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Dedication:

I’m surprised that I haven’t thought of this before.  I’m surprised others haven’t thought of this before.  There may be others who have attempted to write a crossover with Ghostbusters, given Gadget’s love of inventing and the series acknowledgement of magic and ghosts, but they never tried to go into as much detail or introspection as this story.  I hope this is compelling.

Background and setup:

I saw a re-run of ‘Ghostbusters 2’ on T.V. and I randomly thought of what other shows or genres could be crossed over with the premise.  Surprisingly, this is the only show that could not only deliver the tech, but the comic and horror feel to the concept without losing its own identity.

A priori:

This story follows after my seventeenth story entitled ‘Gordian and Chip’.  The events start one year 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.  

Tammy is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished her training.  She lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Second-in-Command.  She is studying to become a physician/veterinarian.
Sparky is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished his training.  He lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Science Expert.

Buzz is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished his training.  He lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Fitness Expert and Self-Defense Instructor.

Strange Neighborhood
by Charles W. Johnson II

cwjohnson11@comcast.net

The soldering iron gently pressed to the body of the circuit board.  The slender, furry digits pressing firmly to hold it in place.  A short length of solder material hovered over the exposed tip of the hot iron.  Similar digits pushed the length of solder into the hot tip.

A wisp of smoke rose up into the air as the solder immediately melted and dripped onto the circuit board.  The digits removed the iron and the solder from the newly-minted connection.


A smile rose up from the face of the expert who made the connection.  Thoughts formed in her head about only twenty-seven left to go.


KNOCK-KNOCK-KNOCK!  “Gadget!  Luv, Chip’s callin’ a meetin’ in tha kitchen!”  Monty’s voice echoed from the hallway outside the workshop and then heavy pawsteps sounded towards the living room direction.

Frowning at the interruption, Gadget placed the soldering iron in the custom-made stand for the tool.  She set down the spool of solder material and unplugged the iron.

She mused, Oh well, the particle accelerator will have to wait.  I hope what Chip has in mind is worth the setback.
She opened the door and walked towards the kitchen where the others were already seated.

The blonde inventor ran her furry digits through her hair, looking for stray pieces of solder that may have found their way inside.

Gadget continued musing as she approached the kitchen door, I can’t wait to see the looks on the others’ faces when I bring home the Rodent Nobel Prize in Physics for creating the world’s first animal-operated particle collider!  And to think…my calculations say it can be small enough to fit around the base of our tree!  Won’t the others be surprised when I start smashing atoms right under their paws!
The inventor walked in and took her customary place nearest the kitchen door.  The others were already seated, waiting while Chip scribbled in his notepad.  No snacks were on the table since it was mid-morning.
Finally, Chip put his pencil away and began to read off from his notebook.  The others stopped their side conversations to politely listen to their leader.

“We’ve got a lot of requests from the A.P.F. lately and I don’t want to turn them down.  So, I’m going to split us up into teams to tackle the problems.  Each team’s primary job is to find out useful information and then report it to McDugell.  If you want to stick around and help catch the suspects, you can but be aware that it may wind up getting rough.”

The others said nothing, indicating that they had no problem with the conditions given.  Helping the A.P.F. is a point of pride for every Ranger.

“The museum has had a rash of vandalism.  Every few days a symbol is painted on the outside walls.  It seems to alternate between three different symbols, like some competition.”
Zipper squeaked and gestured with his paws up in the air.  A quizzical look on his face completed the question.

Chip replied, “You’re right, Zip.  If that was all, it wouldn’t be a bother to anyone.  The reason we’re getting involved is that now the symbols have moved indoors.  Outside graffiti can be chalked up to rogue artists and vandals.  Humans almost expect to see these things.  However, animal-sized symbols where the exhibits are displayed are not expected.  The humans might start to notice and question what kind of creature could leave such a thing.  The A.P.F. wants this stopped before any of us are exposed.

“Dale, you and Zipper examine the markings to see if any are familiar.  Also, see if there are any scents to follow.”

The red-nosed chipmunk gave a high-five to his right-hand fly.  It would be like old times playing Super-Spies.

Chip tugged on his hat and addressed the next pair.  “Tammy and Buzz, I need you two to track a new gang to their hideout.  The A.P.F. suspects them of robbing pedestrians over a quarter of the East Side.  The gang call themselves the ‘Twenty-First Street Razors’.  They’re mostly teenagers who wear black denim and red shirts.  Just tail them to their hideout and report it to the A.P.F.  No confrontations yet.  For some reason, they always seem to know when the A.P.F. is following them.”
The squirrel and guinea pig nodded to each other, knowing that they could take some street punks in a fight if they needed to.

The leader of the Rescue Rangers turned to the remaining two females and gave them their mission.
“Gadget and Foxy need to go to a list of addresses I’ll give to them and examine the structures of each apartment.  Gadget can testify as to the integrity of the frame and walls while Foxy can find flaws and damage with her echolocation on a smaller scale.”

Foxglove twisted up her face in disgust.  She complained, “Why do I have to do such a degrading thing?  My echolocation is a miracle of nature!  Asking me to find tiny structural flaws is like asking Dale to tell the difference between white chocolate and milk chocolate with his nose.”

Gadget chided her friend, “Foxy, I’m sure Chip has a good reason for asking us to do such a simple thing.  He wouldn’t waste our time, right Chip?”  She turned her bright blue eyes to her husband, silently urging him to reveal the ground-breaking questions only they could answer.

Chip replied simply, “The A.P.F. has over a dozen reports of missing family members who rented those apartments in the last few weeks.  There are a few more who are not missing but they were found wounded and bleeding.  They’re in the hospital in the I.C.U., family-access only at this point.  All of the family members are threatening to sue the apartment builders and landlords for faulty construction.  The A.P.F. have had their paws full these past few weeks with the street gangs, so they haven’t had the chance to search the apartments yet.  Hence why they asked us.”
Gadget’s countenance fell.  Foxy smirked at her naïveté and rehearsed her speech to decline Chip’s request.

The detective continued, “The apartments were all constructed by the Blackpaw Construction and Renovation Company, a reputable group.  They’ve hired an outside inspector to go over all of the sites and certified they are built to code.  However, the families properly point out that it’s too much of a coincidence.  The A.P.F. suspect foul play.  I want you two to find out if those apartments have been damaged or sabotaged in any way.  Dozens of lives may be at stake if those missing animals are not found.”

The inventor’s spirit was pacified.  She thought, This is the way of the world.  The smallest ideas can lead to monumental consequences.  I’ll do it!

The light-furred bat smiled sweetly and made ready to suavely invent an excuse to refuse.  She wanted to tag along with her Cutie today.

Dale, however, pre-empted her by declaring, “Gosh!  What an important case!  I’ll bet Foxy could use her ears to find all those missing animals by dinner, can’tcha Foxy?”

Foxglove suddenly felt ashamed.  Why didn’t I think of that?  Maybe animals’ lives are at stake.  It certainly would be less boring than staring at a wall.

At length, she agreed, “Sure, Chip.  If it helps some poor animal who’s stranded and dying, I’ll watch paint dry.”

Chip stared at Foxglove in confusion.  He thought, Is she being sarcastic or sincere?  Whatever.
Sparky piped up and asked, “What do I do?  You want me to fix the fridge again?”

The remaining Ranger all screamed at the same time, “NO!”  Sparky hid under the table in surprise.  

Chip adjusted his hat and offered diplomatically, “Thanks, but no thanks, Sparky.  The last time you tried to ‘fix’ the fridge, you found a way to irradiate the food inside.”

Sparky came out from under the table and weakly offered, “But irradiated food is perfectly clean and sanitary.”

The detective added, “It also would not shut off when we opened the door, thus irradiating the Rangers.  We were lucky we only got a single x-ray sized dose or else we could be looking at cancer.”
The lab rat sighed and slumped in defeat.  He said, “Again, I’m sorry.”

Hearing the grunts of annoyance from everyone except Gadget, Chip stated, “That’s okay, Sparky.  Just check with us first next time you want to install something.  I want you to stay at headquarters today while the rest of us are out.  Take messages, meet clients, and run analyses for the A.P.F. if they ask you.”

Hearing an assignment he could do, Sparky tugged his lapels proudly and said, “Yup!”

Monty asked, “What do we do, Chippah?”

Chip replied, “There’s a smuggling ring at the docks again.  This time our harbor is some kind of exchange point.  Some group is bringing in stolen cheese and other dairy products.  Another group is bringing in electronics.  Cell phones, pagers, stuff like that.  They make the swap at our docks so the boxes never get into our warehouses.”

The rotund mouse pounded his massive fist in to his free paw threateningly.  He declared, “So, they’re pullin’ the ol’ ‘Touch-an’-Go’ landing trick on our docks, eh?  Well, not if we’re around ta stop ‘em!”

The leather-clad chipmunk stated, “Right!  First we find out which ships bring in the dairy and which ships bring in the electronics.  Then we tell the A.P.F.  We play our cards right and they’ll ask us to help out on the sting!”

The Rangers had their assignments.  Without preamble, they broke up into their teams.  

Chip and Monty took a Rangerskate to the docks.

Tammy and Buzz flew the Rangerwing towards the southeast.

Dale and Zipper drove the second Rangerskate to the museum up the street.

Gadget flew the Rangerplane towards the first address on the list, which was near Midtown.  Foxy flew alongside her.

Sparky went back to his lab, leaving the door open just in case someone knocked on the front door.

The Rangerplane landed gently on the roof of a human apartment building.  Foxy lazily landed and walked listlessly towards the rodent-sized doorway hidden next to the human service door on the roof.

Gadget reached under the back seat and pulled out her travel toolkit.  Inside were a hammer, coarse file, long length of twine marked off in precise measurements, two Phillips head screwdrivers, one big flathead screwdriver, hacksaw, and a big piece of chalk.
The blonde inventor cheerfully walked over to the rodent access door and opened it.  

She mentioned, “This’ll be an easy day’s work.  A few tappings on the wall, a few observations, a few written notes and it’s back to H.Q. for more inventing.  Maybe I can finish that circuit board I’ve been trying to finish all weekend.”

Foxglove harrumphed, “I don’t know why I have to come.  You should build a portable sonar thingy to do this.  I have more important things to do.”

Trying to keep up a polite conversation, Gadget asked, “Like what?”

Flippantly, the kind-hearted bat replied, “Cuddling my chipmunk and eating bugs.”
Snorting in amusement, the blonde mouse opened the door to the first apartment.  The apartment was laid out simply.  The front door opened into the living room, which was rectangular.  The far wall had a single window that looked out into the alley instead of the street, else wise the humans would notice the reflection of sunlight on the glass.  The left side of the living room opened into a short hallway that housed a single bathroom as well as a deep hallway closet for storage.  The end of the hall opened left into a simple kitchen and right into a bedroom to complete the shape of a square for the overall shape of the apartment.  This design allowed for maximum efficiency for stacking many apartments in a human building.
As the pair entered the apartment, they took note of its stained floor and dingy walls.  Only the cheapest of mass-produced furniture were present in any of the rooms.  Foxglove wrinkled her nose at the state of the apartment.

Gadget began to pull a notebook and pencil stub from the pockets of her overalls.  She began measuring out distances with her twine and mumbling to herself.

Foxglove turned her echolocation towards the walls and focused the energy into a tight bandwidth.  The energy increased in amplitude and penetrated the walls.  As the energy struck materials of differing densities, they reflected back at different rates and shifting wavelengths.  The resulting waveform registered in Foxglove’s mind as a three-dimensional picture of the inside of the wall.
Thoroughly bored, Foxglove checked for anything that looked broken.  Seeing nothing, she looked at another wall.  Then another.  Then another.

Gadget began tapping on the floor with her hammer, causing Foxglove’s mental picture to become totally fuzzy.  The bat growled at the painful intrusion to her delicate sense of hearing.  She decided to step into the hallway and smooth out her fur.
Suddenly, a slight chill breeze slid across her face.  Reflexively, she wrapped her wings around herself.  Looming around, she saw nothing out of the ordinary.  Still she felt that chill.  She suddenly missed Dale.

Gadget peeked into the hallway and asked, “Foxy?”

The nervous bat jumped and screeched, “YEEAAUUGGHH!!!”

The blonde mouse gently asked, “Foxy?  Are you okay?”

Foxglove replied, “Don’t scare me like that!  What do you want?”

Gadget answered, “I’ve finished up here.  Are you done?”

The light-furred bat relaxed.  She stepped into the bedroom and quickly scanned the walls.  Seeing nothing of consequence, she replied, “Yeah, I’m done.  Nothing broken in the walls.  Where are we again?”

The blonde mouse replied, “We’re in apartment 3-C in the rodent section of the Azure Heights Apartment complex at 567 Sky Street.  Something wrong?”  Gadget noticed that Foxglove was fidgeting when she mentioned ‘Sky Street’.

Foxglove fiddled with her wingtips and mumbled, “Sky Street.  The same place Winnifred had her meltdown.”
Gadget took Foxglove by the wing and led her downstairs to the next apartment.  She gleefully said, “Don’t let it get to you.  Winnifred’s behind bars and it’s just us.  C’mon, maybe we can find some clues in the next apartment.”

The pair entered the next apartment two floors down.  It was laid out the same as the previous one.  This one had simple furniture in it.  A sofa, two chairs at a table, and a bookshelf, crammed with books explaining how to fix anything on several different subjects.

Foxglove felt a frigid wind blow across her body.  She shivered in automatic response.  

Wrapping her wings around herself, she mentioned, “Can’t you feel that, Gadget?”

The inventor looked at her friend in worry and replied, “Feel what?  Are you cold or something?”

The sensitive bat squeaked, “Yes!”

Gadget shook her head in worry.  She stated, “Well, the sooner we get started, the sooner we can get home.  Try scanning the walls while I take measurements.”
Foxglove just gaped at Gadget.  How could she not feel this chill?  She then decided to do the briefest of scans through the walls.  Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, she searched around the apartment, looking for something unusual in the walls.

See saw it.  In the closet was a vaguely, body-shaped outline.

Shrieking, she ripped open the door and pointed.  “AAAAAHHH!!!  Death!  Death is in the air!”

Gadget frowned at the sudden noise.  She walked over to Foxglove, speaking, “Now, Foxy.  Don’t get carried away.  I think Dale’s monster movies are affecting your brain.”

Then she saw it.  It was the corpse of a tall, thin male rat.  It was already stiff and beginning to decay.

Shrieking, she clutched Foxy tightly, “AAAAAHHHH!!!!  Where did that come from?”

Foxglove peevishly stated, “Maybe my imagination, oh all-knowing one.”  She then tapped into her innate powers to sense energy far beyond the realm of mortal ken.

It was a smell.  A low, heavy, sickening smell.  It was something normally found on every corpse since the first living thing died.  However, that was usually just a trace.  This was a thick, black cloud of it.

Death.  The corpse reeked of death.  Not just a natural passing away, but death directly induced by something supernatural.

Foxglove immediately extricated herself from Gadget’s grasp and stomped out of the room.  Gadget blinked in surprise and then followed her into the hallway.

She demanded, “Where are you going?!”

The light-furred bat replied hotly, “Home!  I refuse to stay in that room any longer!”

Gadget yelled, “We’ve got to find out what caused that poor rat’s death!”

Foxglove yelled back, “Magic!  Magic killed that rat slowly!  There!  Are you satisfied?!”

The inventor argued, “Don’t be ridiculous, there’s no…”  She then left off the rest of her statement spoken faithfully for many years.

The kind-hearted bat smugly replied, “No such thing as magic?  Or were you going to deny the existence of ghosts, too?”

Gadget held Foxglove’s shoulders firmly.  She reassured her friend, “Foxy, we’ve got to stay here.  He can’t hurt us now.  Whatever killed him is probably killing all of the missing animals and it’s going to keep killing.  We’ve got to figure out who’s doing this and how.  What would Dale say if you ran away?”

Foxglove held her ground and retorted, “He’d say I was smart!  Whatever killed that rat could still be in there and I couldn’t sense it until it was too late!”
The blonde mouse then reached into that dark place in the back of her mind that she didn’t like to admit she had.  She then asked, “And if that same thing went on to kill more animals?  Would Dale be proud of you for letting it continue?  What if it starts killing cubs?”

The mention of cubs got to Foxglove.  Her fear smothered by a strong, protective instinct, she harrumphed and stomped off back towards the apartment.

Gadget sighed.  It was going to be a long day.

Hours later, Gadget led a hesitant Foxy into the next apartment.  She coaxed, “After this one, there’s only three left to go.  Then, we can write up the report and be done with it.”
Foxglove timidly asked, “Are you sure we won’t have to come back here?”

The blonde inventor answered, “Promise.  Now let’s just look for the body first.  Here’s the closet.”

Dragging Foxy to the hall closet, she opened the door.

There was nothing inside.  Both females let out a sigh of relief.

Gadget began measuring the floor and getting out her hammer.

Foxglove decided to wait until after Gadget had finished with pounding.  Deciding that the kitchen might be quieter, she walked in, relieved that there was no corpse in the hall closet.
There was a corpse partially stuck in the wall.

Foxglove’s jaw hung open limply.  The body actually looked like someone had half-shoved it in the wall when it was still wet and then let it dry.  Only the wall had been poured into place wet when it happened.
The sensitive bat backed out of the kitchen.  Walking backwards down the hallway, she bumped into Gadget, who dropped her pencil stub.
The blonde mouse asked sharply, “What?  Foxy, you made me drop my pencil.  Now I forgot the measurement.”  Looking up at her friend, she noticed the expression on her face.  

She asked, “Foxy?  What’s wrong?”

The kind-hearted bat just squeaked pathetically in reply.

Following Foxglove’s gaze towards the kitchen, Gadget walked in.  She saw it.

Her brain saw the melded body into the wall.  Her brain feebly stated that solid drywall does not pour and set, so there’s no way the body could just ‘fuse’ into the wall.

Unable to take the shock anymore, she fainted.

Foxglove snapped out of it in time to see her friend faint.  She yelled, “Gadget!  Gadget, this is not the time for a nap!  C’mon, you’re supposed to be the smart one, help me out!”

As the sun just barely started to set, Gadget and Foxglove walked back into Ranger Headquarters.  They retired to the kitchen for a snack.  

Gadget pulled out a cooking pot, linguini, and alfredo sauce to cook herself some dinner.  Foxglove took a large plastic carton out of the back of the fridge and scooped some onto a plate.  Putting it in the oven, she set it to warm up.  When the others were away, she had taken to collecting a large amount of caught insects, rendering them into a mash, and storing it for times when she needed to eat after a long day of investigation and didn’t have the energy to chase her food by flying.  The others tried hard to keep this fact from Zipper.
As the food cooked for each of the female Rangers, they shared some conversation to lighten the mood.
Gadget sighed, “I’m glad this case is over.  That report took so little time to write, but the A.P.F. wanted to go over every apartment step by step and ask about the murders.  Why can’t they get it through their heads that we didn’t see the murders?”

Foxy was grooming her belly fur.  She took the time to pause and talk back, “That was nothing compared to the whole ‘explain to me how the body could get glued into the wall’ speech they asked three separate times.  Did you see the dirty looks they gave me when I told them magic existed?  It’s like they’re trying to pretend that Winnifred never existed.”

The blonde mouse blew out a puff of air, pushing her hair away from her face.  She said, “I just made up the reminder about Nimnul’s molecular destabilizer to shut them up.”

The light-furred bat looked up and asked, “Wasn’t it true?”

The inventor testily replied, “Of course it was true.  I only said that the technology exists.  Nimnul’s molecular destabilizer was the size of a thick human-sized rifle.  There’s no way it could be shrunk down to rodent size this soon.  Perhaps in ten years we’ll have the technology to shrink those electronics and power sources to a hand-held device, but not today!  I just don’t know how it could happen.”

Foxglove licked down her shoulder fur and replied off-handedly, “Magic.”

Gadget insisted, “Yes, but HOW does the magic work?!”

The kind-hearted bat explained, “Gadget, everyone’s magic works differently.  Winnifred taught me my talents, but even they are slightly different compared to hers.  That’s because it’s MY magic.  It’s as unique and intimate as…my own soul.  You and me, we may both be girls, but only I am me and only you are you.  I’ve never seen magic like this before.  All I can say is that somehow they made the wall soft and put the victim inside of it.  Then they let it harden.  The poor creature’s insides must have been crushed.”
The blonde inventor stirred the pasta in the boiling water.  She mentioned, “That’s not too different than how the molecular destabilizer worked.  I wonder if the principle is the same.”

Foxglove idly wondered if Gadget’s exposed paws handling the utensils is how she gets the taste of machine oil in the food.

Out loud, she diplomatically said, “Maybe, but there’s a saying in magic.  ‘You can’t measure a soul.’  It took me a while to let that one go.”

Gadget argued, “But you sense souls all the time!  You even tracked Desiree back to her hideout!”

Foxglove retorted gently, “I sensed her magic, not her soul.  It’s different.  A soul is…well, a soul.  It’s where you keep all of your, um…’self’.  A soul is nothing, really.  It’s just a presence.  It can’t actually ‘do’ anything except be there.  I was sensing the energy that surrounds that soul.”

The blonde mouse unconsciously stopped stirring to give Foxglove her full attention.  Her face scrunched up as she tried to wrap her mind around the idea.

She asked in confusion, “The energy of a soul?”

The former witch’s apprentice corrected her, “No, no.  Not ‘of’ the soul, but ‘around’ it.  You see, souls attract a certain natural energy of the environment.  It’s called mana.  Healthy, living environments with lots of green plants and healthy creatures generate lots of mana.  It’s a byproduct of being alive.  Some creatures have a natural talent to actively draw in mana around them and use it for whatever their minds desire.”
Gadget fearfully asked, “Witches?”

Foxglove stated firmly, but not unkindly, “Witches, sorcerers, wizards, sages, mages, alchemists, druids, shamans.  Call them anything you like, but please be respectful.  We’ve been treated badly before.”

The blonde mouse went back to stirring her food and stiffly replied, “I’ve never treated you badly.”

The kind-hearted bat playfully answered, “Aside from denying my gift and undeparted souls.”

The inventor knocked the cooking pot with her stirring spoon forcefully, “All right, all right!”

Foxglove giggled at that.  The two went on to finish cooking dinner and ate in peace.  

Foxglove caught herself staring out of the window more than once at the sunset.  As darkness crept in, so did a piece of information she had been trying not to remember.  Finally, she decided that she would not get any sleep if she kept ignoring it.  She resolved to check for herself after Gadget would excuse herself to the workshop for the rest of the evening.

After nightfall, the door to the apartment opened silently.  A shadowy figure carefully maneuvered herself over the tape and made her way to the kitchen.  She wrapped her wings around herself in reflex.  The air seemed colder than it did before.

Once in the kitchen, she gazed upon the body.  It stood upright in the kitchen wall where she left it.  The shadows played half-across it, making it look twisted and monstrous, as if it were about to come to life at any moment.

The figure spread her wings wide and began humming.  The humming started out high-pitched, but then dropped steadily to a lower pitch.  Once lower, it gained in strength until it was twice as loud.

Suddenly, a faint bluish glow emanated from the corpse’s eyes.  A trail of bright vapor flowed out from the mouth to pool on the ground.

The dark figure scooped up the vapor with her wings.  The vapor actually puddled together and did not seep through.  

She whispered, “Who did this to you?”

The puddle of bright vapor seemed to quiver in response.  The figure nodded once, then twice.  Finally, the figure seemed to try to pour the vapor back onto the head of the corpse.

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!

The figure spun around on its heel to see the hallway occupied by a being she had hoped never to see again.
In the hallway was an amorphous blob.  It seemed to have two legs and two wings, but it hovered in mid-air.  The body was composed not of shadow, but solid blackness as if all the light from its body was sucked away.  

The dark creature surged forward.

The shadowy figure threw the puddle of bright vapor up into the ceiling and rolled to the side to dodge.

The dark creature seemed to consider the ceiling for a second.

The shadowy figure took this opportunity to throw herself at the kitchen window.

SMASH!

The shadowy figure spread its wings and flew away as fast as she could.  Heading for the biggest tree in the park, she felt the fresh cuts on her body begin to leak.

Foxglove walked into headquarters through the front door.  Closing it behind her, she noticed a distinct lack of noise.

She called out, “Dale?  Chip?  Gadget!”

The blonde mouse in question ran out into the living room.  She noticed Foxglove’s fur partially matted with blood and her face drooping in fatigue.

Gadget felt panic rise in the back of her brain.  She yelled, “Foxglove, what happened to you?  Where have you been?”

The kind-hearted bat shrugged and said flippantly, “Back at that last apartment.  I found out who killed the rat in the wall.”
The blonde mouse shrieked in dismay.  She clutched Foxglove’s shoulders and stared right into her eyes, demanding, “You went back to the crime scene and met the killer?  Are you insane?!?!  Did he do this to you?”

Foxy stared at Gadget for a moment before the collective stinging in her skin reminded her of her condition.  

She smiled and waved it off, “Oh, these.  Don’t worry about these, they’re just superficial.  Give me some bandages and I’ll be fine.”

She saw Gadget staring at her, silently demanding an answer.

She patted her friend on the shoulder and said clearly, “No, the killer did not do this to me.”  After a moment, she added, “Where are the boys?”
The blonde mouse let out the breath she’d been holding.  She fetched the first aid kit and took out the bandages and disinfectant.  
She pulled out a sterile cloth and a glass bottle created by herself during an experiment to recycle old glass in a glass-blowing furnace she made in the workshop.  The rubber eyedropper was recycled from an old, discarded piece of weather stripping from an abandoned house.  The workshop still has the burn marks from her initial tests to calibrate the furnace.  Only Gadget believed that Chip overreacted when he ordered her to dismantle the furnace inside the tree for ‘safety’.  She vowed to pick up the project in the underground hanger some day…when she had the ever-elusive spare day of nothing to do.

She replied, “The boys came by after you left to grab some food and then went back to their cases.  Seems they’ve hit upon something big and they want to stake it out all night.  Tammy and Buzz haven’t come back yet, but I think they’re having a hard time with the gangs.”

The glass bottle stored a scaled chemical version of topical disinfectant from the police crime lab, courtesy of Dr. Woodridge.

As she used the eyedropper to apply the disinfectant, she asked, “Well, how did you get all cut up?”
Foxy answered, “I jumped out the window.”

Unphased by this admission from a flying creature, Gadget pressed, “But you can fly.  You didn’t fall and crash, did you?”

The bat explained, “No, the window was closed.”

Gadget threw back her head and covered her face with her paw.  She wailed up to the uncaring cosmos, “What is it with the Rangers and flying through glass?!?!”

Foxglove chuckled until it hurt.  She then requested, “Finish bandaging me and I’ll tell you what I learned.”

The frantic mouse finished bandaging her friend.  Foxglove sat on the sofa, reclining for comfort.  Gadget brought her a thimble of water and then sat patiently with an expectant look upon her face.

Foxglove began explaining, “The killer of the rat in the wall is a demon.”  Upon seeing the disbelieving face of her friend, Foxglove sternly reminded her, “Ghosts and magic…”
Gadget rolled her eyes up and huffed.  Foxy took it as a sign of surrender.

She continued, “The demon was summoned by a spellcaster of moderate power.  The demon is hunting someone specific, but only found the animals in the apartments.  It’s been going to all of the addresses on the A.P.F.’s list and killing whoever’s there.  It stuffed the bodies in the closets to make it look like a mundane crime.”
Gadget asked pointedly, “Why did it do the…whatever this last time?”

Foxglove shrugged her shoulders and conjectured, “I guess it’s bored.”  Gadget was about to complain, but the bat sternly reminded her, “Gadget, a demon is not a robot.  If you did the same thing after a dozen times and failing every time, you’d get bored, too.  You might even cause trouble just to mix it up.  This demon’s tired of doing its master’s bidding.  It’s probably trying to draw attention to get its master caught.”

The inventor peevishly asked, “So how do we find the master?”

Foxglove said patiently, “There’s only one in the city I know of who has the knowledge to pull this off.”

Gadget caught her gaze and the answer came to her after a moment.  She spat the name, “Winnifred.  Didn’t we kick her tail last time?  Would she be able to do that after what happened?”

Foxglove theorized, “Hard to say.  Normal people would die outright from being burned inside out, but she not only survived, but she was fit to stand trial.  Someone like that would be able to find a way.  I can tell for sure when we interview her.”

Gadget shook her head, “Oh, no.  You’re not going anywhere near her.  She hates you.  She could kill you if you were close enough.”

Foxglove patted Gadget on the shoulder, saying, “Only I can gauge her magical ability.  I need to be there to do it.”
The blonde mouse mused, “I suppose you can trust a demon?  I mean you can trust what he said about being summoned?”
The light-furred bat said off-handedly, “Demons don’t talk.  They’re too full of hate to make any sense.  The ghost of the victim told me.”

Gadget tugged on her headfur in frustration.  She insistently asked, “Can you explain things to me so I don’t feel so stupid?”

Foxglove gave her a pointed look that this was a rare moment of turnabout.  However, she didn’t press the matter.

She explained, “First of all, a ‘spirit’ is just a generic soul that wanders the cosmos.  I think they’ve been around since Creation, when Nature sculpted the world from the Original Clay.  She made thousands of little ‘helpers’ that eventually went astray.  They gather up little bits of mana here and there and then…’do’ things.  Think like they’re poltergeists.  They’re not really alive or even self-aware.  They just do things because they can.”

Gadget asked, “What do you do about them?”

Foxy answered, “You either drain them of mana directly or combat them to get them to drain themselves.  Once they’re out of mana, they just revert back to their useless states and start drifting again.  They’re kinda like a soul with a cloud of energy.  Get rid of the cloud and it’s helpless.”

The blonde mouse’s mind started forming connections.  As much as she didn’t like the idea of magic and spirits, she could not refute the hard evidence she’s been exposed to during the Ranger’s cases.

She asked, “You mean people who die roam around mindlessly?  Even my father?”

Foxglove emphatically shook her head negatively.  She replied, “No!  A ghost is someone who was once alive and has returned form beyond death.  A spirit never was alive to begin with.  When you die, Nature escorts you to death.”

Gadget’s eyes went wide as she tried to process the idea.  She timidly asked, “What do you mean?”

The bat kindly explained, “Death is a place.  It’s literally the place you go when you die.  Your soul goes away from this world and enters a transient state.  There you select your afterlife, which is also a place.”
The blonde mouse stated in confusion, “Choose?  Then there wouldn’t be any Heaven, because all the bad people would choose to go there!”

Foxglove further explained, “No, Gadget.  There is a Heaven and a Hell.  They’re actually called the ‘Paradise’ and the ‘Pit’.  Paradise is like a very wide mountain laid out in a very organized way with places for everyone.  The Pit is a steep…well, it’s a pit.  Everyone falls to the middle and tries to climb out over top of everyone else.  Naturally vicious fighting is eternal.”

The blonde mouse began trembling in her place.  Her eyes clearly did not understand.

Foxglove continued, “Each place in the afterlife has a certain…feel to it.  Like a carnival feels different than a museum.  People who were brutal murderers don’t like the feel of Paradise, but they like the feel of the Pit.  They always go where they belong because they choose it.”

She took a deep breath and finished, “There’s no mana in any afterlife.  That’s only generated by living things.  However, there are ‘cracks’ in the cosmos.  If enough mana leaks to an afterlife, a soul can collect it and then use it like a tool to travel back here.”

The inventor started performing energy balance equations in her head.  It started to fit together.  A vain hope hatched in her mind.  She tried not to let it show.
Instead, she asked, “So, if a soul gets enough energy, they can come back?”

Foxglove nodded sagely, “Yup, although they won’t be alive.  They’ll be a ghost in the textbook sense of the word.  No touching anything.  Walls are not an obstacle.  Can’t feel anything.  Souls tend not to like it.  It should be known that souls tend to use the mana like an inner source rather than an energy cloud.  You can’t fight a ghost.  The attack would pass right through.”

Gadget’s hopes failed as she did not want someone back who could not feel anything.  That would be like making someone numb their whole life just for her own benefit.  That would be selfish.

She asked, “What happens if a ghost doesn’t want to go back?”

The kind-hearted bat waved a wing dismissively, saying, “Normally, they go back by themselves if you leave them alone.  Ghosts don’t like this world without feeling.  They can feel in their afterlife.  The stubborn ones, however, we tend to bargain with.  People can be stubborn enough to suffer anything just for one last ounce of pride or to deliver a message or solve their own deaths.  Also, there are authorities between worlds who try to stop this from happening and occasionally hunt strays.”

She pointedly looked at Gadget, saying, “Don’t get in their way.”

Gadget nodded her head emphatically, wondering, Can Foxglove sense what I was thinking?  I hope not.  Daddy, I’m sorry for even thinking that!

She asked, “So demons are escaped souls from the Pit?”

The light-furred bat shook her head again.  She declared, “No!  Don’t even think that!  Demons are anomalies.  They should not exist!  Nature really doesn’t have an explanation that we’ve been able to find, but demons seem to be renegade spirits that are self-aware.  They hate themselves and they hate Nature and they especially hate all living things.  They suck the mana and the life essence out of everything they can.  They corrupt and destroy anything they can.  Their energy cloud is like a dark, thick, poisonous fog.  Even the weakest demon is more than a match for the average magic-user.”

Gadget curled up so her knees were close to her chest.  She whimpered and rocked back and forth slightly.

Foxglove thought, This is so not like her.  She’s usually the one to see the bright side and to point out all the things we can do.  After watching her friend like this, she decided, It’s like she’s re-living all of her childhood fears all over again.

The inventor meekly asked, “So what can we do?”

The kind-hearted bat replied, “Demons don’t reside here, either.  If we can drain away their energy clouds, then they’ll be forcefully sucked back into the Netherworld.  That’s the nothingness that supports everything that exists.  Call it the ‘Void Between Worlds’ if you like.  Occasionally, the most heartless, cruelest, most vile souls reject their afterlife.  They fall into the Void.”

Gadget asked, “Do they become demons?”

Foxy shrugged again.  She stated, “Either that or they get eaten.  Either way, they’re never seen again.”

Foxglove yawned, and then slowly stretched her wings out wide.  Feeling the cuts open back up, she winced.  

She thought to herself, That was really stupid.

Out loud, she said, “Well, I need my sleep.  We can try figuring out what to do next tomorrow.”
Gadget took a deep breath and let it out.  Seemingly gathering her strength, she stood up and made her way to the hallway of Ranger Headquarters.

Calling over her shoulder, she asked, “Once we do find this…’demon’…then you have the power to blast it back home, right?”

Gadget walked confidently down the hallway towards her bedroom.  She thought, Foxglove will take care of this.  She’s the ‘demon and magic’ expert.

As she reached her bedroom door, she reached for the doorknob.

From behind her, Foxglove’s regretful voice whispered, “Not a chance, Gadget.  Not a chance in Hades.”

The next morning, the Rescue Rangers sat around the breakfast table.  Scraps of cheese flapjacks, butter, syrup, hash browns, and cherry-lemonade drink littered the table.
Chip declared, “First things first.  Congratulations to Tammy and Buzz for being smart enough to locate all three of the gang’s hideouts.”

The assembled Rangers applauded the pair, who comically took bows.  They five-fived each other and took a final swig of sweet drink.

Chip continued, “No wonder the gangs have been eluding the A.P.F.  They had three separate hideouts all connected by tunnels through the foundations of human buildings.  The accesses were trap doors in the floor that can be bolted from underneath.  They would not give or betray their presence if bolted.  Tammy and Buzz discreetly followed them from the air and noticed they went in one way, but returned from the outside.”

Dale spoke in serious narration, “Little did the underworld realize that our intrepid heroes knew their clever tricks.  Justice has triumphed again!”  Tammy and Buzz chuckled.

Chip looked up at Dale and stated, “Stop it, Dale.”

The red-nosed one replied glibly, “…he said with a frown.”
The black-nosed chipmunk snarled, “You know I hate it when you do that.”

Dale chirped, “…he said, threatening his best friend.”

The detective stood up from the table, his furry paws balled into fists.  He warned, “You know what happens when you don’t stop, Dale.”

The Hawaiian-clad hero stood up nervously, saying, “…the weight of the dire consequences hung in midair.  Could it be that this was really Ditz, trying to make our hero disappear before he recognized the invasion plans?”

The leader of the Rescue Rangers raced forward, yelling, “That’s it!!!”

Dale let out a “YIPE!”  He then ran into the living room, Chip hot on his heels.  The others laughed uproariously.

BONK!  The sound of Chip’s retribution echoed from the living room.  The black-nosed chipmunk strode victoriously back into the kitchen.
He continued his briefing, “Tammy, come help Monty and me at the docks.  We’ve got an I.D. on the suspect bringing in the dairy products, but we’ll need an extra pair of paws tracking him to his ships.  Buzz, help out Dale and Zipper.  They might need some extra muscle.”

Zipper protested mildly.  He flexed his insectoid muscles, showing off his manly fly physique.

Monty chuckled, “Gyeah, ha, ha!  That’s tha way ta show ‘em, Zip!”

To finish up, Chip complimented the remaining Rangers.  “Foxy, Gadget, good work on finding the bodies.  At least the families can know what happened to their loved ones.  It looks like the construction company is still going to get sued because of that ‘soft wall’.  The A.P.F. is now examining the bodies for clues to the killer’s identity.  McDugell reported that one of the newly-constructed rodent condominiums was broken into.  Three squirrels are missing and the A.P.F. is treating the place like a crime scene already.”
Suddenly, Foxglove spoke up, “Chip, do you have the address?”

Confused, Chip answered, “Sure.  Why do you want to know?”

Foxglove gave a slight pause before answering, “Because maybe the A.P.F. doesn’t have any bats looking for evidence.  I’d like to drop by and help out.”

Gadget warned her cryptically, “Foxy, I’m sure they know what they’re doing.  We don’t need to get in their way.”

The two females stared at each other, trying to force each other to look away by sheer willpower.  The rest just looked on with trepidation.
Chip broke the silence by saying, “Um, okay.  They haven’t asked us for help yet, but I’m sure there’s no harm in asking McDugell yourself.”

Foxy took this as an excuse to quickly walk over and look at Chip’s notebook.  She immediately saw the address listed.

She patted Chip on the shoulder and said, “Thanks, Chip!”  She then walked out of the kitchen to meet up with Dale.

Gadget’s face melted into a frown.  She stomped over and demanded, “Chip, how could you?”

Confused, the leather-clad chipmunk asked, “What?”

She fumed, “How could you give her that address?!  Now she’ll go over there!”

The detective stammered, “That’s…not a crime to just go over and ask to help, you know.”

Gadget just huffed loudly and stomped out of the kitchen.

The leader of the Rescue Rangers asked the Rangers at the table, “What?  What did I do?”

The remaining males just threw up their hands in surrender and said nothing.
Tammy smirked and silently took notes on how to confuse males.
After sunset, a pair of shadows entered the rodent-sized house.  The two females moved carefully past the yellow tape covering the front door.  The words ‘A.P.F. Crime Scene – Do Not Cross’ were stenciled all over it.
Gadget harshly whispered, “You realize that what we’re doing is illegal?”

Foxglove retorted, “We’re just helping out.  They didn’t specifically say to stay away, did they?”

The blonde inventor insisted, “Yes, they did!  That’s what the A.P.F. tape on the door means!  We’re contaminating a crime scene!”

The kind-hearted bat pushed that thought aside, saying, “We’ve done that a hundred times and they liked it.  Besides, they’ve had all day to gather clues.  If we find something they left behind, they’ll thank us.”
The bat walked past the front doorway to observe the layout of the house.  The short entrance terminated into a hallway that ran sideways.  To the left seemed to be a sitting room with several windows to the outside and access to a lavatory.  To the right was the combination living room and dining room.  Through an open doorway was the kitchen.  A set of stairs in the living room led upstairs to the bedrooms and bathrooms.
Gadget sighed heavily and followed her friend.  To her, Foxglove seemed to wander around aimlessly.
In fact, Foxglove was completely focused on energies that only she could see.  She watched the ebb and flow of mana in the house from upstairs to downstairs.

In fact, she saw it pool around a spot on the floor.  She pointed her wing to that spot.

Gadget looked but could only see the bare floor.  In fact, she said so.

“Foxy, that’s the floor.”

The light-furred bat said, “It’s just under the floor.  Look for a space.”

Wondering why she was going to do all of the ‘work’, Gadget pulled a claw hammer out of her jumpsuit.  She then began using the claw part to tug at the floorboards which seemed a little wider between the edges than she would build them.

Foxglove was seriously thinking about scanning Gadget for extra-dimensional pockets when suddenly, the claw snagged on a board and pulled it right up.

An arm lay under the floorboards, limp and motionless.  Gadget and Foxy gasped in surprise.

Foxglove whispered, “I didn’t sense large amounts of death this time!  What’s going on?”

Gadget stood up and declared, “We need to tell the A.P.F., right now.”

SLAM!  The front door forcefully closed shut.

The girls looked at the door, then all around the living room.  Suddenly, a bright, blue ball sailed in from the kitchen.  It zigged and zagged through the air rapidly, changing directions each time but closing distance to the Rangers.
Foxglove yelled, “It’s a dark spirit!  Don’t let it zap you!”

Gadget fearfully asked, “Zap me?  How can a spirit…”

ZAP!  A tiny bolt of lightning emanated from the little ball and struck Gadget in the belly.  The blonde inventor twitched and smoked.  Vapor came out of her now frazzled hair.

Foxglove tugged on Gadget’s arm and raced up the stairs.

Gadget tried to keep up, but her muscles seemed like they were confused, just like every other time she accidentally shocked herself in the lab.

She asked, “What was that?  Was it magic?”

Foxglove yelled, “It’s used magic to throw lightning!  It’s a lightning spirit!”

Gadget’s body seemed to recover itself by the time she crested the top of the stairs.

Looking around, she asked, “Where can we hide?”

Foxglove began to panic as she realized, “It can fly through walls!  We can’t hide anywhere!”

ZAP!  A stray lightning bolt flew over the light-furred bat’s shoulder, striking the wall.  

Gadget pushed Foxglove into a random room nearby, shutting the door.  Gadget looked around and saw it was a bedroom.  There was a small sized bed, chest of drawers, and a table with various toys upon it.
The blonde mouse pushed the chest of drawers over to block the door.

Foxglove criticized, “Oh, that’ll stop it from opening the door.  Now it HAS to fly through the wall.”

Gadget yelled back, “I don’t see you coming up with any ideas!  I don’t want to get shocked again!”

Realizing how scared her friend was, the kind-hearted bat patted her on the shoulders and smoothed, “Hey, at least it’s not a fire spirit.  The whole house would be burning with us in it.”

The inventor breathed in sharply, contemplating the horror of such a fate.  Foxglove mentally bonked herself for saying such a thing now.

Suddenly, the glowing ball appeared through the wall.  Gadget grabbed the chest of drawers and threw it aside.  Opening the door, she raced into the hallway.
ZAP!  Foxglove twisted to the side, just barely dodging the lightning bolt.  She also leapt into the hallway.

Both girls looked around frantically, trying to think of a way out of this mess.  

There!  At the end of the hallway past the stairs was an open window!  Both ran full tilt for the open window.

The glowing ball zagged and zigged into the hallway.
Foxglove let Gadget go first.  The blonde mouse leaped out into space past the open window.  Foxglove leaped at full speed with her wings folded through the window.

Tilting herself downward, she opened her wings and flapped hard.  The increased speed allowed her to catch up to Gadget.

GRAB!  The motivated bat grabbed the collar of Gadget’s jumpsuit in her footpaws.  Angling her wings backwards, she flapped furiously, making a hard landing on the ground.

Both females looked back at the house.  Several bluish-white lights were flashing inside throughout random rooms.

Foxy unhelpfully pointed out, “It’s probably frustrated that it didn’t get to kill us.”

Gadget glumly replied, “Wonderful.  Now it’s up to us to find a way to stop it before it kills any A.P.F. who go in to look for more leads.”

Back at headquarters, Gadget was setting up a new device in the workshop.  Sparky was assisting the best way he knew how: finger-soldering more circuit boards and then powering the capacitors.
The device was a long tube mounted horizontally on a frame half the size of Gadget.  One end of the tube had a hole in it.  The other side had a bulging box with lots of electronics.

Gadget walked over to the other end of the workshop where a net made of fiber-optic cables was arranged openly.  In the center of the circular net was a little black box.  She had foil wrappings in a large pile for later.

Foxglove walked into the workshop, calling, “Gadget!  Dale and I want to know if you want to watch the Late-Late-Late Show with us.  It’s one of your favorite movies and…”

The light-furred bat stopped her speech and stared at the contraption.  She look at the tube, then at the net, and finally at the pile of foil.

Calmly, she turned to Gadget and asked, “What’s this?”

The blonde mouse tossed her hair back and raised her goggles off her face.

She explained, “If only energy can affect that creature, then I can rig up a continuous loop of energy to block its escape.  This laser will shine tons of photons into the little black capacitor on the net.  Once it’s filled, I’ll switch it on and we can grab and carry it around.”

To her credit, Foxglove held her composure for twenty full, long seconds before she broke.  First she snorted.  Then she smiled.  Then she chuckled once.  Finally, she burst out laughing.

Walking back to the living room, she laughed, “BWA-HAAA-HAAAA!!!  Catch a spirit!  HAA-HAA!!  In a net!!  HAA-HAAA-HEE-HEE!  Carry it around like a purse!  HEE-HEH-HEH-HEE!”
Gadget’s pride was stung.  She didn’t mind criticism, but outright derogatory laughter really got to her.  She frowned and yanked her goggles back down on her head.

Sparky looked up from his panel and asked, “Catch a spirit?  You mean like a ghost or something?  Can you even do that?”

The inventor only replied tersely, “Are you ready yet?”

The lab rat closed the panel and switched on the laser emitter.  A bright beam of green light emanated from the device.  The beam struck the box, causing it to hum as it absorbed the laser light.
Gadget turned a dial halfway to the right.  The beam grew thicker and brighter.  The little black box began to hum much louder.

Sparky scratched his hair, causing a shower of sparks to fall to the floor.  Gadget had since coated her workshop floor and walls with a flame-retardant chemical for just such an occasion.

He asked fearfully, “Gadget, do you really think the capacitor will take that much energy?”
She replied, “It has to.”

They watched as the capacitor began to vibrate.  The fiber of the net began to glow green from the capacitor working.

He wondered, “It’s working!  The capacitor’s releasing energy into the net!  The light’s travelling along the fiber optics.  Accounting for diffraction losses, this net should stay charged at the maximum level for fifteen minutes!  Success!”

Gadget frowned.  She thought, Fifteen minutes is not enough time to carry the spirit to…where do you take it?  If you just release it, it’ll just fly back to where you found it.
The frown deepened.  She remembered the pain of getting shocked by the lightning.  She reached over and turned the dial all the way around.

The green beam doubled in size and intensity.  It also became frazzled at the edges.  It was losing coherency.

Sparky recognized the phenomenon.  He shouted, “Gadget!  Turn down the amplitude or else…”

ZZZZAAPP!!!  The laser emitter shorted out, causing smoke to leak out of it.  The green beam stopped.

BANG!  The capacitor blew up, overloaded by the laser.  The fragments of the capacitor flung around, landing in a pile of rags.

WOOSH!  A flame started immediately.  Gadget just stood dumbfounded as her workshop caught fire.
Sparky yelled, “FIRE!!!”  He then grabbed a cut-out section of asbestos blanket and began smothering the flames.

Dale and Foxglove ran into the workshop with more blankets.  They quickly beat out the blaze.

The inventor just sat down on the floor and began to hug herself.

After a minute, all of the fire was out and the embers scooped into a metal bin.  Sparky opened the window to let out the smoke.

Dale asked, “Everybody okay?  What happened?”

Sparky, ever the observant one, looked at Gadget.  He then understood how she felt.

He reported, “Some electrical equipment had a power surge.  They couldn’t take it so they exploded.  The pile of oil rags caught fire.”

Dale chastised the scientific pair, “The two of you should know better than to leave oily rags lying around!  The next task for the two of you is to make a metal box for oily rags so this never happens again!”  He then stormed out of the workshop, mumbling about how he doesn’t like being the highest ranking Ranger left in the house when everyone else is still out on their cases and Zipper is visiting Queenie.

Foxglove spoke gently from the doorway, “What were you thinking?  That net wouldn’t have caught the spirit anyway.”

Gadget whimpered, “I had to do something!”

The kind-hearted bat asked, “What did you think it was going to do?”

The inventor sobbed, letting a tear fall to the workshop floor.  She cried, “All those rodents, dead!  There’s going to be more…maybe hundreds more!”  Her body heaved with heavy breathing.  “All because I couldn’t make this net work.”

Foxglove sat down next to her friend.  She wrapped a friendly wing around her friend.
Gadget continued, “It was supposed to nullify the spirit’s power.  You said it was a dark spirit.  Maybe light would counteract it.”

The bat just barely succeeded in not laughing again.  Instead, she lightly replied, “The reason I called it ’dark’ was because of its purpose.  Clearly, it was summoned to kill someone.  It is not steeped in ‘liquid darkness’ or anything like that.”

The blonde mouse slammed both her fists onto the floor and bemoaned, “Then it’s won!  It’s invincible!”  After a few calming breaths, Gadget looked over to Foxglove and asked, “If it can’t be stopped, can it kill everyone on the planet?”

Foxglove shook her head negatively, explaining, “It manifested in the house, so it stayed in the house, looking to fulfill its task.”  Upon seeing Gadget’s look of confusion, Foxglove added, “Its real task is to create and throw out lightning.  That’s all.  The summoner of that spirit told it that its target was the intended victim of the summoner’s revenge.  This is how spirits are misused.”

Gadget let out a sigh of defeat.  Foxglove’s heart went out to her, but she had to give it to her friend straight.

She finished by saying, “Even if there was such a thing as a ‘darkness’ spirit, your light was trapped in the net.  You’d have to release it all to disrupt the energy cloud.  It would be like turning on house lights to a spirit.  You’d annoy it, but that’s all.”

She then stood up, pulling Gadget to her feet.

She offered, “Now c’mon.  Let’s watch a movie.  Maybe some comical misrepresentation will make you feel better.”
The girls sat down on the sofa.  Dale already had the movie on the T.V.  Foxglove snuggled her favorite chipmunk while Gadget listlessly watched the movie.
It was true that this was one of her favorite movies, but her heart really wasn’t in it.  Still, she didn’t want to be rude.
The movie progressed close to the end.  It was getting late.  Gadget decided that she would go to bed after the movie was over.

On screen, the first appearance of the all-powerful ghost pointed its ‘hands’ at the heroes.  Lengthy arcs of electricity fanned out from the being to strike the heroes, hurting them and nearly pushing them off of the edge of the building.

Gadget reflexively frowned as she remembered the feeling all too well.  She harshly complained that the actors didn’t give quite a good enough performance seeing as she went through the real thing.

Foxglove’s ears automatically swiveled to face the blonde mouse as she heard her emanate a low growl.  The bat wondered if this particular movie choice was such a good idea.

Suddenly, the wise-talking member of the heroes in the movie decided to rally his friends.  He stood up and made a bold declaration.

“All right…this chick is TOAST!!!”

Gadget ceased feeling sorry for herself for just a moment.  She remembered there was an inspirational speech right about now.

The heroes stood up and assembled in a wide line formation.  The scene showed all four of them advancing together.

The wise-talking hero casually stated, “Grab your stick.”

The group of heroes pulled the control handles of their technological devices in synchronized motions.

The group echoed, “Holdin’!”

The wise talking hero declared, “Heat ‘em up!”

All four heroes activated their devices, emitting a high-pitched sound.  The sound was familiar to any fans of the movie.  It meant the devices were powered up.

The group echoed, “Smoking!”

The supernatural creature glared at the heroes, hissing dangerously.

The wise talking hero ordered, “Make ‘em hard!”

All four heroes manipulated a control on their handles, and a piece clicked outwards sharply.  It resembled something like a safety being disengaged.  The devices were ready to be used immediately. 

The group echoed, “Ready!”

The wise-talking hero stared down the creature and spoke passionately, “Let’s show this prehistoric…”

Gadget sprung up from the sofa and screamed with glee, “EUREKA!!!”  She raced out of the living room and into the workshop.  Immediately, the sounds of furious scribbling were heard.

Dale looked over to Foxglove and cautiously asked, “What did you say to her?”

Foxglove, immediately feeling embarrassed at the partial breakdown of her friend, decided to break it to her husband in the most worldly and mature way possible.

She fibbed, “Oh, you know…girl stuff.”

Dale, being a manly ‘munk, decided not to press the issue.

The next morning, Gadget entered the hallway from her bedroom.  Hearing the sounds of breakfast cooking from the kitchen, the quietly stepped the other way to the end of the hallway.  
Smelling the heavy aroma of cheese in the air, she decided it was safe.  She opened the door to the hall closet and then entered.

As she closed the closet door, she thought, Monty must be making his ‘Cheese-a-la-Cheese’ for breakfast again.  Right about now is when the first cheese has melted and he’s grating the second cheese.  Ugh, smells like bleu and provolone again.
She activated the controls to descend the elevator into the garage at the base of the tree.  The floor of the closet descended down the inside of the hollow tree, landing softly in the garage.  
The inventor quickly set to work pulling aside a messy table from the wall.  She reached in and grabbed a section of the wall.  Pulling it sharply to the right, the wall actually slid right and inward, revealing a secret compartment.

Inside was a metal box painted with a familiar symbol.  On a yellow field was a small black circle.  Radiating out from the circle were three fan-blade shapes.

Shuddering at the sheer power of the familiar material inside, she pulled the box out of the space.  Sliding the panel back into position, she pulled the surprisingly heavy box into the center of the room.  Pulling the table back into its original position, she closed her eyes in shame.

She whispered passionately, “Please forgive me, Monty.”

She then dragged the container back to the elevator.  She needed to get the forbidden material back to the workshop before Monty called everyone for breakfast.  She also needed to find a way to swear Sparky to secrecy.  She couldn’t pull this off alone.
Later in the day, Foxglove was grooming herself in the living room, listening to the T.V.  There was a show on about how jet fighters use sophisticated sonar to create three-dimensional models of enemy targets for the pilot in their heads-up display.

The bat sniffed with displeasure and stated, “Commendable for humans.  However, our refresh rate is easily three times faster than theirs.  We can also follow the target when it moves out of our body’s line of sight.”

She heard a voice call from the hallway, “Foxglove?  Can you come here for a minute?”  Foxglove’s hearing immediately told her that it was Gadget in the workshop, with the door partially open.

The kind-hearted bat got up from the T.V. and walked over to the workshop.  Entering the workshop, she saw Gadget in front of another device, only this one was a smaller box with a hose and nozzle attachment.  It had a tall center that was circular in shape across.  There were three lights arranged around the edges of the circle that blinked in sequence, giving the impression that something was moving around inside in circles.
Gadget smiled and asked, “Can you shut the door and come over here, please?”

Foxy closed the door and stepped over to her friend.  She thought, Oh, what now?
Putting her wings on her hips, and sternly asked, “Gadget, when are you going to give up?  You just can’t help those animals anymore!  Leave it to the A.P.F.”

Unperturbed, the inventor indicated a small red circle painted onto the floor.  Next to the circle, about a wingspan away, was a pair of green lines from the boxy device to a brick wall target.

She asked, “Foxy, could you stand in the circle and bring a spirit here?  Preferably in the green area.”

Foxglove’s jaw dropped.  She made a huge effort to not strangle her friend.

Instead, she patiently explained, “Gadget, I am not going to do that!  If it got out of control, it would endanger the whole tree!”

Gadget pointed out, “But you’ve got magical training.  You can keep it under control, right?”
Foxglove started saying, “Gadget, it’s not that simple…”

The blonde mouse continued, “This device will sap the energy, leaving the spirit powerless.  That will make it harmless.”

The bat insisted, “Well, maybe but it’s just too dangerous…”

The inventor persisted, “This will solve the problem and we’ll have a way of reliably dealing with it in the future.”

Foxglove screwed up her anger and shouted, “I refuse!  You, little scientist, have no idea what you’re asking!  I will not be a part of this!”

Gadget turned to her friend with somber eyes.  She spoke calmly and piercingly.  Her voice seemed to melt Foxglove’s icy resolve.

“Foxy, if you won’t help me, then all of those animals will have died in vain.  Whoever’s summoning these spirits is just rampantly killing animals left and right with no one to stop them.  How would you feel if you came home one day and Dale was stuffed in a wall?”

Foxglove’s nerves shattered as her mind processed the unbidden image of her cutie wrapped in a wooden embrace, his limbs frozen in a position of attempted escape.

The kind-hearted bat sobbed once, then twice.  She fell to her knees and made a confession.

“Gadget, I’m not a witch.  Winnifred never trained me to cast spells.”  After a moment to catch her breath, she continued, “She said I was a failure!  I couldn’t grasp the simplest incantations.  Why do you think she had Bud and Lou?  They were going to be my replacements by the end of the week if I couldn’t cast a single spell on my own!”

The blonde mouse’s heart went out to her friend.  She hugged the miserable bat tightly.
She gently asked, “What about all that stuff you were doing with the spirits?  You must have some talents.”

Foxglove hiccupped once, saying, “I’m just an ex-familiar.  The only talents I have are the ones Winnifred gave me.  I can sense and manipulate energy.  That’s all.”
Gadget’s mind worked frantically, trying to solve multiple problems at once.

She asked, “Well, if spirits need mana, and you can manipulate energy…can you gather some mana like bait to lure a spirit?”

Foxglove thought about it for a moment.  Eventually, she answered, “Yes, I suppose that might work.  There’s no guarantee, though.”

Gadget smiled and then stood up.  She helped Foxglove stand and said, “There are no guarantees in science, either.  I’ve accepted that.  Now let’s see if this thing works.”

For the next half an hour, Foxglove sat in a meditative pose in the red circle while Gadget waited next to her device.

Foxglove would occasionally mumble things like “There’s one”, “No, not that one”, “I refuse to call a fire spirit into the tree”, and “I hope this works”.

Suddenly, Foxglove’s eyes opened wide and she stood up.  Looking around herself, she appeared frantic.

Gadget stood up, ready to press a large, red button on her device.  She asked, “It is here?”

The light-furred bat replied hastily, “Don’t be fooled.  It’s here.  It’s a very simple one and it took the bait.  That means it has to be in this room.”

The blonde mouse asked, “What kind is it?”  She began to make alternative plans in case it was something weird or dangerous.
Foxglove stated, “I think it’s a movement spirit.”

Gadget asked, “What does that…”

WHUMP!  An empty oil can flew off the workbench and struck Gadget in the back of her shoulders.

She winced and shouted, “Youch!”

Foxglove answered, “You would call it a poltergeist!  Now do something about it, Miss Science!”

The inventor yelled, “Where is it?  Lure it into the green area!”

Several items, such as hammers, bolts, pieces of sheet metal, and several sprockets levitated off their resting places and began flinging themselves at the pair.

The bat and the mouse got up and began running around the workshop, dodging the thrown projectiles.

Foxglove began to stop occasionally, concentrating on the space right in front of the device.  However, every time she did, something would hit her, forcing her away.

She called out, “Gadget, cover me!”

Not knowing what else to do, she snagged a piece of plastic automobile bumper.  She held it in front of her and maneuvered herself to where Foxglove was.  

Moving the item like a shield, she deflected all hurled objects away from Foxglove’s form.

She called out, “Foxy, now!”

The light-furred bat concentrated, moving her wings in circles while pointing them at the space in front of the device between the green lines.

Suddenly, all of the flying objects crashed to the floor.  A strange, pulsating, irregular shape appeared right in the path of the device.

Gadget threw herself at the device, slapping her paw on the red button.

FFSSSSHHH!!!!!  A pulsating green beam emanated from the device, striking the strange entity.

KKRRRRREEEYYAAASSYYYAAAHHHSSSHHH!!!!  The entity emitted an indescribable sound as it tried to move out of contact of the beam to no avail.

Foxglove stared on in amazement at the scene.  She could sense the levels of energy draining away from the spirit.  

She mumbled, “The spirit…it…it’s not moving away.  It’s like…like…”

Gadget finished her thought proudly, “…like it’s caught.”

After a few seconds, the spirit vibrated rapidly and then seemed to collapse in on itself.  POP!

Foxglove’s jaw hung open again.  After a moment, she whirled on Gadget and demanded, “How did you DO that?!?!”

The inventor, pleased at the chance to explain something, stated, “It occurred to me that the electrical spirit was using real electricity.  That means it was directing a stream of electrons.  That means it had a ready supply of them.  I reasoned that the cloud of energy you mentioned would contain free electrons.  I created this portable device to emit a stream of free protons encased in a carrier laser beam to combine with the free electrons, neutralizing their electromagnetic potential.  I was hoping for another electrical spirit, but I’m pleased that a different type was affected the same way.  This proves that free electrons are an integral component in an energy cloud.  This means that my theory is sound and I can finish work on this and other devices to curtail supernatural forces.  We can go back to the house tonight and give a real field test to try to neutralize that electrical spirit tonight.”
Foxglove’s brain could not keep up with all of the highly technical talk.  However, she did recognize the words ‘go’, ‘back’, and ‘tonight’.

Trying to get her mind under control, she whimpered, “Go back?”

After sunset, the front door to the house opened.  Gadget stepped in boldly.  For the occasion, she wore her orange jumpsuit that she saved from the Case of the Cola Cult.  Even though she washed it several times, the artificial coloring ingredients had changed the purple to orange.  

She wore the portable, boxy device on her back fixed by shoulder straps and a makeshift belt of spare leather and an iron clasp.  The device now had a long handle attached to a length of flexible aluminum tubing internally coated with a fine layer of silver.

A look of pure determination etched into her face as she stepped into the living room of the house.  Scanning the place with her eyes, she noticed that everything still was in its previous place.  Even the loose floorboard was still removed from the floor and set aside.

The only difference was that the walls had several small electrical burn marks randomly placed on them.

Foxglove stepped in timidly, quickly trying to sense anything out of the ordinary.  The lack of unusual energy was creeping her out.

She whispered, “Gadget, are you sure this is a good idea?”

The orange-clad mouse said back, “It’s the only way to get a field test.”

The sensitive bat whirled on her friend and hissed, “Field test?!?!  Wasn’t the lab test enough?!”

Gadget replied, “No.  Only field tests can prove a new technology.  I need to discover the bugs in the invention before going up against the powerful stuff.”

Suddenly, the front door slammed shut!  BANG!!

Startled, the girls spun around to look at the front door.  Foxglove tried pulling it open, but the door did not even partially give way like it was naturally locked.  It was completely immobile, as if inertia did not exist.

Suddenly, a frigid sensation emanated from the doorknob, travelling up Foxglove’s arm.  Yelping in surprise, she let go and stepped back.

Gadget asked, “What’s wrong?  Did the spirit shock you?”

Foxglove’s eyes went wide as she realized what this meant.  

She blurted, “No!  It’s not the electrical spirit!”

A thick, inky blackness seeped from all of the cracks in the walls.  It spread to cover all of the internal surfaces of the outer walls of the house, windows, and doors.

Gadget stared in wonderment.  

Foxglove began shaking in panic.

The kind-hearted bat yelled, “It’s the demon!  It’s trapped us!  We’re going to die!!!”

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!

From the kitchen floated a familiar shape.  It was an amorphous blob, with protrusions that vaguely resembled two legs and two wings.  The wings did not flap, but the dark creature hovered in mid-air.  The body seemed to be smokier now, with a core of solid blackness.  The edges flicked and wavered randomly, giving a headache to anyone staring at them directly.

Gadget immediately knelt down and removed the device from her back.  She started to fiddle with dials and buttons with no labels.

She commented, “Foxy, distract that thing.  I need to adjust my settings.”

The bat openly glared at her friend.  She yelled, “What in Paradise am I supposed to do now?  I told you I’m not a witch!”

Gadget retorted, “Get its attention and lead it around.  Make it waste energy.  I need to refocus the particle stream and change the output frequency or else I may not affect it!”  After a moment, she mused, “I need to install a remote control panel on the neutrona wand.”
Foxglove looked at the demon with fear.  The demon surged forward, wasting no time.  Foxglove ran away, heading towards the front door.

She screamed, “YYYEEAAAHHHH!!!!!!   GET AWAY FROM ME!!!”

The sound of a sudden surge in an operation generator rumbled throughout the living room.

Reaching the door, she found she could not pull it open.  Not pausing to look behind herself, she rolled to the right.  She felt a sudden surge of cold just barely miss her neck.  

Standing upright, she summoned a mass of positive energy to shield herself and raced upstairs.

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!  POP!

The light-furred bat felt a lance of hideously cold energy strike at her it the back.  The shield shattered, leaving her exposed.  The demon glided forward, anticipating its prey.

Foxglove arrived at the top of the stairs.  Frantically, she raced to the left, slamming her shoulder into a closed door.  

SLAM!  The door burst open, revealing a master bedroom, seemingly unused.  She ran inside, thinking about hiding under the bed.

From downstairs came the sound of mechanical parts snapping.  CLICK!  CLICK!

Gadget’s voice echoed from below, “Oh, darn it.”

Foxglove’s heart sank.  She thought, This is it.  I’m going to die.  I never got to be a mother.  I never got to be President.  I never got to tell Dale how I really feel about him…this week.  It’s so unfair!!

The demon glided into the room swiftly, like a tornado.  The air pressure pushed the door shut.  BANG!  

The sound made Foxglove flinch and whimper.  The demon, devoid of any face seemed to show its pleasure by expanding its size to twice as big as before.

Foxglove screamed, “GADGET!!!!!!”

Sudden footsteps raced up the stairs, echoing through the hallway.

The demon lunged slowly for the exposed bat.

Foxglove screamed, “AAAAAAHHHHH!!!!”

CRACK!  BANG!  The door burst inward, slamming against the wall, revealing Gadget’s powerful kick.

The demon turned around to face the intruder.

The orange-clad hero stepped in boldly, exclaiming, “WHO YA GONNA CALL?!”

She aimed the long handle at the demon, gripping a trigger on the underside.  

FFFWWWWUUUSSSHHHH!!!  A wide, bright-colored green beam emanated from the handle, striking the demon square in the middle.

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!

The form of the demon shuddered and wavered.  It stopped in its tracks, pulsating.

The demon then shrunk to a quarter of its normal size and flew through the wall into the hallway.

Gadget pivoted on her left foot and swung into the hallway.  Seeing the demon trying to fly towards the window at the end of the hallway, she aimed the long handle at the demon and clicked the trigger again.

FFFWWWWUUUSSSHHHH!!!  The beam struck the demon again, causing it to vibrate wildly.

Foxglove stepped into the hallway with the widest eyes she’s showed in recent memory.

The demon tried in vain to yank itself sideways, left and right.  The green beam held it firmly in place.

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!

Suddenly, the form of the demon stopped, immobile in space.  It silently shattered into a thousand pieces and disintegrated into nothingness.

Gadget released the trigger, ceasing the beam of energy and subatomic particles.  The device on her back suddenly opened a dozen little holes and vented clouds of steam noisily.  FFSSHHHHHH!!

Foxglove jumped at the steam, shaking nervously from the whole experience.

For a moment, she just gaped at the device and its inventor.  At length, she asked, “What IS that thing?!?!”

With a smile, Gadget turned to her friend and explained, “It’s a portable particle accelerator with a guidance tube and neutrona wand for the cohesive release of protons in a laser-guided sheath of energy.  Perfect for electromagnetically neutralizing dense ionic clouds of negatively-charged particles.”
Upon seeing Foxglove’s blank expression that silently asked for simpler terms, Gadget stated, “It’s a supernatural-bad-guy zapper.”

The kind-hearted bat just smiled and nodded.

Gadget asked, “I had another device to trap it and hold it in a stasis-like state, but the demon disappeared.  Where did it go?”

Foxglove reminded her, “Remember that demons aren’t meant to exist here.  Once you drained it of its energy, it had nothing to anchor it here.  It went back to the Void.”

The blonde mouse frowned slightly.  She griped, “And here I was really looking forward to trapping something.”

The light-furred bat took a deep breath and calmed her frazzled nerves.  After a few breaths, she looked Gadget in the eye with confidence.

She decided, “You may get the chance.  I can still sense my old master.  Now that we’ve got something on our side, maybe we should pay her a visit.  She just might have a ghost or two at her beckon call to greet us.”

Several minutes later, Gadget and Foxglove stood on the windowsill of an apartment on the top floor of the Radiant Arms on the north end of Sky Street.

Foxglove had waited patiently for Gadget to climb down the finishing line from her grappling hook paper clip above.  

Gadget huffed and puffed, catching her breath.  The kind-hearted bat smiled in mirth, but stayed quiet.

The blonde mouse stated, “Golly, this equipment’s heavy.”

The pair looked into the apartment with caution.  Inside was a real witch with real magic spells…sort of.

Directly, they saw into the combination living room and bedroom where the front door and bookshelves were.  There was an assortment of cheap plastic furniture.

From the kitchen, which was out of sight, Winnifred’s voice spoke, “Well, don’t just stand there and gape, my former apprentice.  Come in or fly away.”

Gadget and Foxglove were startled.  They forced themselves to recover and jumped in.  Foxglove landed lightly on her footpaws.  Gadget plopped down heavily.  THUMP!

The pair walked into the kitchen where Winnifred was wearing a bathrobe, a mud mask, and bright, sparkly orange hair curlers.  She was sipping a cup of cold coffee while reading the comics section of the newspaper.

The sight was so uncharacteristic, that the two Rescue Rangers clapped paws over their mouths to suppress their laughter.

The former prison inmate placed the newspaper and cup on the table deliberately.  
She looked at the two animals and snarled, “Go ahead, dearies.  Laugh if you dare.  Ever wonder what each other looks like without any skin?!”
The humor was immediately lost from the moment.

Gadget stepped forward boldly and declared, “Winnifred!  Stop summoning spirits and demons to kill off rodents!”
Winnifred’s expression melted from anger to confusion.  She asked directly, “What?”

Foxglove timidly stepped forward, modulating her voice to be submissive, “We know about the electrical spirit in the condo and the demon going through the apartment building down the street.  Please stop.  What could you possibly have to gain by doing this?  You know it’s bad karma.”

The cleaning lady snapped her fingers and said, “Oh, yes!  I know what you’re talking about.”

The pair of Rescue Rangers stood upright proudly.  They had cracked the case all by themselves without any help from the others.

Winnifred looked back at her newspaper and said dismissively, “I didn’t do that.  It was someone else.”

Gadget’s countenance fell into disappointment.  She challenged, “Don’t play dumb with us!  Only you have the knowledge to summon demons!”

Winnifred stood up furiously and shredded the newspaper with her hands.  The shreds flew every which way, covering the Rangers and the floor.

The red-haired woman screamed, “I didn’t do it because I CAN’T do it!  Do you think you little half-pints would still be alive if I had enough power to summon even one harmful spirit in your little treehouse in the park?!”

Foxglove’s mind locked up in fear.  Memories of threats and cruel devices filled her mind from her memory.  Painful tests and hurtful words filled her remembrance.

Still, her mind latched onto a single, undeniable fact.  The more she held onto it, the more her mind cleared.

At length, she concentrated on Winnifred.  Only a flicker of power remained.  In fact, Foxglove’s energy shone brighter than her former master.

She said, “Gadget, I believe her.”

The orange-clad mouse glared at her friend and accused, “How dare you take her side!  Who else could possibly know who to do it?  It has to be her!”

Foxglove explained, “Gadget, I can sense her magic.  It’s…”

Winnifred glared harshly at her former familiar, daring her to say something insulting.  Foxglove was reminded that big, heavy feet do not need magic to stomp painfully.

The light-furred bat said diplomatically, “Winnifred no longer has the magic reserves to pull off such a high-level spell.”

Glancing at the angry woman, Foxglove saw her reduce her glare somewhat.

Encouraged, Foxy continued, “She may have the knowledge, but not the ability.  She can’t have done it.”

Confused, Gadget wondered, “So who’s doing it?  We gotta stop them.”

Winnifred said, “I agree.  Now go do it.”

The pair of Rescue Rangers’ minds locked up so hard they could almost hear them simultaneously go CLUNK.
Gadget asked, “What do you mean ‘you agree’?”

Winnifred said, “Who do you think that freak’s been targeting?”

Foxglove’s mind pieced together an important clue.  She exclaimed, “Of course!  Winnifred lives on the same street as all of the other victims!  Someone’s trying to kill Winnifred with spirits and demons!  They’ve been ‘missing’ all this time!”

Gadget asked suspiciously, “Missing?  You mean they aim a demon at someone and throw it like a grenade?”

The red-haired woman stated haughtily, “Not a bad metaphor, vermin.  They’re strictly amateur, of course.  They’ve been trying to target my life force instead of my magic or even looking up my address.”

The orange-clad mouse asked, “Then why haven’t they succeeded?”

The cleaning lady answered as if a professor lecturing to a novice class, “Because they’ve only been looking for my life force, not me.  I imbue a piece of my life force in random places along this street and then hide my remaining life force.  By the time the attack is done, the spirit’s or demon’s time is up and I’ve healed by sleeping.”

Gadget’s brain tried processing the facts by separating them into component pieces and linking them together rationally.  She came up blank.

Foxglove, however, was faster on the uptake.  She said, “You’ve got to stop.  You keep luring the assassins to animal homes.  Over a dozen animals are dead because of this little chase.”

Winnifred asked haughtily, “So?”

Gadget and Foxglove were shocked.  They demanded, “SO?!?!”

The cleaning woman faked a yawn and declared, “Just a bunch of vermin.  There’s hundreds more where they came from.”

Gadget squeaked as loud as she could at the human, “It’s murder!  You intentionally lead the assassin meant for you towards other people just to save yourself!  You’re no better than a murderer!”

The red-haired woman lazily said, “If you’re so convinced that I can’t summon those creatures, then you’ve decided that I can’t fight them, either.  If you want this to stop, why don’t you go bother the one who’s been summoning them in the first place and leave me alone.”

A moment’s pause gave Foxglove enough time to think of another question she wanted to know all night.
“Why are you out of prison?  You can’t have been paroled yet.”

The witch waved her chubby fingers in the air gracefully and said mysteriously, “I’ve been released on probation.  I volunteered for the old ‘work-release’ program they created in the ‘80’s.  I work the night shift and report to my probation officer.  I’ll spend several years on probation and then I’m free.”

Gadget argued, “You don’t qualify for work-release.  Even if you did, it takes time for the city parole board to consider and to do a background check on you, which you would fail.”

The cleaning lady said slyly, “There are talents that only require a minimal amount of power to do, my little ignorant vermin.”

Gadget felt greatly insulted.  She wondered if a mouse-sized proton pack would significantly harm a full-sized human or just give a good hot-foot.  She was contemplating a field test when Foxglove filled in the gap.

The bat explained, “Magically-enhanced hypnosis.  She just told them to do it and they did it.  The city must have really weak-minded people on the parole board.”

The orange-clad mouse yelled up fearlessly, “That’s illegal!  You can’t influence the city’s parole board like that!  You have to qualify on your own merits!  It’s unfair!”

The red-haired woman gloated, “Magic is my merit, you pest.  I was born with it and there’s no law that says using magic is against the law.  You have what you came for, so now scram before I get the rat poison out.”
She then returned to her newspaper and coffee.  Taking a sip of coffee, her characteristic frown returned.  The silence indicated that she was done with the conversation.

Foxglove tugged on Gadget’s sleeve and said, “Let’s go.  She’s right.  She can’t fight them, just misdirect them.  We need to find whoever’s doing this and stop them directly.”

As Gadget fumed, she stomped out of the kitchen.  

Mirthfully, Winnifred called to them, “You might want to call on your former competition, Foxglove, dearie.  Ah, ha-ha-ha!!!”
Winnifred’s cackle was enough to frazzle anyone’s nerves.  Gadget and Foxglove walked back to the windowsill, only to find out that Gadget needed to climb up with her proton pack.

Sighing, Gadget took off the pack and searched her jumpsuit pockets for some more fishing line.  She would have to tie it to the straps and pull up the heavy equipment after herself and then again outside up the side of the building.  It was going to be a long trip back home.

The next day, Gadget and Foxglove isolated themselves from the other Rangers.  Chip took the others to the human police station to look for cases.  

Gadget decided to stay home and work on ‘something’ that she wanted completed.

Foxglove stayed out of sight of the others all day, claiming she needed some ‘alone time’.

No one really had a reason to deny the girls their day off, so it was granted.  The others spent the day chasing a lost puppy through the sewers.  It had gotten off its leash and followed the smells of discarded food drifting through the sewer tunnels.  When the others got home, they found Gadget and Foxy gone.  

There was a note on the fridge that said, ‘Back after dark.  Need to take care of something.’

The wings of the Rangerplane flapped steadily, pulling the vehicle constantly forward at half speed.  The pilot made occasional course corrections, following her guide.

Gadget always wondered what the world looked like to a bat.  To her, it was dark.  She could still see because of the streetlights and marquee signs, but the sky was dark.

She reasoned that Foxglove’s field of vision must be a composite of what her eyes saw and what her ears heard.  After all, the Rangerplane nearly snagged three tree branches and one flagpole trying to follow Foxglove’s course.

The bat in question was also following another type of signal.  She homed in on such a primal signal that no technology could characterize it.  A simple echoing pulse that resonated so closely to life itself, only the truly gifted could sense it.
Foxglove banked to the right, then turned the front edges of her wings downward.  Her graceful frame dove right towards an abandoned candy factory just two blocks away from Sky Street.

Gadget pushed forward on the steering wheel.  The elevators in the back of the Rangerplane tilted upwards, pushing the plane’s nose downward.  The Rangerplane glided in for a solid landing on the roof.

The blonde mouse jumped out and grabbed her proton pack from the back seat.  Fastening the device to her back, she spotted Foxglove walking up to her.

The bat stated confidently, “The source is building power.  I’d say it’s enough to summon another demon.  It’s right in the attic of this building.”

The orange-clad mouse flipped a discreet switch on the neutrona wand.  The device began to emit a high-pitched whine.

The pair ran over to a rodent-sized service door built into the shadow of the rooftop access door of the factory.  Gadget pulled a long, slender tool from her jumpsuit.  Inserting it into the latch of the door, she jiggled it up and down.  

CLICK!  The door swung open.  The blonde mouse replaced the tool in her jumpsuit.  The pair quietly made their way down the stairs into a landing inside the attic.  

The attic was a wide-open area occasionally interrupted by support pillars of wood to hold up the roof.  In the middle of the floor was a rodent-sized bedroom, arranged with expensive furniture.  Lavish tapestries were hung up by wooden frames and an ornate chest was placed at the end of a king-sized bed.  A teakwood writing table had hundreds of letter and papers scattered all over it.  A long dinner table carved from a single piece of solid walnut wood stood attended by several chairs made form cherry wood and lacquered to a bright red finish.

The female Rangers just looked at one another in awe.  It must have cost a king’s ransom to furnish this room.
 A very familiar painting was hung at one end of the dining table.  It was of a female mouse dressed in a royal gown and holding a sword and orb.

The subject of the painting sat at the head of the table, meditating in front of a black silk cloth holding what looked like ashes.

Gadget and Foxglove quietly gasped at what had become of Desiree d’Allure.  She seemed to have aged the equivalent of fifty years.  Her fur had completely fallen out.  Her skin was gray and sagged everywhere.  Her posture was bent over as if she did not have the strength to hold herself up.  Her figure had shrunken to a mere skeleton size.

Foxglove felt a sudden surge of magical energy.  Desiree had marshaled her full power.

The bat stated out loud, “Gadget!  She knows we’re here!”

The blonde inventor scrunched up her face in confusion.  She asked, “What could she possibly do to us now?”

Foxy warned, “Do not underestimate her!  She’s a fully initiated magic user!”
Suddenly, Desiree looked up and opened her eyes.  Focusing on the pair of intruders, she snarled.  A chill passed through Gadget as she had the strangest sensation of being ‘invaded’ by a fog bank.

The wood of the stairs aged, splintered, and cracked.  The rotten wood fell into a heap.  CRASH!
The trembling form of the French mouse shook with rage.  Her mouth twisted into a snarl.  Foxglove recognized that expression on Winnifred long ago.  It meant that the spell missed the intended target.

Gadget raced to the right, calling out, “Surround her!”

Foxglove ran around to the left, ready to dodge and roll.

Desiree rasped a full breath and then raised her hands up to her chest, palms outward.

A twin spiral of black clouds emanated from her hands.  The clouds came together to form a fluffy oval of black smoke.  The withered mouse pointed at Gadget.  The smoke raced to attack its master’s enemy.

Gadget stopped in her tracks and pulled her neutrona wand.  Aiming it at the smoke, she pressed the trigger.

FFFWWWWUUUSSSHHHH!!!    The green beam struck the smoke, holding it in mid-air and causing it to pulsate wildly.

POP!  The spirit imploded, leaving no trace in the air.

Both Desiree and Foxy were stunned.  

Gadget was elated.  She thought triumphantly, It really worked!  Now who’s the best rodent scientist on the northern half of the eastern seaboard?

The shriveled mouse demanded, “What trickery is zhis?  You cannot counter magic with your little toys!”

Gadget stood up tall and proud.  She stated, “Seems I can.  What else have you got?”
Foxglove brought her wings together, humming loudly.  Suddenly, Desiree turned to look at her in panic.  The French mouse raised her palms at Foxglove, growling harshly.  

Foxglove reacted at if she had been stung.  Then she smiled and laughed, “Ha, ha!  You used up too much power!  Now you can’t summon any more demons tonight.  You lose, d’Allure!”

Gadget smiled.  Foxy had bluffed.  She summoned a lot of energy as if ready to cast a big spell, forcing Desiree to summon most of her own to counter.  Now, she was low on power.  If she summoned more spirits, Gadget could blast them.

The French mouse’s face twisted into a horrible expression of hatred and agony.  She spat and hissed, “You want moi to go back in zhat place?  NEVER!!!”

The force of the last word was so powerful, the kind-hearted bat actually took a step back in surprise.

The wizened mouse declared, “I will NEVER be subject to anozher again!  Do you hear me?!?!  I will NEVER be…”  She choked on her thoughts.

The female Rangers fearfully wondered what Desiree was remembering.

The French mouse found the raw willpower to keep talking.  “I will NEVER be helpless before anozher again!!  NEVER AGAIN!!!”

She raised her right palm upright.  Reaching into her sleeve with her left hand, she withdrew a very fine, thin razor blade.  Slashing quickly, she drew her life’s blood from her wrist, waving the wound in the air.  

Foxglove’s expression paled.  She screamed, “NO!!!  Don’t let her…”

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!

A perfect sphere of darkness appeared.  It hovered just centimeters from Desiree’s exposed face.

Gadget’s body went cold and stiff.  She desperately wanted to flee this place.

Foxglove covered herself with her wings.  She desperately wished that she had learned spells and incantations.  Then she could have protected her soul from this…miscarriage of the universe.
Desiree bluntly said, “Destroy both of these things!  Then you may have me, not before!!”

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!

The sphere then grew appendages that looked like two legs and two wings.  It floated towards Foxglove like a roman candle.

FFFWWWWUUUSSSHHHH!!!    The green beam struck the demon square in the back, slowing it severely to a crawl.

Foxglove aimed her wings at the creature.  Crying, she yelled phrases and words that Gadget could not understand or even decipher.

The creature shifted its shape to be a giant maw, open and eager to eat Foxglove alive.  Gadget hurriedly adjusted the dials and switches on her neutrona wand all to their maximums.

FFFWWUUHHHHWWUUHHHUUUIIIIIISSSSSTTTTSSSHHHH!!!  The beam of energy grew twice as wide and shined like a sun.

The demon fizzled and boiled as its body took the blast directly.  It stopped in mid-air and then…

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHHHA!

It crumbled into nothingness and disappeared.

FFSSHHHHHH!!  The proton pack opened its dozen vents and emitted several long streams of clouds as the device struggled to cool down.  Gadget’s expression was grim, showing that she must have felt burned form the intense heat on her back.  She re-adjusted the neutrona wand back to its previous settings and aimed it at Desiree.

The French mouse’s expression was priceless.  Never in memory had anyone ever seen her eyes that wide or mouth hung that far open.  It would have been hilarious if the situation were not so dire.

Foxglove took a deep breath and declared, “Desiree no longer has any significant amount of power.  We can take her into custody.”

Gadget mentioned off-handedly, “I’m not sure how we can prove she did the murders, considering the methods used.  However, the city still has several outstanding warrants for her arrest about her involvement with Sewernose and the attempted coup on the city government.  There’s also all of the injuries and property damage from the riots that her gangs caused.”
The French mouse began trembling violently.  Her arms shook and her mouth turned into a vicious snarl.   She foamed at the mouth and her eyes rolled up.

Foxglove suddenly stepped back as if she were struck.  She yelled, “She’s doing something!”

Gadget aimed the neutrona wand at Desiree, but did not pull the trigger.  Bathing a living creature in a constant stream of protons was a lethal event.  But she did not know what else to do.

Desiree aimed her hateful gaze directly at Gadget.  Her voice echoed to fill the room, dripping hate and loathing, “You will NEVER make moi your slave, you pawn!  DO YOU HEAR ME?!?!  You will never enslave moi again, Pierre!!!”

The orange-clad mouse felt her blood run cold.  She thought, Desiree is reliving a past event and it’s horrible.  Who’s Pierre?

Suddenly, the French mouse’s chest spasmed.  Her body jerked, then fell to the table.  There it lay, still.

Foxglove felt like retching.  She clutched her abdomen and sobbed.

The kind-hearted bat whimpered, “She did it.  She cast her spell.  She finally summoned a ghost.”

Gadget raised the neutrona wand, casting its aim about left and right.

She asked, “Where is it?”

A twisted, reverberating voice came from Desiree’s body, “PIERRE!!!”

From her mouth flowed a sickly yellow vapor.  The vapor floated up above the body and formed the image of the wizened, sickly Desiree d’Allure.

Foxglove sniffed once, and then turned her disapproving gaze to the specter.  She explained, “Desiree somehow summoned a great deal of power from somewhere.  She used it to pierce her own heart.”

Gadget’s mind locked up.  She wondered, How could anyone do such a thing…to themselves?

Foxy finished, “As she was dying, she used a summoning spell and ripped her own soul from her body.  Now she’s a ghost of vengeance.”

The yellow ghost turned its gaze towards Gadget and flew towards her, “DIE!!!!”

Gadget threw herself to the side, rolling on the floor.  She aimed the neutrona wand and fired.

FFFWWWWUUUSSSHHHH!!!  The beam struck the side of the ghost, making it flinch and pulse once.

The inventor asked hurriedly, “But if I blast her enough, she’ll go away, right?”  She aimed and fired again.

FFFWWWWUUUSSSHHHH!!!  The beam missed, striking the roof.  The wooden rafters of the roof charred under the assault of the proton stream.

Foxglove put her wingtips together and summoned a small cloud of positive energy to protect herself.

She replied, “There’s nowhere to send her back to.”

Gadget dared a glance at her friend.  She asked frantically, “WHAT?!”

Foxglove replied, “She never crossed over to an afterlife.  This is the place she formed herself fully.  You would just send her right back here!”
The ghost of Desiree d’Allure croaked, “You will never touch moi encore, Pierre!”  She then flew straight for the orange-clad hero.

Gadget tried to roll away, but she was too slow.  The ghost passed through her body.

Gadget felt dozens of tiny razors tear her insides.

Falling over, she screamed, “EEEYYAAAAUUUGGGHHH!!!”

She tasted blood in her mouth.  On reflex, she spat it out onto the floor.  She could feel a warm wetness all over inside of her.  She felt beads of warmth well up in her ears and nose.  

The yellow ghost crowed her victory, “You will suffer forever!  You will suffer by my hand, Pierre!”

Foxglove then concentrated and spoke evenly, “Hey, ugly!”

The ghost twisted its head a full half-circle to face behind itself.  It glared hatefully at the lone bat.

Foxy declared, “You belong to me now.”

Gadget cried out, “Foxy, don’t say that!”

The ghost screamed, “PIERRE!!!”  She then flew with claws outstretched right at Foxglove’s throat.

The light-furred bat stayed calm, holding her action.  

She ordered, “Gadget, get ready to blast this thing hard.”

Gadget’s arms felt like lead.  Some tiny part of her logical brain informed her that this was because she was in shock.

She lifted the neutrona wand to aim from her prone position on the floor.  With her left hand, she turned the intensity dial to full and clicked the stream choke off.

The ghost flew right in front of Foxglove, reaching for her.

Foxglove spread her wings apart and fell backwards into the floor, saying, “Now!”

A small flash of light appeared in the ghost’s face.  The ghost instantly halted in her tracks, contrary to any laws of motion or inertia.

It screamed, “AAAUUUGGGHHH!!!”

Gadget pressed the trigger.

FFFWWUUHHHHWWUUHHHUUUIIIIIISSSSSTTTTSSSHHHH!!!  

The bright green beam slammed into the back of the ghostly Desiree, causing her form to flicker and shudder.

The ghost silently screamed, flailing its arms in every direction.  The proton stream bent and twisted around the ghost, but it did not brake.

Gadget reached behind her with her left hand to the left side of the proton pack.  Gripping a handle, she pulled.

CLICK!  A flat, boxy device detached from the main housing.  She gripped the handle and flung her arm outward.
The device zipped outward on a cord to slide under the ghost.  The orange-clad hero clicked a hidden switch.  The box opened and bathed the entrapped ghost in an aura of green light.

HHHHWWWUUUUGGGHHWWUUGGHHHWUGHHWUGH!!!  

The ghost began to spiral into the box, like she was caught in some invisible drain.  She grasped at the air, finding nothing to hold her.

She screamed in desperation and fear, “NO!  NOOO!!!  DON’T SEND MOI TO HIM!!!  DON’T SEND MOI IN ZHERE!!!  DON’T….”

Suddenly, the room was filled with a huge flash of green and yellow light.  Both Gadget and Foxy turned away to protect their eyes.

CLICK!

Suddenly, it was all over.  The girls looked back at the ghost trap with equal parts amazement and guilt.  

It was Foxglove who spoke first, “You know, I never knew what drove her.  She was such a smart and beautiful creature.  She could have had the whole world if she wanted.”

Gadget forced herself to put away the trap and neutrona wand.  She stood up and slowly walked over to Foxglove.

Her own soul felt like lead, like she had just been forced to do something she didn’t agree with.

She mentioned, “Nobody knew her well, not even Monty.  We never figured out why she chose him or why she so easily dumped him for Errol.  Even when she admitted to being a criminal, her real motive was known only to her.”

Both sat in silence for several minutes.

Foxglove asked, “Then why would she agree to help Sewernose?  She must have known that he would never share the city with her.”

Gadget conjectured, “She must have just asked for money.  She could have used that for her own plans.  Mess up our city and then leave.  That way she could have controlled her life through force and bribery.  When Winnifred survived the double-cross, she must have felt so scared of revenge that she found a real source of demonic magic to protect herself.  She must have known about the price.  She just didn’t care.”

Gadget’s eyes grew moist.  Then they started to shed teardrops, one at a time.  

Foxglove, ever sympathetic to the pain of others, began to sob.

Both female Rescue Rangers mourned the life and death of Desiree d’Allure.  They counted themselves lucky to have had such good friends to help them through the tough times.

They both thought, There, but by the grace of Nature, go I.

Gadget added, “We never knew how disturbed she was.  In the end, being forcefully transformed into a ghost while thinking about having control drove her insane.  She must have thought that anyone or anything that would limit her freedom would be associated with this Pierre person.  I don’t think we can ever help her now that she’s dead.”
After a few deep breaths to calm herself and recover from her fatigue, the blonde mouse asked, “How could Desiree go from having no power at all to summoning demons in a year?  How long was Winnifred working on her ‘witch’ spell?”

The kind-hearted bat explained, “There are many paths to the power, Gadget.  Some are quicker and dirtier than others.  There will always be someone corrupt enough to sell access to power for money.  The problem is the faster you get power, the more it changes you.  People who get power quickly become very…impatient.  They tend to start using it on the people around them for punishment.  Winnifred studied that spell for years because she didn’t want to share the power with other witches.  She also didn’t have huge amounts of money to spend on shortcuts.  Real witches study for a lifetime to get a wide variety of spells that are useful rather than a few powerful ones.”
The girls both sat in silence for a time.  They thought about the tough climb there would be to get out of the attic and back up to the rooftop where the Rangerplane sat waiting obediently.

Gadget gently asked Foxglove, “So, what do we do with her now?”

Deep in the lowest part of the Rangers’ tree, a blonde mouse sat in the garage, soldering the final connections to the cylinder she was working on.  The cylinder was a wide tube of orange metal.  Many electronic components of the cylinder had come from the proton pack’s inner workings.  A yellow square was stenciled many times all around the outside surface.  The black trefoil design graced the middle of every yellow square.  At the top was fastened a familiar flat metal box.  It was the trap from the proton pack.  
She touched the soldering iron and the line of soldering material to a few more connections in the final circuit board.  Then she placed the soldering iron in a suspended holder and unplugged it.   Placing the soldering material aside, she gave a quick puff of breath to the circuit board to clear the fumes away.

Rotating the cylinder to show the backside, Gadget slid the circuit board into a slot, completing the invention.
CLICK!  HHHMMMMMMMMMMMM…  

The cylinder emitted a low-pitched humming sound.  The indicators showed that it was receiving power from the cylinder.  Gadget quickly wrapped up the cylinder in a thick, white cloth sack and buttoned the opening together.  The sound muffled almost completely.

She stood up and stepped backward, giving room to the light-furred bat.

Foxglove nervously glanced at a paper held by her left thumbclaw.  Strange arcane symbols and script written in obscure language cross-crossed the paper at odd angles.

She stared at the wrapped cylinder and pointed her right wing at it.  She closed her eyes and emitted a strange sound.

Gadget swore that what she heard was like beautiful, angelic opera sung with the mouth closed.  

A strange, mild sense of calmness filled the garage.  Both of the female Rangers’ nerves relaxed automatically.

Foxglove then opened her eyes and said, “It’s done…I think.”

The blonde mouse tugged on her purple jumpsuit, betraying mental distress.  Underneath her fur, her skin was pale from the injury given to her by the occupant of the cylinder.

She asked, “Will it work?”

The kind-hearted bat shrugged her shoulders and said, “It won’t hurt.  It’ll make it ten times harder for Desiree to try to force her way out.  The seal will stop the flow of mana to her location as well as make a wall to imprison her.”  She looked to the inventor and asked, “What about you?  Will your device work?”
Gadget nodded, “As long as no one damages the cylinder or removes the nuclear fuel, the stasis beam will rob her of even the slightest bit of energy continuously.  She’ll have nothing to work with to bust out.”

Foxglove said, “It’s too bad you had to use the fuel from your proton pack to make this work.  If something like this happens again, we won’t have anything to fight back.  How long will the fuel last?”

The blonde mouse wiped her paws on her jumpsuit and mentioned distractedly, “The fuel has a half-life of eighty-eight years.  I’d say we be in big trouble by the year two thousand eight hundred eleven…give or take a couple of decades.  I’m sure you’ll have finished your magic studies by then.”  She gave a slight smile at the joke.
The bat mirthfully chuckled and said, “I think I’ll be Dean of Magic Studies at the local university by then.  You’ll have a dozen Nobel Prizes by then, too.”
Gadget sighed and placed the wrapped cylinder in the hiding space.  She slid the cover panel closed and shoved the table back in place.

She moaned, “I had to disassemble the proton pack.  Say anything you like, it’s still a weapon.  I don’t like weapons.  I refuse to get a prize for building them.  Even if I finished my plans for the rodent-sized particle accelerator, someone would just build one of their own and then it would be a nuclear arms race all over again.”

The pair of female Rangers stepped onto the elevator.  Gadget activated the lift, which slowly slid upwards into the hall closet on the main floor.

As the pair left the hall closet, Foxglove joked, “Well, maybe you could build a slime blower instead.  You could make it for Dale’s next birthday.”

The red-nosed chipmunk peeked his head around the corner, his face covered in a huge smile.

He chattered, “A slime blower?  You mean like one of the Ghostchasers?  Thatssoawesomecanyouimagineallofthepracticaljokesandsnipingeveryonewithslimefromadistancetheyllcallmemrslimecanyoudoitgadgethuhpleasepleaseplease…”

Infuriated, Gadget spun around to confront her friend and yelled, “FOXY!!!  Stop giving Dale ideas!!!”

THE END
