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ESCAPE FROM MOLE CITY, OR: 

A REVOLUTION,  A GREAT RACE, AND A LOVE STORY 

by ike mcintosh 

Emma and I had been on three dates before the first movement of the Mole Uprising. We 

went on another date during the early days of the occupation -- people-watching on 6th Street 

became even more interesting with the addition of the giant bipedal rodent species hitting up the 

local establishments. This timing, however, pressed our relationship towards a certain 

seriousness at a rapid pace. In those days, I liked to take things a day at a time, so when the 

moles rose up, I was pushed out of my natural, relaxed state of being. 

The Race was set to begin fourteen days after the Great Vole and his mole cohorts rose 

from beneath the earth’s crust, along with their First Layer of The Ultimate Wall. The Wall 

surrounded the Greater Austin metroplex, drawing its borders around Pflugerville to the north, 

Buda to the south, and cutting through lakeside properties on Lake Travis to the west. No one 

was sure exactly what neighborhoods lay in the way of the eastern border of The Wall. It was 

constructed as a perfect circle, made of a strange type of clay, and was 50 feet tall and 20 feet 

thick. We didn’t know how the Mole Society, as they called themselves, erected such a wall 

underneath our feet without our notice and proceeded to propel it through the earth’s crust, but 

the people of Austin were nonetheless very impressed.  

The Mole Society were a friendly bunch. They generally stood around four feet tall, and 

walked on their hind legs, like humans. They spoke English well and had enough of a grasp on 

the Spanish language to get by, though many possessed slight lisps and emphasis in strange 

places in their speaking patterns. The Great Vole, who had a strong lisp and stood taller than 

 



 
2 

most other moles, explained through the hijacked television broadcasts (which quickly found it’s 

way to a ‘Facebook Live’ stream for those, like my roommates and I, who didn’t have TVs) that 

they had not come to disrupt Austin way-of-life, or hurt its denizens, but instead to integrate 

themselves into the same lifestyle. To do this, they’d constructed The Wall, to retain the local 

culture, and to prevent government intervention. Most Austin residents found the plan 

unobjectionable. Preventing change was a cultural staple in Travis County.  

But, like any plan, the Great Vole’s plan to capture Austin and its residents had its flaws. 

It was odd for the Great Vole to explain the shortcomings in his own plans on live television, but 

the large mole was anything but a conventional dictator.The first of these flaws -- not all of 

Austin’s denizens wanted to play a role in this new city-state. A few particularly socially active 

citizens organized marches up and down Guadalupe street on the second and third days of the 

rise of The Ultimate Wall. Secondly, the moles, while technologically advanced (their laser guns 

had no human match), and certainly physically powerful, had a weak point in their own 

physiology -- their complete lack of endurance or stamina. Many humans, especially in Austin, 

which prides itself as a city in which physical fitness is a priority, could easily outrun the moles. 

While no physical resistance was anticipated, the Great Vole could never be too sure. So, on the 

fourth day after The Emergence, the Great Vole announced his self-named ‘Great Race’ which 

would take place ten days later. He announced no further details for The Race other than the 

starting point (the Texas Capitol at dawn on the fourteenth day) and the length (4000 

Kilocepters, a unit that had little meaning to humans). Those who completed The Race in a 

timely manner (under 300 Megalops, an additional unknown metric) would be able to leave New 

Austin (or Mole City, as some called it) with a guest of their choice. This plan would kill two 
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birds with one mole-patented laser gun -- first of all, those who might be capable of resisting the 

Great Vole would be removed from the city, and people would feel like they had a choice in their 

participation in the grand social experiment that was Mole City. Immediately after The Race, the 

final vulnerabilities in the Ultimate Wall would be sealed as the large clay dome finished 

construction. Entry and exit from the city would be limited to helicopters and fancy camera 

drones through a small gap in the apex of the dome. 

I knew I would run the race as soon as it was announced. It was hardly a question. While 

most of my friends were content with life in Austin, my family lived in Dallas, and my dog 

Ranger’s birthday party was approaching soon. I couldn’t miss that. I also possessed a certain 

level of residual talent from my tenure on the junior varsity cross country squad in high school. 

4000 Kilocepters would certainly be a shorter distance than the 10k races we ran in those days, I 

figured. 

 

I took Emma out on our fifth date on the thirteenth day of the occupation and the eve of 

The Race. We ate pasta with marinara sauce and chicken on the roof of my house in an attempt 

to carbo load for my big day. We had grown comfortable around each other to the point that I 

didn’t feel the need to fill the silence between us with words, which was convenient as I planned 

on eating a great quantity of pasta. I gazed upon The Wall in the distance. Once I got over the 

initial shock of its existence, I admired the gargantuan Wall as a truly remarkable engineering 

accomplishment. Its smooth brown surface shone, reflecting the sunset, miles away. 

“Todd.” 
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I was broken from my appraisal of The Wall. Emma was staring at me. She had probably 

been waiting for me to notice her for a few moments. I didn’t pick up on social cues easily. I 

finished slurping down a penne noodle and turned my body on the ridge of the roof to face her. 

“Have you…” 

Emma trailed off. She did that when she wasn’t sure about what she had to say. Usually 

when she ordered food or ice cream. I wish she had more self-confidence. I just keep looking at 

her. I think she likes it when I play a little mysterious, but it’s hard to really know. 

“Have you given any thought to who you’ll take with you? I mean, if you finish this race 

thing tomorrow?” 

“When, not if.” 

She grinned. I hadn’t noticed her snaggletooth until that moment, as we sat on the roof. It 

suited her, I thought.  

“I really haven’t. I’m not sure any of my roommates are wanting to leave, which is a 

bummer.” 

Below, a scream followed by a harsh laugh echoed. I knew instinctively that it was Brian, 

probably jumping from a corner to spook Kyle or Liam. I was one of twelve roommates in our 

strange labyrinth of a house.  

“Why do you ask?” 

Emma hesitated. Her gaze shifted towards The Wall. 

“I know we’ve only been… dating? Going out?” 

“Going out on dates.” 

“Going out on dates for a few weeks now…” 
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“And?” 

“Well, I don’t want to rush things. But I was thinking about how it’d be nice to at least… 

y’know, have the OPTION…” 

“You want to come with me?” 

Emma looked back from The Wall towards me. Her eyes were large and green. A lump 

formed in my throat. “I think that’d be sick.” 

 

I only realized how the consequences of that commitment the next morning, minutes 

before the Great Vole shot off his laser gun to mark the beginning of the race. Were Emma and I 

moving too fast in our relationship, too soon? One day, I ask a girl out to get ice cream, and a 

month later, I’m using my escape voucher on her? Was I that kind of guy, now? I put the thought 

out of my head. First, I had to focus on completing The Race. Plus, people did this sort of thing 

all the time. It was just gentlemanly, like taking her to a concert and buying both tickets.  

The race began without spectacle, like any other race, besides the fact that it was being 

administered by a small army of moles. We all assumed that it would be the finish that would 

contain the appropriate celebration for the winners. I estimated that about 20,000 people showed 

up to run the race, which seemed to catch the Great Vole by surprise. I don’t think he realized the 

enormity of his captured city’s population, and the startling number of people that liked to come 

to these sort of civil events. We all stood in running attire, except for the few strange souls in 

chicken outfits.  
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Vole stood on a wooden platform dug into the side of the Capitol building as the sun rose. 

He spoke into a baton that had a blue plasma swirling around its core, and the sound of his voice 

reached through the entire crowd.  

“Humans! Thank you for joining me on this beautiful morning!” 

He left a gap in his speech, waiting for some reaction. Maybe he wanted us to all 

proclaim ‘You’re welcome’ in unison. Silence prevailed. 

“Anyway! Good luck in the race! Remember! You need to finish within 300 Megalops! If 

you want to obtain the Escape Vouchers!” 

Another gap. Perhaps the Great Vole envisioned himself as some type of stand up 

comedian, leaving holes for the audience to fill with laughter. Again, no reaction from the crowd. 

Someone near my starting position yawned loudly. The Great Vole shuffled on his makeshift 

podium. From my vantage point, he seemed embarrassed, but I wasn’t an expert in mole body 

language so it was hard to be certain. 

“Anyway! The Great Race starts now! On your marks --” 

The runners at the front of the pack took off towards the north gate of the Capitol 

building as soon as the Great Vole said ‘now’. He didn’t have time to get his countdown off. In 

humiliation, he hurriedly drew his laser pistol from his hip and fired it into the air.  

 

And so we were off. The pack of runners made its way north. I struggled in the first mile 

to make my way up to the front, where runners would hopefully spread out further than the 

densely packed human mass I found myself at the outset of The Race. At first, we ran only on 

the street, and since no course maps were published, and the length and qualifying times for The 

 



 
7 

Race were in units unknown to humanity, the crowd assumed The Race would take place only on 

the street. That assumption was proven wrong. The blue plasma rods that served as course 

markers diverted at MLK Jr. boulevard into a enormous cavern that opened at a slight angle into 

the ground.  

A small crowd of spectators had gathered around the hole, which appeared more recently 

dug than the rest of the holes from which the moles entered the city fourteen days prior. Among 

the spectators was my roommate Brian, atop his yellowed moped. His face lit up when he saw 

me through the flurry of runners. I was excited to see him, as well. I couldn’t control the motions 

of my face particularly well, however, because I was deeply focused on the hole I was entering. 

Brian started his moped engine and drove through the well-respected but poorly guarded barrier 

made up of plasma rods. He rode alongside the pack of runners. I worked my way through the 

crowd to meet him. He clenched a small map, carefully folded over itself and paper clipped onto 

a wire across the handlebar console. The map was a street map of Austin, with brown li 

“Todd! How the hell are you!” 

He clenched a small map, carefully folded over itself and paper clipped onto a wire 

across the handlebar console. The map was a street map of Austin, with brown lines drawn over 

the street map. I guessed this was his handmade map of the new tunnel system. 

“Brian! I’m good! Feeling good!” It was challenging for me to formulate words while 

running, generally.  

 Brian and I inched closer together as we hurried forward into the tunnel. He extended his 

right hand in a fist to reach mine, and our fists bumped. He had taken his hand off the throttle to 
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perform the gesture, and the moped stalled out for a moment. He quickly corrected his speed to 

match mine. 

“You’re doing great, man! How far along are you?” 

At this point, Brian and I were fully submerged in the tunnel. Blue lights hung from the 

ceiling, and the moped’s yellow light stood out in a big way.  

“I think a mile? Maybe a bit shorter.” 

“How many Kilocepters is that?” 

I thought about it. I hadn’t seen any markings on the course indicating how many 

kilocepters we’d travelled.  

“I’m not sure.” 

“Hmm.” He glanced down at his map. It was glaringly unfinished.  

I was glad Brian had come to support me in the race. I’d miss him, for sure. We were 

direct roommates, as in we shared an actual room, whereas the rest of my roommates could 

really more accurately be considered housemates. Brian and I shared a set of bunk beds, which 

fostered a bond that would not easily be broken.  

“Did you figure out who you’re taking with you?” 

“If I make it,” I said, panting. I was becoming less certain in my abilities. I hadn’t been 

training as hard as I would have liked, but The Race was held on a shorter notice than most 

athletic events I partook in. 

“When you make it.” 

Brian winked at me.  

“I guess Emma asked me if she could come.” 
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“Woah.” 

“Yeah, I know, right.” 

“And? Are you going to take her?” 

“Yeah, I think so.” 

“That’s a pretty big step, my man.”  

He was right. I didn’t say anything for a while.  

“Well, I gotta go. Me and the guys are gonna explore some more of the tunnels! Stop by 

the house before you go!” 

I nodded. The cavern presented a fork. The runners in front of me took the larger cavern, 

to the left. Brian veered right. I waved at him as he took off.  

“See you soon!” he called out as he drew further away.  

I wasn’t so sure.  

 

I ran in silence for a long time. The tunnels all seemed to blend together, but the lights 

guided the runners in what we assumed was the correct direction of the race. We had run for 

what felt like at least eight miles, and hopefully many more kilocepters. There was a point in the 

tunnels in which some moles were conducting a construction project of some sort. They used 

their large bulldozers to mold the dirt in the corner of the cavern into large spheres -- to what end 

was lost on me. I pulled over towards the moles at a slower, jogging pace. 

“How many megalops has it been?” 

They just stared at me. They didn’t understand the question. 

“How many megalops? Since The Race started?” 
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Recognition. 

“Oh! Yes! The Race!” 

The mole with the answers looked at a watch on his wrist. It glowed blue and was 

imprinted with strange runic symbols. 

“It’s been! 200 Megalops! Since The Race!--”  

“OK. Is that good?” 

“I think! That’s a! Great pace!” 

I made a mental note. The moles comments meant I just had to keep steady for less than 

four more miles, if we had in fact run eight miles to this point and if I remembered math 

correctly in my weary state.  

I picked up the pace and rejoined the pack.  

 

After what I estimated to be two miles later, the moles made a mistake. Their 

infrastructure was new, of course, but that didn’t excuse the oversights that allowed the 

enormous mound of trash to block the race course. What was worse was the light peeking 

through -- the light from the end of the tunnel was clearly visible. The stench from the garbage 

was nauseating, like a combination of rotten eggs and a vat of old, processed syrup. The 

competitors who had arrived before me stood in front of the garbage pile, inspecting the small 

mountain while holding their noses so as to prevent the smell from leaking in. I turned towards 

the single mole who was tasked with cleaning up the garbage. He looked lost.  

“How long has it been?” 

He turned towards me, plasma shovel in hand.  
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“TWO HUNDRED! AND FIFTY!” 

That meant there were only fifty kilocepters left. The trash wasn’t going anywhere. It was 

time to make a decision.  

I dove headfirst into the garbage. I attempted to make a swimming motion, like they 

instructed us to do in Boy Scouts if we ever got caught in an avalanche. I had never used the 

technique before, as I had never been in an avalanche. We only camped in Texas, where 

avalanches were rare. 

My confidence about making it through the trash using the swimming method followed a 

sinusoidal curve. Before embarking on the journey, it seemed like a great idea. High chance of 

success. Than, in the opening moments, when I first engulfed myself in tin cans, thrown out food 

(I picked out the smell of molded gouda) and plastic, I realized how foolish the entire notion 

was. You can’t reasonably expect to swim through trash, I realized. Thus, the dip in my 

perceived chances. But somehow, the freestyle motion carried me through. I sustained a few 

gashes from an encounter with a sharpened, broken can of Dr. Pepper on my left arm, and found 

my neck strung through a Walmart bag worn like a poncho. But I began to see the light peeking 

through the trash once again. I had made it. 

I was the first person to make it through the trash. I felt a surge of pride as I caught my 

breath, and looked back to the trash to see the kingdom I had conquered.  

Then, I started running once again. 

 

I heard the finish line before I saw it. The cheers of the crowd echoed off the sides of the 

buildings downtown. I emerged at 15th and Trinity, not far from where we initially entered the 
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earth. The course markers were taking me once again towards the Capitol building. I could see it 

at a few rare points through the tall buildings. I guessed that it was only two hundred kilocepters 

away, though my estimates could have been off the mark. I had only a vague notion of the details 

of the measuring unit. 

Emma stood on the side of the course, atop her bike as I neared the finish line. She 

seemed excited to see me. She had a large backpack slung over her shoulder. She must have been 

confident that I was going to finish. 

“You’re in first place!” 

I was panting heavily at this point. I didn’t know how much time I had left. I could barely 

speak. I couldn’t seem to remove the poncho, and blood was dripping from my wound onto my 

running shoes. 

“Had to… Swim.” 

I think only then did she realize the desperate state of my physical condition. Her eyes 

widened as she began to ride alongside me for the final stretch.  

“Dang… you’re really beat up.” 

I nodded, and kept running. Emma’s emotional support didn’t make the final lengths of 

the race much easier.  

 

We soon came to the finish. People and mole alike cheered. Emma broke off the course 

with the bike before I crossed the finish line, to prevent confusion.  

As I crossed, a large timer with red numbers flashed to show my finishing time. 

According to the timer technicians, I finished in 297 Megalops.  

 



 
13 

No one else would complete the race in the requisite time frame to leave Mole City.  

The Great Vole approached me after I finished the race. I was sitting on the ground. A 

small mole with a first aid kit was tending to my wound. Emma sat on my other side. The Great 

Vole was smaller than in person than I expected, but still larger than the other moles I had seen. 

Television appearances made him appear taller, I suppose.  

“Todd Barnes! Congratulations! On The Race!” The Great Vole patted his large paw on 

my shoulder. I swallowed my water. I wondered how he knew my last name. He probably read 

the race registrar, I thought.  

“Thanks, Mr. Great Vole sir.” 

“I want! To apologize! For the trash! Situation --” 

“It’s OK,” I said. A smaller mole brought me another paper cup filled with water.  

“This race! May have! Been a wrongheaded! Undertaking!” 

“Yeah, maybe so. It’s alright. I can still go, right?” I threw the second cup on the ground. 

“Yes! A promise! Is! A promise! Who will you! be taking! with your extra Escape 

Voucher! Todd?” 

I looked to my right. Emma offered a meek smile. She hadn’t been in such close 

proximity with the moles before this moment.  

“Her. I guess.” 

She glared at me, frustrated by my lack of confidence, I assumed. Truthfully, it was 

challenging to know what she was thinking.  

“Very excellent! We will leave! At once!” 
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I wanted to stop by my house, but I couldn’t very well argue the point. This was Emma’s 

and my only chance.  

 

We departed soon after the mole medic finished bandaging my arm. The moles gave us 

rides on their motorcycles (‘moletorcycles,’ they joked). Emma and I each rode on the back of a 

separate bike, with a mole driver for each of us. They instructed us to wrap our arms around the 

moles waists, and it felt like grabbing a massive pillows. The drivers might have had fleas, I 

thought. The Great Vole rode a bike of his own and led the way through the city. The sun stood 

directly overhead. Moles on The Wall stretching far above us worked to finalize the dome 

structure to place atop the city, closing Austin off from the outside world.  

“Emma.” 

She looked over at me from her spot on the back of the bike. She grinned. I caught a 

glimpse of her snaggletooth. 

“Are we doing the right thing? By leaving?” 

Emma furrowed her brow while she formulated a response. “Well… yeah. I think so, at 

least. I mean, I want to see my family again,” Her parents lived in Houston. “And you, I know 

you’ll miss your family. And I know Ranger’s birthday is coming up…” 

I nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I guess I’m just gonna miss the guys. I probably won’t see 

them again.” 

She frowned. “I know it’s hard, Todd. But I want you to meet my family too! And I want 

to meet yours! And Ranger!” 

I gulped. 
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When we arrived at the designated portion of The Wall, a construction crew of moles 

loitered, waiting to close the hole they had dug behind us. They wore the same yellow hardhats 

as the tunnel moles I witnessed during The Race. The Wall was closed with a large, grated metal 

gate which sat in a lifted position. This hole was a well maintained secret from the outside world. 

We got off our motorcycle escorts and walked towards The Wall.  

“Emma, you go ahead. I’m gonna talk to the Great Vole.” 

She skipped ahead, excited by the prospect of life outside The Wall and unaware of my 

plan, which I had formulated only moments before. I leaned towards the Great Vole and spoke in 

a whisper.  

“I’m having second thoughts about leaving. Can you go ahead and close the gate?” 

He looked towards me, surprised. 

“Todd! Are you! Sure?” 

I watched Emma walking away, through the tunnel. She turned back to look at us after 

hearing the Great Vole’s voice. 

“Todd?” she called. 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” 

“Lower! The gate!” 

And the moles did. Emma noticed, but it was too late. She rushed towards the gate. I 

looked at her.  

“Todd! What’s going on--” 

“Emma, I’ve really liked going out with you, but --” 
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“Todd? Are you serious right now?” 

“But I think I’m just in a place where I’m not really that serious right now --” 

“Oh my god.” 

“Emma, I’m sorry.” 

“You’re actually serious. Oh my god.” 

I offered up a wave.  

She glared at me. This was the last time I saw Emma. I turned to the Great Vole. 

“Can you give me a ride back to my house?” 

 

I sat on the Great Vole’s motorcycle as we sped back towards the center of the city. His 

fur was soft. I didn’t think he had fleas -- or at least, he probably had less of them than the other 

moles.  

“Todd! That was! Very heroic! Of you!” 

“I don’t think you under--” 

“Can we! Be! Friends?” 

I sighed. I could see his beady eyes through the round mirrors attached to the handlebars.  

“Sure.” 

“Ha! Ha! My first! Human friend!” The Great Vole laughed. “Thank you! Todd!” 

Through the mirror, his face contorted into what could only be the mole equivalent of a smile.  
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After an uncomfortable ride, we arrived at my labyrinthian home. I hopped off the 

moletorcycle. The house looked different with the dome blocking out most of the sun. The Great 

Vole parked his bike and walked me up to the porch. 

Brian sat on the couch, which rested on our porch. He noticed me through the hedges. 

“Todd! My man!” Brian hopped off the couch to come meet me as I hobbled towards the 

front door. I wanted nothing more than to take a nap. “Are you --” 

“The Great! Vole! But you! Can call me! HffVrr!” We couldn’t decipher the strange 

noise The Great Vole claimed as his real name.  

“We’re… friends. I guess” I said. 

“So… How’d it go?” Brian said. 

“I won.” 

“I meant with Emma. Y’all leaving soon? I’m gonna miss you, dude.”  

I didn’t say anything. Brian waited for me to fill him in. I figured my silence would tell 

the story on its own.  

“Todd…” 

I sighed. 

“Seriously? Again?” 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


