Blackness of the Shadows

by Joseph Bonis

     Dark clouds of smog hung over the desolate city of Robotropolis.  Robotic guards clanked through the streets, quiet whines of repulserlift engines growing louder, then softer, as hovercabs patrolled the grimy streets above the swatbots.  The scent of sulfur and old motor oil filled the air.  Piles of trash lay against the walls of the buildings, piled high with old cast-away parts.  In other words, it was a typical day in Robotropolis.

     It could have been any alleyway, they all look about the same.  Rats scurried about the place as a spy-eye drifted by.  However, there was one particular oddity about this alleyway, on this particular day.  Two shadowy, living figures were hurrying through the shadows, using the darkness to mask their presence.

     The first shadowy figure ran around the corner, diving behind a pile of trash.  A small female ground squirrel wearing a blue vest and boots, Princess Sally Acorn was currently doing two things she did with some frequency:  taking part in a mission against the evil Doctor Robotnik, and griping about Sonic's immaturity level.  "Oh, where is that Sonic?" grumbled Sally, "He knows he's supposed to have been on this mission with us!"

     The second shadowy figure came right on Sally's heels.  This one was a brown rabbit wearing a purple leotard.  The light glinted metallically off the rabbit's legs and left arm, robot limbs from partial roboticization.  Bunnie Rabbot, Sally's best friend, responded to the rhetorical question.  "You know the ol’ sugah-hog, Sallygirl.  He probably started on a batch o’ chili dogs and lost track of the ol’ time.”  drawled Bunnie, as she huddled down behind the trash pile.  “Don’t worry, Sallygirl, we got the information anyway.  You’ve been jittery as a long-tailed cat in a roomful o’ rockin’ chairs all day long.”

     “I know,” said Sally, feeling like they’d had this conversation half a dozen times today.  They probably had, come to think of it.  “I just worry about him.  What if he’s gotten into trouble again?”

     Bunnie peeked her head out above the junkpile, feeling rather nervous despite her assuring words.  Usually, Sonic would distract any swatbots, leaving the rest of the Freedom Fighters to escape with ease.  Perhaps they were too dependent on Sonic, Bunnie briefly considered, then discarded the idea.  The Freedom Fighters did not have the resources to ignore Sonic’s abilities, even if he was irresponsible with that power.  Seeing no swatbots that could see the alleyway, Bunnie quietly drawled, “Coast is clear, Sallygirl!  Let’s go!”

     Sally dashed out of the alley, across the street, and into an alley on the other side, Bunnie following close behind.  They failed to see, however, the spy-eye floating along behind them.  The flash of red lights shone through the smog and the blare of sirens cut through the air as alarm klaxons went off.  swatbots appeared seemingly out of nowhere, as a patent-pending Robotnik dragnet started to close in on the two Freedom Fighters.

     Sally and Bunnie made their way towards the edge of the city, dashing around piles of debris and swiftly diving around corners with barely a cautionary glance, hoping to escape the swiftly descending cordon.  In their haste, they didn’t see a dark figure on the rooftops shadowing their movements.

     The black silhouette ran along the edge of the roof, watching Sally run along, Bunnie close at her heels.  As the two girls entered a particularly dark alleyway it briefly crouched before springing down from the roof.  As it flew through the air a long metal staff appeared in its hand, as if by magic.  It landed directly behind Bunnie, stooping low, the staff sweeping towards her head.  Bunnie, despite her surprise, managed to duck below the staff, but even her impressive martial arts skills weren’t enough to allow her to keep her balance after the surprise attack, and she failed to dodge the follow-up blow to the back of her knees.  She flew off her feet, landing heavily on her rear end on the ground, as the shadowy figure dashed forward to grab Sally around the waist, the metal staff disappearing.  Crouching down, the dark figure ran up an old rusting fire escape to the rooftops once more.

     “I’m comin’, Sallygirl!” cried Bunnie, springing to her feet.  Her legs telescoped, swiftly lifting her up to the roof, so she could give chase.

- - - - - 

     The shadowy figure leaped from roof to roof, carrying Sally in its arms.  “I got you, now.  Don’ move.”  It said.

     Sally showed a remarkable lack of interest in following orders as she kneed the figure in the stomach, grabbed its arm as it doubled over, and threw it into a nearby wall.  “Try to kidnap ME, will you?”

     “Ouch,” it said, as it straightened up.  Sally was surprised to see a pure black cat wearing a brown trench coat over a pair of red shorts, a utility belt of some sort about his waist.  “Das a fine t’ank-you for savin’ you from dat robot.” he said in a thick Cajun accent.

     Bunnie came running up, and the cat jumped to his feet, stepping in front of Princess Sally.  The long metal staff appeared in his paws again as he exclaimed, “Run, peti’e, Noir will protect you ... “  His voice trailed off as he got a better look at Bunnie.  “Das not a robot!”

     “You okay, Sallygirl?” asked Bunnie.  “Who the hip-hop is that?”

     “I don’t know.  Don’t worry, Mister Cat, this is a friend.  Her name is Bunnie Rabbot, and I’m Sally Acorn.”

     The black cat gaped.  “De princess?  You are still alive?”  He dropped to one knee, kissing Sally’s paw.  “My name is Noir de’Silhouette, your majesty, a loyal subject.”

     Sally shook her head, pulling her hand back from Noir.  “Until we defeat Robotnik, Noir, the only royalty is Mother Nature.”

     Noir stood up.  “As you wish.”  He glanced askance at Bunnie, and asked, “Um, your majesty?  Wha’ happen’ to Bunnie?”

     As Bunnie sighed mournfully, reminded once more of her robotic limbs, Sally replied, “A tale much better told far away from Robotropolis.  Come on, let’s get out of here!”

     A hovercab appeared, suddenly, flying in.  A mechanical voice said, ‘Freedom Fighters identified!  Surrender yourself!”

     Noir grabbed Sally’s arm.  “Dis way, Princess, Noir got de way out!”  He started running along the roof, dragging Sally with him, Bunnie following rapidly behind him.  Laser blasts detonated pieces of the roof around them, luckily missing.

     Running around a small shed on top of the roof, the three fleeing Mobians found a small, circular hoverpad.  Noir jumped onto it, bringing it from standby to full ready status by flicking a few switches.  “Come on, Cheres, hurry!”  Bunnie and Sally swiftly piled onto the hoverpad, grabbing onto the handbar as Noir hit the accelerator.

     Noir zoomed across the top of the building and dove down the side, skimming the vertical surface as if he wasn’t aware of the ground rushing up to meet him.  Sally cried, “Watch out!” just as Noir pulled the hoverpad out of the deep dive, barely missing the piles of rubbish at the base of the building.  “We’re too low, you’ve got to go higher!”

     More hovercabs joined the first, following just behind the three Mobians.  “Don’ worry, Princess, Noir has ever’t’ing under control.”  He weaved between piles of rubbish and large pipes emerging from the buildings.

     Bunnie and Sally let out a pair of startled yelps, as Noir narrowly evaded a horizontal pipe, slipping into the barely adequate space between it and the ground.  The hovercabs behind them moved up over the set of pipes, dropping slightly further behind the hoverpad.  “You’re crazy!” cried Sally, “We can’t keep this up forever!”

     Noir piloted around another corner, and turned the hoverpad nearly on edge as he turned into the narrow alleyway between two large buildings.  “Don’t worry, peti’e, dis what I’m lookin’ for.”

     Bunnie screamed, “Sugah, theah isn’t enough room!” as Noir zoomed down the alleyway.  Ahead, a pair of vertical pipes narrowed the alley to dimensions the hoverpad couldn’t fit through.

     Noir grinned, kicking the hoverpad into overdrive.  “Chere, Dere’s always room.  Keep yer head down, peti’es!”  He zoomed directly towards the gap between the pipes, the engines making a whine of protest as he threw the hoverpad into a barrel roll, passing through the thin space between the pipes with the hoverpad on its side bare inches to spare.  The hovercabs behind him, unable to duplicate the maneuver, tried to pull up.  The bright detonation behind the three Mobians verified the inability of the hovercabs to avoid collision.

     The hoverpad spat out from between the buildings like a bullet, and zoomed away from the suddenly thinning city, slowing down as it passed over the junkyard and wasteland surrounding the capital.  As the hoverpad flew away from Robotropolis at a more reasonable speed, Noir spoke up again.  “Forgive me for not prop’rly saying Hello, Bunnie.  Got a bit hairy back der, no?”

-----

     In the center of Robotropolis was a giant egg-shaped structure.  In the middle of that building was a large room, walled with computers, the nerve center of the entire evil empire.  In the middle of that room was a large, green, swivel throne with all manner of buttons and gizmos about it.  Sitting in that throne was the man most responsible for the present corruption of Mobius, a large, egg-shaped, partly-roboticized, and bald man with beady eyes and absolutely no heart, Doctor Robotnik.

    The only other living being in the room was a tiny, scrawny man with very little hair.  His voice, as he lifted it, was nasally and whiny.  “Doctor Robotnik, activity in sector 12” said Snively, Doctor Robotnik’s nephew and lackey.  “It appears that Sally Acorn and Bunnie Rabbot have escaped the Swatbot cordon.”

     From the shadows of the throne, two eyes, glowing red dots of light, glared at Snively.  A gravely voice inquired, “So the hedgehog showed up after all?”

     “No, sir, Doctor Robotnik.  They appear to have met up with Noir at last.”  Snively replayed a section of the squad’s security visuals, showing the three Mobians looking up at the screen, then turning and running across rooftops.

     “Proceed to stage two of plan Black Mole, Snively, and continue with our latest ... diversions.”  The evil Doctor then uttered a terrifying sound, which sent a shiver through Snively’s spine, and would send any other living thing within hearing range into a nervous sweat, not that living things tended to frequent Robotropolis.  He laughed.

-----

     “That was some amazing flying, Noir!” cried Sally.  “Good job, sugar-cat!” added Bunnie.

     “T’ank you, Cheres,”  smiled Noir, his paws moving lightly over the controls.  They flew a little longer in silence, the brown, dead landscape turning slowly to a greener color, before Sally asked, “Aren’t we heading towards The Great Unknown?”

     Noir nodded.  “Dat’s where Noir lives, Chere.  Isn’t very unknown to me, anymore.”  He looked nervous, then leaned close to Sally and very quietly muttered, “Peti’e, you sure de rabbit is to be trusted?  She is not one of Robotnik’s spies?”

     Bunnie sighed.  People tended to forget how well ears like hers could hear.  “Ah’m not a spy, Noir.  Mah arm and legs are roboticized, but I still have somethin’ a robot will never have, a mind and a heart of mah own.”

     Sally nodded her head.  “I’ve known Bunnie as long as I can remember, Noir.  She’s been raised since birth as my Lady-in-waiting, and we’ve been best friends all our lives.  I trust her no less now that she’s partially roboticized.”

     Noir made as good a half bow as possible, considering he was flying the hoverpad.  “My pardon, Bunnie.  I been alone for years.  Tends to make one ... paranoid, no?”

     “That’s okay, sugah.  I’m used to it.”  The green faded once more to brown, as the hoverpad moved over a parched desert.  A large mountain range seemed to come up nearly out of nowhere, ahead of them, the great speed of the hoverpad suddenly more apparant with something to match it to.  Noir didn’t seem to show any indication that he was going to notice or avoid the mountains.  “Um, aren’t we going straight at that ol’ cliff face?”  Bunnie and Sally stared forward in horror, as Noir seemed intent upon crashing them into solid rock.

     “Don’t worry, ladies.  Dis is de secret way.”  Steering sharply around a deceptive boulder and slowing just a little, Noir zoomed into a small hidden tunnel.  “Noir can fly dis in his sleep.”

     “Just make sure it doesn’t become a nightmare!” cried Sally, as Bunnie covered her eyes.  “Why do we have to fly through here?  Can’t we just go over the ridge?”

     “Gotta stay below de scanners, Chere.”  Noir spun the hoverpad in a barrel roll between two stalactites.  “Dat where I learn de trick wit’ de pipes.”  Weaving between stalactites and stalagmites, Noir skillfully piloted the hoverpad through the labyrinth, until a distant mote of light suddenly expanded to a tunnel exit.  The hoverpad shot out of the tunnel like a bullet from a muzzle and zoomed down a canyon floor.

     “Almost dere, now.”  The hoverpad slipped below a natural bridge then hooked a sharp right, flying on its side as Noir slipped through a crack in the cliff face, into a box canyon.  Quickly decelerating, the hoverpad made a circle of the dead-end before settling down in one corner by a large grouping of boulders and vines.  “Home sweet home, no?”

     “Can Bunnie open her eyes now?”   Bunnie asked, her eyes still covered by her hands.

     “Yep, it’s okay, we’re safe.” Sally breathed.  “Not nearly as fast as Sonic.  How on Mobius did you handle flying like that, Noir?”

     “Years and years of running dat exact same course, peti’e.”  Noir turned around after shutting down the hoverpad and hopped down.  “Allow me to help you down, ladies.”  Gallantly taking offering his hand, Noir smiled up at the two, his knee working as a step.  Sally ignored the offer of help, hopping down, and Bunnie followed suit. Noir shrugged and pulled a net of brush over the hoverpad, hiding it from view.  “If you would step inside,”  Noir stuck his paw into the hanging vines, pulling them to the side to reveal a cave.  “Welcome to my home, no?”

-----

     A large dust cloud rose in the forest, tracing a sinuous line, being kicked up by a blue blur.  The blue blur was in fact the fastest being on Mobius, a blue hedgehog by the nam of Sonic.  Following his own whims, Sonic zipped all over the forest, downing one chili dog after another from the plate carried in front of him.  Finally finishing off the plate, he started in a more definite direction, finding his way towards Knothole, home base of the Freedom Fighters.

     Sonic skidded to a stop, his red sneakers raising up yet more dust, next to a certain tree.  Pulling on a hanging vine, Sonic opened a secret door in the bole of the tree, and dashed inside.  A long, twisting slide later, he shot out of a long, knotted, twisting, hollow log and landed in a large pile of hay.

     A large, blue walrus was standing there waiting for him, wearing a tool belt and a baseball cap.  Rotor cheerfully cried out, “Hi, Sonic!  How did the mission go?”

     Sonic looked up in surprise.  “Mission?  No way, Rote, that doesn’t happen till later today!”

     Rotor shook his head.  “No, Sonic, Bunnie and Sally left hours ago, they’re still not back.”  Rotor stopped talking, since Sonic had already left, a dust trail marking a line straight towards Robotropolis.

-----

     The small cave’s walls and floor were cut smooth, and the room itself was sparsely decorated.  A cot made of sticks and scavenged blankets lay against the right wall, a rickety table with a couple of old chairs against the left.  A door, taken from a hovercab, walled off the back of the cave, sealing it off from whatever lay beyond.  Hanging on the wall above the bed was a large picture which cause tears to come to Princess Sally’s eyes.  The ornate frame, slightly singed, contained an intact portrait of a noble fox, her father, King Acorn.  “Dis my greatest prize.”  commented Noir, noticing Sally’s gaze lock onto the picture.  “I rescued it from de fires of Robotropolis.”

     Noir walked over to the table, where a small box rested.  A quiet beep filled the room as he press a button on the device.  Then, to Saly and Bunnie’s surprise, Noir brought up a Swatbot’s gun from behind the table, aiming it at them.  “Don’t be pointing at me or nuttin, amis, Noir’s a bit itchy in de trigger finger, no?  Since we have de jammers on so y’all can’t be transmittin’, let’s be havin’ us a little chat, no?”

     “Noir, what’s the meaning of this?” cried Sally, freezing in place.  Beside her, Bunnie was also imitating a statue.

     Noir stalked around the two carefully.  “You have awful good disguises, robots.  “It’s just a bit too convenient, no?  Noir be alone for a long time, not seeing anyone for 9 years, when all of a sudden, Noir runs into two ot’er living Mobians, claiming to be de Princess Sally Acorn, and her lovely lady-in-waiting Bunnie -”

     “Rabbot.”  Interrupted Bunnie.  “It’s Rabbot, now.”  Her voice shook, slightly, at the reminder of her roboticized limbs.

     “Ah, of course, Chere.  Bunnie Rabbot.  De real Bunnie’s mot’er lived two villages down from us.  When she become de Queen’s lady-in-waiting, she was de big celebrity, no?  Do not be matching wits wit’ me, robot.”  Noir’s voice became quite sarcastic, “Partially roboticized.  Right.  Noir never heard o’ any partial roboticizer.”

     “Ah didn’t ask to be like this, sugah.  It’s not mah fault that the ole’ sugah-hog blew up the roboticizer before it was done.  I don’t want to be a half-robot ...” Bunnie’s voice got louder, as she became more upset, and finally, her repressed tears broke to the surface, slipping down her cheeks.

     Noir looked surprised, and very uncomfortable, as Bunnie sobbed in her distress.  The muzzle of the gun slipped to the floor, followed by the clatter as Noir dropped it completely.  He stepped forward, one paw held out helplessly, his eyes surprised.  “Oh, Bunnie.”  Sally gathered Bunnie into a hug, directing a glare at Noir.  “And what makes you believe us now, Noir?”

     Noir swallowed, looking chagrined.  “Noir ain’t never seen de robot who could cry, peti’e.  I sorry, it’s been so long ... when hope has been dead for so long... when one finds it, again, one is scared of it.”  Now, as not before, Noir seemed shy and hesitant in approaching the two ladies.  “Where have you been?”

     “We live in the Great Forest, Noir, in a hidden village known as Knothole.”  Sally explained.  “We’ve gathered together a bunch of Mobians fighting Robotnik, and we call ourselves the Freedom Fighters.”

     Bunnie grabbed Sally’s shoulder and cried, “Sally!  We can’t tell him that!  Remember what happened when Ari betrayed us and sent the ol’ sugah-hog into that trap!”

     “A whole village?”  Noir breathed, shock and hunger plain on his face.  “Can... can I ... maybe ... visit?”

     Sally thought of Ari, alone, betraying the Freedom Fighters to try to rescue his friends, and the pain in Ari’s eyes when he had discovered that he was alone, his friends roboticized.  She would not be so paranoid again, nor could she cause anyone the pain of being alone.  “Bunnie, he’s been alone for nine years.  We can’t just leave him.”  She turned to the black cat, and smiled.  “Noir, we’d be honored if you’d come to Knothole with us.”

-----

     Sonic zipped through the streets of Robotropolis, stopping in alley after alley, quietly calling out, "Sal?  Sal, you there?" before zooming onto the next alleyway.  Snively and Robotnik watched the blue streak move through their city.

     The large overweight villain reclined contentedly in his throne, pressing his fingertips together, a large smile on his face.  "Ah, Snively ... the guest of honor has arrived.  Please deploy the swatbots, keep him away from the command center."

     Snively looked up at Doctor Robotnik, surprised.  "But sir! .. "

     "That's an order Snively." Robotnik replied.  "Immediately."

     "Yes sir, Doctor Robotnik," replied Snively, turning to the panel, where he pressed a large button.  "All units, Hedgehog alert in sector 11.  Capture and detain, keep him away from the command center."

-----

     "Man, where'd all the swatbutts come from all of a sudden?" wondered Sonic aloud, as he sent another patrol scattering like tenpins.  He zipped around a corner, trying to reach the command center, and found yet another squad.  "It's like they're trying to keep me away from the big ugly egg, which means that's DEFINATELY where I want to go!"  He dropped into a sonic spin, bowling through the swatbots and moving at warp Sonic towards the giant building in the middle of Robotropolis.

     A crowd of swatbots closed in about him as he reached the command egg building, but Sonic didn't slow.  He ran straight for the wall and, in an act that defied the laws of physics, made a perfect turn straight up, running away from gravity and the army of swatbots.  Passing over a ventilation grate partway up, the speed of his passing caused the grate to fly from its place.  Sonic reversed direction instantly to dive into the ventilation shaft, the vacuum formed by his passing pulling the grate back into place behind him.

     Sonic paused inside the dimly-lit shaft, leaning against the wall to catch his breath.  "Man, ole' buttnik must really have something going on."  He stood up, then, and looked down into the depths of the tunnel.  "Time for the ole' hedgehog to find out what."

     A low, breezy wind sounded through the detention center.  The guard swatbots looked up at the ventilation system, just as a powerful wind blew out of it, propelled by a blue streak.  The wind stirred up dust and papers in all the cells, then the sound faded off into the distance.  One swatbot looked at the other and shrugged, then resumed their guard duties on the empty area.

     The roboticizer room was empty as the wind rushed past, and there was nothing particularly different in the docking bay.  Finally, Sonic slowed to a walk as he snuck up to the central control room, peeking through the grate to find Robotnik and Snively talking.

     “Status, Snively?” growled Robotnik.

     “W-well, sir,” stammered Snively, “The hedgehog seems to have (gulp) d-d-disappeared?”

     “The hedgehog may be fast,” snarled Robotnik, “but he cannot just disappear.  FIND HIM!”

     Snively jumped and squealed “Yes sir!” as he turned back to the screens.  “But for good news, sir, Princess Sally Acorn and Bunnie Rabbot have met up with and left the city with the black cat, Noir.  He should be returning with he location of Knothole within a few days.”

     Robotnik put his hands together before him and chuckled sinisterly.  “Excellent,” he said, “and then we shall have all of them.”

     Up in the ventilation ducts, Sonic moved back from the grate overlooking the two villains.  “Oh, man!” exclaimed Sonic, “I gotta warn Sal!”

-----

     Sally set the hoverpad lightly down in the center of Knothole, Bunnie helping to support the blindfolded Noir.  Leaves and dust blew along the ground as the hoverpad’s skids extended and touched down on the ground.

     Curious Mobians circled the hoverpad as Bunnie and Sally helped Noir down off the hoverpad, then Sally whipped off Noir’s blindfold with a flourish. “Welcome to Knothole!” she exclaimed, gesturing around.  “Everyone, this is Noir, another survivor of Robotnik’s evil!”

     The few Mobians in the square cheered and moved forward as a group to greet the newcomer.  Noir nodded and smiled politely as various people introduced themselves.

    The walrus with the red cap introduced himself, “Hey there, my name’s Rotor.  Nice to meet you.”  Noir nodded and seemed about to speak when he had to turn to face the vixen coming up behind him.  “Hey sweetie, my name’s Scarlet.”  A smaller, younger fox with two tails tugged on his longcoat. “Hi!  My name’s Miles, but everyone calls me Tails!  Are you a Freedom Fighter too?”

     As more and more furs came up to him, introducing themselves, Noir’s gaze started darting wildly from face to face, his tail standing straight up behind him in fear.  He suddenly turned and jumped up and away, landing on a rooftop, then running away over the rooftop and jumping down into the woods, leaving a group of befuddled citizens of Knothole behind.

     “What the hoo-ha’s the matter with him?” asked Bunnie, turning to Sally.

     “I really don’t know,” she replied, looking quizzically out over the woods, “But I’m going to go find out.”  She started walking towards the woods where Noir had disappeared, pulling her palmtop supercomputer, Nicole, from her boot. “Nicole, scan for anomalous feline life form.”

     The small flip-top computer whirred quietly for a few seconds, and then replied in a feminine, sing-song voice, “No anomalous feline life form found, Sally.”

     Sally felt a cold chill run down her spine.  “Nicole, scan for any anomalous life form.”  The response took only a few seconds, but to Sally, it seemed almost an eternity.  “No anomalous life forms found, Sally.”  Now terrified, Sally asked, “Nicole, scan for any anomalous robotic forms.”  Nicole patiently ran the third scan, and a few seconds later replied, ‘No anomalous robotic forms found, Sally.”

     Sally let out a breath of relief.  “How come he isn’t showing up on scanner, then?” she wondered, examining the ground for footprints.

     Nicole replied to the hypothetical question, “Not enough information to make definite response, Sally.  Multiple possibilities.  He could be in possession of a masking field.  The dense foliage may be interfering with sensor readings.  He could be in possession of super-speed in a similar fashion as Sonic, and is no longer in the area.  He could –“

     Sally cut her off, “That’s enough, Nicole, I wasn’t expecting an answer.”  She held Nicole over a foot-shaped indention in the ground. “Nicole, analyze.”

     Nicole shone a cone of light over the footprint. “Recent footprint, feline in origin.  Subject moving at medium speed, at less than average agility.  Subject should be easily overtaken.”  Sally was already moving rapidly, following the trail of footprints, though she slowed when she heard a noise up ahead.  “Quiet, Nicole,” she whispered, as she snuck forward and peeked over a bush to see Noir sitting against the foot of a tree at the far end of the clearing, his knees pulled up in front of him and his head buried in his arms, atop his knees.

     /* is he … crying? */ Sally wondered, moving forward quietly.  The leaves rustled as she moved through them, and Noir jumped into the air, startled.  “It’s all right,” she called, “It’s just me, Sally.”

     Noir nodded, his paw on his chest, breathing heavily.  /* Not crying */ Sally thought, noting the rapid breathing, the wide eyes, and the previous body language, /* just terrified. */

     “Ah, I’m sorry, yer majesty,” stammered Noir, swallowing nervously, “I, um… “

     Sally sat down next to Noir, slowly, and put a paw on his shoulder.  “You’re not used to being around people, are you?”  Noir silently shook his head, looking down at the ground somewhat embarrassed.  “I’m sorry, Noir, I should have realized that would happen.”

     Noir shrugged.  “I never been good around people, chere.  I guess I didn’t get any better at bein’ around people by bein’ alone so long, no?”  He took a deep breath, and stood up determinedly. “It just all happen so fast.  Noir not do it again.  Sorry, princess.”

     Sally stood up behind him as he started walking.  “Noir, being afraid isn’t something to be ashamed of.  I don’t think less of you for it.”

     Noir stopped walking, his face clenching with some fierce emotion.  “T’ank you, chere.” He said, his voice strained.  Then he walked into the woods towards Knothole, silent as a ghost.

     After sitting there for a while, staring helplessly into the forest after Noir, Sally suddenly realized she had never found out why Noir hadn’t shown up on Nicole’s scanners.

-----

     A loud boom split the silence of the forest as a blue blur streaked through it at speeds faster than sound towards the hidden village of Knothole.  A blue bullet fired from the twisting entrance log, scattered the cushioning haystack, and ran through the town to the first Knotholian it encountered, which happened to be Tails.  Sonic slowed down to almost-normal speed as he quickly asked, “Hey, Big Guy!  Did Sally get back yet?”

     “Hi, Sonic!” Tails piped cheerfully! “Yeah!  She got back –“

     Sonic interrupted his little friend.  “Was anyone new with her?”

     Tails blinked, and nodded. “Yeah!  She found a new guy!  A cat named Noir!”

     Sonic wailed, “Oh no!” and held his head, almost panicking.  “Quick, Tails, where’s Sally and Noir now?”

     Tails pointed off into the woods.  “Well, Noir ran into the woods and Sally followed him, and then …”  Sonic didn’t wait to hear the rest, kicking up a cloud of dust and a strong wind as he zoomed into the forest.  “Noir went to the command center…” Tails finished, futilely speaking to Sonic’s dust.

     Sally looked up as the whining sound of Sonic’s arrival rose in the silent woods.  As he screeched to a halt in front of Sally, she fired him a withering stare and snapped, “Well, look who’s finally showed up.  Do you know how frustrating it is that you’re the fastest thing on Mobius, but you’re always the one who arrives later than anyone else?”

     “But Sal –“ Sonic started, but she didn’t let him finish.

     “No excuses, Sonic!  These missions are important!  We can’t allow you to them jeopardize with your childish games!”

     “Sal, I need to tell you –“ Sonic tried again to warn her about Noir.

     “No, Sonic!  I don’t want to hear anything from you!  I want you to think about what you’ve done, and then come talk to me, but for once I want you to think before you speak or act!  Until you are willing to take on responsibility,  you will be considered a security hazard, and you will be banned from missions to Robotropolis!”

     Sonic stared in mute surprise after Sally as she stalked away from him into the forest, disappearing slowly into the trees.  For a few more moments, he stayed frozen in shock, before he quietly asked of nobody in particular, ‘What was all that about?”

-----

     Sally came storming into the command center, slamming the door behind her and throwing herself into one of the chairs violently, staring into one of the computer screens without seeing anything.  The command center was a small, half-barren room, with a few computer consoles on the tables, one larger mainframe computer to one side of one table, and a sophisticated looking holographic imager dominating the center of the room.  Someone cleared his throat, and Sally looked up to see a tailless fox wearing the uniform of a royal guard.  “Yes, Antoine?” asked Sally, still miffed at Sonic.

     Antoine saluted properly, and in a bad French accent reported, “My princess, I am having to report zat there is a stranger jerking about.  I was coming in to be finding if zere are being massages from Uncle Chunk about ze mission, but then what am I seeing but a person who is not being recognized coming from out of zis building!  Being a loyal guard as I am, I of course followed ze stranger, but he is being disappeared!”

     “I am sorry,” said a voice from behind Antoine.  “Noir not mean to make trouble, no?  Just looking around de town, tryin’ to find de chere, Bunnie.”  Antoine turned towards the voice, and Sally let out a sigh of relief.

     “Don’t worry, Antoine, it was just our newest addition to Knothole, Noir de’Silhouette.  Noir, meet Antoine deCoullette, of the Royal Guard.”

     Antoine let out a high-pitched “Yipe!” and jumped backwards, pointing at Noir. “Not to b-b-be meaning of rudeness, b-b-but are y-y-you to b-being ze cat of all black?”

     Noir nodded, frowning.  “Yes, Noir be all black, but-“

     “It is being ze curse!  Ze black cat, it haz cross-sed my path, and now I will be having all of the bad luck!”  Antoine stumbled backwards, tripping over a chair and falling on his backside, the chair tumbling on top of him. “Aiee!  Ze bad luck, it has been finding me already!  I am doom-ead!”

     Sally sighed in resigned, practiced patience.  “No, Antoine, that’s just a superstition.  It’s not real.”

     Noir forcefully seconded the opinion.  “Noir never give bad luck to anyone!  Dat only is de old wive’s tale!”

     Antoine ran out the door, howling in fear, not listening to the objections.  A crash of metal sounded, and another cry of “It is ze bad luck!” sounded through Knothole.

     Sally sighed again and turned to Noir.  “I’m sorry about that, Noir.  Antoine gets scared of everything.  Don’t worry, he’ll get over it in a few days, and then you’ll be annoyed with him for some other reason.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to look over the data we obtained from the raid.”

     Noir stood behind Sally as she plugged Nicole into a larger console.  “Robotnik, is he up to somt’ing again?  I always am finding dat t’ings are happening in Robotropolis, t’ings dat would destroy de world further, and den dey are blowing up.”

     Sally nodded.  “We’d be the reason for the blowing up part.  He keeps gaining, though, little by little.  We destroy a swatbot factory, and he builds two more.  We destroy a power plant, and he develops a new energy source.  We slip through a hole in his security, and he closes it up.  This time, though, it seems he’s researching some sort of new robot type.  An inside source let us know that he’s set up some new research labs, and we downloaded the central database into Nicole, here.  Hopefully, the schematics will give us some insight to his plans.”

     Noir looked over her shoulder with interest.  “You can fit a whole central database into a palmtop computer?”

     “It was the latest in Royal technology.  We always had a step ahead of everyone else.  One of the perks, I suppose.  Oh no!”  Sally suddenly sat up straight.

     “What is it, chere?”

     Sally pointed at the schematics on the screen.  It looked like a giant eye floating in a blob of jelly.  “These robot, they look they might be made specifically to counter Sonic!”  She picked up Nicole and ran outside.

     Noir ran along after her.  “Wait, Chere!  What is dis Sonic?  Wait!”

     A blue streak came running up in front of the two of them, stopping them short.  Sonic stood there tapping his foot, staring angrily at Noir.  At the expression on Sonic’s face, Sally remembered that she was still angry at him for being so irresponsible.  She crossed her arms and glared at Sonic.

     “How does anyt’ing move so fast?” asked Noir quietly, staring in amazement at Sonic.

     Sonic pointed at Noir, ignoring the question.  “You stay there, I have something I have to say to Sal.”  Then he turned to Sally.

     “Sonic-“ Sally started angrily, but Sonic interrupted.

     “Just listen, Sal.  I know I was wrong, missing the mission this morning.  It shouldn’t have happened.  But let me tell you, Sal, those were some GOOD chili dogs!”

     Sally sighed, rolling her eyes. “Well, Sonic, that’s actually more than I expected from you.  Okay, I’ll let you back on the Robotropolis missions on one condition.  If you ever miss a mission again, you’re suspended from active duty for a week!”

     “But Sal-“ began Sonic, but Sally cut him off.  “That’s final, Sonic!  We have to be able to rely upon you!”

     “Yes, Sal,” said Sonic morosely, then brightened up a bit.  “Hey, but I found out something important, when I went to look for you!  Ol’ buttnik has a spy here in Knothole!”

     “Oh no!” cried Sally, “Does Robotnik know where we are?”

     “Not yet,” Sonic said, “And get this.”  Sonic turned towards Noir, glaring.  “The spy is a black cat by the name of Noir!”

     “No,” said Noir and Sally at the same time.  Sally was disbelieving, turning to stare at Noir, while Noir was horrified.

     “I would never help de Robotnik!” declared Noir, “Dat is wot started de whole mess, it never happen again!  He-“ Noir stopped, covering his mouth, even more horrified.

     “What are you talking about, Noir?” asked Sally.

     “You see?” snapped Sonic, “He admitted it!  He’s helped ol’ Buttnik in the past!  Once a traitor-“

     “Sonic, be quiet!” Sally snapped back, “Or have you forgotten that Ari ended up helping you escape Robotnik’s trap?”

     “That’s different,” Sonic muttered, subdued, but he let Noir talk.

     Noir looked hesitant, then quietly said, “Long time ago, after de big war, Noir not alone.  Noir’s master, he help a man named Julian.  Den de new war come, and de robots come, and we hear of Doctor Robotnik, and we know he de same as Julian.  De people, dey blame Noir’s master for de robots.  Dey want ta t’row Noir out o’ de town.  Den Noir’s friend, she-“ his voice broke off, and he stood there, silently.  Sally put a paw on his shoulder comfortingly.

     “It’s all right, Noir,” she said, “You don’t have to tell us any more.”  She turned to Sonic.  “You happy?”

     “No,” said Noir, “Ol’ Buttnik said Noir was comin’ back with the location of Knothole!”

     “And since when,” said Sally sarcastically, “Do you trust Robotnik?  You ever think he was lying to you?”

     “Yo, Sal, he didn’t even know I was there!  He was talkin’ with Snively!”

     “I don’t care, Sonic, I think we should give Noir a chance.  I trust him.”

     “Mon amis,” Noir said, hesitantly, “I can just leave.  I don’ know where Knothole is, so I can’t tell him.  Noir used to being alone, dis just become a good dream of ot’er people, no?”

     “No, Noir, you’re staying.”

     “Sal, we just can’t-“

     “Sonic, listen.  We’ll have a test.  We’ve gotta go to Robotropolis to destroy Robotnik’s latest creations before he can finish them.  Noir will come along, unblindfolded, so he knows where Knothole is.  If he’s trustworthy, he won’t go to Robotnik.”

     “Yeah, Sal, but if he does go to Robotnik, we’re all finished!”

     “Sonic,” said Sally, looking at him, “If we forget how to trust, then it doesn’t matter if we beat Robotnik, we’ve still lost the war.”  Then she turned to Noir, “Noir, if Robotnik is holding anyone hostage, and forcing you to help him, we can save them, but you have to tell us now.  Last time Robotnik held someone hostage, the hostages got Roboticized, and the traitor almost did too.”

     Noir shook his head.  “It’s just as I told you, chere.  Noir been along, scavenging Robotropolis, fighting de swatbots.  Noir never help Robotnik.  Robotnik, he ruin Noir’s life, no?”

     Sonic nodded.  “I hear you there, Noir, he ruined all our lives.  If you go and ruin what’s left, I’ll make sure you pay for it.”

     Noir nodded. “Don’ worry, mon ami.  Noir, he fight Robotnik till de last breath.”   Sonic nodded, then ran off at slightly over mach 1, a sonic boom filling the forest.  “How he do dat?” muttered Noir.

     Sally shrugged. “He’s been that fast since he was young.  We don’t know how.”

-----

     Bunnie sat in her hut, combing her ears, when a knock sounded at the door.  “Comin’, sugah!”  She walked across the room and opened to door to find Noir standing outside.  Her expression darkened.  “What do YOU want?”

     Noir cringed a bit at her tone, and the look on her face.  “Noir… he just want to apologize.  I didn’t mean to insult you.  I just was worried about –“  Noir cut off before he mentioned her robotic limbs again, not wanting to make another faux pas.

     “Yeah, well, apology accepted,” snapped Bunnie, “If you’ll excuse me, I was busy.”  She closed the door hard in his face.

     “Wait, chere!” cried Noir at the closed door, then turned and walked away, looking downtrodden.  Walking through the forest, he came upon Rotor, sitting next to a sparkling pool while working on a small mechanical pigeon.  “’ello, Rotor.  Remember me?  We met at de town, when de princess flew in.”

     “Hello, Noir!” cried Rotor happily, “Of course I remember!  We don’t get a lot of new people in here.”

     “What are you doin’, mon ami?”

     “Oh, this?” asked Rotor.  “This is a message carrier!  I’m working on it while I’m on guard duty here.”

     “Guard duty?”  Noir looked around.  There seemed to be nothing but wilderness.  “Guarding what?  Dere’s not’ing here, mon ami.”

     “I’m guarding the power ring pool!  Oh, that’s right.  You don’t know about that, yet.  See, every eight to twelve hours…” Rotor paused, as the pool started to glow with a soft light.  “Oh, here it comes!” exclaimed Rotor, “A power ring!”

     “Power ring?” mused Noir, watching as Rotor leaned out over the lake.  A glowing circle of light about a foot across floated up out of the water, shining so brightly Noir could barely bear to look at it.  Rotor reached out and grabbed the ring, pulling it from above the water to show it to Noir.  “Wow,” breathed Noir, reaching out to touch it, but pulling back his finger at the last second.  “Solid energy!” Noir’s eyes shined brightly as he looked over the power ring.  “It looks like concentrated power stone energy, but I’ve never heard of anything that could perform such a feat!”

     “Actually,” admitted Rotor, “That’s what it is.  Sonic’s uncle chuck is a genius!  He developed a machine, a long time ago, that concentrates power stone energy into this form.  Sonic is the only one who can use it, the power ring gives him a boost that makes him even faster than usual!”

     “Rotor!” exclaimed Sonic, appearing almost out of nowhere, “Don’t tell him everything!  We still don’t know if he can be trusted!”

     “But Sally trusts him,” said Rotor innocently, looking up at Sonic as Sonic took the power ring and put it in his backpack.  “That’s good enough for me.”

     Sonic shrugged.  “Dunno, Rote.  I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt.  The ol’ innocent till proven guilty.  But I’m keepin’ an eye on him.  Comon, Noir.  Sally wants you in the command center.  Now that we have the power ring, we’re goin’ on a trip to Robo-town to stomp on ol’ Robuttnik’s parade.”

     Noir nodded, standing up.  “Okay, I’m on my way.”

     Sonic shook his head.  “It’d take you too long to get there on yer own.  Grab hold!”  He jumped up into the air, his feet spinning in a red blur as he revved up.

     Noir hesitantly reached out and grabbed Sonic’s hand.  “Are you sure this is “ he started, then Sonic’s feet hit the ground and they zoomed off, Noir’s wail fading in Rotor’s ears. “Saaaaaaaaafe!?”  Before Noir knew it, he was in front of the command center, feeling somewhat worse for the wear.  “Erf.  I don’t feel so good,” he started, holding onto his stomach as he walked in through the door.

     Bunnie giggled quietly.  “Now y’all know how we felt when y’all sent that ol’ hoverpad through all those spins, kittycat.”

     Noir stood up straighter.  “Bunnie!  You’re… oh, of course you’re here.”

     Bunnie frowned.  “What’s that supposed ta mean?”

     Noir shook his head.  “Nothing, chere.  Noir’s mouth just running off before he t’inks.  What de plan?”

     Sally picked up Nicole and activated a holographic image of a building.  “This is Robotnik’s newest experimental robotics facility.  From the primitive schematics we were able to acquire, I believe Robotnik is creating some new Sonic-killer robots.”

     “Yeah, right,” crowed Sonic, “Who’s he trying to fool?  He knows I’m too good for his crummy robots.”

     “Pardon moi, but why would Robotnik build so many robots just to kill Sonic?” asked Noir.  “I thought de Princess, she was de leader.”

     “It’s because Sonic’s speed has made him the natural hero,” explained Sally.  “That, combined with Sonic’s bragging, has focused Robotnik’s attention on him.”

     Noir nodded.  “That would explain somet’in which had confused me.  Several times, in de city, de swatbots stopped chasing me, chanting somet’in I did not understand.”  Noir’s voice became almost mechanical as he mimiced the swatbots’, “Priority One hedgehog alert.”

     “That would be me!” bragged Sonic, standing up straighter.

     “Now,” said Sally, “The strike force will consist of me, Bunnie, Sonic, and Noir here.  Antoine and Rotor will run a diversion over in sector 11 while Sonic does a fast recon of the command center and the rest of us make our way towards the secret lab.  Sonic will join us as soon as he’s done with his recon, and he will not stop for any chili dogs on the way.”  Sally spared the time for a quick glare at Sonic.  “We’ll get inside, wipe the database, and set detonators to destroy any prototypes.  Bunnie and I will make one team and go left from the door, Sonic and Noir will go right.  Be careful, we don’t know how many swatbots will be guarding the facilities.”

     Everyone nodded, and Noir watched as the other three went through some complicated hand jive, ending with a ‘thumbs up’, then blanched as it became apparent that he had to endure another trip courtesy of Sonic’s speed.

-----

     Sonic creeped through the air ducts again, having avoided Robotnik’s cameras with a modicum of ease.  Robotnik’s voice echoed through the confined area loudly, as Sonic looked out over the command center.

     “Look, they’re coming, Snively.  One more than we expected, but that is easily dealt with.  Lock him in corridor C with a dozen swatbots, and prepare the special robots to capture the Freedom Fighters.  The hedgehog will no doubt be with them shortly.”

     “If I may say so, Sir,” whined Snively, “letting fake plans slip to the Freedom Fighters was a stroke of genius, sir.  They’ll walk right into the trap, and never know what happened.”

     “Oh, man!” cried Sonic, “I gotta warn Sal!”

-----

     Rotor and Antoine ran along the top of a building, dropping bombs in through the skylights.  Down below, numerous robots worked on a large number of circuits on an assembly line.  The bombs fell down onto the assembly line and started detonating, robot pieces flying all over the place.  Reaching the end of the building, Rotor said, “That should do it, Antoine.  Sally and the others should find security lessened over at the facility.  Let’s get out of here!”  He opened up the hatch on the side of a stolen hovercab, and jumped in.”

     “I am t’inking that getting out of here is being very much of the good plan!” whimpered Antoine, as he followed Rotor into the hovercab.  Rotor lifted off, piloting towards the edge of the city.

-----

     Sally, Bunnie, and Noir looked around the edge of a building, towards a doorway guarded by two swatbots.  “I can take care of one o’ those swatbutts, Sallygirl,” drawled Bunnie.

     “I can take the ot’er, peties,” said Noir.  “We should be able to get rid o’ dem before dey can sound de alarm, no?”

     “You sure, Noir?  This has to work the first time,” whispered Sally.

     “Hey, trust me!” Noir grinned, then took a small cylinder from his belt.  At a touch of a button, it extended into a metal staff longer than the black cat was tall.

     “So that’s how you did that!” Sally exclaimed quietly.  “How convenient.  Ready?”  as the other two nodded, Sally quietly said, “Go!”

     Bunnie and Noir ran out from behind the corner, rapidly nearing the pair of swatbot guards.  Bunnie leaped into a jumpkick that knocked the first to the ground, and Noir ran past to take the second swatbot in the back of the knees with a swing of his staff.  As Bunnie ripped off the swatbot’s chest plate to remove the power pack, Noir slipped a small device from his belt and slapped it onto his own opponent’s chest.  Electricity crackled as the swatbot jerked and spasmed before falling still, smoke rising from the joints.  Noir retrieved the device and grinned at Bunnie.  “Electrobomb.  Works every time, no?  You ver’ strong, chere.”

     Bunnie shrugged uncomfortably.  “Sometimes having robotic limbs comes in handy.”  Then she turned back towards the corner.  “Comon, Sallygirl, the guards are done!”  Sally came jogging up and held Nicole up to the electronic lock.  Nicole played a light over the lock, numbers scrolling across the small screen, and a click sounded from the door as it unlocked.

     Sally slipped inside the door as Bunnie dragged the swatbots in, Noir keeping a watch out for any patrols.  Closing the door all but a crack, Sally leaned against the wall.  “Now we wait for Sonic.”

     They didn’t have to wait long.  A quiet hum rose to a whine as Sonic zoomed in through the door, slamming it shut behind him.  “We’ve got trouble, Sal.” He said.  “It’s a trap.  Ol’ buttnik knows we’re here!  The information was fake!”

     “Fake!” cried Sally, “Oh no!  We’ve got to get out of here!”  As she touched the door to open it, a sudden spark sent her flying backwards, landing heavily on her rear.  “The door is sealed, we can’t go back through it!  We’ve got to find a different exit!”

     Noir quietly suggested, “How ‘bout we take de same plan as we started wit’.  De two cheres, dey go to de left, and look for de escape dat way.  Sonic and me, we go to de right, no?  De first to find de escape, dey radio de ot’er and tell dem to come.”

     “Sounds like a good plan, Noir,” approved Sally.  “Let’s go, quickly!  We haven’t got much time!”  Bunnie, Sally, and Sonic again did a complicated hand jive together, before splitting up and heading through the two doorways.

     “Good luck, y’all!” Bunnie called towards Noir and Sonic, as she ran off alongside Sally.

-----

     Sally and Bunnie ran through a room containing beakers and flasks of all sizes, towards the door on the far side.  Bunnie peeked through the doorway, and seeing an empty room beyond, waved Sally through.  “All clear, Sallygirl!”  As Sally ran through the door, a metal slab fell down from above, seperating the two and trapping Bunnie in the room with the beakers.

     “Sallygirl!” cried Bunnie, banging on the door.  “Oh no!”

     A bubbling sound caused Bunnie to turn around cautiously.  From the beakers and flasks all around the room, a clear liquid bubbled, joining together in the center of the room around a mechanical eye, creating a giant robotic ameba.  A screen on the wall activated, showing Doctor Robotnik’s face laughing.  “Tsk tsk, Bunnie Rabbot.  A lady in waiting should never leave her lady untended.  I’ve created a little toy for you to play with.”  The robotic ameba made its way towards Bunnie, as she moved away from it carefully.  “This device,” Robotnik continued, “Is designed to diffuse kinetic energy, such as that from a punch or a kick.  Your super strength will be quite useless against it, I assure you.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have so many others in here to play with too.  Do put up a fight, I just love a good show.”  The screen blanked out as the ameba attacked.  

     Bunnie instinctively kicked at the ameba, but her leg just got bogged down in the ooze surrounding the mechanical eye.  The eye blinked, oozing up over Bunnie’s leg, but she wrenched it free with a fierce movement accompanied by a sucking sound.  “Eeeeww!  That’s downright disgustin’.  Y’all should learn how to treat a lady!”  She backed away from the ameba, throwing flasks, beakers, and the occasional table at it, but none of the projectiles even came close to damaging the ameba.

-----

     As the metal slab slammed down behind Sally, she turned around and started beating on it with her fists.  “Bunnie!  Bunnie!”  she cried, as she hammered on the door.  A quiet, familiar voice sounded from the next room.  

     “Is that..?  It can’t be.  That sounds like my little Sally.”

     Sally spun around, her jaw dropping, then walked across the room to another doorway.  Peeking through, she whispered, “Daddy?”

     King Acorn, his clothing tattered and frayed, hung from chains from the wall.  “Sally, it IS you!  Get me down from here!”  Sally quickly dashed over by King Acorn, pulling out Nicole.  Nicole fired lasers at each of the shackles holding the king, quickly freeing him.

     Sally hugged King Acorn happily, squeezing him tight.  “Oh, Daddy, I missed you so!”

     King Acorn’s eyes flashed red, briefly, before he replied, “I missed you two, Sally.”

-----

     Noir and Sonic ran into the next room, looking around.  Many doors lead off of it, all of them closed.  “Which door should we take, mon ami?” asked Noir.

     “We’ll just have to try all of them!” cried Sonic, dashing forward.  Before Noir could say another word, Sonic had passed into the next room.  A metal slab slammed shut over the door, sealing them off from each other.  Noir looked around nervously as swatbots came into the room from all the remaining doors.  The screen activated as Doctor Robotnik looked out. “Hello, Noir.  I must say, everything is going exactly to plan.”

-----

     Sonic skidded to a stop as the metal slab slammed down behind him.  He spun around and started hammering on the door, then backed off and looked around.  The walls were stark unpainted metal, and there was only one other door in the room, but there was no way of opening it.  “Oh, man!” cried Sonic, “What’s a hedgehog to do?”  He started to reach for his backpack.  “This calls for a power ring,” when the screen activated.  

     “Ah, Sonic,”  crowed Doctor Robotnik, “What a pleasure to see you.  I thought long and hard on just how to create a robot that could destroy you.  I really hate you, you know.  I despise you.  You have foiled my plans for the last time!”

     “Not even close, Bolts-for-brains!  I’ll be stopping your plans as long as you keep hatching them in that egg-shaped head of yours!” cried Sonic confidently.

     “Unlikely.”  Robotnik smiled smugly.  “Even a power ring wouldn’t be able to help you now.  And don’t expect any help from your friends.  Even as we speak, Bunnie Rabbot and Princess Sally are facing robots specifically designed to destroy them.  It will be a pleasure watching you defeated at last, Sonic Hedgehog.”

     The door on the far wall opened with a quiet “woosh” sound, and a quiet clanking sound emerged from within.  Glowing, red, multifaceted eyes stared out malevolently.  Sonic gasped quietly and backed up against the metal slab as a giant robot spider emerged from the darkness.  “Whoa,” murmured Sonic, “Creepy.”

     “Meet your death, Sonic Hedgehog,” gloated Robotnik.  “And watch as your friends also perish.”  Two small windows appeared in each of the lower corners of the screen, one showing Bunnie’s battle, the other showing Sally confronting her father.

     Sonic laughed.  “It’s just some stupid buttnik-bot!  I’ll trash it faster than you can say WHOAH!”  Sonic’s bragging suddenly cut off as the spiderbot spat gooey webbing at him.  Sonic sped out of the way, the webbing creating a mess on the wall where Sonic had been.  Robotnik chuckled evilly as Sonic zoomed around the room, just barely avoiding the shots of webbing.  Walls and floor soon became spotted with the missed webbing.

-----

     “Oh mah stahs!” cried Bunnie as she got backed into a corner by the blob robot.  “What’s a girl to do?”  As the blob closed in, Bunnie jumped straight up and planted her feet against the wall, pushing off to do a neat jump over the blob, somersaulting in midair and landing behind it, running as soon as her feet hit the ground.  Coming upon a plan, Bunnie lipped a table over and snapped off the metal leg.  The blob, not even having to turn around, came at her quickly as she lifted the makeshift spear and threw it as hard as she could towards the mechanical eye in the center of the goo.  It sunk into the goo until it was completely submerged, the sharp tip stopping bare inches from the eye.

     “This thing’s more stubborn than a one-legged mule!” cried Bunnie as she dashed off to another section of the room, away from the blob.  The spear started to pull out of the goo, and Bunnie saw what she thought was her only chance.  Dashing forward, she hauled  back and punched into the goo as hard as possible, aiming for the rear end of the spear.  To her credit, she managed to bump the tip right up to the edge of the eye, but her momentum stopped too soon, and she became stuck in the goo up to her arm.

     Swiftly flowing over her, the goo first engulfed one leg, then started flowing down the other, while Bunnie squirmed about, her movements slowed inside the goo.

-----

     “I must say, I am somewhat disappointed by you, Sally.” King Acorn sighed and shook his head, looking mournful as he pulled back from the hug.

     “What?” asked Princess Sally, looking up at her father.  “What do you mean?  I’ve held off Robotnik, kept some Mobians safe, and managed to arrange a resistance!”

     King Acorn patted Princess Sally’s head indulgently.  “Of course you did.” He quietly said, “All the while letting the command pass to that childish hedgehog with his cheap heroics.  Do the Freedom Fighters listen to you or him, now?”

     Sally shook her head.  “It’s not like that, Daddy!  Sonic may be a hero, yes, but we’re just doing what we can to stop Robotnik!”

     King Acorn sighed.  “Which is another thing.  Any daughter of mine who is worthy of my throne should have had Robotnik almost defeated by now!  At the very least, she should have had me freed years ago!  Very disappointing, Sally.”

     Sally stared at King Acorn in horror, stumbling backwards and falling to the floor as her knees gave out, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “But Daddy,” she said, quietly, “I’m only… I’m only a child… I’m not even of age yet… I thought you’d be proud of me.”

     “It’s okay, my little Sally,” said King Acorn.  “I suppose it is too much to expect you to be a competent leader when you are only a little girl.”

     Sally’s head fell into her paws, and she sobbed heart-wrenchingly.  This wasn’t anything like the joyful reunion she had dreamed of for years.  Above her, King Acorn grinned evilly, his eyes flashing red again.

-----

     Sonic grumbled, “This is getting really old really fast,” as he raced around the room avoiding more webbing shots.  He ran up one wall, only to suddenly reverse direction as a shot landed right in front of him, running down the wall and across the room.  The spider skittered along on its skinny legs, webbing shooting from between a pair of wickedly edged jaws as it chased Sonic.  Large webs stretched across corners of the room, now, and even from floor to ceiling, sealing off large sections, and the floor was starting to be more goo than metal, sonic carefully following a zigzag path around the muck, desperately dodging.  “That’s it!” cried Sonic, “I gotta get out of here and go rescue Sal and Bunnie!  Time for a power ring!”

     Sonic looked over his shoulder as he reached into his backpack, pulling out the brightly glowing power ring. A sudden blast of webbing, though, snagged the power ring from his hand and sent it flying to attach itself right next to the door.  “Yaaah!” cried Sonic, and looked at the Spider in time to get hit by a second web, which forced Sonic up against some of the webbing stretching from floor to ceiling, trapped.  The spider crawled over to Sonic, chittering, and started cocooning Sonic with the webbing, starting at his feet and moving upwards.  “Ewww… Megamuck!” exclaimed Sonic, as he thrashed about trying to escape.  “This doesn’t look good…”

-----

     “YyyYYYES!” cried Robotnik, his arms above his head as he cheered.  “It’s working, Snively, it’s working!”

     Snively looked over at Robotnik from where he stood before the main screen.  The screen was split into four parts, one showing Sonic being wrapped up in the cocoon, the second showing Sally sobbing on the ground before her father, the third showing Bunnie getting further and further trapped inside the blob, and the fourth showing Noir standing there with his metal staff in one hand, just looking around at the Swatbots.   “I must say, sir,” sniveled Snively, “your plan was brilliant.”

     Noir raised his staff up and pointed it directly towards the screen, and the screen flickered and died.  “Snively, what is the problem with Screen four?”

     “I don’t know, sir, it seems to have gone offline.  Possibly a problem with the camera.”

     “Well, get a spy-eye in there! I want to see what’s happening!”

     “Yes, sir.”  Snively pressed a red button on the control panel.  “Doctor Robotnik, look at screen one!  He’s gotten into the room with the hedgehog!”

-----

     The metal slab seperating Noir from Sonic slid upwards, and Noir stepped into the doorway to see a room from a horror movie, webs everywhere, as a giant spider cocooned Sonic.  “Noir!  Get me the power ring!”  Sonic pointed with his one free hand at the glowing ring webbed to the wall, and Noir looked at it impassively.  He reached out to it hesitantly, then dropped his hand to his side.  “I can’t break de web, mon ami… I just get stuck.”

     Sonic shook his head, the spider already up to his chest.  “Comon, Noir, you didn’t even try!  Please!  Sally’s in trouble!”  Noir looked up at the screen, and bit his lower lip, then looked down at his hands.  The spider made it’s way up Sonic’s neck.  “You are a traiter!” cried Sonic waving his sole free hand, “You betrayed Mobius and Sally, and you’re leaving us all to be roboticized!”  Then the spider covered up Sonic’s mouth.  Sonic’s eyes looked angrily at Noir, while Noir just stood there, motionless.  The last sight Sonic saw, before the cocoon covered his eyes, was Noir’s eyes glowing softly green.  Then there was nothing but darkness.

-----

     There was a sound of electricity, the clattering of metal, and the shattering of glass.  The room flashed with bright light and crackling of flame, then there was silence once more.  In the silence, soft footfalls sounded, coming closer, and Sonic felt something round, warm, and familiar placed in his free hand.  A quiet, muffled, “Yeah,” sounded from inside the cocoon as Sonic held up the power ring.  It glowed brightly as Sonic gripped it tightly, a soft whining started and grew steadily louder, energy starting to orbit around Sonic, till the cocoon suddenly disintegrated, leaving Sonic floating there in mid air with the power ring held victoriously above him.  He stayed for a fraction of a second, then suddenly was out of the room, a blue blur kicking up a trail of flame behind him, burning away the webbing on the floor.  In an instant he zoomed through a room full of swatbot pieces and the room they had started in, dropping into a Sonic Spin to drill through the door into Bunnie’s room.

-----

     Bunnie whimpered in fear as the Blob closed all the way about her.  She pushed against the outside of the blob as she held her breath desperately, then tried to wriggle around to capture the robotic eye in the middle, but it flowed around, staying behind her, showing none of the slow motion that she found herself affected by.  Her mouth opened, and bubbled flowed up from her mouth.  A desperate look crossed over her face as she started choking, her hands clutching at her throat.

     The door started glowing yellow, and then shattered as Sonic drilled straight through it, barely even pausing as he barreled across the room, running into the blob, splattering it to all corners of the room, and dropping into another Sonic Spin to drill into Sally’s room.  Bunnie desperately gasped in a breath as Sonic broke through, then stood up shakily.

     Looking up, she saw the robotic eye laying on the ground, a few tidbits of goo still attached to it.  Walking over to it, she picked it up in her robotic hand and looked at it, then squeezed.  Sparks flew all over the place as the device grew distended, then broke apart dropping wires and circuits all over the floor.

-----

     Sally looked up through teary eyes at the image of King Acorn, then quietly gasped, “You’re not my father.  He could never be so cruel!”

     King Acorn laughed.  “Of course I’m your father, my dear.  Don’t you recognize me?”

     Sally wailed, “You look like my father, but you don’t act like him!”  She drew herself up to her feet, and faced off against him proudly, tears still streaming from her eyes.  “I don’t believe you!”

     King Acorn stepped forward, arms spread out as if to hug her. “Oh, my dear, I am proud of you.  You’ve managed to create a nice little club with these ‘Freedom Fighters’ of yours.  Maybe after I defeat Robotnik, you can have a treehouse in the royal backyard.”

     Sally suddenly kicked King Acorn in the midsection, then hopped up and down holding her foot. “Argh!  You’re made of metal!”

     King Acorn chuckled evilly, his eyes glowing red, as he advanced upon her, causing Sally to back up in fear.  “I’m afraid so, my dear.  You see, you did take too long in rescuing me.  Just last week, Robotnik finally decided to roboticize me.  I had sat there in that little cell for weeks, waiting for you to rescue me, but you let me down.  I am your father.”

     Sally backed up, her face shocked.  “Noooo!”  she wailed, disbelieving.  “That’s not true!  That’s impossible!”

     The door glowed yellow, then shattered, as Sonic came through it, not even slowing as he started running around and around King Acorn.  The King’s head tried to spin around to follow the blue blur, sparks flying wildly, then sank down as he short circuited.  Sally laid there in the corner sobbing as Sonic skidded to a stop nearby.  “Hey, Sal, it’s okay.  He was just a robot.  He wasn’t real.”

     Sally kept sobbing as she looked up at Sonic.  “I know… but he could have been.”  Sonic knelt down and gave Sally a comforting hug, Bunnie coming up on Sally’s other side to also hug her.

     “There, there, Sallygirl.  You know Robotnik would never have roboticized yer father, not just to get you.  He’s too much of a prize to waste that way!  He’d want to keep King Acorn around to gloat at!”

     Sally nodded.  “We have to find him, we just have to!” she cried, determined.  Somone coughed, and all three of them turned to look at Noir, standing uncomfortably just inside the room.

    “Thanks, Noir” said Sonic, quietly.  “You saved us.  I’m sorry I didn’t trust you, but I overheard Robotnik-“

     “I know, mon ami.  I was not helping Robotnik, but he is clever, he sets people against each ot’er, no?”

     “Um, can I make a lil’ ole suggestion?” asked Bunnie, looking around.  “Let’s get the hip-hop out of heah!”

     “Good idea, Bunnie,” agreed Sally.  “No sense waiting around for a squad of swatbots to come in on us.  Comon, Sonic, let’s go!”

-----

     Sonic and Sally rested on a hillside overlooking the Great River.  “Well,” said Sally, “Uncle Chuck’s bugs caught Snively and Robotnik’s plans, again.  They knew you were in the air duct, and was trying to turn us against Noir.  He was no more than a minor annoyance, though, the super-robots were his real focus.”

     “Yeah, ol’ Buttnik is gettin’ too good at that ol’ robot-making.  That’s the second time he tried to impersonate someone!  Remember how he fooled all of us into thinking that robot was you?”

     “Too well.  I’m concerned about something else, though, Sonic.  Noir’s been alone for many years, and he doesn’t seem to know how to deal with a group of people.  Everytime we all do something together, he stands there off to the side, looking like a fifth wheel.  How are we going to make him feel like he belongs?’

     “Dunno, Sal, thinking makes my head hurt.  You’re the one who’s good at figuring out stuff like that.  But look at this.”  Sonic pulled out a swatbot chest plate from his backpack, showing it to Sally.  “He majorly trashed all those swatbutts back at the lab, they were shattered all over the room!”  The chest plate had a large, scorched hole in the chestplate.  “The only weapon he had, Sally, was that staff of his!  We still don’t know what he can do, but he took out a dozen swatbutts like they were nothing!  I don’t think he’ll betray us to the Big Ugly Bald Guy, but I think he’s still keeping some secrets from us.

     “Maybe, Sonic.  Maybe.  We just have to try to make him feel like part of the team, just like the rest of the Freedom Fighters.  Maybe we can make him feel more as a team when we go on our next mission, tomorrow.”

     “What mission is that, Sal?” asked Sonic.

     “I want to raid Robotnik’s central database, and try to find some data on my father.  He’s got to be-“ Sally’s voice cut off from some strong emotion, and Sonic gently put a hand on her shoulder.

     “Don’t worry, Sal.  We’ll find your father.  I promise.”  Sally smiled up at Sonic, then they moved together, kissing softly as the sun set on another free day.  In the shadows of the forest behind them, two glowing green eyes watched them.

