closer.  As she climbed up onto the kitchen counter, she moaned, “Oh, why must I do such a horrible ritual?  Could you not just make a ring or a necklace or somezhing?”

The witch bit her own left thumb hard, muttering in a strange language while she did it.  A large bead of blood welled up from the wound.

Offering the bloody wound to the mouse, she spoke snidely, “Who makes jewelry that small?  Besides, anyone who could steal such a trinket would get the power.  You don’t want to leave yourself wide open like that.”
Choking back her own witty comments about the royal jewelers in France being smaller than herself, she licked up all of the blood the thumb had to offer.

Chip and Dale covered their mouths with their paws.  It was a sickening thing to behold.  Even Dale’s enormous list of monster movies could not ready him for the real-life image.

Desiree licked the excess blood off of her face and then concentrated.  She seemed to stand up straighter than before.  Suddenly, she performed a backflip off of the counter.  Sailing through the air with swan-like grace, she landed effortlessly on her feet like a ballerina.  Then she did something that made no physical sense.  

She leaped sideways over to the nearest chair.  Rebounding off of the chair leg, she sailed through the air back over to the kitchen counter.  Thrusting back with her hands, she landed upon the seat of the chair.  Immediately, she leaped up as high and as far as she could.  Her body always maintaining perfect poise and posture as she arced upwards and forwards onto the countertop with several inches to spare.

Winifred clapped minimally, trying not to show how impressed she was.  She spoke, “Very good, my little apprentice.  I approve of your choice.  Balance and agility have hidden benefits if you’re trying to escape in an open area.  If you’re this good already, then imagine how good you’ll be with a few weeks practice.  You might be able to cover the length of the entire city in tens of minutes.”

The suave French femme fatale smoothed out the wrinkles in her skirt.  She silently vowed to order a new wardrobe made of material better suited to sudden stretching and pulling.
She offered, “Well, zhis partnership is working out very well.  What is next, Madame?  Also, what is offered?”

Winifred dropped any pretense of civility.  She snarled at Desiree, “Always the price, huh?  I’ll bet you want another magical talent from my blood for just stealing a little something.  You’re overpaid!”

The French mouse calmly retorted, “If you could do it yourself, zhen you would.  You need me and I always get results.”

The orange-haired cleaning woman growled under her breath and complained, “It takes you long enough to get the items.  It took you four times to get the right goblet and three times to get the right paper!”

Desiree crossed her arms over her chest and boldly argued, “Only you have zhe magical-sensing talent.  If you share zhat with me up front, zhen I would be more accurate zhe first time, no?”

Winifred shook her finger in disapproval, “Oh, no!  You’ve gotten far too much of my power already!  No freebies!”

The French mouse calmly dismissed the argument, “Zhen you will be patient while I go back and forth to get zhe right items.  Besides, I do not charge for zhe extra trips.  Only zhe genuine articles are worth zhe fee, Madame.”

Winnifred thought, The little cunning mousy has a point.  I’m banned from museums as a whole for a long time and no one expects a rodent.

She then reached into her pockets and extracted a list.  It was well-scored with notes and descriptions.  She also produced a pencil and jotted a few more notes down.

She stated, “Well, missy, you still haven’t brought me that rock, haven’t you?”

Desiree turned up her nose and replied, “I told you zhat is not up for debate.  Zhere is no moon rock in zhe city anymore.  I cannot travel away because of my…personal obligations.”

The witch finished with the list and showed it to Desiree.  Suddenly, Chip pulled his binoculars out of his jacket and peered through them at the list.  What he saw made him feel both confusion and dread.
‘Silver goblet, used by a true vampire.’

‘Scroll written in the presence of a named spirit.’

‘Jewel carved to finish only in direct starlight’

The first two were crossed off.  The last one was surrounded by pictures and explanations of a six-pointed star shape.  

Suddenly, Winifred began to chant in a sing-song voice, “Hockity Pockity Wockity Whak!”  The list then shrunk to a tiny size!  Tiny enough for the mouse that reached out and took it.
Chip felt his jaw hang open.  Dale helpfully reached over to shut it.

The Hawaiian-clad hero stated, “You gotta admit, it’s pretty cool.”

The detective rubbed his jaw and declared, “I will NEVER get used to that.”

Winifred cackled and explained, “It’s not a ‘moon rock’ dearie!  It’s a ‘piece of land beyond the land’.”
When Desiree looked up at Winifred in confusion, the witch condescendingly said, “It’s a ‘space rock’.  Any rock from space will do.  I know just where it is, too.  Why, it’s only a few streets over in the American Museum of Natural History.  They have a recent display of rocks from Mars that were kicked off due to asteroid impact.”

Desiree shook the list at Winifred and said, “Zhat is out of zhe question!  Zhat place is a fortress, even to rodents!  The humans zhere guard it like a bank!  Besides, zhat is not on zhe list!”

The orange-haired cleaning lady just hovered on her flying broom.  Inspecting her nails carelessly, she retorted in a mocking imitation of Desiree’s accent.

“Well, zhen it is good zhat I do not need your whining for zhis!  Get me zhat last item, and I can get around that little detail, yes?”

Desiree felt her blood pressure start to rise.  She kept her temper under control with the greatest of effort.  Nothing made her angrier than insulting her heritage!

The mouse tucked the list inside her sweater and then ran around the corner of the kitchen counter to the rodent hold conveniently placed there.  She smiled as she ran through the expert craftsmanship of the passage to a smooth slide, taking her right to street level.

The city rat she tricked into working that job for her never did get that hot date he was promised.  She idly wondered how long he screamed and raced all over that cargo ship before he realized it had already left the harbor without her.

Chip and Dale raced back through the ventilation system to the alley where the Rangerwing was stashed under a pile of papers.  Jumping into the vehicle first, Dale operated the controls and flew the vehicle into the air.  

Chip took this opportunity to look over his extensive notes about this entire case.  He noticed only a few more pages were blank.  He’d have to hunt down another notepad soon, assuming he would solve the case.
Dale broke his internal reverie by asking, “Where to now?”

The detective pulled his hat down over his eyes and declared, “Head to the New York University library, Dale.  If my hunch is right, we might be able to beat Desiree to the last item on the list and buy the time we need to come up with a rescue plan.”
Finally heartened by the good news, Dale whooped, “Rescue Rangers, away!!!”

Half an hour later, the Rangerwing left the roof of the library of the New York University campus.  Aboard the Rangerwing, Dale sat in the backseat, pressing both of his paws down upon a tarp.  The tarp covered something roughly-egg-shaped and half as big as Dale.  The wind whipped the tarp back and forth, eager to uncover the object in the backseat.

Dale tugged downward harder and complained, “Hey, take it easy!  The wind’s really strong back here!”

Chip just smiled and gunned the engine.  The Rangerwing leaped forward, diving headfirst into the wind.

The Hawaiian-clad hero griped, “You did that on purpose!”

The leather-clad detective chuckled and replied, “Mayyyyybe!”  He then piloted the vehicle towards the nearby geology museum.

Dale asked seriously, “Are you sure this is gonna work?  What if it doesn’t?”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers tugged on the brim of his hat and stated, “It HAS to work!  If it doesn’t, then all our plans are shot!  We’d have to rush to rescue everyone and accept any casualties.”  His grim face showed that he was completely serious.

Another half an hour later, at the geology museum, Chad Franklin, security guard extraordinaire was catching up on the latest scores for the college basketball playoffs.  He frowned as the Pasadena Lawn-Jockeys ran roughshod over his home team, the Boise Dirtmen.
He decided that as soon as he finished this page, he would check the camera and then make the rounds one more time.  Only an hour left until Betsy came in to relieve him.

Suddenly, he heard a clicking sound in front of him.  He glanced over the paper to see a chipmunk pull out the cable that connects the monitor to the CPU.  He frowned as he considered the idea that his bosses wouldn’t believe a story about an animal damaging the computers.
He tossed aside the paper and called out, “Hey, let go of that, you rodent!”

The chipmunk just chattered at him and bit the cable.  

The human reached for the brash animal with both hand.  The chipmunk jumped up out of his grip and raced around the left side of his hands.

The guard reached for the chipmunk’s far side to cut off his escape.  It seemed to work as the animal double-backed under his wrists to the opposite side of the keyboard, clicking keys as he stepped.

Chad crowed in triumph, “I gotcha, chipmunk!”  He reached directly down on top of the helpless chipmunk. 

The chipmunk leaped upwards fast, clearing the grip of the guard’s hands before he closed them.  The chipmunk backflipped and landed in front of the guard, pulling on the computer cable.

Suddenly, Chad realized that the chipmunk had hog-tied him in place!

He cried out, “What the…?  How did…?  Did you…?”  As he contemplated the possibilities of hyperintelligent chipmunks, his logical brain asserted itself and informed him that there were no such things and smart animals, ghosts, or aliens.

Instead, he stated, “When I get outta this, I’ll crush you!”  The chipmunk in question just blew a raspberry at the bound human and ran off behind the desk to its hole.

A few minutes later, that chipmunk adjusted his leather bomber jacket on the roof of the museum.  He saw his partner climb up out of the open vent and pull on a rope.  Up came a precious red stone with a curious six-pointed natural star design inside it.

Dale hefted the jewel into the backseat and secured it with the rope.  He huffed and puffed, “Next...time…you can…lift the…heavy stuff.”

Chip asked, “Did you leave the mock-up off the pedestal?”

The red-nosed one snapped, “Of course I did!  Why did I do that anyway?”
The detective started the engines and said, “To make the guard think that he arrived just in time to save the day.  Now let’s get out of here.  I just hope the guard doesn’t trip up the trap I left for Desiree.”

A bit later, Chip and Dale walked into A.P.F. headquarters carrying a large ruby between the two of them.  This caused no end of staring as the officers stopped to stare at the huge precious stone.  A few even followed as the pair headed towards McDugell’s office.  

The gray squirrel was filing the last report for the night.  In just a bit, he would head home.  There his routine would change.  Dinner, newspaper, notes for tomorrow’s cases, shower, snack…

WHUMP!  His neat piles of paper were squashed by the sudden addition of a large, shiny stone.  He just stared at it for a moment.  Then he looked up to see two familiar chipmunks panting deeply.

He mentioned in a smooth voice, “Bribery, Chip?  This is so far beneath you.”

The detective adjusted his hat and said flippantly, “Yeah and I want change back, too.  Lock this in the A.P.F. vault, McDugell.”

The Sergeant asked crisply, “Why should I do that?”

Dale answered, “Because Desiree is tryin’ ta steal it first.  We brought it here and switched it with a phony to throw her off.”

A booming voice from just outside the door thundered, “WHAAAAT?!?!?”  The captain stomped in fiercely.  His eyes were bloodshot and bulging.  He demanded, “Are you seriously saying that you two stole from humans, nearly exposing our society, just to stop someone else from stealing it?!?!”

Dale took a step back, saying, “Uh, yeah…Chip, help me out here?”

Chip glanced over to the badger and explained, “Desiree is working for Winnifred the witch as her familiar.  She’s the one who organized the raid on Ranger Headquarters.  If Winnifred gets her hands on this rock, her powers grown exponentially.  She’ll lay waste to the humans and, by extension, us.  As soon as we can prove the link between Desiree and the casino, we’ll have enough for a warrant to get you guys into the casino and rescue our friends.”

The badger picked up the gemstone in one powerful hand.  He pointed with his other one at the chipmunks and demanded, “Sergeant, arrest them for grand theft!  I want these two behind bars for the rest of their lives!”

McDugell stood up, leaning forward.  He stated, “Chip and Dale are some of this city’s greatest heroes!  If they really wanted to steal this stone, they wouldn’t bring it here and surrender it!  Besides, if they did steal it, you’d never catch them.  They’re here to help!  We need this in our custody if we’re going to lay a trap to catch Desiree d’Allure, who I might add, if the number one most wanted criminal at large in the city!”

The badger looked back and forth between the gray squirrel and the chipmunks.  His eyes flicked back and forth, as if thinking hard.  He stated evenly, “You two!  Consider yourselves on probation until we catch d’Allure!  You’re under house arrest in your tree until this all blows over.  Then, I’m going to have you two committed to the state psychiatric hospital for believing in magic.”
Chip nonchalantly walked past the badger stating boldly, “No.  That’s a judgment for a court, which thankfully, you are not.  You can’t dish out punishment, officer.  That’s above your pay grade.  C’mon, Dale.  We gotta follow Desiree back to her contact in Bubbles’ gang and finish this case.”

Dale wasted no time in following Chip back to the Rangerwing.

Captain Greenclaw faced McDugell and threatened, “If those two get away with anything in this case, it’ll be your job in the trash, you know.”  To his credit, Sergeant McDugell held his posture rigid until the badger left the office with the star ruby.  Then, McDugell allowed himself to gulp in anxiety.

The front door to Ranger Headquarters opened, admitting two exhausted chipmunks.  They entered and stumbled towards the sofa, Dale closing the door behind them.  Flopping backwards onto the sofa, they let out exasperated breaths.

Dale mentioned, “Man, oh man, I’m tired.”

Chip murmured, “You and me both, buddy.”

Dale stated, “I don’t wanna do nothin’ for the rest of the day.”

Chip answered, “We gotta track Desiree tonight after she steals the fake star ruby.”

Dale mumbled, “I’m starvin’.”

Chip said, “Me too.”

Dale asked, “Whose turn to cook is it?”

Chip replied ironically, “Ours.”

Dale hesitated, thinking.  He then declared, “I don’t wanna.”

Chip explained, “If we don’t, then we won’t catch Desiree.  We need to find out the link between her and the casino.”

Dale rubbed his nose and queried, “So what?”  What Dale really meant was, Convince me this is important enough to stop being comfortable.
Chip clarified, “I’ve got a plan in mind to rescue the others.  However, it requires the A.P.F. to raid the Lucky Lady to give us cover.  The only way they can do that is if we have anything linking Bubbles to the new casino owners.  That means we follow Desiree after she steals the fake star ruby.  Afterwards, regardless whether or not she notices the fake she will head to the casino to protect her interests there.  The star ruby is Winnifred’s last ingredient.  She’ll need time to prepare her spell so Desiree will give last-minute instructions to the casino owner.  If we don’t have the A.P.F. backing us, we won’t rescue Foxglove and the others without someone getting killed.”
Dale thought about it.  Then he thought some more.  Then he thought some more again.  Suddenly, the image of several random Rangers, including a certain knockout of a bat, lying on the floor in puddles of blood came to mind.  He groaned with the effort and forced himself into the kitchen.  

He called out, “I’m making walnut and mushroom pasties for dinner!  If you don’t like it, you can eat elsewhere!”

Chip thought about it, then thought some more.  He pulled himself up off the sofa and walked towards the kitchen.

The leather-clad chipmunk said, “Actually, that sounds good.  I’ll set the table and pour us some drinks.”

Hours later, after sunset, a mouse-shaped shadow snuck into the display room on the third floor of the geology museum.  It crept up carefully to the display case bearing an example of a star ruby.

The shadow placed its paws upon the top of the display case.  Extending its claws, it slipped them into the tiny gap between the top and sides of the plastic display case.  Using the leverage afforded by the claws, the animal lifted the case top open.

A near-invisible fishing line followed the back corner of the case top, tugging on its other end.  Suddenly, the bow knot on the other end pulled open, releasing its pull.

The sudden slack caused the shadows thief to stop and look towards the fishing line.  The bow knot released a fishing weight suspended from a display shelf and dropped it to the floor below, right where a mousetrap was.  The weight fell right into the middle causing the mousetrap to spring shut.

The bar on the mousetrap yanked another fishing line tied to the bottom of a broom wedged against another display.  The bottom of the display was not flush to the floor, it caught the broom a few inches above the place where the fishing line tied.  The solid corner held fast, acting like a fulcrum.  The long end of the broom handle, glued with several metal sockets, whipped downwards on its short journey to the glass window where the silent alarm was wired.

CRASH!!!  Suddenly, the thief knew it was trapped!  It reached down and grabbed the object in the display case.  Then it raced down towards the rodent hole behind a massive display.  The thief cursed vehemently in French as it left the room and headed down towards street level.
Chip and Dale were in the living room, trying to show each other up in acting nonchalant.  The tension in the air was thick enough to rival cheese spread, however.  Chip was reading his second favorite Sherluck Jones novel.  Dale was engrossed in his silver-age Kablammo Man comics.  Both listened intently to the police scanner up against the far wall as it blared a steady stream of police jargon.

Suddenly, the device spoke, “Silent Alarm triggered at geology museum.  I repeat, silent alarm triggered at geology museum.  Car twenty-six proceed to the scene and co-ordinate with resident security.”

Both chipmunks threw down their literature and raced out of headquarters.

Dale skillfully piloted the Rangerwing towards the museum.  Chip held onto his hat and leaned over the side.  His dark eyes scanned the streets for any sign of Desiree.  The lights of the police car outside flashing red and blue did not help at all.

A shadow moved in the alley next to the police car.  It scurried low to the ground, carrying something over its head.  Chip thought he caught sight of a lop-sided headpiece on its head.  

Chip pointed and said, “There she is!  Fly high, Dale.  Don’t get seen.”

The red-nosed chipmunk pulled back on the control stick, gently pressing the right rudder pedal.  The Rangerwing obeyed, climbing and turning to match the target’s path.

The left engine began throbbing rhythmically again.  Both chipmunks silently prayed that this wouldn’t be their last case.  Once their course matched the shadow’s course, Dale straightened out the Rangerwing again.  The throbbing stopped.

The shadow carried the object on a beeline straight back towards Sky Street.  Chip’s hunch was proving correct.

Later, two pairs of eyes peeked out from the ventilation grate in Winnifred’s apartment.  They wished and hoped that all of their efforts were not in vain.  The witch was pacing back and forth in front of the kitchen table, muttering to herself.
Suddenly, Desiree d’Allure appeared on the kitchen floor from behind the refrigerator.  She dragged the stone across the floor.  

Turning around breathless, she gestured and stated, “One…magical…stone.”

Winnifred brushed the French mouse aside and grabbed the stone.  Holding it up to her eyes, she held it towards the overhead lights.  Turning the stone over and around, she studied it.

At length, she tossed it in the garbage can and said, “It’s a fake.”

Desiree stood up and screeched, “WHAT?!?!”

Winnifred couldn’t resist.  She crossed her arms over her chest and repeated slowly, “It…is…a…fake.”

Desiree tugged at the hair form under her beret and demanded, “HOW COULD IT BE FAKE?!?!”

The witch shrugged her shoulders and explained, “It should have been a stone cut and polished only in starlight, then infused and sealed with the starlight.  I could tell just by touching it that it was fake.  It’s a good fake, though.  It would fool any mundane viewer.”
The French mouse counted harshly to herself to control her temper, “Un, deux, trios, quatre…”  Suddenly, her face relaxed and she smoothed out her beret.

She asked, “But ‘ow could zere be a false stone in a museum, eh?  Ze museum employees could spot a fake immediately, no matter ‘ow nice it iz.”

This concerned the red-haired cleaning lady.  Her brow furrowed and her mouth pursed in concentration.

Suddenly, she walked over to her bed and reached under it.  Pulling out a long box, she pulled it up onto the bed.  Opening it, she reached amongst several dozen curious items, such as a blunt dagger, oil painting the size of her palm, several crystal necklaces, and a tarnished silver disc with a purple stone imbedded in it professionally.  She pulled out a round shape draped in black silk and placed it upon the bed.

Pulling the cloth open, she gazed deeply into a sphere of perfect, flawless, sparkling crystal.  Desiree ran over, climbing up onto the bed and peered into the crystal ball.  Unfortunately, she could not see anything.

The mouse asked timidly, “What iz it?”

Winnifred frowned and mumbled incoherently, “The stone is not here.  It is held by an animal.  White stripe, not a skunk.  I see lots of blue.”

Desiree asked in awe, “Blue?  ‘ow did it get there?”

Winnifred placed her fingers on her forehead and pressed.

Dale idly wondered if being a witch meant that someone used hidden ‘rewind’ buttons inside their head.  His face scrunched into a smile at the idea.

The red-haired cleaning lady snarled, “Before you got there, a pair of chipmunks carried it off.  One wears a leather jacket and hat.  The other one has a really ugly shirt.”
Dale chattered, “Heythishassentimentalvalue!”

Chip clamped his paw over his best friend’s mouth, praying that Winnifred did not hear the outburst.  The angry witch raised her right eyebrow just noticeably.

The French mouse noticed this and demanded, “What now?”

Winnifred looked up at her familiar and stated, “You’ve been interfered with.  That means you’ve been discovered.”

The mouse tugged on her beret and squeaked in dismay, “Discovered?  How?!”  After a moment, the pieces formed a picture in her mind.  She spat upon the bed, careful not to get too close to the crystal.

Snarling, she declared, “So, it is zhose interfering chipmunks, eh?  Ze friends of my Monzy shall not upset my plans!”  She started climbing down the bed.
Winnifred asked gently, “Where are you going, dearie?”

D’Allure promised, “I shall follow up on your ‘sea of blue’ later.  I need to meet with a ‘friend’.  If you find out more about ze real stone, let me know.”  With that, Desiree fled out of the rodent hole in the kitchen.  The witch sitting on the bed looked up at the ventilation grate and smiled wickedly.

Chip and Dale felt a cold shiver running up their spines.  They ran back towards the Rangerwing on impulse.  Firing up the engines, Dale took off and flew towards the Happy Tom Cat Food Factory building.

Desiree burst into the office of the Lucky Lady Casino and Restaurant owner in the hollowed out cat’s head on top of the factory.  A pair of bouncers, a tall lizard and a lean vole, stood in front of the desk, receiving orders from the boss, a large, muscular mole.

Shoving the bouncers aside, she cursed in French and then yelled, “Out of ze way, fools!”  The bouncers overcame their shock and obeyed.  The French mouse pointed her slender finger with a broken, painted claw at him.
“You!  You ‘ave not yet delivered the payments to your employer yet!  He has ze large operating costs and you must pay or else be fired!”

The mole stood up and put his paws in front of himself defensively.  His deep voice, reached a little higher in register as she attempted to soothe the furious female.

“I have it!  Don’t worry, I’ll…I’ll deliver it tomorrow, after lunch.”

Desiree walked around the desk to face the mole up close.  She jabbed her finger into his chest over and over as she threatened, “You better make ze payment!  If you think zhat zhis casino has any type of security without our permission, zhen just remember what kinds of animals work for your employer!”

The lizard foolishly asked, “What kinds of animals work for him?”

The vole elbowed the lizard and harshly whispered, “We work for Bubbles, you idiot!  He has a gang of real ninjas!  You know, those guys from Japan who are trained to sneak in and assassinate anyone?”

The bouncers and owner gulped audibly.  Apparently, they did not care for the type of animals the ‘boss’ employed.

The mole stated, “I’ll make the payment personally.”

D’Allure, somewhat calmed by this admission, ordered, “Good.  Zhat will do.  Also, be sure to change ze name of ze listed silent partner.  Make up any excuse.  Zhe remaining Rescue Rangers are hot on your trail and I do not want my name mentioned, not even my nom de voyage.  Do you understand?”
Upon seeing the mole’s head nod in subservience, Desiree d’Allure left by elevator.  The bouncers tried hard not to laugh at their boss’s cowering before a female.  If they did it in front of him, they could be fired.  They silently resolved to do it later when they were out of earshot.
Unheard by the three animals inside, the mentioned chipmunks slowly and quietly climbed down the wall outside and made their way back to the Rangerwing.  Now was the time for planning.

Chip burst into Ranger Headquarters with a passion, racing towards Gadget’s workshop.  Dale followed at a slower pace, closing the front door behind himself.
He called out, “What’re you in such a hurry for?  Want dessert before me?”

Chip opened the front door to the workshop and replied, “The only thing I want is my wife back!  If my calculations are right, we now have everything we need to bring everyone home tonight.”

A swift blur of red and yellow zoomed in front of him.  It resolved itself into a very happy Dale, his tail wagging into a blur.
He pleaded, “Really?!  How can I help?  Want do you want me to do, huh, huh, huh?”  

Chip smiled and said, “Help get things together.  I’ll need to borrow a full set of mechanic’s tool from Gadget, and then we’ll need disguises.  Two for me and one for you.”

Dale playfully messed up Chip’s headfur and taunted, “Hey!  How come you get two disguises, Shurshuck?”

The detective smoothed his headfur and explained, “I’m going to sneak into the casino dressed as a repairman.  I’m praying that the real one hasn’t shown up yet.  That will get me access to the games and free Zipper.”

The red-nosed one scratched his right ear and asked in confusion, “Then what do I do?”

Chip answered, “I’ll need you to free Bink while I’m at the Lucky Lady.  Do anything you need to.  Play it up and really cut loose with the gags.  Just make sure they focus on you and not Bink.  Once you’ve got her, sneak away so they don’t follow you and bring her here.”

Dale nodded eagerly.  He rubbed his paws together and gathered every single last sneaky trick in the book in the back of his mind.

He asked, “You don’t want me to bring her home yet?”

The leather-clad chipmunk hauled the biggest tool chest Gadget had out into the open and began to fill it with a few choice tools, including a long wrench that barely fit inside.
He stated, “Bring her here first.  She’ll go home soon after.  We’ll need some unique possession of hers that Tammy will recognize as proof of Bink’s freedom.  That will let her walk out with me and help later on.  Once we have the item from Bink, we’ll both dress up in our real disguises and get the rest of the others in one fell swoop.”

Dale immediately ran to his and Foxy’s bedroom.  He opened the closet containing all of his spare shirts.  Then, he opened the secret panel to the additional storage closet where he kept The Forbidden Gags.  It was where he hid his best practical jokes when Chip made him promise to get rid of them once and for all.

The seasoned comic rubbed his paws together gleefully and chuckled to himself, I get to have one last hurrah and keep my promise to Chip all in one night!  

In mere minutes later, a middle-aged chipmunk knocked on the back door of the casino.  The back door opened and a smooth-furred Persian cat stuck her head out.  She mewed gracefully, her voice full of venom, “Yes, you want something?”
The chipmunk touched the brim of his sloppy Gatsby hat and introduced himself in subdued tones, “I’m from the repair shop.  We’re sorry, but our regular guy had an accident and didn’t report it until now.  I’m here to fix the games.”

The cat narrowed her eyes and accused, “You expect us to be satisfied with your flimsy excuses?  That’s not the service we expect.”  She licked her teeth provocatively.

The middle-aged chipmunk did not react, but instead replied, “We apologize for the inconvenience, ma’am.  Tonight, I’ll fix the games for free just to keep your business.  This is how committed we are to our reputation.”

The cat suddenly smiled and beckoned, “Ah, that‘s better!  Come right in.  I’ll take you to the games.”  The middle-aged chipmunk casually walked into the casino kitchen, not in a hurry to be anywhere.

The master prankster surveyed his last Grand Victim.  His spirit flared powerfully in anticipation of the Humor Climax, like an aristocrat anticipates the climax of a fine opera.

He checked a few last-moment calculations in his head and then snuck up through the bushes, dragging a burlap sack filled with aerosol cans, string balls, and rubber gloves.

Inside, the poker game was coming to a close.  This little hole in a tree with the single branch was all right for someone’s first nest, but it sure wasn’t built for comfort.  Four rats sat huddled close together, eyeing each other for advantages.  The single table and four rickety chairs didn’t help the biggest rat’s concentration on the game.  

He was sure the other guys were bluffing, so he tossed in another acorn.  “Call.  Now lemme see ‘em, boys.”

The others revealed their cards.  Larry crowed, “Three aces!  I win!”  He grabbed the small pile of acorns.  The others groaned in frustration.  The leader began gnawing his cigar in disgust.  That was the tenth hand in a row he had lost.  

Suddenly, the sound of music came from outside.   It sounded like that pop-techno junk the kids liked.  Why couldn’t more people appreciate the classic olden tones of real doo-wop like they were supposed to?
He barked, “Larry!  Go see who the joker is and tell them ta scram!”

Not liking his assignment, but clearly not wanting a fight, Larry scooped his acorns into a waist pouch and trudged out on to the outside branch.

Following the sound of the music, he looked down at the base of the tree.  There, he saw what looked like a square-shaped inflatable swimming pool with a curvy female rat sitting in it.  She was leaning back in her skimpy swimsuit and relaxing to the music in the moonlight.
Excited, Larry ran back to the door and reported, “There’s a female rat down there in a bikini!”

The leader stood up and ran towards the door.  He barged his way past Larry and shouted, “She’s mine!  All mine!  Gimme!”

He tripped over a dark-colored taut string and fell forwards.  A stream of vegetable oil fell from the tree branches above, covering the tree branch.  The leader slid on the branch all the way to the end were a twig fell away to reveal a spring placed at a slight angle.  The rat’s body struck the spring and then was slingshot down off the branch and into the pool.

SPLAT!!!

Larry’s jaw fell open in surprise.  He leaned over to look for his boss.  It appeared he was in a sticky situation in the pool.  Larry waved his arms to get his boss’s attention.

He called out, “Hey, Moe!  Hey, Moe!”

The other rats scurried outside to see what the matter was.

Down in the pool, the leader shouted, “Eeeayahh!  This girl’s made of peanut butter!  Get me outta this!”

The two others just laughed at their boss’s predicament.  Larry, realizing he was in earshot of the boss, decided to score some brownie points.

He commanded, “Shut up, you two!  Get down there and free Moe!”
The others did not take kindly to someone other than the boss being the boss.  A large, bald one slapped Larry and said, “Eh, shaddap!”

Incensed, Larry bonked the bald one on top of the head.  The bald one fell down in surprise.  The remaining one grabbed Larry’s nose and twisted.

Larry cried out in pain, “Gyeah-eyeah-eyeah!”  He reached out blindly, finally grabbing onto the remaining rat’s body fur.  Larry tripped over his own feet and fell down on his backside.

His grip propelled the remaining rat over the edge.  The bald one peered over the edge to see his buddy fall right onto Moe.

KLONK!

Moe screamed, “OOOOWWWW!  Larry, you chowderhead, stop throwing henchmen at me!”

Larry stood up and commented mournfully, “I’m sorry, Moe!”

The bald one chuckled openly at Larry’s failed attempt to schmooze the boss.  “Ha, ha!  You’re in trouble!”

Larry rubbed his fist on top of the bald one’s head and taunted, “Well, whaddaya gonna do about it, ‘Curly’?”

That was it!  No one insulted his head!  The two rats on the tree branch began to slug it out in an old-fashioned fistfight.

Suddenly, an industrial-strength rubber band, lopped into a lasso, came from above and roped the two rats on the tree branch.  The tension suddenly yanked them up, disappearing into the leaves above.

SPLEECH!

The pair descended, partially covered in white-sticky stuff.

The tension returned, yanking them upwards again.

SPLOOCH!

The pair descended, fully covered in white-sticky stuff.

The tension returned, yanking them upwards again.

SPLUCH!

The pair descended, overwhelmingly covered in white-sticky stuff.

Larry asked weakly, “What is this stuff?”

The bald one whimpered, “It tastes like marshmallow!  I hate marshmallow!”

The tension disappeared, letting them fall to the tree branch, right onto the vegetable slick.
Dale climbed down from the leaves above, carrying a solid walnut wood pool cue.  He sauntered over to the edge of the vegetable oil and lined up a shot.  He poked them sharply with the pool cue, sending them careening into the spring at the end of the tree branch.  They rebounded off of the spring and flew into the inflatable pool.

All of the sudden weight finally broke the pool apart, revealing a stale slice of bread as the bottom of the pool.  The bread slid aside, carrying the four sticky rats with it.  They wondered what could possibly come next.

The slice of bread revealed another slice of bread next to it.  The rats’ eyes all went wide as they finally got it.  

Then they got it good.

A hidden, mechanical hinge flipped the slice of bread with the rats on it onto the new slice of bread.

SMOOSH!

The rats cried out in pain, “AAAUUGGHH!!!!”

Suddenly, a sound of mechanical gears winding came from underneath them.  They all collectively cried for their mommies.

SPROING!!!

The entire conglomeration of rats and food went flying as a single package up into the night sky, heading for the junkyard.

Dale surveyed the sky, watching his masterpiece sail away.  He felt a pang of regret and loss at seeing his brainchild leave into the world, but such is the way of things created.

He said off-handedly, “My, what unusual sights we’re having.  It looks like an Unidentified Flying Fluffer-Nutter.”

He then walked boldly into the abandoned treehouse.  Opening a closet door, he found Bink tied up.  After releasing her, she hugged him fiercely.

She looked up at him and asked, “What was all that yelling, Mr. Dale?”

Dale humbly dismissed her concerns, “Just your Uncle Dale showing the world that he’s the greatest practical joker that ever lived.”

Bink grabbed his paw and began to walk out of the treehouse.  She boldly stated, “I wanna be the greatest practical joker that ever lived, too!”

The red-nosed one chuckled loudly and guided her to the Ranger Headquarters.  He said, “Maybe one day I’ll teach you everything I know, my apprentice.  But for now, let’s get you to headquarters for a snack and then Chip will tell us what to do next.  We’re gonna bring your sister back tonight.”

Downstairs, in the V.I.P. gaming room, the middle-aged chipmunk was putting the finishing coat of grease to the inner workings of the rusty slot machine.  He kept the service panel open to flick a lever that unlocks the arm.  Pulling the arm, he watched the tumblers spin and then come to a stop one by one.  A few more times of this and he was satisfied that the tumblers were working properly.  He closed the service panel and locked it.  He then moved to the roulette wheel.

The employee by the open door, a female lizard, called out, “Hey!  Whaddaya doin’ now?”

The chipmunk calmly replied, “Last item on the work order.  Your bosses said the wheel will suddenly stop when it’s not supposed to.  I’ve seen this a dozen times before.  Some customer probably dropped a chip down there when he wasn’t looking.  I’ll have to fixed in five minutes.”

The chipmunk began unscrewing the side panel to reach under the wheel.

The employee began walking towards the chipmunk nervously.  If he saw what was happing inside that game…

The chipmunk rudely barked, “Move over, bug!  I gotta job to do, so don’t get in my way.”

The lizard flicked her tongue into the air with satisfaction.  Maybe this chipmunk was all right.  She stood still, listening hard.  She heard the sounds of gentle tapping coming from inside the game table.

The chipmunk pulled a few tools from the box and then resumed tapping.  He declared, “Almost!  Almost got it!”

A dozen more taps and the lizard heard something drop to the inside of the game table.  The chipmunk moved a few tools back into the toolbox.

Closing up the roulette table, he stated, “Got it!  It’s not a poker chip, though.  It’s a spare part from the slot machine.  I guess some idiot found it on the floor and tried to stuff it in there instead of reporting it.”
He then looked into the table space and said harshly, “You stay in there, pest!  Go to sleep or something.  Maybe they’ll feed you later if you’re quiet.”  The chipmunk resealed the roulette table shut.  He closed up the toolbox and carried it over to the lizard.   

Handing the part over to the lizard, he stated, “All done.  That’s a flap from the token slot inside the machine.  It controls the fall of the token so the machine registers the customer did pay for the turn.  You can see the thin metal rod is broken.  They do that.  It probably fell out when someone collected the money.”

The lizard saw that the part was as the chipmunk described.  She smiled at him and patted him on the shoulder.

She hissed, “Well done, misssster.  I’ll tell the bossssss about you.”

The middle-aged chipmunk smiled and tipped his hat at the employee.  He stated, “Thank you.  My name is Chad.  Be sure to ask for me next time.  I’ll appreciate the business, young lady.”

The lizard escorted the chipmunk out the back door.  The chipmunk carefully climbed down the ladder to street level and opened the box.  

Zipper climbed out, stretching his aching muscles.  He turned around, showing the cellophane tape fixing his wings in position.

The middle-aged chipmunk pulled his folding knife from his jacket pocket.  He took his time to carefully slice the tape in half, freeing each wing without removing it.  He tried to grab the edge of the tape to pull it.

The brave fly spun around and held up his paws.  He squeaked in the strong negative.  He then mimed the act of tearing paper.

The chipmunk asked, “Can you fly?”

The speedy Ranger flapped his wings.  Then he flapped harder, and then faster.  He slowly rose into the air.  The fly nodded his head.

The chipmunk ordered, “Head for Church Street Bolt and Screw.  Show yourself to Gadget and help her get out of there.  Bring her back home.  We need her to help us with the final part of the plan to rescue all of the others.”
The brave fly sped off north as fast as his wings could carry him.

The chipmunk headed home to assemble his final disguise for the evening and wash out the gray makeup from his fur.

Minutes later, the speedy fly landed on the windowsill of the ground floor of Church Street Bolt and Screw factory.  Looking inside, he saw the monstrous printing press that was cranking out weapons.
He saw a flash of gold near the intersection of two of the sections of machine.  Peering in closer, he saw long, blonde hair.

Zipper was heartened by this sign.  He squeezed his little body under the propped window and pushed himself inside.  Flapping his weighted-down wings, he flew over towards the hair.

Flying around the edge of the machine section, he saw Gadget.  She was covered in grease.  Her jumpsuit was torn in several places.  She seemed exhausted, but her eyes held a lightning charge of defiance.

Gadget’s view withheld a strange, yet familiar, flapping object.

She turned and exclaimed, “Zipper!”  The fatigued insect spent his last breath propelling himself into a face-to-face hug with Gadget.  She firmly squeezed the insect, glad for his safety.

She chirped, “Oh, Zipper!  I’m so glad you’re all right!  I thought we had lost you forever!  What happened to you?”

Zipper squeaked and pantomimed a long story.  Gadget’s face fell with sympathy, but then it brightened at the end.

The blonde inventor smiled widely and declared, “I knew it!  I knew I could count on him!”  After a moment’s pause, she corrected herself demurely, “Them!  I could count on them!  I mean WE could count on them!  I mean…”

The brave insect laughed at her embarrassment.  Now that she was married, she did not lose her sense of modesty.  She just needed to correct herself more often.  
Gadget became serious.  She stared at Zipper with a gaze forged of steel, but still she did not lose her compassion.  

Setting him down gently, she ordered, “I gotta get out of here.  I’m not making any more weapons for those thugs and I’m not leaving this machine for them to figure out.  I’m going to destroy it once and for all!”

A thundering voice came form the hallway beyond the closed door, “All right, time to pay up, girlie!  There better be a double-shipment in those bags or else we’ll have to teach you a lesson, right boys?”

A chorus of rough-sounding masculine voices emanated from the hallway, echoing into nightmarish proportions.

Chills surged through Zipper’s tiny frame.  He imagined horrible things that angry thugs might do to Gadget.  However, Gadget’s expression merely blazed into open contempt.
She stated, “The suit’s not charged yet.  I need a few more minutes to fully charge it, then I can escape.  Get to the window, Zipper.  I’ll hold them off.”

The noble fly’s heart surged along with Gadget’s.  He felt such a surge of strength and energy as never before.  He shrugged off his woes and hovered in mid-air.  He placed his paw to his mouth and trumpeted a battle cry.

Gadget’s mouth curled into a tiny frown.  She agreed, “Well, if you can do it.  Hold them off just long enough for me to get suited up.”  She then walked over and opened her latest invention.
It stood half again as tall as her.  Made from hand-pounded pieces of cast-off steel parts from various devices, it resembled nothing less than a soot-stained, hastily soldered, vaguely mouse-shaped golem that stood on its back legs and had swollen forearms.  Seven wires ran out of the back of the torso plate and snaked their way inside the weapon-making machine.

She opened it like a suitcase and then stepped backwards inside.  Flipping a discrete switch inside her chestplate, the joints surged to life with electrical power.  The chestplate closed by itself.  Each major joint sealed itself, hissing with released air pressure as it did.  Finally, the faceplate closed over her.  The eye slots opened with a click, revealing a soul with determination.

The door opened, admitting five rats dressed in old leather jackets and bandannas.  They were laughing, joking amongst each other.  Then their gaze fell upon the golem.  It stared back at them with harsh, blue eyes.

The tallest thug cried out, “Smash that thing!   Find the girl!  If we lose her, it’s our heads!”

The group fanned out to surround the iron mouse.  Suddenly, a high-pitched buzzing drew their attention above.
Zipper flew in from the ceiling and rammed himself into the eyeball of the leader.  POW!!

The leader screamed, “AAAAUUUUGGHHH!!!”  He grabbed his face and fell backwards onto the floor.

One of the rats chased after Zipper, drawing a glass shard half-wrapped in electrical tape from his jacket.  The speedy fly led him on a merry chase around the room, wasting his time.

Of the three left, the nearest one raced towards the iron mouse with his claws outstretched.

The iron mouse hauled its right arm back and slung it forward.  SLAM!!  The metal fist slammed into the skull of the rat, knocking it backwards three inches and onto its back.  It was out cold.

The other two rats stopped in their tracks.  Could that really be that girlie-girl in that suit?  They looked around and found long wrenches lying on the floor.  Picking them up, they circled her.
The one in front of her lunged with the claw end of the wrench, feinting to the face.  The iron mouse flinched with her left arm and then tried to grab the wrench.

The opposite rat came in from behind and slammed his wrench into her backplate.  CRUNCH!  Three electrical wires dislodged themselves and fell to the floor.

The iron mouse’s right leg seemed to buckle, causing it to stumble onto one knee.  The rat in front raised his wrench high overhead, poised for a killing blow to the head.  

The mouse in the iron suit raised her left arm, aiming for the wrench.  

BANG!  The thick forearm released a high-velocity staple that struck the wrench and affixed it to the metal wall of the weapon-making machine.  The rat turned to look at the weapon in amazement.  

The iron mouse threw her right elbow backwards, striking her other attacker in the gut.  She heard the whoosh of breath escape his furry lips.  She followed up with a left-handed uppercut, dazing him and dropping him to the floor.

The rat chasing Zipper threw the makeshift knife at the noble fly, who ceased flapping his wings to drop under the deadly projectile.  He then flapped harder, striking his fist into the rat’s throat.

The iron mouse felt her right leg slowly build up power.  Experimentally, she flexed her right leg and found herself standing slowly.

The remaining rat watched as the monstrous metal form rose up, just as strong as ever.  His knees quivered and his jaw hung open.

The iron mouse raised both of her arms to aim at the bottom of the segment of the weapon-making machine several feet away.  A pair of wire ejected from her arms and sailed through the air to imbed themselves in the metal wall.

ZZZZZZZZAAP!!!  Huge amounts of electricity surged through the wires to electrocute the machine.  Suddenly, flames sprang up from every corner and vent in the metal wall.  The segment of the machine began to glow orange.

The rat felt a cold chill travel down his legs and into his feet.  He raced over to pick up the unconscious rat.

He raced towards the door, yelling, “Get outta here!  It’s gonna blow!”

The other rats shook off the damage and saw what their coworker saw.  They ran as fast as their wobbly legs could carry them back into the hallway.

Zipper flew down to meet up with Gadget, still inside the suit.  He squeaked and pointed to the now-glowing machine.

Gadget walked as fast as her metal legs could carry her towards the cracked-open window.

She said, “I know!  I did that on purpose!  That oil and grease is low quality and easily flammable.  It’ll build up pressure and race throughout the entire machine.  It’ll blow up and melt the whole assembly if I let it, which I will!”

She positioned herself in front of the closed window.  Her ankle joints sprouted plates with spikes upon them.  The plates flipped over, digging into the wooden floor.  The suit leaned over, as if pointing towards the window.

SNAP!  A few pieces of legs and arm plating cracked under the strain and fell off.  Zipper buzzed and pantomimed in panic at the damage.

Gadget cheerfully replied, “Oh, don’t worry Zip!  With less weight, I should fly even farther now.  After all, I’m fully charged now!”

The noble fly pointed to her backplate, which had started to spark dangerously.  He buzzed and squeaked what it looked like back there.

With the faceplate down, he couldn’t see Gadget’s facial expression.  However, the drop in her voice told volumes of her concern.

She mused, “Hmmm…that’s a problem.  If I’m not fully charged, then I might not detach from the leg joints properly or strike my head into the wall below the windoworsomethingelsereallybadsoithinkishoulddisengagetheejection…”

CLICK!  VROOM!

The feet of the suit fell apart, the pieces scattering on the floor.  The powerful electromagnets in the ankles discharged their full power in opposite polarity of their normal state.

The rest of the suit flew straight at the window, carrying Gadget with it.

“EEEYYAAAHHHHHYYYAAAAHHHHHH!!!!!”

CRASH!!!  Gadget and the remainder of her suit tumbled through the closed window and arced into the alley beyond.

SMASH!  The sound of the metal suit crashing into a metal garbage can echoed through the alley.

Zipper, feeling heat behind himself, glanced over his shoulder to see the entire machine glowing yellowish-orange.  Flames were erupting from the corners and vents like several dozen little blowtorches.

Realizing the danger, he sped blindly through the broken window.

BOOOOOMMM!!!  A cloud of fire reached out form the underworld to try to snare the brave fly in its destructive grasp.  Zipper felt his wings soften in the fantastic waves of heat.
Suddenly, the heat melted away into the cool night air.  He had escaped!

Surveying the alley, he quickly found the garbage can he sought.  The helmet had fallen apart, revealing Gadget, still mostly suited up and buried up to her chest in rancid garbage.

He squeaked loudly, inquiring as to her condition.

Looking up in wonderment, the blonde inventor smiled widely and exclaimed, “That was sooooo cool!  Let’s do it again!”

Stunned, Zipper could only hover in mid-air for a moment before he collapsed in a heap of uncontrolled laughter.  He plummeted into the garbage, rolling around and giggling uncontrollably.  Gadget laughed heartily, slowly digging herself out.  
As they heard the approach of sirens, the pair made their way home.

Chip and Dale were sitting on the sofa, going over the plan to rescue the others at the Lucky Lady.  Dale was rapt with attention as he realized how this was one step closer to getting Foxglove back.

Chip stated, “…and then you use the bolt cutters here.”

Dale replied, “…and we work our way downstairs.”

Gadget opened the door to Ranger Headquarters, admitting her and Zipper.  They were still chuckling over the whole escape.

The chipmunks stood up in awe.  Chip dropped his notepad onto the floor.  Gadget looked at her favorite chipmunk with expectancy and hope.

Chip raced over top of the sofa right for her.  His hat tumbled off of his head to fall onto the floor.  He did not notice.

Scooping her up in his arms, he pinned her to the wall and pressed his soft lips into hers, kissing her for all he was worth.  Moans of delight and sheer bliss came from the pair as they lost sight of the world around them.

Zipper quietly closed the door and flew over to Dale.  They shared a high-five in pleasure at seeing each other alive.

Dale commented, “Zip, my right-hand fly guy!  I hope the rescue went as planned?”  Zipper chuckled and pantomimed a few dismissive gestures.

Gadget wrested her lips away from Chip to turn her head aside.  She was inundated with affection.  She kinda liked it.

Chip furiously kissed her neck and ear.  He demanded, “Gadget, I love you!  Will you marry me…again?”

The blonde mouse giggled with pure glee and mock-complained, “Chip!  I’ve been burned, starved, nearly crushed, and now I’m covered in stinky garbage!  You really want me to marry you again right now?”

The detective desperately cried, “YES!”

The female inventor stated in a silly voice, “Wellllll…okay!”

The pair giggled and chuckled, enjoying the simple sensation of holding each other again.

Zipper cleared his throat comically, startling the love-struck pair.

Chip reached up, only to realize his hat was missing.  He smiled and declared, “Okay!  We got a real shot now!  Gadget, get cleaned up and meet me in the workshop.  Dale and Zipper, let’s go in there now.  If we get ahead real soon, we can finish rescuing everyone tonight!”

The entire group cried out, “Rescue Rangers, away!”

Later, Gadget was sewing up the last part of Chip’s cloak.  She had taken it apart to add a layer of polymer plastic underneath the lining to help protect him against a knife attack.  She made the stitching extra-tight, just in case someone would try to yank it apart.

Dale made some last-minute adjustments to the fake glasses he was going to wear on his face.  Zipper was munching on some fruit to get as much energy back as he could.
The blonde inventor asked fitfully, “Are you sure you can’t squeeze me into your act on stage?  I can be your magician’s assistant and watch your back.”

The detective shook his head, saying, “We’ve discussed this.”

She replied wearily, “Yeah, I know.  I’m exhausted and shouldn’t be in the way if there’s a fight.  Besides, you need me flying the Rangerwing for a hot extraction from the roof if necessary.”  She yawned, a clear sign of her not sleeping for the past eighteen hours.  She finished, “I’ll be glad when this is over.”

The red-nosed chipmunk straightened his crushed-felt hat and asked eagerly, “Next we get Foxglove, right?”

Chip nodded and answered, “We get everyone in the casino tonight.  All that will be left will be Foxglove and Monty.  We signal Foxglove and she comes home.  We’ll just need to track Desiree to where she has Monty.”

Zipper squeaked and pantomimed the act of sneaking around.  He then opened an imaginary door and pantomimed a big moustache.

Chip replied, “If I know Desiree’s patterns, then she would have snared Monty first for herself as a prize.  She’ll keep him safe and captive at her residence.  When the casino is blitzed, she’ll run for safety and to check on her prisoner.”
Gadget yawned again.  She rubbed her eyes and stated, “All done.  The cape is knife-proof and claw-proof.  Just don’t use it as a parachute and you’ll be fine.”

The detective said, “Thanks, my love.  Are you sure you’re fit to fly?”

Getting anxious, Gadget hotly replied, “For the tenth time, Chip, yes!  Now let’s get going already!  We’ll drop Bink off at home and then off to get the others.”

The group filed into the Rangerwing.  First, it would make a stop at a nearby tree in the park and then it would fly off towards the Happy Tom Cat Food Factory, ready to bring everyone home.

The tabby cat wearing the silk vest peered out onto the stage after the female squirrel’s dance routine.  The crowd was applauding, but they were not going back to their tables.

He turned to the sharply-dressed chipmunk and hissed, “It’s a lively crowd tonight.  If you screw up their mood, you’ll be fired so fast you’d think you were shot by an arrow.”

The chipmunk confidently adjusted his tuxedo cuffs and said, “Just introduce me.  I’ll keep their attention.”

Tammy walked by, gathering the folds of her dancing outfit.  It was supposed to be something that would resemble a butterfly with a plunging neckline, but in reality it just looked like something rejected by the Tudors on Halloween.

She walked by the cat and chipmunk on the way to her dressing room.  The outfit was making her self-conscious and she was due for a break.

The chipmunk turned to her and tipped his top hat to her, suggesting, “Stay and watch my act, miss.  I think you’ll find it interesting.”

The squirrel immediately recognized Chip, but her training refused to allow her to react in any way that would break his cover.  Instead, she nodded and stepped back to lean against the scaffolding hidden from the stage by massive curtains.
The cat hissed, “You’re up.  Introduce yourself, professional.”

Chip walked on stage boldly, making sure to flare his cloak outwards widely to make himself seem bigger and grander than usual.  The audience stopped their applause and began to whisper to each other.
The chipmunk took off his hat with his left paw and showed the inside the audience.  He declared, “Good evening, ladies and gentlebeasts!  Think you know the laws of nature?”

He snapped his fingers on his right hand.  Suddenly, a wand appeared in his right hand.  He aimed the wand at the hat and gave a twisting motion with both hands.

Letting go of the hat, he aimed his wand towards the audience.  The hat seemed to levitate out into the audience, just over their heads.

He threw his voice into the hat.  The sound boomed like it was from a loudspeaker, “Tonight, the mysterious ‘Shadow Magician’ will prove you wrong!”  The hat levitated back to the chipmunk’s waiting paw.

The audience smiled in appreciation and clapped heartily.  The backstage cat relaxed a bit, but frowned.

Chip placed the hat upon his head and showed the wand.  He pointed and said, “Don’t blink!”  Suddenly, he flicked the wand, which turned into a long, pink ribbon.  He held it in both paws, stretching it wide.  On it was embroidered, ‘B.C. & T.C.’
Tammy suddenly recognized the ribbon.  She thought, That’s Bink’s special birthday ribbon!  She was wearing it when she was kidnapped!  Chip’s telling me she’s okay!  The red-haired squirrel clapped loudly, knowing Chip would hear it and realize that she understood and was ready to act.

The tabby cat looked at her and asked harshly, “What, you falling for this bit or something?  You do know it’s all a trick, right?”

Tammy, not wanting to give away Chip’s plan, said sweetly, “I think I’m starting to like magic.”

Chip tied the ribbon to his hat and then took off the hat in his paws.  He tapped the hat and it exploded into a shower of glitter.  The audience erupted with applause and cheers.

A non-descript chipmunk in a crushed-felt hat and glasses carried a toolbox around the back of the main floor of the casino to walk behind the bar.  He got on all fours and crawled up to the bartender’ feet.

Buzz looked down at the sudden movement and asked, “Hey, what’s going on?”

The chipmunk looked up and tilted his glasses to show his face.  He said, “Just here to fix this, friend.  I’ll bet these metal bits are botherin’ ya.”

The guinea pig nodded and said in a lower voice, “You bet, friend.  Just do your thing.”

Dale pulled out a pair of bolt-cutters and began to fasten them on Buzz’s ankle-cuffs.  He snipped the thin chain between his ankles first and then tried to fit them around the actual cuffs in order to help out Buzz as best as he could.
Chip pulled a bouquet of colorful flowers from the folds of his cloak, gripping them at the bases of their stems instead of in the middle.  He picked a red one and plucked it, eliciting a faint snapping sound from his furry fist.

He threw it over the audience and said, “For the lovely ladies in the audience, how about a red rose?”  The flower spontaneously burned into a bright, red flame and sizzled.  The flower burned out almost immediately, leaving nothing behind.

The female animals in the audience applauded and whistled in great appreciation.  The males in the audience tried in vain to figure out the trick, hoping to use it for themselves in the near future.

Chip plucked a yellow flower and threw it.  “How about an iris?”  The flower trailed a bright, yellow flame behind it, much to the delight of the crowd.

He threw a purple one, a green one, and a blue one.  Each increased the crowd’s fascination as none of them ever touched the audience or set anything else on fire.

Dale closed the bolt cutters.  SNIP!  The ankle cuff fell to the floor.

Buzz commented, “That’s a great magician act, friend.  Too bad you’re missing it.”

The red-nosed chipmunk fitted the bolt-cutters around the other cuff and grunted, “Don’t rub it in, okay?”  He closed the cutters.  SNIP!  The other cuff fell down.

Dale stated urgently, “If you’re ready, turn your back to Chip.  That’s the signal!  Be ready to take us downstairs to get Sparky when he comes over.”

Buzz immediately turned to face away from the stage.

Chip recognized the posture.  He reached deep within his cloak to pull some special, tiny paper wads.  He rubbed them together in his paws and flung them out into the audience.

The wads spontaneously ignited. Showering the crowd with a constellation of stars that actually whistled and popped, leaving a thin, white ash that fell down.

The crowd applauded wildly, demanding more.  The chipmunk in the cloak threw his voice boldly, saying, “If you like that, then stick around for the second half of the show soon, everyone!  Remember, the ‘Shadow Magician’ knows!”  Laughter echoed around the casino as Chip walked off the stage.
He met up with the cat, who was frowning.  He said, “Yer a fraud.  You’re not a real magician, yer a fake.  Now I gotta clean up that ash.  Maybe I outta fire you, whaddaya say ta that, chipmunk?”

Chip brushed off his tuxedo jacket and smiled.  He returned, “Of course it’s fake.  It is a stage magic act.  The crowd knows it.  Besides, if you want to fire me before the second act, then you can explain to the boss how the crowd won’t get to see my next tricks and got really upset.”

The cat hissed aggressively and slashed the empty air in front of Chip with his claws.  He then got a broom and began to sweep the stage clear.

Tammy hugged Chip tightly, whispering in his ear, “I’m so glad to see you!  Where’s Bink?  Is she all right?”

Chip returned the hug, hoping to make it look more than it was.  He whispered, “She’s at your Mom’s house.  I need you to come with me, Dale, and Buzz to free Sparky right now.  After that, we can go get Foxglove and Monty.”

Tammy whispered frantically, “Foxglove’s up in the office!  I heard the others mention that when she’s not spying on the Black Rat Society, she’s caged up there!”

Chip pulled back and grabbed her paw.  He led her around the edge of the main floor to the bar, saying, “Then we have no time to lose!  C’mon!”

The cat swept fast, trying to keep the stage clean.  He spied the chipmunk and squirrel making a bee-line right for the bar.

He mumbled grumpily to himself, “Hmph…young love.”

Reaching the bar, he slapped the counter and said, “Hey, what’s with the drinks around here?”

Buzz turned around to glare at the chipmunk.  Seeing it was Chip, he controlled his expression to avoid breaking cover.  

Dale popped up, adjusting his glasses.  He offered apologetically, “It’s the main pipe for the tap.  It’s plugged but good.  I need to get under the floor to fix it.  It’ll only take five minutes.

The chipmunks both turned to the guinea pig, who suddenly felt like he was back in the elementary school play in his youth.  

He gulped and said lamely, “I’ll take you downstairs…where there’s a trapdoor…where the pipes are…over here.”

The group then walked casually towards the stairwell near the elevator.  Buzz opened the door, letting the group walk down the stairs.

They travelled down four flights of stairs to the basement.  There was a pair of rotating circles of metal spinning in different directions powerfully.  Up the center of the circles ran a pair of cables that ended in harsh alligator clips that dug into opposite side of Sparky’s neck.  His expression read exhaustion and pain.

The apparatus was spinning and crackling with electricity as it siphoned energy form the lab rat.  

Four guards stood by, laughing at the tortured rat.  Two robins, a garden snake, and spider all pointed and laughed themselves silly each time Sparky let out a silent yelp of pain.

The Rescue Rangers charged into the room, yelling their battle cry, “RESCUE RANGERS, AWAY!!!”

The battle was joined with a surprise attack.  Tammy raced on all fours and leaped through the air footpaws first to slam into the back of one of the robins.  The sudden impact thrust his body forward to collide with the electrified apparatus.

ZZZZAAAAPPP!!!  The robin fell over, totally stunned from the energy discharge.  The others turned around and charged at the intruders.

The spider reached behind himself and pulled out a lasso of webbing.  Spinning it above his head, he threw it at Buzz.  The guinea pig stepped to the side, then sped forward.  The spider tried to reach for the guinea pig with his hands.  Buzz grabbed the spider’s arms, twisting them and pulling hard.  The spider surged forward, tripping over his own eight feet and falling onto his back.  Buzz struck the forehead of the spider with his fist, causing his head to bounce off the floor.  The spider fell unconscious.
Dale leapt up onto the robin, who was trying to flap her wings to fly.  The sudden weight of a chipmunk caused her to fall to the floor.  The chocoholic climbed all over her, tickling her in various random places.  The robin, being ticklish in the first place, fell limp and wriggling under the chipmunks, merciless assault.

She laughed, “Hee, hee, ha, haaaaaa!  S-S-Stop it, ch-chip-m-munk!!  Ha, haaa!”

Chip squared off against the garden snake, who reared its head back as if to strike.  Chip did not take the bait.  Instead, he stayed steady, staring at the reptile.  Both seemed locked in a staring contest.  The muscles around the snake’s head seemed to tense.

The detective’s eyes glittered.  The snake found itself unable to look away.  Focusing harder, Chip willed himself over the snake.  Chip’s eyes glittered again.

The snake tried to shake off the chipmunk’s mental assault.  He opened his scaly mouth and began to surge forward for a strike.  The leader of the Rescue Rangers screwed up every ounce of willpower he had inside of him into one final assault. 

Chip’s eyes flashed with unspoken power, and the snake’s eyes dilated widely.  The snake fell over limp.  The detective grabbed the snake and dragged it over to the laughing robin.  

The pair of chipmunks used the hypnotized snake to tie up the robin like the snake was a rope.  After pulling the snake tight, he snapped out of his trance.  Suddenly, the robin and the snake tried pulling themselves free of each other ineffectually.

The Rescue Rangers high-fived each other jubilantly, congratulating each other’s tactics.  Buzz studied the apparatus carefully.  He then tensed his right arm.

In a flash, he reached inside and grabbed one of the clips attached to Sparky.  Pulling it harshly, the clip disconnected from the rat.  

The others gasped at the danger and speed of the guinea pig’s action.  The electrical aura fizzled out and the circles of metal slowed down to a crawl.  Sparky closed his eyes in anguish and breathed easier.  

He whispered, “Thank you.”  He then fell unconscious.

Chip noticed Buzz rubbing his paw carefully.  He asked, “You okay, Buzz?”

The guinea pig looked back with a simple smile and said, “Just a minor shock.  I’ll be okay.  I was too motivated to really feel it, though.”

The lights above began to dwindle to nothing.  The others realized that the entire power grid must have been fed solely by Sparky.

Dale ordered, “Everyone get Sparky down!”  The others tried to pull their friend only to find him attached to the vertical frame by electrical tape.  The irony was not lost on the others.

Everyone began to try to use their teeth on the tape when Zipper flew down.  The lights finally shut down as the brave fly began to squeak and buzz a series of statements.

To confirm what he reported, a sudden cacophony of panic and harsh shouting emanated from above.  “Halt, A.P.F.!”  “This is a raid, stand still!”  “You there, you’re under arrest!”  The occasional flashes of white light form battery-operated torches flickered in the floor above through the stairwell.
Everyone began to feel better.  The cavalry had finally arrived.

Chip complimented his friend, “Great work, Zipper!  You delivered the message just in time!  Was Captain Greenclaw present at the station to give you trouble?”

Zipper smiled and shook his head in the negative.  However, he did reply through squeaks that it took a while to wake all of the A.P.F. up besides the captain.

Then, the brave fly landed on Dale’s shoulder and began to gently squeak and Buzz a statement to him.

Dale stopped cutting tape with his teeth.  He gasped and asked, “You found Foxy?  She’s in the office at the top?”

Zipper squeaked in the affirmative and explained more.

After hearing the story, Chip gently mentioned, “This one’s all yours, buddy.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero raced up the stairs, up every flight, past every door, until he reached the top to the boss’s office.
Bursting into the office at the top of the stairs, Dale beheld the single most enchanting sight he had ever witnessed.

The main lights were still out, but the emergency lights were activated.  A pair of lights each threw a cone into the room.  The first terminated at the stairs, where Dale stepped into the light.  The other one bathed a space beside the massive mahogany desk.  A large birdcage hung form a hook in the ceiling so the bottom of the cage was level a few inches above the floor.  Inside the cage sat a forlorn bat maiden crying into her wings.

The heroic chipmunk called out, “Foxglove!”

The kind-hearted bat looked up at the familiar voice.  Her eyes looked towards the other cone of light to behold her chipmunk in shining red and yellow.

Smiling widely, she cried out, “Dale!!”

The red-nosed one charged at the hated iron contraption that dared to separate him from his love.  Racing right up to the cage, he leaped up and grabbed the vertical bars.  He grabbed the bars on each side of the lock and summoned all of his inner power.  Yanking the cage open, the door swung easily and struck him in the shoulder.  The sudden force and surprise shocked him into releasing his grip.

“Wha-ha-haaaaa!”  He fell backwards onto his backside.  He stared up at the cage in confusion.  He grabbed the floor of the cage and pulled himself up enough to poke his head above the floor.

Glancing at Foxglove, he asked plainly, “They kept you in an unlocked cage?  What a bunch of goofballs!”
Foxglove offered helpfully, “Zipper found me earlier and picked the lock.  Then he went to find you.”

Dale climbed into the cage and then suddenly raced to Foxglove.  He scooped her up in his arms and began to kiss her rapid-fire all over her face and neck.

Under the sudden shower of attention, Foxglove giggled, “Hee, hee, Daaaale!”

The Hawaiian-clad hero hugged and squeezed his wife cooing softly, “I finally found you at last, my lover-bat.”

Foxglove groaned with a smile, “Oh, Dale.  Not that corny name.”  She then kissed his nose and said, “My brave chipmunk champion.”  Dale puffed out his chest and buffed his claws upon his chest fur.  

After a moment, he became serious and reported, “Now that we got you, there’s just Monty to rescue.  Chip wants you to fly around and try to see if Desiree runs away.  If so, find out where she lives.  We’re taking Sparky back home so Tammy can heal him.”

The pure-hearted bat saluted and stated officially, “Lieutenant Foxglove of the Aerial Recon group, accepting mission.  Keep dinner hot for me, Private Cutie!”  With that, she leaped out of the office window and flew up to circle around the casino.

Dale longingly looked up at her as she left.  Suddenly, he complained, “Hey, I’m supposed to outrank you!  Oooh, how did I let that one slip by?”

Foxglove gained enough altitude to echosound all of the alleys around the casino as she circled over the cat statue’s head.  She saw several animals flee from ground-level windows into the waiting arms of the A.P.F.  This continued for several minutes.  She was sure the others were probably home by now.
Suddenly, she ‘heard’ one of the animals suddenly leap up diagonally onto an adjacent building wall.  It rebounded up across the alley to bounce off the factory wall and bounce up higher to the human fire escape on the adjacent building.
Foxglove aggressively scanned the creature.  At first, she thought it was an abnormally huge grasshopper, but the body profile was definitely rodent-like.

She decided to fly closer and ‘listen in’ to everything that body was telling her.  As Foxglove turned up the intensity and narrowed the frequency of her scans, she learned that the creature was definitely a mouse.  It was normal size and shape for a female mouse, wearing normal clothing.  The beret tipped Foxglove off to the identity of her quarry.

Foxglove seethed with anger as she hissed the target’s name, “Desiree d’Allure.”

As she watched the French mouse, she noticed that the mouse was moving with a grace and speed that rodents don’t normally possess.  She opened her senses to something that she thought that she’d never have to sense again.  Desiree registered as a strong positive.

The bat spit out her disgust, “She’s a familiar.  There’s only one real witch in the city that would ally herself with animal criminals.”  Foxy’s mind filled with images of the threats and crimes of her former employer.  “Winnifred.”
Foxglove followed the French mouse for several minutes as she cleverly crossed several streets only to backtrack, bounce over buildings, and then run around other alleys in an effort to lose any pursuers.  

Finally, Desiree squeezed into through a broken crate next to a government-owned warehouse next to city hall.

Foxglove whispered, “Nice try, Desiree.  That would have worked on anyone but a bat.  Good choice for a hideout. That warehouse would so little activity on any given day and never be much more than storage.  Now I gotta find the network.”

The bat looked around, trying to find some insect that wouldn’t panic at the sight of a bat.  She landed on top of the warehouse and saw an exploring ant looking for any type of food.
She landed in front of him and said quickly, “Excuse me, but I’d just like to say that the sun in shining.”

The ant froze in surprise and began to back away.  It slowed upon thinking about Foxglove’s words.  He stopped and asked, “Do you think the ice is slippery?”

The kind-hearted bat avoided walking forward and said, “I’m part of Zipper’s insect network.  I have a message I need relayed to the Rescue Rangers at their headquarters.”

The ant relaxed and said, “No problem.  What’s the message?”
Foxglove stated, “I need all available Rangers to come here to this address on the roof.  I found the suspect.  Also, tell Dale to bring his Halloween costume.”

The ant raised one antenna in confusion.

Foxy added, “He’ll understand.  You got it?”

The ant saluted crisply and replied, “Got it!  On my way!”

The bat saluted back and said, “Thank you.”

As the ant scurried off towards the ledge of the building to climb down the sheer vertical side, Foxglove congratulated herself on her sudden plan.  It was so ingenious she just had to tell someone.  She looked around for someone to brag to.  

When she saw no one, her ears drooped and she said, “Oh, shoot.”

Some time later, the Rangerplane flew in from the horizon.  Aboard were Gadget, Chip, Dale, and Buzz.  When the Rangerplane landed, Chip and Dale jumped out and ran over to Foxglove.  Dale was carrying a dark bundle in his arms.

Chip asked, “What’s happening?”

Foxglove replied, “Desiree’s home is down on the ground floor of this warehouse.  The main entrance is the broken crate just below you.  I’m convinced that there must be a side entrance on an adjacent window of the building.  We can surround her and catch her before she escapes.”

She glanced at the Rangerplane and asked, “Where’s the Rangerwing?”

Chip replied, “We told Gadget about the vibrations in the ‘Wing.  After she inspected it, she declared it unfit to fly until she can recalibrate the engines.”

Dale added, “Sparky’s in a bad way from being sucked dry of electricity night after night.  Tammy’s staying behind to heal him.  Zipper’s still exhausted and trying to wash the tape off of his wings.  Whatcha got planned, Foxy?”

The bat explained, “I learned that Desiree is not just helping Winnifred, she’s a familiar.  That means she’s sharing blood with her.  That means that Winnifred’s giving some of her powers to Desiree as a reward for helping her.”

The chipmunks’ eyes bulged at this information.

Chip asked, “We didn’t tell that to you yet.  How did you know?”

The kind bat evasively answered, “Professional knowledge.  Of course, this means that Desiree is steeped in magical lore.  I’ve got a plan to scare the wits out of her and drive her to make a mistake.  She no doubt believes in demons now.  So, Dale and I are going to scare her into thinking a pair of demons are chasing her, but you guys have to go in the front and cause a distraction.”

Dale smiled and nodded, indicating his dark bundle.  He said, “Oh, now I get it.  That’s why you wanted me to bring my costume.  Chip, we should do as Foxy says.  She knows what she’s talkin’ about.”

The detective just tipped his hat up and said, “Well, it’s better than my plan, which is very little.  Desiree no doubt has a group of hired guards.  We’ll break in the front and engage them.  Just be careful.  If Desiree’s got magic powers, then there’s no telling what she can do.”
Chip raced back to the Rangerplane and informed the others.  Gadget activated the mechanical wings of the Rangerplane and lifted off.  Flying around in a circle, she angled the nose down to glide towards the street.

Dale opened up his bundle to reveal several gizmos form his superspy costume and a large, black suit.  He grinned with malicious glee as he began to affix the gizmos to his body in preparation of the operation ahead.

He mused, “Boy, oh boy!  That Desiree will be in for a shock!  There will be no escaping…uh, ‘Dale-Bat’!  No, I can do better than that.  How about ‘Bat-Dale’?  Um, ‘Darkmunk’?  No, I need something fearsome, like something you can’t even figure out.”

Foxglove, ever helpful, supplied, “Well, you’re a chipmunk and you’re going to be passing yourself off as a bat-like thing.  How about…”  She then struck a bold pose and declared, “How about being ‘The Incredible Bat-like Chipmunk’?!”

Dale finished with the last gizmo, a belt that had a collapsible pole that retracted into a small motorized box behind his back.

He perked up and said, “No, too long and vague.”  Suddenly, he got it!

He pulled on his dark suit with powerful and deliberate motions.  He turned to face Foxglove with his mask fully on.  The image of a nightmarish stitching of a chipmunk and bat confronted Foxglove.  She swooned and shivered.

He said in a low voice, “Beware criminal scum…for the Batmunk is on your trail!”
Foxglove wrapped her wings around him and stole the biggest kiss ever.

The dark chipmunk complained, “Aww, Foxy!  I’m supposed to be mean and fearsome!”

The flirtatious bat giggled and apologized, “I’m sorry, Dale, but you just looked so cute when you’re trying to be all intimidating and stuff.”

The pair then raced to the edge of the building and then leaped off.  Spreading their wings like parachutes, they tried to angle for a window ledge on the second floor.

Meanwhile, the Rangerplane landed next to the broken crate.  Chip, Gadget, and Buzz jumped out and surrounded the crate.

Buzz asked, “What’s the plan?”

Chip responded, “Foxglove and Dale need as much distraction as possible.  So, we rush in, make a lot of noise, and take down any guards we find.”

Gadget then reached into the backseat of the Rangerplane for some of the cargo she brought before leaving headquarters.  She pulled out a pair of plunger crossbows, giving one to Chip.  She also pulled out a pair of reloads for each of them.

The blonde inventor loaded her crossbow, saying, “It’s a good thing I packed for emergencies.  Buzz, do you want a crossbow?”

The guinea pig just popped a few knuckles and stretched his legs quickly, saying, “Nah, I’m better barehanded.  I’ll stand in front and you guys back me up.”
The three then raced inside the broken crate to find an ornate door made of solid hardwood.  Gadget stepped up and picked the lock with her tail.  The door swung open easily and noiselessly.

The three stepped in quickly, Buzz taking the lead in the center.  Chip and Gadget flanked him, staying back at the doorframe.  Inside, they found themselves in an old-fashioned foyer for a mansion, complete with sweeping staircase to the left and a rodent-sized glass chandelier suspended from the ceiling.  There were doors in the upper level as well as a doorway on the ground floor, most likely leading into a hallway.  

A large, muscular, male mouse dressed in a tuxedo was sweeping the floor as the three Rangers entered.  He looked up in surprised and demanded, “Who are you?  How did you get in here?”

Buzz flippantly asked, “Anybody order a pizza?”

The mouse yelled, “Guards!  Guards!  Intruders in the foyer!”  Quickly, the upper level filled with large, muscular male mice dressed in tuxedos, all running down the stairs to reach the Rangers.  
Chip and Gadget each aimed at different mice along the stairwell.  Pulling their triggers, they shot out the plungers with terrific force.  

SPLOT!  SPLOT!  The plungers each struck their marks, covering the faces of a mouse.  That mouse tripped on the stairs in surprise, falling down.  The ones behind him tripped over him and tumbled down the stairs, falling on his co-workers.  Chip and Gadget reloaded as quickly as they could.

Buzz walked gently over towards the foot of the stairs.  The first pair of muscle-mice reached him, trying to grab him with their powerful paws.

The guinea pig merely smiled and then began to move fluidly.  He gripped the incoming right arm of the first mouse and twisted it.  Pivoting on his left foot, Buzz swung around powerfully, yanking the first mouse headfirst into the nearby wall.  WHAM!

He then blocked the second mouse’s left fist by pushing it wards above his head.  He then swept the mouse’s feet out from under him, causing the muscle-mouse to fall down into the floor and into the path of the next mouse.

SPLOT!  SPLOT!  Chip and Gadget fired their next volley into the incoming wave of guards.  Two more fell down with plungers on their faces.  However, the remaining forces of the guards reached the bottom of the stairs and began to swarm the Rangers.
Upstairs, a pair of bat-shaped shadows snuck along a hallway.  They listened at each door for any sounds of their quarry.

Muffled arguments came from one set of walnut double-doors.  Foxglove gestured for Dale to hide in the deeper shadows along the hallway.  He nodded and slinked off to the end of the hallway and stood motionless in the corner.

Suddenly, the doors opened and a harried male muscle-mouse ran from the room in a panic.  A vase flew through the air towards his head, missing by an inch.  

SMASH!  The expensive object shattered against the wall.  The muscle-mouse ran towards the end of the hallway to escape his employer.
The harsh, female voice screamed, “I do not care what your flimsy excuses are!  Zhose chipmunks are ruining my plans!  If zhey discover where zhat wacky witch is hiding, zhe spell could be ruined!”

Footsteps came closer to the doorway.  Foxglove seized upon her chance.  Making sure she stayed in the shadows past the door, she stood up straight and tall.  Folding her wings forward like a cloak, she adopted a stern gaze.

The French mouse stood in the open doorway, taking pleasure in the terror of her employee.  Her eye caught movement to her right, in the shadows past the door.  She idly looked, and saw a tall figure with horns upon its head.

The figure intoned deeply, “Desiree d’Allure…your spirit now belongs to us.”

An icy chill ran up Desiree’s spine.  Winnifred tried to tell her about using her powers too often.  It attracted nasty things in the dark.  The French mouse screeched and retreated into the room.  She closed the doors behind her and slammed them shut.  BANG!

Dale stepped forward suddenly in front of the employee, who was just turning the corner.  The employee startled at the sudden monstrous shape in the dark.

The red-nosed hero said, “Lights out, scum.”  A pair of fist flew out, striking the muscle-mouse in the head, dazing him.  A final fist struck the employee under the ribcage, robbing him of breath and dropping him to the floor.
Dale stepped forward quickly to stay in front of the next door.  He guessed right as the door opened suddenly, showing a very scared female mouse dressed in a sweater, skirt, and beret.

Upon seeing the demon-shaped shadow, she gave a choked squeak of terror, backing up slowly.

The dark chipmunk couldn’t resist.  He spoke gravely, “I will capture your soul.”  He then reached up to his collar and pulled the hidden strings to activate his bow-tie camera.  POP!

Desiree’s vision swam before her and she stumbled away, running for the next door.  Opening it, Dale saw it was an internal staircase leading up to the next level.

He whispered, “Foxy, go up the stairs and follow her.  I’ll go up the outside!”  He then ran over to the window and opened it.

Foxglove ran into the room and up the stairs.  She made her feet swift and maximized the echo of her running up after Desiree.

Dale jumped out of the window and activated his helicopter belt pack.  The helicopter blades sprang to life, carrying him to the next floor up.  He latched onto the window and retracted the device.

Desiree was so busy outrunning the feet up the stairs that she began to panic.  She thought frantically, What shall I do?  I cannot be caught and dragged to zhe darkness!  If only I could…YES!  I can outrun zhem by leaping outside!
Congratulating herself on her ingenuity, she ran to the nearby window.  She opened it, planning to use her new supernatural jumping powers to cross the city.

A pair of dark-furred paws reached inwards, grabbing her on her shoulders.  A deep voice stated, “You belong to us now.”

Desiree screamed, and fled at top speed.  She just barely broke the hands’ grip and fled down the hall to a specific room.  Pulling a special key from inside her sweater, she unlocked the door, stepped inside, and then closed and locked the door.

Foxglove arrived at the top of the stairs.  She whispered, “Oh, no!  How can we get inside to catch her?”
Dale climbed in and walked to the door.  He cheekily bragged, “Us superheroes are always prepared for just such an occasion.”

He pulled a pair of small spheres from under the wrists of his costume.  He carefully placed them inside the lock together.  Then he stood back and surged forward, kicking the door.

BANG!!  The spheres inside the lock exploded, causing damage and releasing a foul odor.  Foxglove covered her nose and backed away in disgust.  She used all her willpower not to loudly proclaim her displeasure.
Inside, Desiree looked back at the door.  She saw and smelled the noxious vapor.  Wrinkling up her nose in nausea, she whispered to herself, “Zhe scent of sulpher and brimstone!  Zhey are working zhe foul magic!  I must flee!”  She looked around for anything to help her.

This was her private bedroom.  It was lavishly decorated in an old royal French style.  An oil painting of herself in a silk ballgown graced the entire east wall.  The image was of her holding a sword and an orb.  The expression on her face was sultry and commanding at the same time.

In the middle of the room, Monterey Jack knelt upon the marble floor, scrubbing it clean while humming an old Australian song to himself.

He looked up at Desiree and broke out into a wide smile.  “Well ‘ello, luv.  Oi got tha floor spic ‘n span loike ye wanted.  How’s about me getting’ cozy with ya?”

Desiree did not even acknowledge him.  She raced over to the nightstand next to the large, plush bed.  Opening the drawer, she pulled out a sealed container of something liquid.  She then turned to Monty.
BANG!  The door shuddered again under the assault of both ‘demons’.

Monty looked at the door and mumbled, “Oh, do we ‘ave company?  I’ll put out tha cheese.”

The French mouse tickled under his chin gently, bringing his undivided attention back to her.  She spoke evenly, “Monzy, mon petit chou.  Zhere are demons outside who want to kill me and drag moi to zhe underworld.  Stop zhem, s’il vous plait?”

BANG!  The door cracked under another hit.

Monty stood up and charged the door, screaming, “You can count on me, my eternal princess!”

Outside, Foxy heard the conversation and melted into a silly, open-mouthed grin of surprise.  She resolved to tease Monty about it later.

He opened the door powerfully.  Upon seeing the pair of Rescue Rangers, he roared, “Yer not getting’ yer paws on me private Venus incarnate, Batmunk!”

Dale’s mind locked up.   He wondered, How did he know my name?  We haven’t told him yet.

Foxglove wondered to herself, ‘Venus Incarnate’?  Monty doesn’t talk like that.  Desiree must be messing with his head.

Monty grabbed the two of them and raced forwards.  The pair of rangers were slammed against the far wall.  BLAM!

Monty called out, “Save yerself, luv!  I’ll fight off these vigilantes!”

The French mouse fled into the hallway and then towards the open window.  Her brain was concerned about Monty’s comments, but she cared more about herself at the moment.  She resolved to get to Winnifred tonight and finish the spell, her way.
She leapt out of the window and summoned her power to leap and spring preternaturally high and far.  Leaping and bounding up the walls of the buildings, she used the rooftops to escape.

Chip, Dale, and Buzz raced up the stairs and saw Monty crushing the life out of Dale and Foxglove.  Chip reached into his jacket pocket to retrieve a chunk of something wrapped in wax paper.

Dale knew what it was, since this was planned from the start.  He forced his arms up inside Monty’s arm to reach his neck.  

He gasped, “Smile!”  Pulling on the strings activated the flash of the camera…at point-blank range.  POP!

Monty reeled back from the flash to his eyes, letting go of the Rangers.

Dale held out his open hand.

Chip threw the package into it.

Dale unwrapped the package, revealing a small chunk of Brie cheese.

Foxglove flapped her wings, driving the scent to Monty’s nostrils.

Suddenly, Monty’s eyes clouded, and then cleared.  He reached forward, snatching the cheese.  He quickly put the cheese in his mouth, chewing slowly and savoring every texture and flavor.

He finally swallowed, and opened his eyes.  The first thing he saw was Dale dressed like a nightmarish bat-chipmunk hybrid.

He panicked, “Oh, NO!  Tha genie’s wish got re-wished!  I’m in Superhero Land again!”

Confused, Foxy asked, “Are you okay, Monty?”

Monty noticed her for the first time.  He calmed somewhat, then saw the others run up, thankfully without costumes.

He asked, “Dale?  Why are you the Batmunk when Foxy’s alive?”

Upset and offended, the Red-nosed one demanded, “Say WHAT?!  Just what do you mean by that?”

Monty looked over to Gadget and asked, “Jus’ tell ol’ Uncle Monty, luv.  Did you come ‘ere wearing some metal suit?”

Gadget grinned at the memory of her escape and said, “Golly no, Monty.”  

The seasoned adventurer sighed in relief.

Then she further explained, “The metal suit got destroyed when escaping the factory.  Gosh, that was fun, though.  I think I’ll make another one later.  How did you know?”
Monterey Jack looked around frantically, asking, “Where’s me little pally?  Chippah, don’t tell me he’s invisible!”

Chip arched an eyebrow and said slowly, “No, he’s at home, washing the tape off of his wings.”  When Monty looked at him with an expectant gaze, Chip added, “But we were discussing how to alter his wingbeats to resonate with my voice so we can unnerve suspects under interrogation.  We never discussed this openly.  How did you guess?”

The rotund explorer wiped his face with his paws and said evasively, “Later, Chippah.  Oi gotta doozy of an adventure ta tell ya about when this is all ovah.  Fer now, let’s jus’ get aftah Desiree before she uses that hypnotic voice o’ hers ta mess up tha city even further.”

Dale tugged at his suit, inspecting it.  He moaned, “Oh, no.  The suit’s coming apart.  I gotta ditch it in the plane before we land again.”

Foxglove pulled him towards the stairs, saying, “Then I’ll help you.  We’ll get you ready before we land at Winnifred’s apartment.”  The rest pulled Monty gently along with them.

The Australian adventurer asked in confusion, “What’s this got ta do with ol’ Freddie?”  He looked around himself carefully, noticing the mansion for the first time.
He started to panic again, “Wait!  Why aren’t we in Ranger Headquarters anymore?  What ‘appened?!”

Chip soothed him, “Well, we got a ‘rip-snorter of a tale’ of our own.  I’ll fill you in on the way.  For now, know that Winnifred’s the one who taught Desiree how to do that thing with her voice.  If we don’t stop ‘Freddie’ from casting her old empowering spell a second time, then she just might conquer the city.”
Some time later, the Rangerplane landed on the rooftop of the apartment building on Sky Street.  The Rangers ran down the ventilation ducts towards Winnifred’s apartment.  Winnifred had assembled the other ingredients for both spells on the kitchen table, except for the star ruby.  The witch was pacing back and forth, impatiently waiting for something.
As they arrived behind the ventilation grate that showed the bed and kitchen, Dale blurted out what everyone had been thinking.

“Hey!  Desiree isn’t here yet.  Maybe we beat her here?”

Chip grunted in annoyance, the way he did when things didn’t add up.

Gadget explained, “She left the building before we did.  With her rate of velocity, even accounting for elliptical motion, she could have been here twenty minutes ago.  The Rangerplane is nowhere near as fast as her now.”

Buzz asked, “Should we blitz in and steal some of the items?  You know…maybe make sure she can’t cast the spell if Desiree shows up?”

Dale refuted the idea, “We already did that.  Ol’ Freddie can’t become a real witch a fake star ruby.”

Chip stated, “We wait.  Winnifred’s a human and she’s got more powers than ever.  When Desiree shows up, hopefully she can ruin the spell by not showing up with the jewel.  Winnifred’s already figured out the star ruby is fake.  I want Desiree to get fired tonight.  Maybe then we can steal the more rare items while Winnifred’s asleep.”

The Rangers sat down to wait.  Ten minutes passed.  Chip and Dale were pacing in the ventilation duct.  Gadget had taken a pencil stub out and was scratching plans for a new design of engine for the Rangerwing on the ventilation duct wall.  Monty was cracking his knuckles and remembering good times.  Buzz was performing a complicated series of movements the others assumed was part of his martial art.

Suddenly, Desiree raced into the kitchen and called out to Winnifred.  “Madame!  Zose interfering chipmunks ‘ave interfered again!  Mon business has suffered and I cannot search for zhe star ruby without it.  You need to use your magic to destroy zhem.”

The Rangers gasped in sudden anxiety.  Winnifred was dangerous before, but that was only to those in front of her.  They didn’t want to imagine what she could do if she had to seek out her target.

The red-haired witch just threw her head back and laughed.  Desiree creased her brow in confusion.

Winnifred snapped her fingers loudly.  From inside the silver goblet, a familiar badger stood up, holding a very familiar-looking jewel.

Chip’s jaw hung open.  At length, he whispered, “Captain Greenclaw!  So that’s why he went wild when he learned we took the jewel!  It disrupted his boss’s plans.  So, he’s been working for Winnifred for some time.”

Desiree covered her mouth with her left paw.  She gasped loudly, “Mais non!  You ‘ave zhe jewel?  But how?”

The witch gloated, “It pays to have city officials in your pocket.  You didn’t think I could understand your petty animal society, did you?”

The French mouse took a big step back and stated loudly, “Non!  You could not know such things!  You need me!”

Winnifred waved her hand in a dismissive gesture at her familiar.  She said in a superior voice, “You’re useless.  Be grateful that I let you live.  If you get in my way, then I’ll destroy you, no matter where you hide.  Badger, bring me my star ruby.”
The Badger climbed out of the goblet and leaped down from the table.  

Chip pushed open the grate and yelled, “Rangers, get that ruby!”

The others chorused, “Rescue Rangers, away!”  They spread out, surrounding Captain Greenclaw.  The badger glared with clear eyes and snarled.

Desiree fled for the rodent hole.  When she arrived, she stopped to look back at the scene.  She smiled with a wicked grin and then disappeared out of the building.

Chip spoke, “Captain, I don’t know what Winnifred’s paying you, but even you must know she’ll betray you first chance she gets.”

The badger did not respond to Chip’s statement.  Instead, he just stared straight ahead like a statue.

Buzz stepped forwards, holding out his paws like fists.  The Captain’s gaze locked onto Buzz hard.  Suddenly, the Captain charged Buzz.  Big mistake.

Buzz stepped to the right and grabbed the Captain’s outstretched left arm, locking it in place.  He then pivoted on his left foot and pulled sharply backwards and down.  The badger spun out of control in a tight circle.  The star ruby flung out of Greenclaw’s paws and skidded over towards Winnifred.
Buzz let go of his opponent, who ran flailingly at Monty.  Buzz called out, “It’s the windup!”

Monty balled up his fists and stood in a brawler’s stance.  He cried out, “It’s the pitch!”

He then stepped forward and swung a powerful haymaker punch right at Captain Greenclaw, who took the punch right to the cheekbone.  POW!  The powerful strike knocked the badger backwards off his footpaws and onto the floor.  The badger’s eyes did not blink, but after a moment, they closed of their own accord.

Dale cheered, “It’s a home run!  Three cheers for Monty!”

Buzz killed the mood by stating, “That’s weird.  It’s like he wasn‘t even thinking.  He wasn’t even really paying attention.  Also, don’t badgers often rage and go berserk when surrounded and fighting?”

Winnifred picked up the star ruby and silently began to concentrate.

Foxglove pointed at her and cried out, “Discuss it later!  Winnifred’s casting a spell!”

Chip and Dale immediately ran on all fours right up to Winnifred.  They climbed up her legs and disappeared under her shirt.  Circling around her belly, they tickled her mercilessly.

The witch doubled over in sensory overload and began laughing.  “Bwah-haaa-haaaa!  Stop it, you pests!”

She dropped the stone on the floor, where it was picked up by Buzz.  The guinea pig ran over and climbed up onto the bed.

Winnifred fairly danced over to Buzz, trying to swat him with her hands.

Monty ran up beside the bed and waved his paws over his head, screaming, “I’m open!”

Buzz threw the star ruby to Monty, who caught it deftly.

Foxglove flapped her wings and flew around the red-haired woman’s head, commenting the whole way.  “It’s a long pass from Buzz the ‘Brawler’ to Monterey ‘Jack’ Colby!  It’s good!  The crowd goes wild!”
Dale called out, “Run for a touchdown, Monty!”

Monty argues, “It’s rugby, not football!  We call it ‘scoring try’!”

Winnifred brushes her shirt, causing Chip and Dale to tumble down her legs.  She spied the large mouse holding the final ingredient she needed.  She raced towards the mouse with fury in her eyes.

Buzz called out, “Monty!  Watch out for the scrum!”

The seasoned explorer looked up to see Winnifred racing towards him and decided he didn’t want any part of it.  He raced around her, trying to find someone open.

TWANG!  A plunger flew through the air and landed on Winnifred’s nose.  The sudden surprise of having her nose shot with a tiny plunger startled her into missing her target.  
Monty threw the stone to Dale, who caught it and jumped off her leg.  He called out, “Freddie in the middle!”  The Rangers spread out, tossing the stone back and forth amongst each other in a circle.  Gadget dropped crossbow for lack of reloads to join the circle.

Winnifred tried to grab the stone amongst the chaos, trying to drone out the running commentary above her head.

“Cutie-pie passes to Brawler, who lobs it to Goggles!  Goggles runs over to Jacket and they hand it off.  OH!  Jacket slides a saucer-pass to Blondie who rolls to collect it!  Good play!”

Losing her breath fast, the red-haired cleaning lady stood up and screamed, “Enough!”  She then growled a few syllables that no human voice should have been able to pronounce.

She raised her hands up above her head and dark smoke rose from them, forming a turbulent cloud.  She pointed at Gadget, who had the stone.  A bolt of lightning erupted form the cloud, striking the ground at Gadget’s feet.

The blonde inventor yelped, then threw the stone at Monty, who caught it apprehensively.  The game had changed from Rugby to Keep Away and now to Hot Potato.

Winnifred marched off towards Monty, who then tossed the stone to Dale.  The cloud kept firing at Gadget, who decided to hide behind the leg of the kitchen table, effectively taking her out of the game.

The witch raised her palms up and then exhaled at Dale.  A mini-tornado sprang from her mouth and sped over to Dale.  The red-nosed chipmunk yelped and tried to run away, only to be caught up in the cyclone.  Both Dale and the star ruby spun out of control until they flew off in opposite directions.  Dale slid backwards into the wall, hitting his head.  BONK!  The stone tumbled into the center of the room.

As Winnifred tried to reach down to grab the stone, Foxglove called, “Oh!  Foul on the play!  No magic allowed!  Is there no end to the cheating ways of old Freddie?”

The red-haired woman straightened up and raised her hands to Foxglove.  She screamed, “DON’T CALL ME FREDDIE!”  Flames erupted from her fingers, scorching the back of Foxglove’s fur.

In sheer panic, Foxglove glided downwards to the ground.  WHAM!  The impact hurt, but she forced herself to start rolling around to smother the flames.

Chip raced forwards, grabbing the stone.  Hefting it over his head, he ran around Winnifred in a circle and yelled out, “Hey!  I got your stone!”

The witch, distracted from Foxglove, tried to snare the chipmunk.  Chip hurled the stone in a two-handed overhead throw at Buzz, who caught it.  Winnifred pointed her fingers at the bed and flames shot out.  Buzz, expecting this, leaped down to the floor and took cover under the bed.  The bed began to burn, causing black smoke to emanate form the dirty sheets.

Surprised at the bad turn of events, Winnifred stared dumbfounded at her bed for a moment.  Then she slammed her palms together, rubbing them furiously.  She became the center of a human-sized tornado.  All of the animals and all of the items on the table were immediately sucked from where they were right at Winnifred’s feet.  
She leaned down and picked up the stone with her right hand.  Quickly placing it in the goblet, she grabbed the scroll and chanted, “Pario Meus Vorum!”

The three items disappeared in a flash of light.  In her hand was a very brightly-colored red rock.

The Rangers stood up shakily.  Dale ran over to pat down Foxglove, whose fur was still smoking.

Chip cried out, “She’s got the space rock!”

Gadget arched an eyebrow upon seeing the rock.  She commented idly, “That’s not right.  That rock is as red as a cherry.  Mars rocks are more of a medium orange color with reddish tint.”

Monty grabbed Gadget and pulled her away from the witch, saying, “Now’s not tha toime, luv!”

Winnifred opened her left hand, and all of the other ingredients flew of their own accord into it.  She then chanted, “Tribuo Mihi Vox UNIVERSUM!!!”  The floor shook as the ingredients seemed to melt into Winnifred’s flesh.  Winnifred’s eyes glowed a dark red and she smiled.
Instinctively, the Rangers all huddled together and backed off to under the kitchen table.  They had lost.

A trickle of yellow flame emanated from out of Winnifred’s right ear.  She spoke, “I’m going to slow roast you pesky Rangers and then sacrifice your spirits.”

A small jet of red flame shot out of her right nostril.  She declared, “Do-gooders like yourselves fetch a great price where I go to shop.  Bwah-ha-haaaa…huh?”

Her hair combusted into a bright orange.  Her skin turned red.

Frantically, the witch ran around in pain, swatting her body randomly, trying to put the fire out.  She ran over to the kitchen sink and turned the tap.  The tap melted in her hands, giving her nothing in return.

The Rangers stood with mouths agape.  Chip mumbled, “Something’s wrong.  Let’s scram.”  He pulled out his grappling hook and rope from his jacket and the group ran to the vent.

Winnifred’s skin darkened, and then cracked.  The cracks glowed like magma.  She wailed, “NOOOOOO!”  Searching around, she found the Rangers trying to escape.

She tried to wave her hands at them, only her arms seemed fused solid.  Jets of red flame sprayed out randomly, engulfing her apartment.

One by one, the Rangers climbed up the rope until Chip was the last to leave.  Foxglove grabbed Captain Greenclaw and forced herself to airlift him up in to the vent.  On impulse, Chip looked back at the miserable cleaning lady.
To his surprise, she locked gazes back with him.  Opening her furnace of a mouth, she painfully said, “Behtryer.”

Chip then grabbed the rope and scurried up.  The Rangers fled the apartment, moving back to the Rangerplane and fleeing for home.  As they built up speed, they looked back to see Winnifred’s apartment burning like Pompeii.  Several fire trucks arrived to try to quench the fire.
Dale fussed from the backseat as his love flew alongside the vehicle.  “Foxy, you shouldn’t fly!  You were just on fire!” 

The kind-hearted bat reminded him, “There’s no room in the plane, Cutie.  Besides, I think the extra weight would make it hard to fly.”  The Rangerplane was indeed flying very low while the wings were mechanically pumping as hard as they could.  The unconscious form of Captain Greenclaw sprawled out across the laps of Monty, Dale, and Buzz in the backseat.

Gadget wondered, “Winnifred didn’t seem to be in control.  I wonder what went wrong.”

Chip pulled his hat down low and stated cryptically, “I think I know what happened.” 

Buzz asked, “Well, don’t keep us in suspense, detective.  It’s the end of the story, so you gotta explain everything.”

Chip mentioned, “I think someone spiked the punch right before the Prom Queen was crowned.”

The next day, lunch was served aboard the human luxury cruise ship ‘Swan’s Grace’.  Inside the bridge, the Captain checked the weather reports and advised the navigator to make a course correction to avoid the worst of the storm.  As the navigator made the appropriate calculations, the Captain felt a migraine come on as he tried to plan out the announcement to the well-paying passengers that their plans will be delayed by a day.
Above the bridge, hidden from human view, several rodent-sized tables were experiencing a banquet.  Since the animals on board the ship did not in any way control the ship, they did not have a Captain.  Instead, they had a Chief Steward.  So, Desiree d’Allure was sitting at the Chief Steward’s table.

The Chief Steward, a large, muscular rat, sat uncomfortably in his crisp, starched uniform.  It wasn’t the uniform that was making him uncomfortable.  It was the piercing eyes of Miss d’Allure.

She fluttered her long eyelashes at the Chief Steward, enjoying the effect it was having on him.  She leaned a little closer, smiling every time he reached up to adjust his collar.

She said suavely, “Why, Monsieur Greyfur, zhat was so very gallant of you to rescue zhose…how you say…’castaways’.  Zhey would have died of thirst if not for you.”

Chief Steward Greyfur gulped and tried to act as suave as she was.  He stated, “Um, why yes!  Yes, Miss d’Allure, it was a burden.  Our ship stores were low and I could not force the passengers to reduce their rations.  Instead, I gave those three castaways my rations until we made port in three days.”

Desiree slid a perfectly-manicured paw up his arm and traced her shiny pawclaws over his shoulder in an intimate gesture.  The Chief Steward’s body shivered in delight.
The French mouse purred, “You are my hero.  Such a strong and handsome rat you are.  Brave heroes should be rewarded, no?”

Chief Steward Greyfur suddenly thought, Regulations strictly forbid romantic encounters with the passengers.  I could lose my job…ah, screw it!  Nobody will know!

Back in police headquarters, a red-haired woman sat in a holding cell.  She seemed to be completely sunburned over every single square inch of her body, nowhere was spared.  The firefighters claimed she had been on fire until they turned the fire hose upon her for a full minute.  They rushed her to the hospital, where the emergency room doctor pronounced her the luckiest woman alive.  To be full immolated and only suffer first-degree burns was a miracle.  Winnifred didn’t think it was so miraculous.  The immense pain of just having to use the toilet and clean up after was enough to make even her shed tears of pain.  

Her face spoke of rage and fury beyond mortal comprehension.  Finally, she decided.  She reached under her cot to retrieve a shiny, new razor blade.  Her mind immediately remembered what she had to do for the guard in order to bribe him into smuggling it in for her.  Her pride forcefully shoved the memory aside.  The result was a headache, which made her mood worse.

She opened her mouth, sticking her tongue out.  Placing the razor blade lengthwise along her tongue, she began to cut slowly.  Her fractious mind simultaneously loved and despised the sensation of her flesh and blood parting for the foreign object.

The pain and heat from her tongue reminded her of the one creature responsible for her pain and failure.  The star ruby had to have been tainted with flammable liquid to unbalance the fire aspect of the spell.

She then spoke aloud the words reflecting the sensation in her soul.  “Scindo Meus Pectus Pectoris Duos Secui!!!”  The words carried a sepulchral quality, piercing the very concrete of the walls around her.  They echoed unnaturally in the holding area, causing even experienced police to involuntarily shudder without knowing why.

Suddenly, her heart began beating wildly and erratically.  She dropped the razor blade in surprise at just how much it hurt.  As she lay there, she stared up at the ceiling.  Balances of energy formed in her mind.  She realized that she would survive this part of the ritual.  Powerfully, she began laughing.  Louder and louder she laughed, until the guards came to see what was wrong.

The police Lieutenant ordered, “Cuff her and bring her to the car!  We’ll take her to the state mental hospital.  Gibbons, get that razor blade away from her!  I want to know who brought it to her!  I want that person’s badge on my desk pronto!!”

The strange thing about magic is that energy is not necessarily conserved.  If it is, both caster and target suffer equal effects.  If not, one of them suffers a magnified effect.

A steward rolled a fancy cart in front of the lunch group and announced, “Ladies and Gentlebeasts!  It’s not often the humans get so careless but today we have a special treat.”

He whipped off the cover to the silver platter to show a luxurious dessert.  He crowed, “Baked Alaska!”  The lunch crowd all cheered enthusiastically.

Desiree looked upset at the dessert, but then melted into acceptance.  She thought, But zhat dessert will give me a quarter-inch around my waistline!  Oh…oh well.  Maybe zhome gallant Chief Steward will help moi work off zhe ounces.  I do not need to show myself for some time yet.  With my new magical powers, I can take over zhe animal world at my schedule, ha ha ha!
Suddenly, Desiree’s heart began beating out of sequence.  It contracted when it should have expanded.  It expanded when it should have contracted.  It shuddered instead of fixing itself.  It sat still until a faint beat tried to keep her going.  A few blood vessels across her brain swelled up with sudden, illogical blockage.  They swelled and swelled, causing pressure on the brain.  The pressure caused neurons and synapses to fire and not fire chaotically.  POP!  POP!  POP!

Her brain flooded with clouds of raw blood.  Patches of her heart, starved for oxygen and nutrients, died immediately.  Desiree’s entire body jerked around uncontrollably and she collapsed upon the table.  A trickle of blood came up from her throat and out of her mouth, staining the tablecloth.

Rich passengers panicked and screamed.  The stewards cleared the area and one ran for the ship’s doctor.  The Chief Steward rolled Desiree onto her back onto the table and tried to keep her awake.

He blurted, “Miss!  MISS!  Can you hear me?  Stay awake!  The doctor will be here soon!  Stay awake!”

The French mouse heard the sepulchral laughter in her mind and recognized the voice.  The cause of the attack was clear.  Desiree trembled in pure fear as she contemplated how far a witch’s spells could reach if the witch were hell-bent on revenge.

She screamed, “HELP!  AIDEZ MOI!  I am dead!  I AM DEAD!!!”  She then passed out into unconsciousness for the rest of the voyage.
BANG!  The doors to the hideout were smashed open by a hand-held battering ram.  The ram retracted, leaving the doorway open.
A pair of A.P.F. in riot gear entered.  They wore their normal blue vests covered by a chest protector, elbow pads, knee pads, helmet with visor, and carrying a baton.  They stood by the door and yelled, “Clear!”

Several pairs of similarly-dressed mice, rats, lizards, and frogs moved in, securing the area.  They filled the hallways and covered the doors.  Bursting the doors in, they beheld the signs of a rapid evacuation.

Bottlecaps stuck into practice dummies.  Bent and broken straws littered the corners.  Sharpening stones had been well-used and then cast aside.  Furniture was overturned and forgotten.  However, all drawers and boxes were empty.  It seemed as if all evidence for loot were taken and hand-carried at an instant.

A middle-aged turtle charged in, sniffing the area.  After checking and yelling for a head count, he was satisfied.  He stepped aside and reported crisply, “Area secure, Captain, sir!”

The captain of the A.P.F. walked in leisurely.  He also wore riot gear, but his looked brand new.  
His gray fur stood out proudly as he addressed the turtle, “Thank you, Sergeant Bertoulli.  Very clean entry, very neat.”  The turtle smiled with pride at a job well done.

Captain McDugell stated, “Looks like Bubbles won’t be as easy to capture as we hoped.”
Sergeant Bertoulli shouted, “He won’t be on the run for long!  It’s only a matter of time, sir!”
The gray squirrel nodded his head, agreeing with the Sergeant.  “Yes, it is.  Once you’re done checking for traps, call the forensics squads.  I want every square inch of this place checked for anything.  Even the smallest track would narrow the search down.  I’ll begin the procedures to call in all of our auxiliaries to help widen the search to the surrounding country areas.”
The turtle nodded his head in approval.  “The old Captain would be too proud to ask for help.”
McDugell stiffened his posture and stated evenly, “It’s hard to tell how much of his behavior was greed and how much was pure hypnotism.  I think the courts let him off too easy by letting him claim early retirement.  If it was me, he’d lose it all in exchange for no charges.  We could use the funds for new equipment.”
The sound of beeping was driving her crazy.  Eventually she resolved to do something about it.  Then she opened her eyes.  The room was white, sterile, and unfamiliar to her.

She felt terrible…no, that wasn’t right.  She felt very little.  That was it.  She was a very sensitive creature, always aware of every stray breeze or tiny sound.  Now it was like she was wrapped in wet cotton.

She found that she could not move the left side of her body.  Her toes could not be felt.  Her nose and ears did not seem to register.  Her head was in pain, but a dull, muted pain that seemed far away.

Suddenly, a dull, soft noise came from the far side of the room.  A tall Oriole bird came in wearing a nurse’s uniform.  She checked the chart at the foot of Desiree’s bed and then the I.V. bag hanging on the stand next to the bed.

Desiree asked unkindly, “Who are you?  What am I doing is zhis place?”
The Oriole smiled widely and said in heavily French-accented speech, “Ah, you are awake, cherie.  Bon, the doctors will be pleased.  I am Marjorie and I am your nurse.  You have had a very bad time on your cruise, Madame.  You have been in critical surgery three times in the past days.  Are you feeling well now?”
The French mouse suddenly felt very small and fragile.  She whimpered, “Surgery?  What has happened?!  Tell moi!”
The bird gently patted the scared mouse on the shoulder supportively and cooed, “Calm down!  You must be calm or else we shall have to sedate you!”  When she saw Desiree calmed down, Marjorie continued, “You have had a nasty stroke with blood on your brain.  Your heart also suffered several big attacks at the same time.  You were dying, cherie!  The ship’s doctor stabilized you and put you in a medical coma to save your life.  Your cruise ship stopped in Bermuda, where you were put on a speedboat to here in Martinique.  You are in the Hospital Pierre Quikman and you are in good wings, um…paws.”
Desiree began to feel sorry for herself.  This will definitely not help her trim figure.  It will set back her plans.  It will also include medical hardships.  She heard that strokes can paralyze people for life.
She asked, “Iz it bad?  Can I walk?”
The Oriole poured on the charm to soothe the patient.  “Ah, Cherie, do not worry.  You will be able to walk with help and your hair will assuredly grow back in time.  However, you must not exert yourself too hard or your heart will give out and you will die.”
The French mouse suddenly became furious.  “What was zhat?!  You touched my coiffure?!  What did you do?”
Chuckling, the Oriole unwisely fetched a mirror and showed it to her.  She explained, “Cherie, you must understand, you had three bad strokes!  Les docteurs had to open your head to save your life!  Be grateful you survived!”
In the mirror, Desiree saw the huge amounts of ugly, nasty medical scars that still seemed fresh to her.  Angry, red bare skin was bandaged loosely by gauze dressings that were seeped in dried blood.  Her chest also bore surgical scars on bare skin from where the surgeons had to have opened her chest for surgery.  
Experimentally, she tried to summon just a little bit of magical energy to see if any of her powers would work.  Not even a glimmer of the familiar tingling sensation happened.  Her magic was dead and with it, her plans.
Her mind reasoned that it was better than dying.  

Her emotions screamed otherwise.

Desiree d’Allure screeched at the top of her voice.  Her eyes went bloodshot and she trembled.  She gripped her bedsheets and tore them asunder.

The nurse became afraid and hopped into the hallway, yelling several complicated instructions in French.  As orderlies and a doctor rushed in, Desiree proclaimed in a thunderous voice that shook the windowpanes.

“Zhose interfering Rescue Rangers!!!  If not for zhem, I would be Queen!  My life is notzhing now!  I would be better off dead zhan this…this monstrosity!  I swear zhat I will kill zhe Rescue Rangers if it takes my VERY LAST BREATH!!!”
THE END
