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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“Love is the answer.”

Pascal D’Souza

(2056 - 2111)

 

***

 

— Earth’s Orbit —

 

Millions of stars hung against the black void of space.

Serene, and at peace.

It wouldn’t last much longer.

The pure white dots pushing from the darkness swirled around to make way for a violent tear in the space/time continuum.

A horizontal line of brilliant white light tore across the fabric of the universe.

PTCHOW — PTCHOW — KRAA-BLAAASSSTTT.

K-BOLT burst through the path created by the God-like pink stream. The vessel glowed as the energy rush fueled its trajectory toward a familiar planet - blue and green, with a sliver of gray shooting through its atmosphere.

 

Inside the spacecraft a warrior witnessed her ship’s trajectory to the one place she’d been dying to get to.

Home.

Jelly Anderson held her right fist in front of her breathing apparatus and clenched her fingers together.

The on-board computer knew her days - and hours - were numbered. 

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson,” K-BOLT said. “We are one hundred thousand miles from Earth. I recommend you acclimate those in the hyper-sleep chambers and prepare for orbit.”

Jelly’s chest heaved as her breathing slowed.

She’d be damned if the view of Earth left her vision - a vision heaven she’d thought she’d never see again.

“Jamie,” she whispered into her mask, “I’m coming home.”

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?”

Jelly blinked and turned to the flight deck, “What?”

“Did you hear what I just advised?”

“Yes. I heard you.”

K-BOLT’s voice dulled. Its desire to inform the assumed feline pilot of the details wore thin.

“We will be entering Earth’s atmosphere in a little under twenty minutes. Unless, of course, you wish to change trajectory?”

Jelly looked at her claw-less right hand and clenched her fingers.

“If you dare change our trajectory I’ll punch you so hard you’ll forget who you are.”

Biddip-beep.

“I thought as much,” K-BOLT offered. “Besides, it’s all academic at this point. We cannot change course at this time.”

“Good.”

Jelly faced the windshield once again and soaked in the comforting view of home once again.

“Get us home.”

“Understood. I will initiate heat shields. You may feel some discomfort as we enter the Earth’s atmosphere. I suggest you get into the payload area with your passengers.”

Jelly took several steps back, careful not to bang her head on the flight deck door frame.

“I’ll wake the others up. Get them into payload.”

“Good luck, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson.”

“Thanks, K-Friggin’-BOLT.”

Jelly spun around and made for the back of the vessel.

 

Jelly ran into the payload area and opened the compartment on the wall. Five oxygen masks hung inside.

She only needed two of them.

SNATCH — SWIPE.

The heavy breathing units came free from the housing and dropped into her left hand.

“Time to wake up and get the hell out of here.”

She slammed the door shut and stormed into the hyper sleep area.

 

Jelly lifted her shoulders and ducked her head as she approached the pods in the middle of the chamber.

She lowered the two masks and caught sight of Alex J. Hughes’s sleeping face under the glass. The interior of his transparent slider had fogged up with a bizarre pink gas.

Her daughter Furie’s pod was just as calm.

Whose pod would she open first?

It didn’t matter much to her. She crouched to her knees and slung the two masks over her left shoulder.

Both her arms stretched out and grabbed the dial on each pod - Alex to her left, and Furie to her right.

Switch.

A perfect one-hundred-and-eighty degree turn sent the pods into decompression. The front panels slid down and released H2O into the airless chamber.

Alex reacted first. No sooner had he opened his eyes than he felt his lungs begin to contract.

“Guuuuh—”

Jelly threw the first oxygen mask at his chest, “Hughes, don’t breathe. Put this on.” 

Instinctively, he caught it in his right hand and scrambled to pull it over his face.

SCHWUMP.

The mask sucked onto Alex’s face. The cartridge on the side fired up and funneled pure oxygen into his lungs, forcing him to splutter and wheeze.

“Wh-what’s h-happening?”

“Don’t talk, just breathe,” Jelly growled through her own breathing apparatus and shuffled forward on her knees to Furie’s pod.

The little girl’s whiskers turned out and up as her eyelids lifted, “Muuuuh—”

“—Shhh, honey. Save your oxygen.”

She slid her palm under Furie’s head and lifted her forward.

“Muuhhhh—”

Furie tried to scream but couldn’t as her lungs had no air.

“Shh, shh,” Jelly whispered as she threw the oxygen mask straps over her daughter’s bare shoulders and pressed the tube to her nostrils and mouth.

SCHLUMP — SPRRRIISSSHHH.

The gelatin mask stretched across Furie’s nose and mouth. The attached oxygen cartridge kicked in and provided her with clean air.

“Good, good. Keep breathing, honey.”

Jelly looked into Furie’s face as her chest expanded. The temptation to smile was hard to resist.

“Better, honey?”

“Huh, huh,” Furie’s voice waded under the mask, “Y-Yes, mommy.”

A quiet moment fell between mother and daughter. Both were alive and well.

“What h-happened?”

“We’re nearly home, honey.”

“Home? But where—”

WHUMP.

Alex slammed his bare feet to the floor and pushed himself upright. He lost balance for a brief moment and caught the wall to steady himself.

“Why did you wake us up?”

“We’re less than one hundred thousand miles from home, Alex.”

His eyes lit up at the news, “We made it?”

“Yes.”

Jelly squinted at the young man standing before her dressed only in his briefs. He scratched his extended finger nails along his five o’clock shadow.

“The beard suits you, you know,” Jelly quipped.

“Ugh, I need a manicure.”

“No time to get dressed, Hughes. We need to get into payload if we’re going to survive the landing.”

Alex watched Furie climb out of her pod and into her mother’s arms. She’d barely changed since the last time he saw her which, as far as he was concerned, was only a matter of a few seconds ago.

“How long were we out?” Alex asked.

“Don’t ask.”

He turned to face the girl in her mother’s arms.

“Is Furie okay?”

“She’s fine.”

Jelly straightened her back with Furie in her arms. Alex almost had to lift his head right up to take in the sheer size of the beast in charge.

“Jesus, Jelly,” he muttered. “You’ve grown.”

“There’s something to be said for traveling in a bigger spacecraft next time we do this, Hughes,” Jelly said.

The desire to protect her daughter swamped any notion of feeling sorry for herself. Alex remembered she was twelve foot tall when they left.

How much had she grown since he and Furie had been asleep?

Only time - and a different environment - would reveal the answer.

 

Jelly’s shoulders threatened to scrape chunks of the ceramic interior away from the wall as she moved into the Payload area.

“Come on, Hughes.”

“Yeah, I’m coming.”

Jelly tightened her shoulders and ducked through the door.

The sight Alex had was astounding. A half-woman, half-tiger with a battered tail attempting to squeeze through the door. It felt as if her weight might throw K-BOLT off course if she shuffled forward much further.

He spotted five battered infinity claws stabbed into the wall. Titanium rods that had once connected to her wrist twisted were now and eviscerated and caked in blood.

A testament to how she felt about traveling alone.

“Jesus,” he whispered. “She must have lost her mind.”

He moved back and took in the artistic spectacle of her effort to record the time that had passed. Scores of scratch marks formed a pattern of the days and weeks she’d been alone.

“Oh my God.”

The individual blocks of five scratches formed a six-letter word with her five infinity claws stabbed in the middle.

The word was USARIC.

Alex didn’t know what to say, or how to respond. In that precise moment he even forgot who he was.

“Hughes?” Jelly snapped.

Alex snapped out of his daydream and turned to the Payload door.

“Uh. Yes?”

“You wanna go down with the ship? Or do you want to return to Earth with us?”

“Oh, uh—” he tripped over his sentence. Going down with K-BOLT’s impending obliteration wasn’t an option. The only course of action available was to get into Payload with that cat - the same one who held a grudge against everyone, or so it seemed.

“Snap out of it, Hughes,” Jelly growled with impatience. “I’ve had enough of this damn ship. Let’s go.”

Nothing like the venomous insistence of a woman scorned to get this young man moving and taking action.

He leapt through the Payload door and readied himself for action.

 

Jelly strapped Furie into one of six available seats on the far wall of the payload cabin. She had to be careful not to dislodge her daughter’s breathing apparatus as the straps fastened over her beady, little shoulders.

Furie’s voice shuddered through the mask, “Mommy?”

“Not now, honey.”

“What’s going on?”

“Things are gonna get a little rough, honey. So we need to strap in and be brave girls. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Furie looked at her lap and watched her mother slip the lower strap around her thighs.

CLUNK.

Jelly lifted her daughter’s face with her knuckle, “Furie, look at me.”

The girl’s anxious eyes met with her mother’s.

“It’s going to be okay, you know.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Jelly snapped the strap taut and sat in the seat next to Furie’s.

She lifted the shoulder harness and pulled it down her front. The contraption was much too small for her, but there wasn’t any other option.

Riding without a safety belt would have been a suicidal mistake.

“Nggg,” Jelly fumed as she tried to slip the metal into the lower strap’s housing. It wouldn’t reach far enough.

Alex strapped himself in and slammed the red button on the wall, “Initiate payload, please.”

A voice flew out from the speaker in the corner of the room. “Payload preparation complete. Checks complete. Heat shields set. Please remain seated.”

Alex turned to Jelly to see her struggle with her harness, “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not okay,” she wailed. “It won’t fasten.”

“Just hang on.”

BEEP — BEEP — BEEP.

“Warning,” announced the speaker. “Payload initiated for disembarkation.”

Jelly gripped the handles on the side of the seat and braced herself.

SCHWIPP.

Her seat vibrated and formed a wet, spongy front which crept from under her feet, up her legs, past her waist and torso, and over the top of her head.

SCHLUUUCK.

“What’s going on, Hughes?” her voice boomed from within the soft cocoon.

“It’s okay,” Alex said as he watched his safety slip crawl up the front of his and Furie’s body, “It’ll harden and protect us when we land.”

“Mommy, I’m scared—”

SCHLLLUUUUURRRCCCKK.

Furie’s sentence muffled as the gloop ran up her face and breathing apparatus.

Alex’s wet surface glazed over in the red warning light and hardened around him.

“Here we go.”

 

WHOOOOOSH.

K-BOLT blasted into the first layer of Earth’s atmosphere.

A dusty blanket of rubble pinged at the side of the vessel. Most of it shuffled away from the glowing orange around the spacecraft.

The entire vessel lit up like an angry firework.

 

“Please remain seated,” the voice advised within the payload area.

“I’m trying, you stupid computer.”

Jelly felt her ass lift out of her seat. The straps of the safety harness lifted into the air like weightless tentacles as she squeezed the edge of her seat.

The Payload interior shook around like a violent food mixer, smashing Jelly’s feet to the ground and up into the air again.

“Mommy, hold tight.”

“I am, I am—”

Her ankles punched to the ground as the ship vibrated to an intensity never-before seen.

The detail on the walls shimmied back and forth, producing a God-almighty streak of white light.

WHARK — WHARK — WHARK.

“Christ, what’s that?” Alex said in an attempt to keep the contents of his stomach down.

“Uggghhhh,” Jelly shut her eyes and weathered the pain in her legs as the interior rocked back and forth, “I c-can’t—”

BLAAAAAAAMMMMM.

A hellish rattle rocked through the payload chamber.

“Attention, attention,” the speaker advised, “Commencing ejection. Please remain seated.”

SCHWUMP — KERRR-AAAATCH.

The payload door slid up and locked into place. Jelly slammed her behind into the chair and coiled the loose safety harness around her left thigh. Her wrist wrapped around the adjacent end, forming a bizarre tourniquet which held her steady.

“Do your worst,” she screamed at the wailing alarms. “What are you waiting for?”

Boom.

Darkness.

Jelly turned to Alex to find he’d passed out, slumped in his seat. Furie toppled to the left and drifted into unconsciousness.

“Ngggg,” Jelly whimpered. “Please, help us God—”

The glass in the bulbs blew out, blanketing the entire room in darkness.

Much like her fellow passengers, Jelly’s eyelids turned to stone and cut off any sign of life.

The last thing she felt was her tail bone press against the back of her seat. The last thought she had was they’d either died, or made it through the atmosphere. She settled for either outcome as she felt her organs turn to mush.

Then, silence.

Nothing but unfettered and unabated nothingness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista

(South Texas)

 

Young Jamie Anderson knew something was happening as he ran past the holoscope and out into the barren R.A.G.E. waste ground.

The mud around his shoes sprung into the air as he stopped at the fence by the Gulf of Mexico.

“Huh?”

WHOOOOOSSSHHH.

Jamie looked up to see three American Star Fleet jets scream past his head. His eyes followed them into the horizon of the Gulf of Mexico, en route to that bizarre sight in the middle of the ocean - the tree that wasn’t a tree.

A bright, white light blasted across the surface of the moon above his head.

“Huh?”

Sierra and Siyam ran through the door and caught sight of the spectacle, which stopped them dead in their tracks.

“It’s them. It’s USARIC,” Sierra gasped. “They know something’s about to happen.”

A rectangular line drew across the blue sky and sparked to life.

PTCHOW — PTCHOW — KRAA-BLAAASSSTTT.

A blast of pink gas exploded from a tear in the night sky and streaked down to the tip of the tree.

A small black object tumbled out after it.

“Is that a—spaceship?” Siyam asked.

The streak in the sky sealed up as the object hurtled towards the water.

Remy, Leesa, Roman, and Saad sprinted into the waste ground. The Russian boy pointed at the black thing careening towards the water.

“No, no,” Remy stepped away from Roman and Saad, “That’s definitely a spaceship.”

“It’s headed straight for the Gulf,” Sierra said. “Look at it.”

An orange capsule blasted out of the back of the flying object and splashed in the water ahead of the hundred-strong cats swimming towards the tree.

“Suzie, come back,” Leesa shouted at the determined cats as they continued to breast stroke and meow.

The spacecraft ran out of sight and disappeared into the horizon.

Leesa gave up on trying to holler her cat. She turned her attention to the orange object falling from the stars, “It’s dropped something—”

“—Like a parachute?” Remy asked.

Jamie’s put two and two together and hoped he’d arrive at four.

“Oh, my God,” he said. “It’s her, it’s her.”

“Who?” Sierra asked.

“Jelly.”

Jamie clapped his hands together and jumped in his shoes.

“She’s back.”

Sierra held everyone back to allay their astonishment, “No. It can’t be.”

Jamie stomped his foot to the floor and faced the gang, “Who else can it be? Aliens? I don’t think so.”

Roman folded his arms as he watched the ASF fighter jets circle the tree in the middle of the water.

“They seem to have a welcome party. Whoever it is.”

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy turned their heads toward the middle of the Gulf. The jets circled around the tip of the tree as the colossal entity waded around and around.

WHOOOSH.

Two helicopters appeared from behind the clouds and blasted their lights on the side of the tree.

The first chopper issued an announcement to the tree, but it was so far away no one could quite make out what it was saying.

The second banked to the left and illuminated the falling black object as it splashed into the water.

“Is that USARIC?” Jamie shouted.

“That’s them, all right,” Sierra said.

Jamie bolted forward, but Sierra grabbed his sleeve and kept him back.

“Jamie, no—”

“—They’ll kill her.”

“There’s nothing you can do, Anderson.”

The gang watched the second chopper lower itself above the violent waves that crashed over the orange capsule.

Jamie squinted at something shooting out of the side of the second chopper. The lights at the front of the flying machinery dipped. The vehicle settled over the waves and pulled at something beneath the surface of the water.

“Jelly Anderson?” Roman asked.

Everyone turned to him for an explanation.

“Star Cat Jelly Anderson?”

Jamie nodded, “Yes. My cat.”

“The one who went to Saturn?”

Remy and Leesa turned away, barely able to look the man in the face.

Jamie ran toward the arena, “It has to be her. We have to do something.”

“Where are you going?” Sierra asked.

“If you won’t help me then I’ll get her myself.”

Rana and Noyin peered through the door as Jamie screamed towards it.

“Hey, Anderson,” Noyin said. “Wait. Calm down.”

“Get out of the way. I need to go and rescue Jelly.”

Noyin positioned himself dead center of the door and allowed the teary-eyed Jamie to run into his arms.

He grabbed the boy by the shoulders. “Stop running. Stop it.”

Jamie tried to push the much bigger man away to little success.

“Let go of me.”

“He’s running again,” Siyam giggled.

Sierra bopped him on the shoulder. Now was not the time for jokes.

“Stop being such an asshole and help us get equipped.”

Sierra turned from the apologetic Siyam to Jamie as he sobbed in Noyin’s arms.

“Hey, Anderson.”

Jamie pushed Noyin’s hands from his shoulders. He wiped a tear from his cheek in the knowledge that he couldn’t act alone.

“What?”

“It can’t have been Jelly. It’d take them at least two years to get home from where they were.”

“It’s her. I just know it.”

“How do you know, Anderson?”

“I feel it,” he pleaded. “I feel it in my stomach.”

“Do you have any evidence other than what’s inside your bowels?”

Jamie hung his head, not wanting to hear any ideas contrary to his own.

“It’s impossible, Anderson,” Sierra said. “They’d have to be going damn near the speed of light to get home. It simply isn’t possible.”

“What if you’re wrong?” Jamie muttered. “If it is her, then that means your friend could be with her, too.”

“Alex?” Sierra whispered, realizing the severity of the situation they now faced.

Rana leaned against the door frame and hung her head, “Sierra, sweetie. What if Anderson’s wrong?”

“I’m not wrong.”

Siyam shook his head and winked at Noyin, “Impossible. It’s not them. Some random thing fell from the sky—”

“—You tell me that thing that fell from the clouds wasn’t Jelly? The sky opened up and threw something out, and now USARIC are all over it. You reckon they’d be all over something that wasn’t worth taking? I’m telling you, whatever fell out of the sky is important and I think it’s Jelly.”

Sierra was the first to approach the boy with sincerity.

“Anderson?”

“No. Shut up. You’re wrong.”

“Anderson.”

Jamie threatened to run in any direction that might enable a speedy escape.

“Are you going to help me or not?”

Sierra stared into his eyes as she crouched in front of him, “Okay. I believe you.”

Her revelation took him by complete surprise.

“What? Really?”

Sierra took his hands in hers, “Yes, really. We can’t afford to not investigate.”

“Will you help me get her back?”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

Jamie couldn’t help but grin as he wiped his face a second time.

Sierra, in turn, couldn’t help but smile - a none-too subtle signal from a woman the crew knew all-too-well.

Rana and Noyin glanced at each other and nodded. Siyam clapped his hands together and winked at Remy and Leesa.

“I guess that’s decided, then.”

Sierra stood up straight and held out her arms, catching everyone’s attention.

“Listen up, everyone. It seems USARIC have decided they’re going to be the welcoming party.”

Everyone watched as Sierra pointed at the second chopper in the distance. The pink beam of light shooting from the moon’s surface appeared to thicken as it connected with the tip of the tree.

“We are in the midst of something amaziant. What it is, we don’t know. But what we do know is this. Just because it came from the sky does not mean it belongs to USARIC. Like Anderson says, I think this is the moment we’ve all been waiting for.”

Sierra reached into her belt and retrieved her hand gun, “Rana?”

“Yeah?”

“Start the truck. One hundred percent ammunition.”

“You got it.”

“Load both crates on. Use one of the PAWZ vehicles to load them if you have to, and take Siyam with you.”

“Got it.”

Rana beckoned Siyam over to her as she disappeared into the dome.

Sierra turned to the man with the gold teeth, “Noyin, get your headset on. We need full geometric coverage.”

“Already ahead of you.”

“And make sure the children are safe,” Sierra added.

Remy stepped forward, “No. I want to go with you.”

“No, Gagarin. This is an adult’s war.”

“I want to go, too,” Leesa barked. “I want to help you fight and bring Jelly Anderson back home.”

“I told you already this is an adult’s war. It’s not safe.”

Remy huffed in anger.

“An adult’s war? You kidnapped us. You made us wear Decapidiscs and threatened to execute us. Tell me again, American, how we are not yet adults?”

Sierra didn’t have much of a comeback for the boy’s somewhat perverse judgment.

“You Americans do not want me here,” he continued. “Yet you refuse to release me.”

“Not anymore, my Russian friend. You can run off if you want to know. Not much else matters if that’s Anderson and Hughes who’ve dropped from the sky.”

“I lose my family, and you Americans killed my cat.”

“Yeah, you killed his cat,” Leesa chimed in. “And what’s with all the cats swimming in the ocean?”

“Look, I don’t know. Stop talking.”

“—You have that right, Sierra,” Remy announced. “There is much you do not know. But I do know I am going to fight and prove myself worthy.”

“You can’t even fire a gun.”

Remy chuckled and tapped Leesa on the shoulder, “Come on. They cannot prevent us. We go.”

“Okay.”

Jamie wasn’t about to dissuade his partners in crime from withholding the desire to fight. It would have come across as pathetic if he had.

“You can’t stop them, Sierra,” Jamie said. “We’re friends or foes. Don’t make us decide which.”

“Don’t threaten me, Anderson.”

“Why not?”

“Look. I just want what’s best for you. I don’t want any harm to come to you.”

Jamie chuckled at her best attempt at sincerity.

“A bit late for that now, right?”

“I realize how stupid it sounds,” Sierra snorted.

 

Roman and Saad found Jamie and Remy’s attitude beyond interesting. He seemed to be calling the shots, as if he were Sierra’s right-hand man.

“Jamie Anderson?”

He looked up at Roman and Saad, the two strange men he barely knew.

“British?” Roman asked.

“Yeah,” Jamie said. “So? Who cares?”

“It does not matter to us.”

Roman whispered in Saad’s ear.

The giant man nodded and held up his left forearm and thumbed the ink on his Individimedia.

“Okay.”

Roman smiled as Saad moved off and conducted a conversation in his native Russian.

“I think we may be able to assist you all,” Roman said.

Jamie pointed at Saad with suspicion, “What’s he doing?”

“He’s putting a call in. How we have waited for this moment to arrive,” Roman grinned. “Young Jamie Anderson. Perhaps one day you will make a good soldier. Perhaps that day has come?”

“Maybe.”

“Have you ever heard of the saying ‘always outnumbered, always outgunned’?”

Jamie shook his head, “No.”

“Okay. If you ever hear it again, just remember something.”

“What?”

“The first part is true. The second part is lessense.”

Sierra shoved her firearm in Jamie’s hand, “Okay, I’ve heard enough. Here, take this.”

He fumbled the handgun with his hands and eventually wrapped his fingers around the grip.

“Yeah?”

“You and your friends want to join this little war we’re about to have? You better learn how to shoot properly.”

He lifted the gun at Sierra and Roman, who jumped back and held out their hands in self defense.

 “Whoa, Anderson. Be careful. Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Point it somewhere else, you idiot,” Roman spat.

“Oh. Sorry.”

Jamie lowered the gun and scrunched his face.

“For God’s sake,” Sierra said. “Never, ever, point a gun at the people you’re working with.”

Jamie inspected the brutal weapon of doom in his right hand. The weight was impressive. He felt like a real man, right now.

“So, I point it at things I want dead?” he asked.

Sierra nodded and breathed a sigh of relief.

“Ugh. Yes. You’re a fast learner.”

Jamie turned around and pointed the gun at the second helicopter as it flew away from the tree carrying something small and orange in a bright white net.

The nub of the gun traced the helicopter’s trail from right to left.

Finally, Jamie pretended to shoot it.

“Pow.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Port D’Souza

South Texas, USA

(South-eastern Peninsula)

 

The first USARIC fighter jet rocketed through the air, headed for the tree that wasn’t a tree. Both wings sported the name Caesar XT3 in large, aggressive lettering.

“Cleopatra, this is Caesar XT3,” the pilot said. “We are en route to target. Please standby.”

“Confirmed, Caesar XT3,” came the response. “Three clicks to the south. Prepare to engage.”

“Standing by.”

As Caesar XT3 approached the tree, a blast of pink light bolted from the surface of the moon, blinding the pilot.

WHOOOOSH.

The second jet named Cleopatra followed hot on the trail of the Caesar XT3, “Visual has been compromised. Do not engage. I repeat, do not engage.”

The third jet, Brutus, prepared its rockets.

The pilot moved the gears forward and aligned the cross-hairs on his visor, “Confirm target. Ready to engage.”

“Light ‘em up,” Cleopatra said.

“Understood.”

BRAAAYYZZEEEEE.

A constant, thick stream of bullets escaped Brutus’s wings and trailed up the stem of the tree. The pilot released the trigger, and stopped firing.

“Target hit. Target hit.”

“Uh, Brutus?” Cleopatra said. “I’m not seeing anything but smoke coming from whatever that thing is.”

The bullets hadn’t made so as much as a dent in the structure towering out of the water.

The rocket launchers on each of Brutus’s wings lifted down from their compartments and locked into position.

SWITCH — SCHUNT.

“Target in sight. Ready to engage.”

“Keep it low, Brutus,” Cleopatra said.

“Understood.”

SWOOSH — WOOSH.

Both missiles blasted out, leaving a wake of golden dust drifting in the air. Each exploded several feet above the water as they blasted into the visible base of the tree.

“What the hell?” the pilot in the Brutus jet said. “Nothing?”

“That’s a negative, Brutus,” Cleopatra said. “Suggest we re-route at base and recalibrate.”

Brutus tilted his jet and circled the tree like an upside-down Helter-skelter. The back burners blasted the aircraft directly into the beam.

“Brutus, where are you going? Do not change the agreed-upon course of action.”

“I c-can’t c-control—”

WHAAAAAAAMMMM.

A God-like hum rumbled in Brutus’s cockpit, followed by a great white light streaking across the cockpit.

The pilot’s head expanded atop his shoulders.

“My G-God,” the pilot of Brutus gasped through the headset, “It’s b-beautiful—”

KRRAAMMMM.

Brutus’s entire body lit up like a bonfire and exploded into a giant storm of debris.

The majority of it rained into the ocean.

Cleopatra and Caesar XT3 bolted away from the scene, barely able to keep their jets steady.

“Metal Bird One and Two,” Cleopatra advised, “We are headed back to base. Advise you do the same.”

 

Metal Bird One, the first of two twin-propeller helicopters, stormed across the ocean towards the tree.

“That’s a negative, Cleopatra,” the pilot said. “Unidentified object is on course of sea impact. Engage and rescue.”

“God speed, Metal Bird One.”

The connection between the helicopters and the jet fights fizzled out.

The first helicopter banked to the left of the tree, creating a mini tidal wave across the surface of the ocean. Its two front lights blasted across the water, illuminating scores of little animals swimming towards it.

“Metal Bird Two? Uh, please confirm visual.”

Metal Bird Two’s pilot viewed the commotion but was more concerned with the orange pod-shape that had crashed into the ocean.

The vehicle swung right and shone its lights onto the bobbing, lifeless vessel.

“Uh, confirm two unidentified objects at this time,” the Metal Bird Two pilot said.

“Understood.”

“It looks like an escape pod of some description.”

ROOOOAAAARRRRRR.

Metal Bird One rose into the air, throwing its light on the structure.

“It looks like a tree but without bark,” Metal Bird One said.

Metal Bird Two’s undercarriage opened up and released a giant net.

“Do not engage, Metal Bird One. We have the package.”

The pilot turned over his shoulder and waved at two men sitting on the bank of seats in the main compartment.

A USARIC mercenary carried his rifle across his lap. The name-tag on his shoulder displayed the name Hook.

“We’re here,” the pilot shouted to Hook over the deafening rotor blades, “I need eyes on the package.”

“Right.”

Hook waved his colleague over to the door of the helicopter.

“Do it.”

THRAAAASSHHHHH.

The rocket fired out a giant, sparkling white net at the sea.

“That’s right, that’s right.”

Hook gripped the handle on the side of the door. He turned to the pilot and gave him the thumbs up.

“That’s it, let’s go.”

GRRRR — SCHWUMP.

The net fastened around the large orange box. Hook wasted no time in signaling to the pilot to lift the vehicle up and away from the ocean proper.

“Whatever you do, stay away from that pink light,” Hook said into his headgear.

“Affirmative,” the pilot chuckled. “I think Brutus’s promotional death put me off going anywhere near it.”

“Just stay the hell away from it,” Hook said as he clapped eyes on the cats making their way to the tree.

“What are they doing?”

“Huh?” the pilot said.

“Aren’t cats meant to be scared of water?”

“Who cares,” the pilot said. “Sit down and prepare. We’ll be convening with the pick-up in two minutes.”

 

***

 

A USARIC mega-vehicle sat on the road with its back facing the helicopter landing pad. Scores of USARIC mercenaries watched as Metal Bird One planted the net containing the orange pod onto the ground.

Brayn stepped forward and aimed the light at the end of his rifle at the front of the helicopter.

“Go, go, go,” he yelled at his colleagues.

Five USARIC mercenaries rushed over to the pod as the helicopter released the net from its undercarriage.

WHUMP.

The carbon net dropped onto of the orange package.

“Thanks, Metal Bird Two,” Brayn roared over the sound of the helicopter propellers. “We have the package.”

“Understood.”

Metal Bird Two tilted back and lifted into the air as the other mercenaries pushed the orange container across the ground, towards the back of the mega vehicle.

“Come on, come on,” Brayn shouted after them as the crate hit the lip of the ramp on the mega-vehicle, “We haven’t got all night. Be careful with it. Don’t damage what’s inside.”

“Yes, sir.”

WHIRRRRR.

The ramp lifted up and swallowed the orange pod into the mega-vehicle.

“Okay, that’s it. Let’s go,” Brayn shouted at the men as he ran to the front passenger seat.

The others jumped onto the side of the mega-vehicle and clung to the railings.

Brayn pressed his finger to his ear and spoke into his mouthpiece, “Mr. Sheck? Do you read me?”

WHUMP.

Brayn yanked the passenger side door shut and waved at the driver to hit the gas.

“Maar, do you read me?”

“Yes, Brayn. I read you,” Maar’s withered old voice rumbled into the man’s ear hole. “Did you get it?”

Brayn said and turned to the driver, “Yes. ETA on the R and I?”

“Fifteen minutes.”

Brayn returned to his headgear, “Mr. Sheck? We are fifteen minutes from your location.”

“Good. Security is heavy. Don’t draw any attention to yourselves. Just bring the package here and into quarantine as fast as you can.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Oh, and Brayn?” Maar added.

“Yes, sir?”

“Well done out there. You did good.”

Brayn couldn’t help but punch the air with vicious self-congratulation.

The driver couldn’t help but nose-in on what was happened, “What’s inside that thing, anyway?”

Brayn took a deep breath.

“Something fantastic, apparently.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What?”

“What security level clearance do you have?” Brayn asked, knowing the answer would fall short of satisfaction for both parties.

“Level Five, sir.”

“Level Five? You’re at least ten levels short. You need to know what you need to know, and you don’t need to know what’s inside that damn package. All you need to know is you have to get us back to the institute within fifteen minutes, or you’ll be out on your ass.”

“I only asked.”

Brayn snorted and felt his trigger finger itch.

“Step on it, and less of your liberal remarks.”

“Yes, sir.”

The mega-vehicle picked up speed along the interstate and shot off into the distance.

 

USARIC Research & Development Institute

Port D’Souza

(Ten miles northeast of Cape Claudius)

 

The wheels of the mega-vehicle crunched across the road leading to the gates at the Research facility grounds.

Several drones buzzed around in front of the reinforced metal gates. One of them peeled away from the swarm and took an interest in the vehicle.

Biddip-deep.

“Name and registration, please?”

Brayn poked his head out of the passenger window and thumped his fist on the door, “USARIC call sign. Oh-One-Five.”

The drone threw a blue beam over the side of the mega-vehicle.

“One moment, please.”

Brayn peered through the windshield and saw a giant forklift-like android survey the scores of mercenaries walking across the courtyard.

“That thing never fails to scare the hell out of me,” Brayn said to the driver.

“Yeah, really. You wanna see that new thing they have over at Cape Claudius.”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

The android in question stormed forward, almost cracking the ground as it moved. It twisted its head and flashed its eye bulbs at the mega-vehicle.

“Jesus Christ,” Brayn gasped.

The death droid turned forty-five degrees and stormed towards the entrance gates.

“Open up,” it growled as the gates separated.

Biddip-deep.

The drone fluttered away from the window and scanned Brayn’s face with its blue beam.

“Confirm your identity, please.”

Brayn trained his eyes on the imposing death droid, “Brayn, Jager. R. USARIC Infantry. Command code one-seven-zero-niner.”

The driver rubbed the stubble on the side of his face and took in the sheer size of the droid. “That’s DD-12. Went haywire during the media conference the other day.”

“I know. I just hope he doesn’t freak out and think we’re a damn mouse, or something,” Brayn muttered before turning to the drone, “Hey. You.”

“Yes?” the drone asked.

“Can you get that big piece of junk away from us, please? He’s not helping.”

“I’m afraid security is at maximum capacity. We apologize for any inconvenience.”

“Inconvenience?” Brayn snorted. “Christ, if that big bastard keeps looking at us like that I’m going to need a convenience to empty my bladder.”

DD-12 tilted his bulbous head to the side and appeared to mock Brayn.

The fat cylinders on the end of the droid’s right arm spun around. Brayn knew it was a mini-gun, and elected to keep quiet.

“Security clearance has passed,” the drone said. “Please make your way to the Research Facility building.”

“Good. Thank you.”

 

The driver applied the gas with great caution.

As the mega-vehicle entered the complex, DD-12 took two steps back, causing the vehicle to rock across the ground

“Damn, that thing’s heavy. I’ll be glad to see the back of that guy, I swear,” Brayn muttered.

“What’s that?” the driver asked.

“Nothing. Pretend I didn’t say anything.”

Brayn surveyed the complex. Building after building lined each side of the road.

Hundreds of USARIC officials made their way from one dwelling to another.

Most of them stopped and looked at the mega-vehicle in awe.

Some even knew what it contained, and of USARIC CEO Maar Sheck’s strict policy of not getting involved unless they had the appropriate clearance.

Most of whom did not.

Disappointed, all they could do was gossip amongst themselves and watch the hunk of armor roll past them.

Brayn shook his head and half-chuckled, “Look at them, all rubbernecking like we’re some kind of car crash.”

“Yup,” the driver said. “They all want a piece of history.”

Brayn stared into the rear view mirror to find DD-12’s gigantic body enveloping most of the view.

“Bye-bye, bad guy.”

 

***

 

BEEP — BEEP — BEEP.

The mega-vehicle rolled back and slammed to a halt a few feet away from a pair of shiny black brogues.

“You made it.”

Brayn stepped out of the passenger side and thumped the door.

WHUD-WHUD.

The back doors flung open and released its metal ramp like a giant tongue.

The salvaged pod rested atop the giant trolley.

The black brogues walked around the back wheels and stopped. 

The shoes belonged to Maar Sheck.

The package belonged to him, too.

He’d risked his freedom and life for this moment.

His wife, and many of his closest allies, had given their lives for it.

A thought entered his mind as the mercenaries wheeled the package along the ramp and into the building.

How could an entire crew fit inside a pod measuring twenty-by-twenty feet?

“Hmm. Not as much damage as I was expecting, though it must have been a hell of a squeeze,” Maar mumbled as Brayn ran over to meet him.

“Mr. Sheck, sir. We have what you asked for.”

“Very good.”

Maar followed behind the medicians pushing the trolley into the D’Souza complex.

“Make sure you get in touch with IMS and thank them for the heads up.”

“I will.”

 

A holographic image of a cone-shaped spacecraft named Space Opera Delta rotated in the middle of the reception area. 

Dramatic music accompanied the soothing female voice drifting out from the transparent image, “Welcome to The United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation.”

The mercenaries pushed the trolley through the image and over to the double doors.

“Space Opera Delta is the new wave of space exploration,” the narrator continued as the holograph expanded, outlining the features of the craft. “A new, reinforced carbon exterior. Sixteen chambers for armory, weapons, and scientific testing.”

“Ugh,” Maar shook his head as he walked through the enlarged Botanix diagram, “We need to update this PSA. It still says USARIC.”

Brayn waved his boss through the door, “I’m sure Arden is on it, sir,” he said as they pushed through the door.

The mercenaries turned a corner and met with two female medicians in lab coats. The first, a young woman with brown, shoulder length hair and spectacles, ran into their path and held out her arms.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Where do you think you’re going with that?”

“Bay Seventy,” the mercenary said.

“On whose orders?”

“Mr. Sheck’s.”

“What? Are you crazy?” she turned to Maar and stopped him from continuing. “Mr. Sheck, please. Bay Seventy?”

“What’s wrong with Bay Seventy?” he asked. “What’s your name, young lady?”

She thumped her USARIC-issued name badge, “Julie.”

“Listen, Julie, we’ve gone to great pains to—”

“—Look, I’m no rocket scientist,” she said. “But even I know you don’t perform an E-MRI before decompressing those in a stasis pod. And certainly not before a routine quarantine inspection.”

Maar grinned at her fastidiousness, “Not just a pretty face, huh? Who assigned you to this project? Julie?”

“Overwatch at Minneapolis-Two.”

“Where is the rest of your team?”

“Over at quarantine, waiting for the package.”

“So, you want my precious package quarantined and then decompressed before we wake it up?”

Julie nodded, “If that’s not too much trouble, Mr. Sheck. Yes. It is standard operating procedure, after all. We don’t know what souvenirs they might have brought back with them.”

“Ha.”

Maar moved forward and allowed Brayn and Julie to catch up with him. He pointed at mercenaries to push the trolley down the adjacent walkway.

“Good, very good. Have them decompressed as quickly as possible.”

“Yes, Mr. Sheck.”

“If there’s more than one inside, I want them separated in different bays.”

“Yes, yes. Of course.”

Maar stopped and took another look at Julie’s name badge. Her surname read “ar-Ban.”

“Ar-Ban, huh?”

“Yes, Mr. Sheck.”

“Where do I know that name?”

Julie smiled, “My sister, sir. Chief medician on Space Opera Beta.”

Maar felt the pit of his stomach drop to his knees but kept up his affable exterior, “Oh, yes. Of course.”

“Before she went missing.”

Maar exhaled and nodded his head.

“Yes, of course.”

Julie pointed at the pod and could hardly contain her excitement, “I’m rather hoping she’s going to be one of our guests.”

Maar and Brayn smiled as they watched her run through the quarantine door and join her colleagues.

“Yes, my dear. I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Maar quipped with a morose look in his eyes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Mesa Verde Rest Stop

Interstate 10

(New Los Angeles)

 

It was a sixty-hour drive.

A little over two days of rocky terrain, extreme discomfort, and insufferably dull company on the IRI van.

The International Repatriation Initiative vehicle transported those who were turned away at Tin City before crossing the Bering Strait on the Exodus vessels.

A much-needed comfort break had been afforded to the twenty passengers.

 

Ten-year-old Lydia Voycheck stood in the middle of the rest stop restaurant and slurped on her milkshake.

Her eyes focused on a holographic live feed in the corner of the room.

The footage displayed USARIC’s air attack on the tree that wasn’t a tree in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico. Lydia blinked at the awkward close-up of a fighter jet disappearing into the thick, pink beam of light and bursting into a brilliant white star.

“Just what is happening here?” a confident male voice crept over the footage. “Days ago, the Gulf of Mexico experienced what can only be described as an event of monumental proportions.”

The holograph split in two, vertically, to show two more trees in different locations.

“Along with the Gulf of Mexico, two identical structures appeared in the Yellow Sea in Asia and the Mediterranean. Attempts to make contact with them have all but failed. The question is, where did they come from. What are they? Who put them there?”

A ghost-like apparition of Santiago Sibald stepped out of the footage and held his hand at a new image of the Gulf of Mexico.

Footage of two helicopters reflected in Lydia’s eyes.

Santiago continued, “USARIC has found something in the water. What it is, we do not know. Rest assured, citizens, that USARIC has endeavored to investigate. This is Santiago Sibald. Stay with my Individimedia channel for exclusive updates as and when they come.”

The image froze before Lydia’s eyes. She didn’t know how to react to what she’d seen, and vacuumed what little remained of her beverage into her mouth.

Slurrrrrrp.

A seated elderly woman turned over her shoulder to investigate the irritating slurping noise.

Lydia released the tip of the straw and squinted at the wrinkles on the woman’s face.

“What?”

“It’s all going wrong, ain’t it?” she said. “You a Misfit, huh?”

Lydia shook her head and cleared her throat, “No.”

“I seen you on the coach out there,” the woman spat, unimpressed. “You and all your type.”

“I’m not a Misfit, lady.”

“You’re not welcome here. Go on, get out of here and get back on your damn bus.”

The patrons in the restaurant seemed to scowl at Lydia.

Infuriated at their racism, she released the milkshake from her grip and allowed the container lid to slide down the length of the straw and whip the floor.

She gripped the gunky straw between her fingers, threw the chewed end in between her teeth, and stormed towards the door.

“Sure. I hate this place, anyway.”

 

Moments later, Lydia traipsed across the gravel parking lot and made for the van.

The name International Repatriation Initiative was written on the side. Just looking at it made Lydia want to scream.

The front of the van was even worse.

“Ugh.”

A dull, gray machine of death advertised its destination in bright, pink neon lettering - South Texas.

The driver ushered passengers of all shapes and sizes into the coach, “Come on, come on. We haven’t got all day. We’re ten miles from the Manning border. We have a schedule to keep, people.”

Lydia didn’t want to return to the coach.

Her lips pinged from the plastic straw when she heard a shuffling sound nearby.

“Miew.”

A strange noise came from behind the trash can by the pillar outside the cafe. Lydia looked around for it, but instead of dinging the source of the call, she settled on a gaggle of children pulling faces at her.

“Misfit, Misfit,” they cackled like a group of witches, “Go back home, you stinkin’ Misfit.”

She scowled at them, forcing them to run off toward the restrooms, “Go away. Idiots.”

“Miew.”

There was that familiar noise once again. Lydia bit down on the end of the straw and peered behind the trash can.

Her face lit up when she saw what caused the commotion.

“Oh, wow.”

A white bobtail looked up at her with desperation in its yellow eyes. Her coat had seen better days, covered as it was in smog and soot. Her gaunt appearance suggested she hadn’t eaten properly in days.

Lydia crouched and held out her hand, “Hey, you. What are you doing here?”

The driver ushered the last passenger into the coach and spotted Lydia crouching beside the trash can.

“Hey, Voycheck,” he hollered. “Enough lessense, young girl. Get in the coach. Let’s go.”

Lydia ignored the driver’s orders and ran her hand over the Bobtail’s dirty, matted fur.

“Grrrrr.”

Lydia lifted her palm away from its back, “What’s scaring you?”

“Hissssss.”

“Aww. Don’t be mad. Look at you, you’re starving.”

Lydia’s bottom lip pinged away from the plastic, as she removed the gunky straw from her mouth

“Here, you can have some of this.”

She lowered the frothy end of the straw to the cat’s face.

“Miew.”

Bobtail moved forward to inspected the blob of cream folding out from the plastic.

“It’s okay. It’s yummy.”

Bobtail caved in and lapped up the creamy goodness. It began to purr, inviting Lydia to initiate a massage.

“Good girl,” Lydia beamed as she ran her fingers over the top of the cat’s head, “Good… girl?”

Lydia’s thumb pushed Bobtail’s right ear back by accident. A tiny, black imprint reading Manning/Synapse nestled on her skin.

“Manning? Synapse?” she muttered.

Bobtail backed up once she’d heard Lydia say those two words, “Hisssss.”

“Huh?”

The driver clapped his hands together, “Voycheck? C’mon. Move it. Don’t make me ask again.”

She turned to him to find his hand on his waist, brushing his jacket back to reveal the firearm tucked in his belt.

“Are we ready to leave?” he asked.

“Oh. Yes, I’m sorry.”

“Get inside. I won’t ask again.”

“Okay.”

Lydia turned to face Bobtail a final time, but it had gone.

The milkshake remnants struck across the tarmac ground, bubbling away in the intense sunlight.

Confused, Lydia grabbed the end of her skirt, stood up straight, and ran over to the driver.

“You’re ruining it for everyone else,” the driver said as she stepped onto the coach. “If you keep holding us up we won’t stop again till we reach South Texas.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t feeling well.”

“Just shut up and get in.”

 

WHUMP.

The coach door slammed shut.

Lydia, and her nineteen fellow travelers, turned to the front of the coach and waited for the driver to speak.

“Okay, citizens. Listen up.”

He pulled the metal barricade across the width of coach and locked it into place, sealing off any potential contact with the driver’s area.

“We’re a little over ten miles from the Manning. When we get there, I want everyone to shut up and not draw attention to yourselves. It’s very likely the Grand Canyon State will want to perform a routine check. If you have any contraband on you, let me know now.”

The passengers shook their heads. Most only had a small bag containing essential travel items, and certainly nothing illegal.

Lydia turned to her co-traveler, a dark gentleman in his forties named Suttle.

“Psst.”

“What is it, Lydia?” he whispered.

“I thought we were going through Arizona?”

“We are,” Suttle said. “But they renamed the state name to Manning a month ago or so.”

The driver started the engine and reversed the coach from its parking spot.

“Why did they do that?”

“The company’s research base is located there, and it’s the number one employer in the state. I guess it was an act of appreciation.”

Lydia didn’t fully comprehend what Suttle had said. For the past two days, they hadn’t said very much to each other. A young girl and a man old enough to be her father wouldn’t have had much in common, save for the odd game of I Spy to while away the boredom of the road.

Suttle had spent much of his time playing with his Individimedia on his left forearm. He’d make the occasional call when the driver wasn’t looking. Lydia found his behavior creepy at best. She desperately wanted to do the same and call her father, but Project Exodus removed her Viddy Media chip back at Tin City.

 

Ten minutes had passed, but it felt more like an hour to those in the van.

The monotony of the road wandered around the coach like a bad smell. There was only so much sleeping one could do when traveling long distances.

If you were awake, you could stare wistfully at the barren scenery. You might play mental mind games to keep yourself from going mad. I Spy was a frequent go-to game, which often resulted in uninspired answers.

Occasionally, the odd passenger would burst into tears when the reality of their situation hit home.

With all the time in the world to think, the reality hit home often - and hard.

Mothers, brothers, cousins - all separated from those who deserved to remain in the country. Back where they came from. The price of freedom for the great American dream.

“That’s the Manning border up ahead, look,” Suttle whispered to Lydia.

Her eyes ran across the length of his index finger, which pointed to a walled State border checkpoint looming in the distance.

“Manning shares a border with Mexico,” Suttle said with extreme flippancy, “Thank God for that wall they put up, eh?”

“I guess.”

Lydia couldn’t help but notice Suttle winking at another passenger on the opposite side of the coach. The man was of similar build to Lydia’s fellow passenger.

“Umm,” Lydia thought aloud, desperate for answers. “Why is that man looking at you?”

Suttle shrugged his shoulders, “What are you talking about?”

“That man just smiled at you.”

The man in question faced away from her and reached into his jacket.

Suttle leaned into her ear, “Can you keep a secret?”

“Yeah.”

He placed his hand on her knee and gave it a squeeze, “When I say so, I want you to get under the seat and cover your head. Okay?”

A wave of anxiety socked her in the gut, but failed to register in her face, “Uh, wh-why?”

“Trust me.”

 

The gray IRI van drove at speed along Interstate Ten and passed the last junction before, making its inexorable three mile journey to the Manning State Line.

WVHOOOM.

The vehicle whizzed under a bridge with “Misfits Out!” daubed in graffiti on the brickwork.

It was the first thing the driver of the second IRI van saw as he joined the freeway.

“Ugh,” he said as he spun the wheel and spoke into his microphone. “Really? IRI-One, come in.”

“This is IRI-One, receiving.”

“You seen that graffiti on the bridge?”

“No, IRI-Two, I didn’t see that. What did it say?”

“Misfits Out.”

“Well, they’re not wrong,” the driver of the first coach said. “We’re approaching Manning, now. I suggest you have each of the passenger’s documentation ready for verification.”

 

“Understood, IRI-One,” the driver said and flicked a switch on his dashboard, “Okay, citizens. Listen up.”

The passengers on the second coach looked over the headrests of the seats in front of them.

“We’re approaching the border to the glorious state of Manning. I want your documentation presented on your Viddy Media, please.”

The passengers obliged the instruction and reached into their pockets.

The driver looked over his shoulder to find something strange catching his eye from the back of the first van riding alongside them.

Something white and fluffy clung to the tailpipe, trying to keep its balance.

“Umm, IRI-One?” the driver asked. “It seems you have an extra passenger.”

 

Lydia clutched her document and was surprised to see that Suttle hadn’t attempted to take out his own papers.

She gripped the back of the headrest and squinted at the driver speaking to someone via his microphone.

“The driver seems in a hurry.”

Suttle said as he reached into his jacket pocket. “Just stay seated. Remember what I said?”

“Yes, stay down and trust you.”

“Precisely. We’re nearly there.”

 

The coach slowed down as it approached the walled barricade.

An armed border official waved at the coach to join the first of two lanes.

“Over here,” he said, keeping a grip on his rifle.

A creepy shadow formed over the windows as IRI-One rolled to a complete stop under the underpass inside the thirty-foot-high wall.

The armed border official approached the vehicle and tapped the barrel of his machine gun against the window.

“Papers, please.”

“Sure,” the driver said and passed his document to the official. “IRI-One.”

“Point of origin?”

“Tin City, Alaska.”

“Ha. Scum City, more like,” the border official said as he scanned the papers. “Final destination?”

The driver feigned a knowing chuckle and tried to lighten the mood, “South Texas. Yeah, we got some bottom-feeders back here trying to repatriate themselves against policy.”

The official looked up from the papers and grinned, evilly, “Yeah. Happens more often than you’d think.”

“If you ask me, we should just drive the damn thing off a cliff and be rid of them.”

The driver looked into his rear view mirror and saw Suttle walk up the aisle with his hand in his jacket.

“Hey, what are you doing? Citizen?” the driver yelled, as both he and the official watched Suttle approach the front of the van.

Lydia lowered her head and shut her eyes, remembering the instruction the stranger had given her moments ago.

“IRI-One?” the driver of the second coach’s voice whirled through the headset, “What’s going on?”

 

Suttle pulled out a handgun and buried the end of the barrel into the driver’s temple.

“Get down.”

The driver yelped and buried his head between his knees, “P-Please, don’t shoot m-me.”

“Shut up and stay down,” Suttle turned to his friend and nodded, “Okay, now.”

His friend removed a shotgun from his jacket and blasted the border official in the chest, killing him instantly. He wasted no time in reloading and addressing the passengers.

TCH-CLUCK.

“That’s it,” he yelled. “Now.”

Lydia’s eyes widened as she watched all nineteen passengers sprang to their feet and pull out their guns from their jackets.

“What the—?”

WHUD.

The door to the IRI-One sprung open and released the passengers into the underpass.

Suttle grabbed the back of the driver’s collar and hoisted him to his feet. “Get out.”

“Wh-what are you d-doing?”

“I said get out.”

 

The nineteen passengers aimed their guns at the six armed officials outside the border control booth.

Suttle pushed the driver down the steps and glanced over at Lydia.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to duck. It went smoother than we thought. Now, follow my friend.”

“Hey, you,” the girl with the pink shades screamed at the six officials. “Get on the floor. Do it.”

Frantic, the men held up their hands and dropped to their knees.

The first official nodded at his dead colleague on the verge of the road. “You’ll never get away with his. Screwing with the IRI. You’re all dead—”

“—I don’t remember asking you for your opinion, asshole,” the woman screamed and cocked her gun. “Wanna say that again? Huh?”

“N-No.”

“Then shut your damn face and start pleading for your life.”

Several headlights shone from the opposite end of the tunnel.

The woman lifted her left forearm to her face and spoke into her Viddy Media ink, “They’re here.”

Lydia hopped out of the coach, scared for her life. She turned to Suttle’s friend in haste, “Who are you? What’s going on?”

“Call me Blanchard, kiddo. We’re the good guys.”

“The good guys?”

She glanced at IRI-Two and saw the driver jump out of the coach.

Suttle stormed over to the man and swung his gun in his face, “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Get back in the damn van.”

BANG.

He fired a warning shot at the driver’s feet. Bits of cement kicked up, encouraging the frightened man back into the coach.

“Okay, okay.”

“Stay in the coach. If you leave again I’ll blow your kneecaps off.”

“Yes, y-yes,” the driver stammered with fear.

Suttle reloaded and aimed his shot gun at the windshield. “Start the engine. Everyone else, get off the coach.”

The passengers obliged Suttle’s instruction and filtered through the opened door, one by one.

“Why are you doing this?”

“You can make your own way home,” Suttle said. “I’m not going to shoot you. We need this vehicle free.”

Blanchard joined Amelia, the girl with the pink shades, “How are our friends holding up?”

“They’re surprisingly accommodating, actually,” she said in her Russian accent. “Look at them, all begging for their lives.”

Blanchard held his forearm to his mouth, “Suttle, man. The units are arriving. We need to wrap this up.”

“I know, I know,” came the response. “Clear a path for the second coach.”

“Understood.”

Blanchard lowered his arm and aimed his gun at the surrendering officials.

“You guys. Get on that coach behind me.”

The first official stammered with fear, “Wh-what?”

BANG.

Another warning shot up at the underpass. Another opportunity to get killed.

Blanchard’s refusal to accept any stupidity was clear. He wanted the officials on their feet and into the vacated IRI-Two coach.

“Get in the damn vehicle, now.”

The armed passengers shuffled back and allowed the six unarmed officials to walk to the second coach.

 

Suttle ushered each of the officials onto the coach with the aid of his gun, “That’s right, assholes. Make yourselves useful for a change and get in.”

“We’ll find you,” the second guard said. “You might escape, but we’ll find you.”

Suttle scowled at the man as he made his way onto the second coach, “If you do, just know we’re aiming our weapons at you. Now, shut up and get in.”

He slammed the sixth guard around the face with the butt of his gun - a subtle nudge of encouragement for him to get onto the coach.

“Move it.”

“You just signed your own death warrant.”

“Oh, you have no idea just how true that is.”

Suttle booted the man in the back and forced him up the stairs. He turned his gun to the driver and took three steps back.

“On my command you will drive the coach through the tunnel and make your way to the south Texas border. Do you understand what I’ve just said?”

The driver nodded, hoping he wouldn’t get a bullet in the face.

“Good, now close the door. And keep these bastards inside.”

Suttle’s voice crept out from the pinpricks in Blanchard’s wrist, “You there?”

“Yeah. A few feet away.”

 

The armed Misfit passengers aimed their guns at the three IRI vehicles making their way from the opposite end of the tunnel.

One was blue, the second was gray, and the third was orange.

“Who are they?”

Amelia stepped beside the girl and pinched the rim of her pink shades, “Our friends, sweetie.”

“Friends?”

“Yeah, look,” Amelia nodded at the first blue van.

Both the IRI and USARIC logo adorned the side of the vehicle, underneath ten side windows containing at least thirty Misfits.

“Are they being taken to Tin City?”

“Not anymore, little girl,” Amelia said. “They’re staying right here where they belong. In the good ol’ US of A.”

 

Suttle and the armed citizens aimed the guns at the windshield of the first van, “Hey, you. Stop.”

SCREEECCCHH.

The first van swerved into the tunnel’s conclave and locked its tires.

Suttle rammed the butt of his gun on the door, “Open up. Do it now.”

The petrified driver yanked the lever on the dashboard and opened the door.

“Everyone out,” Suttle hollered at the passengers, much to their utter astonishment. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re staying where you are.”

“Suttle?” Amelia asked.

“What is it?”

A flurry of freed Misfits burst into tears, thankful that they’d be rescued.

But at what price?

Lydia watched as Blanchard and the rest of the team hauled over the second and third van and ordered the drivers to release the Misfit passengers.

“Thank you, thank you,” a young Russian woman said as she hugged Lydia - the only savior without a weapon.

“Umm, you’re welcome? I guess?”

“I need to get back home to my family,” the woman said. “I can’t be without them. My husband is sick and my child can’t take care of him.”

The armed Misfits waved the freed passengers out of all three vans. One by one, they made their way to the side verge outside the tunnel’s entrance.

“Everyone, wait over there.”

Suttle threatened the three van drivers, “Okay, you three. Get out.”

Petrified, each driver hopped out of their vans with their hands above their hands.

The first van driver saw what looked like an army of armed Misfits staging a coup.

“My God. What do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

“Get in IRI-Two over there. With your little friends, asshole,” Suttle said and marched the second and third driver along.

“Okay, okay, I’m going.”

 

Lydia held her breath and felt her heart thump against her ribcage.

“Hey, girl,” Amelia asked in her Russian accent. “What is your name?”

“Lydia.”

“Huh. You’re Roman Voycheck’s daughter, right?”

Lydia’s eyelids stretched up to her forehead with shock. The news was astonishing to her.

“Yes. How did you know that?”

“He’s a good man, Lydia.”

Amelia turned to the army of Misfits and clapped her hands.

“Hey, everyone. This is Lydia, Roman’s kid.”

The thirty-strong army of Misfits whooped and hollered and waved their firearms in the air with approval.

“Wow.”

Lydia didn’t have time to savor the adulation for long. She felt something press against the side of her shin and purr.

“Huh?”

A withered, malnourished creature looked up at her with its yellowy eyes.

“Bobtail?” Lydia gasped. “How did you get here?”

“Meow.”

The cat ran its head along her ankle and snaked around her feet.

“Hey. Good boy.”

Lydia scooped the cat up and cradled it in her arms. She caught sight of her gender error as it kicked its hind legs apart. 

“Oh, sorry. Good girl.”

“Meow.”

Amelia chuckled to herself, “Seems you’ve made a new friend?”

“Yeah. She was at the rest stop earlier.”

“What is that? An American bobtail?”

“I think so,” Lydia whispered. “Look at her. She’s so frail.”

“Ah, screw it. They’re fierce enough. I’m sure Bobbie will be fine.”

“Bobbie?” Lydia thought aloud as the cat extended its Titanium claws and buried them into her shirt, “Oww. Bobbie. Bad pussycat.”

“Meow,” she pleaded as she snuggled into Lydia’s elbow.

Amelia addressed the army of Misfits, “Okay, citizens. Listen up. Today is the day we bring war back home.”

“Hell yeah,” they chanted in unison.

Amelia pointed at the IRI-Two coach as the three drivers climbed the steps and took their seats.

 

“That’s right, that’s right,” Suttle ordered as he threatened everyone on board with his gun, “Get comfortable. We’re going on a little trip.”

Blanchard and Suttle jumped into the van. The former held his gun at the driver’s face. The latter clapped his hands together and caught everyone’s attention.

“I know you must all be very confused and frightened, so allow me to explain what’s going on,” Suttle said. “Today is the day you get to make it right.”

The six border officials and IRI drivers quivered in their seats.

“Oh, come on,” Suttle chuckled with a healthy amount of venom, “Don’t be scared. Think of this as a unique opportunity to atone for your utter abandonment of humanity.”

“Are you g-going to kill us?” the first border official said. “Please, d-don’t kill—”

“—Shut up.”

TCH-CLUCK.

Suttle cocked his shotgun and pointed it at the man’s face.

“Do you think we’d pack you all into this van if we wanted to kill you? Did you see your colleague back there? Why don’t you ask him how his allegiance to the IRI is working out for him this week?”

Scared, the border official clocked the pool of blood creeping around his colleagues freshly-executed corpse.

“I, uh—”

“—You getting the picture, now? Asshole?”

“Y-Yeah.”

“Make no mistake. If we wanted you dead you’d be dead by now.”

The driver of IRI-Two burst into tears and tried to move his head away from the end of Blanchard’s gun.

“Stop moving, asshole.”

“I d-don’t want to die.”

“If I wanted your opinion, I would have given it to you,” Blanchard yelled in the man’s ear, “Now, shut up and listen, okay? Just listen.”

Suttle threatened the men in the seats with his firearm.

“We Misfits, as you like to call us, have judged you. All of you. Guilty. Breaking families apart and ruining the very fabric of our society. We hold each and every one of you responsible for playing your part in USARIC and the IRI’s decision to dismantle this country against the will of the people. And for that, you can either be punished, or you can repent.”

Suttle left a pause to make damn sure the speech had sunk in.

Roman stepped forward and lowered his gun.

“Make no mistake, my pedigree chums,” he said to the officials. “We know USARIC’s plans. We know about Delta. If they continue about their business successfully they will tear this nation apart. Hold it to ransom. They must be stopped. My friend, here, said you can either be punished, or repent. I’m afraid to say we have made that decision for you.”

The second border official at the back of the coach lost his mind and jumped to his feet.

“What the hell are you talking about?” he yelled.

Without so much as a flinch, Suttle yanked on his trigger.

The official’s chest exploded down his waist and hips as he hit the deck, dead.

“I think that answers his question.”

All eyeballs turned, slowly, back to Suttle to hear him out.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” the first border guard said. “We’re listening. Please, stop shooting us. What do you want us to do?”

“Simple,” Roman chuckled. “You’re going to help us take USARIC down and stop them.”

Suttle smiled and bopped Blanchard on the shoulder, forcing him forward unexpectedly.

“Whoa, easy tiger,” Blanchard joked. “This poor driver has a gun pointed at his head. It’d be a damn shame if it accidentally went off and painted the road with his brains, wouldn’t it?”

“Yeah, I guess it would.”

“Please,” the driver whimpered. “I’ll do anything. Please.”

Blanchard yelled in his tear-strewn face. “Hey. Look at me. Look at me.”

A tear rolled down the driver’s cheek as he lifted his face to his captor’s. Both sets of eyeballs met for the first time. Only one of them meant business.

“What’s your name?”

“Joseph.”

“Who’s your boss, Joseph? Who’s in charge?”

“Randall Keller.”

“Sure. The head of the IRI,” Blanchard said loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Why do you work for such a repugnant institution, Joseph?”

“I n-need the money.”

“Okay, that’s enough of this bullshit,” Suttle said. “Blanch, my friend, don’t play with your food. Go out and help Amelia load the others into the vans.”

Blanchard affected a child’s tantrum, “Aww, but I wanna shoot him in the face.”

“Remember what we agreed, Blanchard?” Suttle yelped. “I do the thinking. You don’t. Now, go and help Amelia.”

Blanchard huffed and exited the coach, “Okay, fine.”

“Good.”

The captives on the coach experienced a kind of fear they’d seldom felt in their lives. Two armed men put on a theatrical show in a deliberate attempt to antagonize them all.

The armed men appeared to be enjoying their efforts to torment them.

“As I was saying,” Suttle continued. “Today is the day war comes home. As the late, great, Pascal D’Souza once said. People are often reticent to punish themselves to send a message. I can’t say a disagree with that. So, if those responsible for the bad in the world won’t punish themselves, then I guess we’ll have it to do it on their behalf.”

The border guards quaked in their boots as they observed Suttle jumping out of the coach.

He aimed his shot gun at the driver and slipped a black glove on his left land. A white button flashed on the leather covering his wrist.

“If I see anyone in this coach move out of their seat I’m going to press this button.”

“Wh-what is it?” the driver asked.

“A button. Are you blind?”

“No. I mean what does it do?”

“A bad, bad thing will happen if I press it,” Suttle snapped and shoved the glove’s wrist strap up to the man’s face, “Wanna see?”

The driver waved his hand in terror, “God, no.”

“Good. Then shut up and do as I say.”

The driver nodded, much to the consternation of those in the back of the coach. One of the guards lifted his butt from the seat in order to get a better view, but sat back down when Suttle caught him moving.

“Ah, da-da-da,” Suttle tutted with clenched teeth. “Tch. Naught, naughty. You don’t want me to press the button, do you?”

“Please,” the driver begged. “Please, don’t press it.”

Suttle grinned and lowered his left hand.

“When I give you the signal, you move through the border. Follow directions for Cape Claudius and await further instructions. Okay?”

“Yes, yes, Okay.”

“Good. You have enough fuel to get you to the border, right? You fueled at the rest stop?”

“Yes,” Joseph said.

Suttle lifted his glove once again and teased the button on his glove.

“Tether your Viddy Media to the dashboard. Keep contact established at all times. We’ll be following behind you. Go.”

Joseph fired up the engine and placed his foot on the accelerator pedal.

IRI-Two moved through the checkpoint carrying the six frightened border officials and three van drivers in the back. Each of the nine men looked through the window and saw Suttle march behind them.

His attention diverted to the tires.

Biddip-beep-beep.

Suttle squinted at a black slab attached to the rim of the van and showed the occupants the button his glove.

“That’s right. Get driving.”

 

IRI-Two rolled past Blanchard, who removed the fatigues from the murdered border official.

“All set?”

“Yeah,” Blanchard said as he pushed his arms through the sleeves of the jacket, “What do you want me to do with the vehicles?”

“Execute the driver. Have one of the nationals turn the van around and take the Misfits back home.”

“Okay.”

Blanchard slipped on the border guard’s visor and opened out his arms to a rapturous round of applause from the Misfits.

“How do I look?”

Suttle whistled at the Misfits, “Hey, we have a war to fight. Try not to get too excited.”

Amelia snorted, taking in the sight of her tall colleague dressed as one of the bad guys.

“You like hot in that get-up. The suit kinda suits you,” she giggled.

Blanchard inspected the his forearms and sniggered, “You think they’ll fall for it?”

“Hell, yeah, they will. Each and every one of them.”

Suttle hooked the strap of his shot gun over his left shoulder and moved in front of the three empty IRI vans.

“Citizens,” he said to the crowd, “ Border control points across the nation are going to put a stop to Project Exodus. They’re going to return everyone back to their rightful home. Now is our time to strike back.”

Lydia watched the Misfits take everything Suttle said to heart.

Bobbie meowed gently in her arms.

“Hey, girl,” she whispered. “Shh.”

“Miew.”

Suttle continued his speech.

“USARIC and the IRI have brought hell to this nation. In a little under twenty-four hours we will cross through Manning and into the fair State of Texas where we will convene with our brothers and sisters.”

“Yes. Solidarity,” the Misfits chanted along with Amelia, who held her rifle into the air in solidarity.

“Are you ready to fight?” Suttle screamed.

“Hell yeah,” they responded.

“Good. Let’s go.”

 

Amelia waved the Misfits onto the second, gray van and followed after them, “Follow me.”

Suttle hopped into the empty blue IRI van and started the engine. He rolled up his left sleeve and placed his forearm to the glass panel on the dashboard.

Beep-beep.

“Roman? This is Suttle. Broadcasting to you on Viddy Media frequency oh-six-four. Do you read my transmission?”

Shhhhhhhh.

Static rumbled up his skin as the black Individmedia ink formed a solid, thick line.

Lydia climbed into the second van with Bobbie in her arms. She watched Suttle try to establish communication with her father.

“Are you calling my Daddy?”

“Yes, Lydia. He’s not responding, though. Roman? This is Suttle. Come in?”

 

VROOOOOM.

Amelia drove the gray IRI van with the Misfits past Blanchard as he manned the first checkpoint barrier.

“Good luck, my friend,” she said through the opened window and tipped her spectacles at him.

“Thanks, you too,” he said as he waved them past.

Suttle drove the blue van behind Amelia’s and looked over his shoulder at Lydia.

“You might want to take a seat and put your safety belt on, Lydia.”

“Okay.”

Bobbie didn’t much like the rocking of the vehicle. She attempted to claw Lydia’s jacket and jump free from her clutches.

She released her to the floor, “Okay, okay. You want down? Fine.”

“Miew.”

Bobbie snaked around the metal legs of her chair and took cover.

“I think she’s unhappy,” Lydia said to Suttle as he drove the van through the border wall.

“Never mind that, now. She’ll be just fine.”

 

The headlights at the front of the blue van dipped, illuminating the back of Amelia’s gray vehicle.

“Amelia, do you read me? Please, someone, tell me they’re alive,” Suttle said.

“Yes, I read you, Suttle. This is Amelia.”

Suttle focused on the back of the gray van.

“IRI-Two is two miles ahead of you. Make sure you tail them. Do not lose them. I’m still trying to establish a connection with Roman.”

“Understood.”

Amelia’s gray van sped faster along the freeway and exited the tunnel completely.

WVHOOOM.

Daylight spread across the windshield.

Lydia squinted as the daylight burst onto her face. Suttle reconnected his Individimedia with the dashboard.

“Roman Voycheck, this is Suttle attempting to reconnect. Do you read me? Transmission change. I repeat, transmission change. Oh-one-seven.”

No response.

He lost his patience waiting for a response and thumped the dashboard counter with his fist.

“Damn it.”

Lydia rocked from side to side as the van picked up the pace. She looked left and out of the window. Nothing but a featureless waste ground.

Vestiges of a healthy industry that once stood at the eastern border of the state they used to call Arizona. Now, under the privatization of one company, even the scenery looked battered and uncared for.

“Where is my Daddy?” she asked Suttle.

“Last we heard he was in Laguna Vista, Texas,” he said. “He met with the rebels, there. That’s the last we heard.”

 

IRI-TWO

(Two miles ahead of the Misfit convoy)

 

Joseph didn’t know where to turn and simply did what he felt best - stick to Interstate Ten and not diverge from its path, at least until further notice.

Shane, the first border guard, felt around his body armor and began to freak out.

“This is lessense, for heaven’s sake,” he fumed. “They think they can threaten us. Kill one of our team and hold us to ransom?”

The second guard grabbed Shane’s arm and pulled him down to his seat, “Damn it. Calm down. Whoever they are, they’re just threatening us. It’s only a threat.”

“Where are they taking us?”

“How should I know?”

Shane rose out of his seat and marched toward Joseph, the driver, “Hey, you.”

“What?”

“Where did that guy tell you take us?”

“What are you doing?” Joseph yelped. “Sit back down, for Christ’s sake—”

“—No. I want to know where that guy told you to take us.”

Joseph kept an eye on the road as a sign for the Texas border whizzed past, “He said to keep driving and await instructions.”

Shane clocked the sign and raised his eyebrows, “Oh, no.”

“What?”

“Texas? They’re taking us to USARIC.”

“Please, go back to your seat and sit down. He’ll press the button if he sees you. Please.”

“What button?”

“I dunno. He just threatened to press a button if we disobey his instructions. Now, go and sit down, or you’ll get us all killed.”

Shane thumped the driver’s seat and returned to his own. He pinched his mouthpiece and pressed his finger to his ear.

“This is Shane White. California and Manning IRI Border Patrol Twelve. Does anyone copy me?”

The line was dead. No sign of anything other than static ringing in his ears. He removed his ear piece, chucked it to the floor and scanned the other guards.

“Does anyone else have a connection?”

They all shook their heads.

“Bastards.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista

(South Texas)

 

Rana climbed into the front of the mack truck and pulled the door shut. She slipped her binocle down over her right eye and observed the scan function light up the contours of the gates at the arena grounds.

“Calculating route to USARIC Research & Development Institute. Cape Claudius. Noyin?”

His voice came through her headgear, “Yes, Rana?”

“Can you calibrate all functions on my unit, please?”

“Understood,” his voice came through her headset, “All artillery is fully stocked. PAWZ-1 through 5 removed and stored at base. You’re at three tons, which is as light as you’re going to get, given the crates you’re carrying.”

“Good.”

Rana scanned her driver’s area and felt under the dashboard.

“Okay, the detonator’s here.”

“Good. Try not to push the trigger and blow your thighs off your legs, eh?”

“Very funny, Noyin. Just concentrate on your own job, please.”


Noyin sat at the control panel inside the Arena. He ran his fingertip over a map of the eastern peninsula.

“A little under an hour’s drive. Avoid all MagStrips if possible. You know what USARIC are like. Their cycles will swarm all over you like flies on a turd if they get so much as whiff of you.”

Rana’s voice crept through his headgear. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“I’m struggling to think of something you don’t know already.”

“Correct answer,” she said.

Noyin spun around in his chair and clapped his hands at Sierra, Siyam, Jamie, Leesa, and Remy.

“Rana’s set. The truck’s locked and loaded. You’re ready to go.”

Sierra walked over to the three youngsters and crouched in front of them.

Siyam unhooked his firearm from the wall and scanned the children as he clipped it to his belt. Remy sneered at him, wondering just what had been arranged.

“Jamie? Leesa? Remy?” Sierra asked.

“Yes?” they said.

“Listen to me very carefully. Siyam and I have been talking. As much as we appreciate your help we can’t take you with us. It’s just too dangerous.”

Remy stomped his foot on the floor, “I knew it. You lied to us.”

“Remy, I can’t have you come with—.”

“—Why you do not let us go with you? We want to rescue Anderson.”

“USARIC is no place for a child, Remy.”

“You are kidding, right?” Remy said. “All three of us, we have been there. We even took our pets with us.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it, Gagarin.”

Jamie moved forward and grabbed Remy by the arm, “She’s right. We’re safer here.”

“Yeah. We don’t even know how to fire a gun,” Leesa added.

Sierra nodded in agreement, “We won’t be gone long. I don’t expect all of us to make it back. We need you to stay here and help Noyin navigate. You’re no use to us dead.”

“No.”

Remy reached into Sierra’s belt and removed her firearm, quite without notice.

CLICK.

He knocked the hammer back and pointed it at her face. Everyone froze dead still as they watched the young boy threaten to blow her face clean off her head.

“Do not make me shoot you, Sierra.”

Sierra lifted her hands in the air, astonished at the boy’s temerity, “Okay. Whatever you say, Remy.”

 

Roman and Saad looked over from the wall by the holoscope.

Saad inspected Santara’s face, the Misfit’s female Series Three Androgyne. She stood like a mannequin, allowing Saad’s hands to run over her shoulders.

“My God,” Roman muttered. “That kid’s got balls.”

“My kinda guy,” Saad offered.

Jamie inserted himself between Remy’s gun and Sierra’s face, “Remy?”

“Get out my way. English.”

“No. Don’t pull the trigger.”

“I will shoot you in your English face if you do not move,” Remy said. “I want to go with them.”

“This isn’t the way you go about convincing them, Remy. Put the gun down.”

“I mean it, English. Move.”

“Remy, please,” Leesa squealed. “Put the gun down.”

“No.”

Remy trained his eyes on Sierra’s face. He meant business, and nothing would dissuade him.

“You go to USARIC, now?”

“Yes,” she whispered in the hope he wouldn’t squeeze the trigger.

Remy wasn’t quite convinced, though.

“You go because you want to rescue Jamie’s cat?”

“Yes.”

“And you kill everyone at USARIC when you are there? Answer me.”

“Yes, Remy. That’s right. We’re going to tear the place down with everything we have.”

“Then you take me, also. You let me help you kill them.”

Siyam reached for his firearm, but Remy caught him move in the corner of his eye.

“Do not even think about it,” he barked. “You move and I will shoot Sierra in her pretty blue eyes.”

Siyam held out his arms and offered a plea bargain, “Okay, Remy. Whatever you say.”

Noyin ran his finger across his gold teeth. He seemed to enjoy the standoff.

“Heh, look at Remy. A proper little soldier, eh?”

Jamie and Leesa ignored Noyin’s remark and didn’t dare move a muscle.

Sierra finally absorbed the sheer anger behind Remy’s dilated pupils.

“You really want to come and fight with us?” she asked.

“Yes. This is not up for discussion any longer.”

Sierra nodded, “Okay, then. Remy. You can put the gun down.”

He didn’t lower the gun.

The feeling of complete and utter doom drove through his body. If he relented now, they might take him out of the game completely as punishment for pointing a weapon at one of his own.

R.A.G.E. had already lost two of their members in the war against USARIC.

The general public were convinced the Rebels had murdered three innocent children when their threat to USARIC backfired.

Perhaps they’d make good on their infamy, after all. Remy knew there was no turning back. He had to continue his bravado or lose his reputation - and possibly his life - if he didn’t.

“I can go with you?”

“Yes. I want you to come with us and fight.”

A bead of sweat ran down Remy’s forehead. His hands began to shake, and Sierra had a close-up of the fact.

“Lessense. I don’t believe you,” he said as his finger pulled back on the trigger.

CLICK — SNATCH!

The chamber was empty, much to Remy’s surprise.

Sierra pounced on him and swiped the gun from his hands as the barrel’s click echoed around the silent arena.

She pushed him away and snatched her gun out of the boy’s hands.

“Nice try, Russian.”

Remy picked himself off the floor and prepared to punch her in the face.

“Bitch.”

“What? You gonna hit me?” Sierra snapped. “If my gun was loaded you’d have killed me.”

“That’s right,” Remy yelped. “I wish it had been.”

“See? That’s what I’m talking about,” Sierra roared and pointed at the boy’s face.

She turned to Siyam and Noyin, and then to Roman and Saad.

“See that? That, right there, is what it takes.”

She reached into her belt, retrieved a full magazine and thumped it into the grip of her firearm.

“What what takes?” Roman asked.

Sierra marched up to the boy and offered him her gun, “Take it. It’s loaded, now.”

Remy reached for the gun, much to Jamie and Leesa’s astonishment.

“Jesus, Sierra. What are you doing?”

Remy took the gun in his hands and felt the additional weight now that it was loaded.

“Nice.”

“That’s exactly the right attitude to have, Remy. If you want something you need to fight for it.”

He looked up at Sierra with an apologetic face.

“Oh, God,” Leesa whispered. “She’s given him a loaded gun.”

“Gonna shoot me now?” Sierra grinned. “Russian?”

Remy stared at the gun. He had the opportunity to make good on his previous promise. A bond of trust that could shatter in an instant.

He shook his head and lowered the gun.

“No. I kill them.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Sierra turned to Siyam and opened her palm, “Gimme a strap.”

He unhooked a handgun from the wall and tossed it at her.

WHUMP.

She caught the gun and slipped it into her belt, “I think it’s time we went and rescued our Jelly and whoever else she brought back with her. Whaddya say?”

“I think you are right,” Remy said.

“You might want to slip the safety catch off first, though,” Sierra said.

 

Roman felt his left forearm tingle.

A wave of static bled through the pinpricks in his arm, followed by Suttle’s voice, “Roman Voycheck, this is Suttle attempting to reconnect—.”

Saad stared at Roman’s arm, “Your Viddy media.”

Roman rolled down his sleeve and thumbed the ink up to the crook of his elbow.

“Do you read me? Transmission change. I repeat, transmission change. Oh-one-seven.”

“Yes, this is Roman Voycheck. I read you.”

“Roman?”

“Yes. Suttle?”

Roman looked at Saad, and then at Sierra as she made her way to the dome’s exit. 

“Your location. What is it?”

“About half a click through Manning state. We’re approaching the Texas border.”

“So you commandeered the convoys?”

“Yes, we have three. The package is leading the way on Interstate Ten.”

“Good. Standby for my orders, and keep your course on for Cape Claudius.”

“Oh, and, Roman?”

“Yes?”

“We have Lydia.”

Roman’s face lit up, although he only half-believed what he’d heard, “Say that again?”

“We have Lydia, but she doesn’t know what’s going on.”

“Keep it that way,” Roman breathed a sigh of relief. “Keep her safe.”

“Of course.”

 

Roman marched over to Noyin and pointed at the geo-scan on the wall.

Three blinking spots traveled towards Manning’s eastern state line.

“Our colleagues.”

“Who are they?” Noyin asked, somewhat nervously. “What colleagues? What are you talking about? Why wasn’t I told about this?”

“Our team has secured all IRI border patrol checkpoints,” Roman explained in the hope that Noyin and the Rebels would be delighted at the news, “They will be joining us in a few hours. Is there a problem?”

Noyin turned to Sierra and Siyam, “Did you know about this?”

“Roman?” Sierra asked.

“Yes?”

“Good work,” she said as she moved through the door and waved Siyam over.

“Why am I always the last to know about these things?” Noyin complained. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m hovering over you all and keeping you safe and up to date.”

“Noyin?” Sierra spat.

“What?”

“Our friends, here, changed the game. We know as much as you. No one is keeping you out of the loop.”

Sierra peered at the three flashing lights making their way to the east of Manning.

“Reinforcements, right?” Sierra asked Roman.

“Yes. They’ve left the border and entered North Texas. Shall I have them meet us here?”

“No, don’t do that,” Sierra said. “Have them meet us on Perimeter Zee outside Cape Claudius. Be quick, we have to go.”

Roman and Saad crowded Noyin as he returned to the console, “You heard the lady.”

“Right, right. It’s just a bit unexpected, that’s all,” Noyin huffed.

“My team’s call sign is IRI-Two,” Roman said.

“Call sign? You’re communicating on Viddy Media? Are you mad?” Noyin fumed as he punched in the details on the keyboard.

Roman moved his forearm to his lips, “IRI-Two, this is Roman Voycheck. Be advised. We are not at Laguna Vista.”

“Understood.”

The geo-scan displayed a flashing purple dot beside a green line that read Perimeter Zee.

“There’s your meet point,” Noyin said. “As per Sierra’s request.”

Roman spoke into his forearm, “IRI-Two. You are to meet us at Perimeter Zee, off Interstate 10 in one hour. Please confirm.”

“We will convene with you at Perimeter Zee.”

The glare from the screen washed over Roman’s pupils. The realization of an impending war finally socked him in the gut.

“I hope you brought a lot of firepower with you. They’re going to be plenty pissed.”

Suttle’s voice blasted out of the console speakers.

“Do not worry about that, comrade. We have an army of blood-hungry Misfits ravenous for revenge.”

Saad adjusted the straps around his metal gloves and nodded at Remy, “And the child?”

Roman blinked at Remy and beckoned him over.

“Come here, trooper.”

Remy moved away from Jamie and Leesa and strode over to the two men with confidence.

“Yes, sir?”

“You know what we’re about to do?”

“I think so, sir.”

“And you know how dangerous it is?”

“Yes.”

Roman nodded and accepted his answer. He turned to Jamie and Leesa and drew their attention to the lifeless, six-foot-tall android standing in the corner.

“Children?”

Jamie stepped forward and made eyes at Santara, who remained perfectly still in the corner of the room.

“Yes?” Jamie asked.

“Her name is Santara Iskra,” he said. “She is offline at the moment. Rejuvenating her battery. When she awakes she may not remember who you are. Do not disturb her.”

“Okay?”

“When she is fully charged, she will awake. Do not worry, however. She will not attack you unless provoked.”

Leesa bit the end of her thumb and considered hiding under the table.

“I don’t like her.”

“Ha,” Roman chuckled. “Have you not heard the phrase do not judge a book by its cover?”

“She looks scary,” Leesa said.

“In this case, judge away. She’s a mean bitch when she wants to be.”

Saad walked past the five twelve-foot-high PAWZ forklift units and opened his palm at Santara’s face.

“Jamie Anderson?”

“Yeah?”

“Santara is a Series Three Androgyne,” he said. “She can withstand a lot of damage. But, please, do not anger her if you wake her.”

“Okay, I won’t.”

Roman smiled as he moved through the dome’s entrance, “Good luck, everyone.”

Saad joined him and exited through the opened door.

WHUMP.

The door to the dome closed, leaving Jamie and Leesa alone with Noyin.

The latter rolled his eyes and sniggered, “Pfft. Russians, huh?”

“They’re only trying to help,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, well, we’ll see just how useful they are when this is all over.”

“What do you mean?”

Noyin shrugged his shoulders and returned to the console.

“Meh. Never trust a Russkie, Jamie. They’re nothing but trouble. Anyway, I’m glad you didn’t go with them. You and Leesa are much safer here.”

Jamie felt some truth in Noyin’s statement. At least he and Leesa were out of the firing line. Enough time to escape and hide while the proverbial crap was on course to collide against a USARIC-sized fan.

“Okay, team,” Noyin said into his headgear, “This is the part where you save the day. Standby for updates.”

“Thank you, Noyin,” Rana’s voice emitted from his ear piece.

 

***

 

Rana turned the mack truck onto the Interstate Ten slip road and hollered over her shoulder.

“Seem familiar?”

Sierra went to grip the driver’s seat, but slid her hand onto Rana’s shoulder.

“Yeah,” she said as she peered through the windshield. The endless road whizzed across the bottom of the window.

Sierra closed her eyes and saw a brief, ghostly image of Grace and Finbow.

“Uh.”

Her eyes snapped. She cleared her throat and turned to Roman, Saad, and Remy. 

“We have less than an hour before we hook up with our friends. I suggest you get ready and do whatever it is you need to do to prepare.”

The men inspected their weapons and tried to allay their excitement.

Sierra leaned against one of two enormous crates. She lifted her foot and pressed it onto a knee-high black box.

“What is that?” Saad asked.

“EMP,” she said. “Could come in handy when we want to shut the place down for a few minutes.”

“What is EMP?” Remy asked.

“Electromagnetic pulse, comrade,” Roman said. “It goes off, and everything nearby loses its electricity.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve worked with one of those,” Saad said.

Sierra sat up straight and rolled her shoulders. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, “Christ, Sierra. Calm down. Just breathe.”

Siyam smiled at her, “Feeling the pinch, huh?”

“Something like that.”

A tear trickled down her cheek as she opened her eyes.

“Are you crying?” Roman asked.

“No. I’m just tired, that’s all. I just want this to be over.”

The interior of the truck shifted around as it sped up along the freeway. 

“If that really was Jelly Anderson who fell out of the sky, there could be a chance that Alex is with her.”

Siyam frowned at her statement.

“Oh, for Heaven’s sake.”

“Who is Alex?” Saad asked.

Sierra snorted at the two Russians and pressed her palms together.

“Alex Hughes. One of ours. He was on Opera Charlie. About a month ago we received a communication from him. Still alive, as was Jelly.”

“Then the chances are good that he is there?” Roman asked.

“A month is a long time in space, Roman,” she said. “Anything could have happened. I don’t know what that thing was that fell out of the sky, but it certainly wasn’t one of USARIC’s Opera vessels, that much I can tell you.”

“No?”

“Did you see the size of it? It was tiny. More like an escape unit.”

Siyam interrupted, “It probably isn’t even them at all.”

“You’re probably right,” Sierra said, convincing herself that the trip was a waste of time. “There’s just no way they could have returned. No oxygen, no food. No hyper-sleep facility.”

“It would take a miracle,” Roman offered.

“And even if they did get back home? You think if it was Jelly that USARIC would broadcast it to the world?” Sierra asked. “Do you think they’re that stupid?”

Siyam shook his head, “Of course I don’t think that.”

“Those Viddy Media vultures would hound them till they’re blue in the face. People want answers.”

“True,” Roman said. “It is in USARIC’s interest to keep quiet and pretend nothing ever happened.”

Sierra half-chuckled with a great deal of venom.

“Yeah, and it’s in the nation’s interest to make sure they can’t keep it quiet. If Jelly Anderson is home then she’ll need our help. I can’t imagine the horrors USARIC would be putting her through if it is her.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

USARIC Research & Development Institute

Port D’Souza

(South Texas, USA)

 

Maar Sheck and Brayn stood in the middle of the fifty-foot high metal walkway that overlooked the research lab.

Dozens of scientists and technicians monitored a giant, android shaped cavern in the wall.

“What is that, sir?”

“That’s The Processor,” Maar shouted over the commotion. “It attaches the armor to the Series Four endoskeletons.”

“Looks vicious.”

“It is. Watch.”

The Process sprang to life as it wrapped tight metal straps around the complicated amalgam of wires and thick skeleton.

“Stage One, commencing,” The Processor said.

WHUMP — CLAMP.

Four robotic arms whizzed out and clamped heavy armor over the bottom half of the structure.

“That’s where DD-12 was made.”

“Ugh, that nasty heap of bolts?”

“The very same,” Maar said. “We were going to use it on our furry, little test subjects. Before they were taken from us.”

“Droid cats?” Brayn spat.

“The perfect weapon for any war. In a free and open market, it would have made the shareholders very happy. And very rich.”

Several conveyor belts traveled at speed, carrying a range of internal machinery and equipment.

Maar looked at the far end of the walkway and squinted at the door. He chuckled to himself.

“I spent months in that damn bunker, you know.”

“I know, Mr. Sheck,” Brayn said. “I can’t imagine how terrible it must have been.”

“No. You can’t imagine it. Months of being holed up with nothing but Viddy Media broadcasts if you were lucky enough to get a signal,” Maar said as he pinched his thumb and forefinger together. “I was this close to losing it entirely. If it weren’t for Kaoz trying to kill me, maybe I’d—”

KER-SCHWUMP — CLANG.

The arms from the machine clamped the chest piece of a bullet-proof suit to an array of mechanical motors. A frightening sight for the workers who tried to keep their calm.

“How many of these things are you planning to make?”

“Ever since our shares skyrocketed we’ve doubled our efforts,” Maar explained. “We’re building hundreds. Opera Delta is scheduled to leave next year. She’ll be taking the new droids with her.”

“No cats, this time?” Brayn dared to ask.

“God, no. No more cats.”

“Excuse me? Mr. Sheck?”

Maar jumped in his shoes and held his chest. He turned around to see Julie ar-Ban smiling at him.

“For Christ’s sake, woman. Don’t creep up on me like that. You’ll give me another heart attack.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just that we’re ready for you in B-Seventy, now.”

“Already?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That was fast.”

Brayn made eyes at the woman and expressed his displeasure. She avoided him entirely and affected a tiny smile of excitement.

“Well, we do try our best, Mr. Sheck.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Maar grinned. “How’s she doing?”

 

— Bay 70 —

 

Julie lead Maar and Brayn into what looked like a clinical auditorium - a large, circular room with a viewing gallery.

A huge creature lay on the gurney with its eyes closed. A white sheet twice its size rested over its chest and face.

BEEP — BEEP — BEEP.

Dozens of wires stretched away from the creature’s arms and chest, snaked along the ground, and up to a giant monitor displaying its subject’s vital signs.

“She’s sedate,” Julie said. “Her vital signs are steady. One-sixty BPM,” Julie explained as Maar approached the table in wonderment.

Maar took in the sheer size of the beast in front of him.

“How can we be sure it’s her?”

Julie smiled at her colleague and pointed at the beast’s right hand. “Oh, it’s her, all right. Stanley? Would you do the honors?”

“Sure,” he said.

Stanley closed both his hands around the monster’s right wrist and held it up for Maar to inspect.

Julie indicated the cavities on each of her human digits, “Where the infinity claws were. Here, here, and here.”

“What happened to them?”

Julie cleared her throat as she launched into an explanation.

“Opera Beta’s medician would have performed the infinity claw procedure.”

“Okay.”

Julie pointed at the claw-less fingers.

“A simple procedure. The cuticles are removed, here, and here. Each infinity claw is welded to the flexor tendon, and used in conjunction with the elastic ligament.”

“What do you do with their original claws?” Maar asked.

“The cuticles are safely recycled.”

Julie lifted the beast’s right, furry hand, “She removed all the infinity claws on her right hand. Look.”

“That’s a hand? A human hand?”

“It’s an amalgam of a hand and a, uh, tiger’s paw.”

Maar took a step back and folded his arms.

“My God.”

“Her infinity claws have been snapped off. Judging by the trauma sustained in her wrist, and the direction of the tendons, we think it was self-inflicted.”

Maar raised his eyes with interest.

“You mean to tell me her infinity claws grew along with her?”

“It seems so.”

“What state is she in, exactly? I mean, apart from her breaking off her claws?”

“She only removed the ones on her right paw.”

Julie lowered Jelly’s right arm and picked up her left. Five, huge, rigid claws. They looked like twelve inch swords that had survived a horrendous battle.

“Jesus Christ,” Maar gasped. “Look at her paw. Look at those things.”

The color drained from Brayn’s face. All things considered, he was more than happy to be armed.

“Hand, actually,” Julia said. “It’s hard to know how to refer to them, actually.”

“Why?”

“Take a look at this.”

Julie gripped the sheet on the creature’s face and pulled it down. A breathing mask covered her nostrils and mouth, pushing her whiskers out around the plastic.

Her closed eyes and zen-like state freaked Maar out.

He knew who it was, and there was little doubt in his mind that she’d returned.

“Jelly Anderson,” he whispered and raised his eyes. “Damn. What the hell happened to you?”

“She’s been through the wars, for sure,” Julie said. “When she left with Opera Beta she was just a little house cat. Now, she’s a fully grown woman, although she’s retained a few of her feline features.”

“Such as?”

“She still has her tail. It appears to have grown, commensurate with her overall size.”

“Amaziant,” Maar said. “Just how big is she?”

“The last measurement an hour ago reported a height at nineteen feet and ten inches.”

Brayn turned away and cleared his throat, “Damn, this is messed up.”

Maar swallowed hard and scanned the length of the body underneath the sheet. He returned to Jelly’s sleeping face and yanked on his collar.

“And she has a tiger’s face?”

“We’ve yet to run a diagnostic on her DNA. Evidently some sort of transformation. There’s no explanation. We don’t even have a term for it. It’s unprecedented.”

“Are we safe in here with her?”

“Yes, perfectly safe. She passed quarantine. She’s not carrying any foreign or alien bodies.”

Julie pointed to the shackle on Jelly’s left wrist, and the two keeping her shins attached to the analysis table.

“Just a precaution, really. We don’t know how she’ll react when she wakes. It’s more for her safety than ours.”

Jelly remained calm and unconscious. Her chest heaved in and out as she breathed.

“Her body sustained a lot of damage. Lesions on the skin under her fur. A good number of burst blood vessels suggests she might have been subjected to severe pressure trauma at some point. And possibly more than once, given the decayed cells we’ve recorded.”

Maar’s face froze as he took in the sheer wonder of the creature sleeping before him.

“We’ll know a lot more once we’ve run the E-MRI,” Julie finished and pointed at the giant machine by the wall. “We do know she’s been in a fight or two with something with sharp teeth. Possibly a dog—”

“—Uhh.”

Maar felt a strange sensation rumble through his body. Sweat enveloped across his palms.

Jelly’s calm, stable breathing perturbed him to the point of hyper-ventilation.

The beeps from the E-MRI machine doubled and warbled in his ears.

“God. I, uh, Oh God—”

He backed away from the table and felt his throat constrict.

“—Are you okay, Mr. Sheck?” Brayn asked.

“No, I’m fine—” he struggled and nearly fell over the step that lead to the viewing gallery, “I just need some fresh air, I think.”

Julie folded her arms and glanced at Jelly’s face.

“There’s nothing to be worried about. She’s bound to be exhausted after the journey she’s had.”

“You d-don’t know that,” he said, feeling his heart turn to lava, “How could you possibly know what the hell has happened to her? Brayn?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Get me out of here.”

“Yes, sir.”

Maar turned to Julie, “You.”

“Yes?”

“Keep that godforsaken thing strapped to that bed and permanently sedated. You understand me?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Jesus Christ, I can’t—this is insanity, ” Maar yelped as he pushed the door open and stumbled through.

 

Brayn ran out onto the gantry as Maar gripped the railings and took a series of deep breaths.

“Sir, are you okay?”

“That thing in there,” he said as he caught his breath, “That’s not right. That’s not right.”

“What’s not right, sir?”

“Listen, Brayn,” Maar snapped. “It’s imperative that Anderson is kept under close guard. It’s just a matter of time before she wakes up.”

“Right.”

“I want five—no, six, armed guards in there with Julie and that other guy—”

“—Stanley, sir?”

“I DON’T CARE WHAT HIS GODDAMN NAME IS,” Maar screamed into Brayn’s face. His voice echoed around the manufacturing plant below, much to the shock of the scientists.

“Okay, I understand.”

“Six, you hear me? Six. Goddamn it,” Maar fumed. “And a droid, too.”

“On it, sir.”

Maar took a deep breath and swallowed. He shook the fatigue from his shoulders and felt much better.

“Right. Which bay is Alex Hughes in?”

 

— Bay 33 —

 

Alex lay asleep on his back on the gurney in the middle of the room with breathing apparatus over his mouth.

Much like Jelly, he had several wires running from his chest and into an E-MRI unit.

Maar walked into the viewing gallery with caution. He wasn’t about to make the same mistake again and enter the room with the subject.

He kept an eye on what he thought was a genuine member of Space Opera Charlie.

“You,” Maar said to the medician in the corner of the room. “How’s Hughes holding up?”

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t walk in there with him,” the medician said. “It’s just as well we moved our visitors into quarantine before we brought them into their bays.”

“What do you mean?”

“Whatever happened up there? Our friend, here, seems to have brought something back with him.”

“What are you talking about?” Maar asked.

The medician, a young man named Rowan, pointed at the screen on the wall. A pink cloud glowed over the imprint of Alex’s lungs.

“A souvenir, it seems,” Rowan said.

“What is it?”

“We don’t know, yet. What we do know is that it’s multiplying. We’ve yet to see if it’s contagious, but the same substance is also present in the third party. The BA is just a precaution.”

This revelation took Maar by surprised.

“Wait. There’s a third party?” 

“Yes, Mr. Sheck.”

“I thought it was just Hughes and Anderson?”

“No.”

Rowan left the console and ushered Maar through the door, “Sir? Follow me, please.”

 

Maar caught up with Rowan as they passed several trainee medicians hurrying to their next port of call.

“Are you sure there were three?”

“Oh, yes, Very sure, Mr. Sheck,” he said as his walk turned into a light jog, “B Six-Five. It’s quite amaziant.”

“What’s amaziant?”

The trainee medicians filtered in through the door to the bay, curious to clamp eyes on the third party USARIC had found in the orange escape pod.

Maar followed Rowan inside.

 

— Bay 65 —

 

Three spotlights illuminated a bed in the middle of the analysis dock.

The medicians crowded around the glass partition in the viewing gallery.

“Wow, look at that.”

A creeping sense of dread pervaded the gallery as Maar shuffled to the front. His eyes grew with fear as he saw the subject sitting crossed-legged at the foot of a bed.

“My God,” Maar gasped. “What the hell is that?”

“The third party, sir.”

SCHWUMP.

Four black lines drew across the perfect white wall and formed the shape of a door. It pushed out and released a medician, who walked into the room wearing a black gas mask and safety goggles.

Rowan flicked a switch on the monitor on the wall.

Biddip.

“Jonas?” Rowan asked. “Can you hear me?”

The medician’s voice through the mask and into the gallery, “Yes. I can hear you.”

“Be cautious. Don’t scare it.”

 

The little girl in question looked to be around five-years-old and sported beautiful silver whiskers. The fine brown fur on her face accentuated the white “F” on her forehead.

The USARIC gown covering her shoulders and front was far too big for her.

The girl-cat tilted her head up at Jonas as he moved in front of her.

Light from the dreadful fluorescent bulbs blinded the girl for a split second before Jonas’s shadow blocked it out.

Furie and Jonas stared at each other for a few seconds to see who’d speak first.

Neither did.

“Jonas?” Rowan asked, to a breathless crowd of Medicians and an even more astounded Maar Sheck, “Be nice to it. Say something nice.”

 

Jonas crouched to his knees and held out his right hand.

“My. Name. Is. Jonas,” he mouthed through the transparent plastic on his mask.

Furie burst into a fit of giggles and meowed.

“Whoa,” the trainees exclaimed in awe as they peered through the glass screen.

The half-cat, half-girl’s ears twitched. She looked at the giant mirror on the wall and saw her own reflection. As far as she was concerned, there was no one behind it.

This was the first time she ever saw herself in a mirror. It was an image that took her by surprise.

Jonas kept his hand up for her to shake.

“What. Is. Your. Name?”

The girl wiggled her nose and ran her tongue across her lips, “Why. Are. You. Talking. Like. That?”

Everyone in the viewing gallery nearly lost their minds. The thing had spoken. Not only that, but she’d initiated a wry act of sarcasm into the bargain.

“My God,” Maar muttered. “What the hell is it?”

“We’re about to find out, sir.” Rowan said as he pressed the button on the wall, “Jonas? Refrain from physical contact until further instruction.”

 

Jonas lowered his hand and smiled at the girl.

“What is your name?” he asked.

The girl giggled and slapped the end of her tail against the bed. She lifted her paw in front of her face.

It looked as if she might attack the man.

“Uh, Rowan,” Jonas snapped. “I think she’s going—”

“—My. Name. Is. Furie,” she revealed in her best imitation of the weird man crouching before her.

She brushed her claw across the furry “F” above her eyes.

Jonas could barely contain his disbelief.

“Furie. That’s a nice name. Who gave it to you?”

“My Mommy.”

“Your Mommy, huh?”

Furie nodded, matter-of-factly, and bopped her knees up and down.

“Uh-huh. Star Cat.”

Jonas stared into the girl’s pyramid-shaped pupils and took a deep breath.

“What happened to your Mommy, Furie?”

“I don’t know,” she frowned. “Do you know where my Mommy is?”

“I think so. I think she’s feeling unwell. So we’re taking care of her.”

The girl’s ears bent back, stretching the skin and fur back around her face.

Her razor sharp teeth and eyes turned into a vision of horror as she yawned and licked her mouth.

 

The medicians, Maar, and Rowan watched on, aghast.

“Please tell me she hasn’t got anything to do with Jelly,” Maar said.

“I, uh, think you know that’s just wishful thinking, Mr. Sheck,” Rowan whispered. “She’s almost certainly something to do with Anderson.”

“Are you saying that thing is her daughter?”

Rowan shrugged and returned to the glass partition to see what would happen next.

 

Furie extended her paws and grabbed at Jonas’s wrist.

“What are you doing, Furie?”

She lifted her finger at his face and affected a cute smile, “Friend?”

“Yes,” Jonas mouthed. “Friend.”

Curious, Furie wrapped her claws around his wrist and moved his hand up to her belly. The gown slid apart, revealing her furry chest and waist. She placed his palm over the glowing pink orb in her stomach.

A warm, buzzing sensational kissed against the skin on his palm.

“Wh-what is it, Furie?”

“Gift.”

“A gift?” he asked. “What gift?”

“Mommy says it’s called Pink Sym—”

WHUMP.

Julie ran into the bay and hollered at Maar, scaring the living daylights out of everyone.

“Mr. Sheck?”

Maar clutched his chest and stomped his foot on the ground, “Damn it. What did I tell you about sneaking up on me?”

“It’s Hughes.”

“What about Hughes?”

“He’s woken up,” she blurted.

“What?”

“Come with me. Quick.”

Maar didn’t know what to do next. He could stick around to find out what was happening with Furie - whoever she was - or go and quiz Alex.

“Rowan?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Stay here with Jonas and report back to me in Hughes’s bay. He’s woken up, apparently.”

“Yes, sir.”

Maar made for the door, “And whatever you do, make sure that cat-girl thing stays in this bay and doesn’t leave.”

“Of course.”

 

Julie hurried along the corridor and pushed past several oncoming medicians.

One of them - a young man named Nathan - made a beeline over to her, “Julie, Julie—”

“—What is it?”

“I think he’s going insane.”

“Did you administer the tranquilizer?”

“No. Every time we get near him he lashes out.”

Maar and Brayn caught up to Julie and demanded answers.

“What the hell is going on?”

SCHLAMM — BOOM.

Julie, Nathan, Maar, and Brayn - and the nearby medicians - all turned their attention to the tenth bay door up along the corridor.

Bay Thirty-Three.

“Let go of me, you asshole,” a familiar voice thundered through the open door. “Where is she?”

Julie darted up the corridor with the others in tow.

“What did you do with her?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Nathan protested.

“Yeah, that’s the whole problem,” she said as she reached the door, “The E-MRI was half way through its cycle, and he woke up—”

Her heels skidded to a halt as she looked inside the bay.

“God damn it.”

 

Julie bolted into the room and made for the computer, “Why did you leave him alone?”

Nathan ran into the room with Maar.

Brayn followed in after them and drew his firearm at the topless man sitting on the bed.

He shook his wrists and ankles away from their shackles to little success

“Hey, you,” Brayn threatened. “Calm the hell down.”

Alex sat upright and took a deep breath through his breathing apparatus.

“Where is she?”

“Where’s who?” Maar said as he calmly approached the bed. “Alex J. Hughes?”

“Yeah.”

Maar arrived at the foot of the bed and folded his arms, “Opera Charlie, Alex J. Hughes. I want answers.”

WRENCH — CLANG.

“Untie me, Maar.”

“Nu-uh. Not till you’ve learned to calm down. Everything will be fine. Now, tell me what happened.”

Alex pulled his wrists to his chest and rocked the gurney from side to side, “Damn it. You don’t understand,” he spat, “What did you do with Jelly? Where is she?”

Maar grinned as he sat on the edge of the bed. “She’s all right. Her and her daughter. That is her daughter, isn’t it?”

Alex leveled his breathing and stared at the man from behind his thick rubber facade.

“Isn’t it?”

Alex nodded and turned to Julie at the E-MRI console, “What’s she doing?”

Brayn sneered at Alex and kept his gun pointed at his face, “We’re asking the questions, now, asshole. Shut up and answer the man.”

Maar tapped the mattress with his fingertip, “Alex? Look at me.”

Alex turned, slowly, to Maar and slowed his breathing.

“You’re clearly in shock. You’ve just survived one of the roughest water landings we’ve ever seen. I can’t imagine how much trauma you’ve been through.”

“You don’t understand—”

“—You’ve been away for years. A lot’s changed here since you’ve been away. I think you need to rest and recoup for a while. Prepare yourself to do some explaining.”

“Don’t tell me what I need,” Alex struggled to remain calm. “Where’s Jelly?”

“All in good time, Hughes.”

“Did she survive the landing? Please, tell me she and her daughter survived the landing at least.”

Biddip-beep.

The heart reading on the machine began to sped up. Alex looked down at the pads attached to his chest.

“Alex, listen,” Maar said. “You tell us what we need to know, and we’ll tell you what you want to know.”

Nathan paced around the gurney and tried to clock every conceivable angle of Alex’s head and torso.

“Alex J. Hughes?” he asked with an air of suspicion. “Can I ask. How are you feeling?”

Alex took his time to respond.

“Fine.”

“Are you sure?”

A sliver of pink dust crept up the inside of his breathing apparatus.

“Yes, I’m fine.”

Nathan looked from the concerned Julie, and back to Alex once again.

“No pains? No aches? Discomfort?”

“No.”

“Are you feeling queasy? Anything like that?”

“No.”

“Hmm.”

Nathan turned to the image of Alex’s lungs on the E-MRI screen, “Mr. Sheck?”

“What is it?”

“Alex is carrying something in his lungs—”

WRENCH — CLANG-CLANG.

“Goddamn it,” Alex pulled in his shackles twice as hard, “Let me out of here, you assholes.”

Maar stood up and nodded at Brayn, “Keep your gun on him.”

“Don’t worry about that, sir. I’ll blow his infected brains out if he so much as looks in the wrong direction.”

Alex twisted his head and grunted at Brayn, who lifted his gun between the man’s eyes.

“That includes me, asshole.”

Maar looked at the holographic imprint of Alex’s lungs displayed on the side of the machine, “What do you mean? Carrying?”

Nathan pointed at the shadows across both lungs.

“This unidentified substance here, and here. It’s also present in the subject in B Six-Five.”

Alex heaved and screamed at the top of his lung, “You’ve got Furie? Where is she? Bay sixty-five?”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “Why does that concern you?”

“Damn it. You don’t know what you’re dealing with,” Alex’s muffled roars pushed the mask a millimeter away from his face as he spoke, “She’s toxic. You need to get her in quarantine.”

“Toxic?”

Julie and Nathan turned to each other, quizzically.

“Nathan, go and clear Bay Six-Five,” Julie snapped. “Get Rowan out of there and into quarantine. Now.”

“She passed the Q test before she—”

“—I don’t give a damn if she passed it already,” Julie said. “New information has come to light, courtesy of Hughes. It must have gone undetected. Go, now.”

“For heaven’s sake.”

Nathan darted out of the room and made his way back to Bay Sixty-Five.

Alex hung his head and tried to ignore the barrel of Brayn’s gun, “Please. Tell me no one has come into contact with her?”

Maar grimaced and felt his patience drain away.

“Don’t worry, Hughes. We’re on it. What we’re less on, if you like, is what happened on Charlie’s mission. Why you and Jelly have returned, and not the rest of your crew. I want you to tell me everything you know, starting with Opera Charlie and what occurred when it connected with Opera Beta.”

Alex looked up at Maar and clenched his fists.

 

Nathan ran into Bay Sixty-Five and pushed his way through the crowd of trainees peering through the Perspex wall.

“Christ. Get Jonas out of there. Now.”

Rowan looked over from the control deck and yelled at Nathan, “What the hell are you talking about?”

“It’s the girl.”

Nathan looked dead ahead at Jonas rising to his feet in front of Furie.

“She’s toxic. She’s carrying something. That, that, thing inside of her.

Everyone turned to Jonas’s right hand as it moved away from the glowing, pink orb in Furie’s belly.

Rowan yanked the lever down and moved his mouth to the microphone, “Jonas. Get out of there.”

KER-AMMMMM — BZZZZ.

 

The inside of the analysis lab dimmed, startling both Jonas and Furie.

Jonas felt around his breathing apparatus and looked at the two-way mirror.

“Hey. Why did you open the door—”

“—Jonas?” Rowan’s voice rumbled into the man’s headset. “No time to explain. Get out of there. Leave the subject inside.”

Furie growled at Jonas, having heard the tiny echo of a voice coming from his breathing mask.

“Is someone talking to you?”

“What? No,” he lied.

Furie jumped off the bed and landed on her hind paws. She waved her tail around like a whip and took a keen interest in the giant mirror on the opposite wall.

It felt strange to her.

There she was, her own body reflecting back in the mirror, unaware of the USARIC trainee medicians staring back at her from behind the wall.

 

She walked towards it and stared at the crowd. In her mind, she stared at her own face.

“Is this me?”

“Furie?” Jonas asked, softly.

She turned around and lifted her ears, “Huh?”

“Listen. I have to go for a little while. Will you be a good girl and stay here until I get back?”

She considered the offer as the medicians, and Rowan and Nathan, held their breath for an answer from the upright cat-girl.

“Good L-Lord,” Rowan stammered. “I can’t b-believe what I’m seeing.”

WHAAAARRRMMM.

The pink orb in Furie’s belly shifted up toward her chest and glowed twice as strong as before. She pressed her right paw over it and squeezed, gently, as she smiled at Jonas.

“Will you take me to my Mommy if I wait?” she asked.

“Sure,” Jonas lied once again.

The four black lines crept across the white wall and formed the outline of the door.

“Jonas,” Rowan advised. “Get the hell out of there. Now.”

Furie ran her tongue across her teeth and turned to her reflection in the mirror, “Okay. Friend.”

“Yes. Friend. Good girl.”

Jonas slipped through the door and shut it behind him.

 

Rowan, Nathan, and the twenty trainee medicians leaned towards the glass. They got an upfront and personal view of Furie pacing towards them.

She extended her paws, fanned her cuticles and slapped them against the glass.

KER-CLINK.

Her mouth moved, but her voice was inaudible. Instead, the microphones in the room piped her voice through the speakers in the viewing gallery.

“Furie,” she said. “It’s me.”

 

The cat-girl had fun pressing her claw against the one on her reflection. She drew it down to her chest height and examined her bare chest.

“You’re so pretty,” her lips spoke, with her voice funneling into the room a second later.

Her claw screeched down the reflective mirror and arrived at her waist. Naked as the day she was born, she tilted her head at her thighs and turned her hips to the side.

“Mommy is coming,” she said as she lifted her tail through her left paw.

WHIPPP.

“Heehee,” she giggled, taking great joy in playing with her own reflection.

CLANG.

The trainees yelped as her claw hit the glass once again. She leaned forward and stared everyone in the face, or so it seemed.

“I… see… you.”

One of the trainees burst into tears.

“It’s an abomination. H-How could they have d-done this?”

“It’s not our fault,” another trainee said. “Something happened up there. There’s nothing we could have done to stop it.”

The upset trainee pushed her way through the others and left the bay, once and for all.

“Everyone, please,” Rowan said. “I think it’s better if you left, now.”

Of course, no one dared to leave. They stayed to watch Furie dancing on her feet and clapped her paws together.

“Friend, friend, friend,” she sang, overjoyed at the prospect of an imminent reunion with her mother.

 

Furie looked at the half-cat, half-girl in the mirror. “Hmm. You’re pretty. What’s your name?”

She affected a slightly higher tone of voice and role played the part of her new “friend.”

“Furie. I’m a Star Cat,” she said as she preened in front of the mirror. “What’s your name?”

She blinked and rolled her shoulders, returning to the room, “My name is Furie, too. Furie Anderson. My Mommy is Jelly Anderson, and she’s the bestest Star Cat ever.”

Furie moved her face to the glass and held out her tongue, “I like you. Furie Anderson. Friend.”

“Friend,” she replied.

Sniff-sniff.

She wiggled her nose and took in the scent of her new friend in the mirror.

Sniff-sniff-sniff.

The scent drifting up her nostrils wasn’t one she expected. If anything, the girl standing in front had a distinctly clinical air about her.

“You smell funny,” Furie said at her own face.

“I’m not funny,” she playfully responded, “You’re funny.”

 

Rowan blinked hard, unable to tear his eyes away from the role play taking place in front of the two-way mirror.

“I must be dreaming. This isn’t real—”

“—Oh no, no,” Nathan muttered in astonishment, “It’s real, all right. Look at her.”

Furie extended her tongue and attempted to lick her reflection’s forehead.

“You have an F, too.”

Every time she tried to move, her “friend” moved with her.

Their tongues met across the cold glass.

“Stop moving, Star Cat,” Furie said in a fit of irritation. “I’m trying to lick you, but you keep moving.”

“I’m sorry, Furie,” she said on behalf of her friend, “Everything I do you do at the same time. Stop copying me”

“Stop copying me.”

“I’m sorry,” Star Cat returned.

“Stop copying me,” Furie barked at the same time as Star Cat, who mouthed the same sentence and enacted the same gesture. “You’re doing it again and I don’t like it.”

The pink orb in her stomach enlarged the angrier she got, “You’re copying me, and I don’t like it. Stop it.”

“Stop it.”

“Nggggg.”

Furie burst into tears and crumpled in a heap on the floor, “Stop doing what I’m doing.”

She looked up with tears streaming down her eyes and pointed at her reflection, “You’re even crying like me, too. I hate you. I HATE YOU.”

She pushed herself to her hind legs and swiped at her own tail.

Nathan turned to Rowan for a reaction, “She’s going berserk. Can’t we put her under for a while?”

“No. Not till ar-Ban gets back.”

“Screw ar-Ban. That family isn’t exactly the best commercial for dealing with the Andersons. I’ll go in there and deal with her myself,” Nathan said.

“No. Let them—her, fight it out together.”

“Are you insane?” Nathan shrieked. “It’s just one of her in there, not two. She’s arguing with herself.”

 

Furie hopped over to the gurney and yanked on the loose carbon fiber strap. She sunk her fangs into the coarse material and tried to tear it in half.

GNASH — CHEW.

“Grrrrrr,” she fumed as she whipped her tail around in a frenzy.

Her eyes turned a sickly yellow.

The fur on her shoulder lifted towards the ceiling.

She harnessed the anger inside her and picked up the metal chair from the corner of the room.

“I hate you.”

“MEOW.”

Furie roared into the mirror and launched the chair right at the two-way mirror.

SCHWA-SCHTAAAANNNGGG-GG!

The legs on the chair pinged off the mirror, leaving barely a dent in it.

Furie bushed her tail and heaved with extreme anger at the girl doing precisely the same in the mirror.

“Stay away from me,” they both said before turning away from each other.

 

Jonas and Nathan hurried along the corridor.

“What’s going on in there?” Jonas asked as he removed the mask from his face, “Why all the urgency?”

Nathan moved ahead of his colleague, “Hughes has come-to. He’s speaking about something toxic. That thing inside the subject in B Six-Five went undetected during quarantine.”

Jonas felt his throat start to tremble.

“What happened when you touched it?”

“Nothing. It just sort of vibrated,” Jonas quipped. “What state is Hughes in?”

“I guess we’ll find out when we get there.”

The two men turned the corner in haste and ran along the corridor to Bay Thirty-Three.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

— Bay 33 —

 

Maar watched Brayn attach a pair of DecapiCuffs to Alex’s wrists.

“Hold still, dickhead.”

“What are you doing?” Alex squealed from under his oxygen mask.

“Just a precaution, Hughes,” Maar chuckled as he saw the reflection of the door to the bay in Alex’s visor.

Three USARIC mercenaries moved into the room and lined the wall, waiting for instructions.

Maar grinned at Hughes as the cuffs sealed around his wrists.

SCHWUNK — CLICK.

Alex writhed around in his seat, desperate for freedom.

“Ah, good. He’s awake.”

“Yes, Mr. Sheck,” Brayn said.

“We’re going to have a little chat with our colleague, here. Alex J. Hughes. He’s going to tell us everything we want to know.”

Brayn moved away from the table, leaving Maar and Alex facing each other at opposite ends of the table.

Both men wanted to tear the other’s throat out.

“Listen up,” Brayn said to the three mercenaries, “Don’t underestimate this guy. Former American Star Fleet. Highly trained. Don’t go near him.”

“Understood,” the first merc said.

Julie removed her left thumbnail from her hand and pressed it on the table.

“Ready when you are, Mr. Sheck.”

“Do it.”

WVHOOOOM.

Alex blinked as the air above the thumbnail rippled. A holographic image of Opera Charlie orbiting Saturn revolved ten inches above the tabletop.

“Here’s what we know, Hughes.”

Alex didn’t respond. His attention was more in tune with the heat forming across his face. Was it the mask sealing out the air? Or was it the sweat? Did Maar know more than he was letting on?

WHUUURRRR — WHVOOOM.

Alex’s breathing quickened.

“So, I guess our first question is this. Did Opera Charlie find Opera Beta?”

Alex closed his eyes and shook his head, which displeased Maar beyond measure.

“We’d like to know what happened to Oxade Weller and his second-in-command, Nutrene Byford.”

No response came from the withered man sitting before him.

“Are you saying that you did not find Opera Beta?”

“Answer the question,” Brayn screamed in Alex’s ear, making the man shudder in fright.

“Whoa, whoa,” Maar interrupted. “Easy, tiger. Let the man consider his answer. We’re after veracity, here. I want a quality and accurate answer, not some hastily thrown-together excuse. Hughes?”

Alex kept his eyes focused on his lap - anything to avoid eye contact with the man who questioned him.

WHUMP.

Maar placed his right palm flat on the table. “See this? Hughes?”

Alex looked up upon instruction and watched Maar give him the thumbs up.

“What?”

Maar’s thumbnail glowed bright purple, just begging to be touched.

“If you don’t start speaking, I’ll activate those discs behind your back. You’ll lose your hands and probably bleed to death before your brain registers the pain.”

Alex shuffled forward in his seat.

“Ah, da-da,” Brayn and the three mercenaries lifted their guns at him and demanded he calm down, “Don’t even bother, asshole.”

Julie looked away and felt like crying, “This isn’t right.”

“I don’t remember asking for your opinion, ar-Ban,” Maar snapped. “Hughes is going to sing like a canary or else he’ll have to get someone else to wipe his behind in the future.”

Biddum-biddum-biddum.

Alex’s heart rate appeared on the floating hologram.

“A strange thing has appeared in the Gulf of Mexico. Two other object came out of the Mediterranean and the Yellow Sea around the same time. Hours before you returned. It took out one of my jets. Now, call me crazy, but I don’t think this is a coincidence. What do you know about that, Hughes?”

Alex refused to speak. The question made no sense, signaling to him that his boss had lost his mind for good.

Maar lost his patience and huffed, “Nothing? Seems you’re getting a bit stressed, huh? Give it a few more minutes of not telling me what I want to know, and you might save those DecapiCuffs the effort of kicking your ass for good.”

“I don’t know anything.”

Alex slammed his bare feet to the floor and grunted. The breathing through his tube produced a faint gurgling sound.

“That’s the spirit, Hughes,” Maar scowled. “Get angry. Get real angry. Harness that rage and use it to tell me everything.”

Maar nodded at Julie. Reluctantly, she waved her right hand through the dusty image. A head shot of Tripp Healy twisted to life, accompanied by his personal statistics.

“Okay, let’s try another question, eh, Hughes? We know you, Weller, and Byford, found Opera Beta,” Maar said. “One of her last transmissions we received via The Manuel reported four souls on board. Tripp was one of them. What happened to him?”

Alex grunted, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, you son of a—”

“—No? Try me.”

Alex’s breathing quickened as he stared his oppressor dead in the eyes.

“He turned.”

“Turned?”

“Yes,” Alex fumed. “He turned into a spider and we had to kill him before he killed us.”

The USARIC mercs, Brayn, and Maar, tried not to smirk.

“That’s very funny, Hughes,” Maar cleared his throat chewed back the urge to burst out laughing. “Try again.”

“Healy caught the virus. His organs could only fight off the transformation for so long. Before he turned.”

“You’re starting to test my goddamn patience. I ask again, for the last time, what happened to Tripp—”

“—It’s the truth. I’m telling you.”

Maar nodded at Julie.

“We’ll come back to that. Speaking of crew members, Captain Daryl Katz. Any sign of him?”

“No.”

“Dr. Bonnie Whitaker?”

“Who?”

Maar exhaled and closed his eyes, “God, give me strength.”

“I don’t know those names,” Alex said.

“How about weapons technician Jaycee Nayall?”

She moved her fingers through the image of Tripp’s face to reveal a head shot of Jaycee.

Maar knew from Alex’s pained expression that Jaycee was familiar to him.

“What happened?”

“He turned into a spider, too.”

TCH-CLUNK — CLICK.

Brayn aimed his shotgun at Alex’s temple, “You want me to blow this lying bastard’s brains out now, sir?”

“Not yet.”

“We have more chance of rummaging through his brain matter on the wall for answers.”

Maar waved Brayn back and chuckled.

“Don’t be unkind. Give Hughes some space,” he said and turned to Alex, “See that? I just prevented this meat head from shooting you in the face. I’m getting increasingly bored with your flippant attitude, you know.”

“That’s your problem, Maar.”

“Oh, really?” he said as he teased his left thumbnail, “What’s my problem?”

“Your inability to realize the truth when you hear it. Just rush in, guns blazing, and to hell with what you don’t want to hear.”

“Ah, ordinarily I’d agree with you, there. See, I have this problem,” Maar threatened with glee, “Over half a billion dollars of irreplaceable tech has gone missing. Gone walkies, if you like. Earlier today, those who are still alive and have the answers shot out of a hole in the sky and landed in the Gulf of Mexico. So, we rescued them. If we hadn’t, they would have submerged all the way to the sea bed. Never to be found. Oxygen and sustenance depleted. Suffocated to death. Are you getting my point, yet?”

“Yeah, I get your point,” Alex said. “Do you get mine?”

“Yours?”

“You don’t know what we’ve been through, Sheck.”

Maar slammed the table with rage.

“Insolent scumbag. You will refer to me as Mr. Sheck. Or sir. Do you understand me?”

Alex smirked at the fact he’d managed get under the man’s skin.

“You know as well as I do. If something happens to me then the facts about all three Opera missions goes with me.”

Maar’s incessant heavy breathing matched his opponent’s. Alex knew too much to be killed.

“Opera Alpha?”

“Yeah,” Alex snorted. “We don’t know much, but we do know something.”

Julie swiped the image to reveal a familiar-looking house cat with orange eyes.

“Jelly Anderson,” Maar said. “The winner of the Star Cat Project back in 2117. Special envoy on Opera Beta. Let me ask you this, Alex Hughes. What came of our little, fluffy feline friend up there in the big, bad universe?”

Alex squinted at Maar. The chances were good that Jelly had been found. He already knew they’d found Furie.

“Anderson. Is she alive?” Alex asked. “Did you find her?”

Maar grew suspicious. He knew that if he was going to get the truth, he’d need to keep his playing cards close to his chest.

“Why do you ask?”

“She’s the whole reason I went up—” Alex stopped himself from finishing his sentence.

“What do you mean the whole reason you went up?”

“Uh, nothing. I’m sorry, I got confused—”

“—No, no,” Maar shook his head and refused to buy the excuse, “No, you don’t get away with a statement like that, my friend. The reason you went up? Jelly Anderson?”

SHOOOOSHHH - WHAARRVVVMM.

Alex’s breathing quickened as fast as his beating heart. The sight of the armed guards just waiting for the order to blow his head off didn’t help.

“Alex?” Maar asked. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

Alex choked and felt his eyelids gain weight, “I think my oxygen is running low.

Maar snapped at Julie.

“Take his mask off—”

“Nuuuh,” Alex grimaced and buckled forward in pain, “Don’t—don’t.”

“Why on Earth not, Hughes?”

Julie didn’t know what to do. Should she rescue the man suffering before her, or keep the mask on?

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, sir,” she said.

“Why?”

“I just don’t,” Julie said. “The mask is more protection for us than it is for him. If we take it off, it could be bad news.”

Maar folded his arms and watched the man groan in agony before him, “Recharge his oxygen unit?”

“I think that would be best,” Julie said. “I’ll go to Botanix and get a few units for him.”

Maar threw her a knowing wink.

“Fair enough. Take your time, though, ar-Ban. No need to rush.”

He turned to Alex and made himself comfortable.

“Let’s let him suffer a while.”

 

***

 

Julie exited the bay corridor’s back door and walked along the ground. She faced the Gulf of Mexico and settled her eyes on the giant structure towering from the water.

“Please, God. Just let this be over.”

She crouched to her knees and rested against the wall. A lungful of sea air worked wonders for her mental state.

Her emotions ran high as she thought about her sister, Wool, and the last time she saw her.

“Please. Just let this be over. Please.”

Refusing to give into her upset, she cleared her throat and wiped her face.

 

Moments later, as Julie entered the building via the back door, the image of two medicians running at speed focused into her view.

Julie adjusted her glasses and recognized the two men immediately, “Jonas? Nathan?”

“Where have you been?”

“Taking a breather,” Julie said. “Why, that’s wrong?”

“How’s Hughes holding up?”

“He’s in there with Sheck and a few mercs. He’s not saying much.”

Jonas waved her over as he made his way down the corridor, “Come with me. He’s not saying much?”

“No.”

“Not saying much because he can’t? Or because he won’t?”

“A bit of both, probably,” she said as she kept up the pace with her two colleagues. “What’s happening with the subject in B-Six-Five?”

Jonas clutched his breathing mask in his hands as he jogged, “Rowan and the med trainees are in there with her, now. It’s real messed up. She has this thing inside her chest. She went a bit crazy in the head.”

“Like mother, like daughter, huh?” Nathan added.

Julie didn’t find the remark very funny, “I really hope not.”

 

“C’mon, move it,” came a voice from the other end of the corridor.

Julie and Nathan veered to the wall and allowed the man who spoke to run past.

A heavily-armed USARIC mercenary named Jaykay pushed through the medicians with five of his colleagues in tow.

“Excuse me, coming through,” he said to the others as he turned around and faced his team, “Bay Seventy. Double-time.”

“Double time?” Nathan whispered. “About damn time, more like.”

Julie stepped forward and ran alongside Jaykay.

“Excuse me? Sir?”

“I don’t have time to stop and chat, lady. We need to get to B-Seventy.”

“That’s my bay.”

“Is it?”

Jaykay slowed to a halt and waved his fingers across his neck to his colleagues, signaling them to stop.

“We’ve been assigned watch in there,” he said as he scanned Julie’s name badge. According to the sewn-in fabric on her lapel her real name was “Jool ar-Ban.”

“Jool?”

“Yes, sir.”

“As in jewel?”

“Yes.”

“Everyone’s a bit hurried this afternoon. Can you tell us what we’re going to find in B-Seventy?”

She glanced at Nathan for a response, but nothing came of it. He just shrugged and scrunched his face.

Julie beckoned Jaykay’s team along with her as she jogged along the corridor, “Follow me.”

“What’s all the fuss, Jool?”

“Please, call me Julie. Everyone does,” she said. “Three hours ago, USARIC and the ASF responded to an alien entity in the Gulf of Mexico.”

“Have the subjects been quarantined?” Jaykay asked.

“You know, I wished Mr. Sheck had asked that when they arrived. You’re pretty smart.”

“Ha. Yeah, well, we’re not all simpletons in heavy armor, you know.”

“Hmm.”

Julie could have come out with a feisty retort, but chose not to. She turned her attention to Jonas approaching the door to the bay several feet down the corridor.

“Who gave you the order to provide over watch?” Julie asked Jaykay.

“Commander Brayn in Weapons & Armory. A direct order form Mr. Sheck himself.”

“That figures.”

Julie reached the door to Bay Seventy and turned to Jaykay and his men, “Listen, listen. Before you go in, could you please—”

“—We’ll take it from here, Jool,” Jaykay said.

Julie caught her breath and peered inside the bay. Jelly remained unconscious. Her left hind leg shuddered, indicating that she was asleep rather than completely under.

“Please, Jool. Step aside and let us do our job—”

“—No sudden movements,” she spat, hurriedly. “Just, please. Don’t frighten her.”

“Don’t worry. She won’t even know we’re there.”

Jaykay pushed past Julie and made his way into the room. The five mercenaries followed him in.

Nathan ran up to her in haste, “Are they in?”

“Yeah. It’s gotten to be quite the party in there.”

Nathan sniggered and entered the room.

Julie paused to breathe before she walked in and shut the door behind her.

 

She made her way to the E-MRI machine at the head of the gurney.

Jaykay and his team approached the beast lying on the bed, but before they could deliver their thoughts, Julie held her hand at a line by the wall.

“Please, guys. Stand in the yellow zone.”

Jaykay snapped his fingers and lowered his rifle, “You heard the woman. Do as she says.”

SCHOOOO — SHEEEEEEE.

Two defibrillator units pumped the oxygen along a thick wire that stretched all the way to Jelly’s gas mask.

Only an hour ago, the mattress was long enough to contain the entire length of her body. Now, her giant feet hung off the edge of the bed.

Julie read the scan on the E-MRI and double-took, “My God.”

“What’s wrong?” Nathan asked.

Julie’s eyes widened as she inspected the foot of the gurney, “She’s grown.”

“Grown?”

Jaykay couldn’t help but get involved, “Excuse me. Julie?”

“What?”

He pointed at the resting creature, “What is this, uh, thing?”

“It’s not a thing. It’s a she. Do you remember the Star Cat Project from a few years ago?”

“What? That stupid contest to find a cat to go into space?”

“Uh-huh,” Julie quipped and ran her fingers over Jelly’s furry forehead, “This is her. She was the winner.”

“That’s Jelly Anderson?”

“Yes.”

“The famous one all over Viddy Media?”

“The very same.”

Nathan placed his hands on his hips and coughed loudly, “Well, we think it’s her. We’re reasonably certain, but it’s not confirmed yet..”

“Nah. That can’t be her,” Jaykay chuckled, along with his colleague, “She was a common house cat. There’s no way that can be Jelly Anderson, she’s—”

WVHUUUM.

The casters on the gurney shunted forward, causing everyone in the room - and even the machine, or so it seemed - to jump back with fright.

Biddip-biddip-biddip.

Jaykay and the five mercenaries aimed their rifles at the sleeping tiger. Her whiskers shimmied as fast as her eyelids.

“It moved,” Jaykay yelled. “It definitely moved.”

“Don’t raise your voice. You’ll wake her up,” Julie hushed.

She turned to Nathan and pointed at the wall cabinet.

“Prep the tranks, now. Get the T-Gun.”

“Tranks?” Jaykay asked.

“Tranquilizers.”

Nathan ran over to the cupboard and unhooked a tranquilizer gun from the rails.

“How much?”

As Julie ran alongside the gurney to calculate the dose required, she spotted the creases in the sheets slide around. Something underneath was very much alive.

Julie covered her mouth and looked down the length of Jelly’s body, “My G-God—”

“—Julie?” Nathan screamed, “Gimme a dosage.”

She thought on her feet and guessed on the dosage based on Jelly’s size.

“Benzodiazepine. Forty—no, make it fifty milligrams.”

“You sure?”

“Of course I’m sure, just get the thing—”

SCHHRIIIPPP.

Nathan tore three Trank bags off the wall and slotted them into the grip on the T-Gun.

“Okay,” Nathan said. “We’re ready. Standby.”

Julie ran her finger over the metal shackle on Jelly’s hind leg.

“Is she properly secured?” Jaykay asked.

“Yes, the gurney is bolted to the floor. Don’t worry, she can’t go anywhere.”

Jaykay peered under the gurney and saw that Julie was right. He lifted his head and opened his mouth, “How can you be sure it’s Jelly Anderson—?”

SHWUNT.

Jelly’s knees darted upwards, forcing the gurney forward.

SHUNT — SHUNT — CLANG.

Her hind legs pushed across the mattress, digging her heels at the metal rail at the foot of the bed.

Julie took a step back and looked at Jonas, who slipped around the side of the E-MRI, “What are you doing, Jonas? Where are you going?”

“Julie?”

“What?”

“If that thing tries to kill me, you kill me first.”

Julie folded her arms and snorted, “Who? Jelly Anderson—?”

WHUMP — SCHTANG.

Jelly’s ears flicked back, registering their voices.

“Wait,” Nathan said. “Say it again.”

“Say what again?” Julie asked.

“Her name. She seems to be responding to her name.”

Julie licked her top lip and realized her colleague was right. She hoped moving over to Jelly’s face and testing the theory a fourth time wouldn’t prove to be her gravest mistake.

The loud hum from the defibrillator crept across the linoleum, sending a constant mini shock wave up the metal of the trolley legs.

“We could be forever waiting around for her to wake up of her own accord, you know,” Nathan said.

Jonas gripped the edge of the E-MRI unit and panted, catching Nathan’s attention.

“Hey, Jonas. Call yourself a medician?”

“Nah, this is s-screwed up,” Jonas stammered. “I d-don’t trust her as far as I can throw her.”

“Which isn’t very far, considering her size, you pussy,” Nathan snapped.

“I’m not a pussy,” Jonas yelped and pointed at the gurney. “That thing is no pussy, either. Not anymore. Whatever happened up there, it—it changed her into a freak.”

KER-CHLUCK.

Jaykay armed his rifle and aimed the barrel at Jelly’s chest.

“One dead ex-pussy if she makes a wrong move.”

Julie held out her palm at Jaykay.

“Shh. Wait. I’m going to call her name again.”

“It’s your funeral, Jool,” he said. “We’re just here to prevent it from happening as best we can.”

Julie’s face hovered over the sleeping tiger’s forehead. Her breathing fogged up the inside of her breathing apparatus.

“Hey,” Julie whispered as quietly as possible, “J-Jelly?”

No response, save for a thunderous snore sound coming from under the mask.

Jelly’s whiskers shuddered with each breath. She was very much alive.

Everyone in the room knew it.

“Look at you,” Julie continued, taking in the bizarre visual laying before her, “So big. So beautiful.”

Jaykay and his mercenaries watched Julie lower her head and take in the creature’s scent.

Sniff-sniff.

“It’s been a while since you’ve bathed, hasn’t it?”

“For God’s sake, lady,” Jaykay barked. “Are you two going to kiss? Or are you going to try and wake her up?”

Julie kept her hand held at Jaykay and clenched all but her middle finger into a fist.

“Pfft. Charming.”

“Don’t pay any attention to the nasty men,” Julie whispered to the creature as she tilted her head to Jaykay and smiled, “They don’t know who you are. They don’t know you’re a winner. That you’re one in a million. That you became a Star Cat. Jelly Anderson.”

Jaykay lowered his gun, near-satisfied that the beast had been placated.

WHUP — KERRRRAAAA — SPATCH.

Jelly’s elbows slammed into the mattress, sending Julie onto her ass.

Her eyes sprang open, revealing a pair of deathly yellow pyramid-shaped pupils.

“MEOW.”

Nathan ran into the mercenaries path and hooked his finger around the trigger of the T-Gun.

Jelly kicked her feet and forced the gurney back and forth in its floor locks. Her wild roar muffled through her mask.

“Damn cat,” Nathan roared as he tried to insert the three-pronged syringe into the side of her neck.

“Stop moving.”

“Get out of the damn way,” Jaykay said.

Nathan took a step back from Jelly’s head as it bounced back and forth against the pillow, “No, don’t shoot her—”

SCHTANG — SCHTANG — SCHTANG.

The gurney groaned under Jelly’s sheer size and weight. The side railings bulged and bent back. In just a matter of seconds, the beast would break free and escape.

“Damn it.”

Julie picked herself up off the floor and darted over to the E-MRI.

Biddip-beep-beeeeeep-beeeeeeeeep.

“Nathan?”

“I’m trying,” he said as Jelly whipped her tail out from under her vast waist. It hooked around the railing and shunted it across the floor.

“LET—ME—OUT,” Jelly wailed from under her mask.

She continued to fight the metal cage surrounding her body. Her voice dipped even lower, sounding like a fiery pit of hell infused with the guttural growl of a tiger.

“NOOOOOW.”

Jaykay yelled over his shoulder, “Team. Hold your fire.”

He returned to the sight on his rifle. The end lifted up and down as he tried to keep up with Jelly’s head shifting around.

“If you can’t calm her down I’ll put one right between her damn eyes,” he yelled.

“No,” Julie squealed. “Don’t do that—”

STACHAAAAANG.

Jelly’s elbows smashed through the mattress and broke the gurney in two. The top half of the gurney flew back and crashed into the E-MRI machine, taking her wrists with.

“Jesus Christ. Get that damn tranquilizer in her,” Julie screamed at Nathan.

“I’m trying, What the hell do you think I’m doing?” he screamed back, “Taking a vacation?”

Jelly’s ass slammed to the ground, putting several dents into the linoleum floor. She kicked the battered bottom half of the gurney away from her shackled ankles.

WHOOSH — SCHWUNT.

The chain snapped taut and lifted the lower half of the gurney into the air. It crashed back down around her feet and broke into hundreds of pieces.

Jaykay marched up to the grizzly creature and swung the barrel of his gun right between her eyes.

“Here, kitty-kitty-kitty,” he yelled. “See this hole at the end of my gun? It’s gonna get bigger, you dumb rodent.”

GROOWWWWLLLLLL.

Jelly’s whirlwind of a roar nearly blew the man off his feet.

FWIP — SLAMMM.

Jelly threw her fist forward and swung the top half of the gurney at Jaykay like a giant whip. The chain stretched out and tugged it back in her direction before it smashed to the floor.

“Calm down, Jelly,” Jaykay said. “Let the nice medicians here help you with that.”

GRUNT. 

Jelly fumed under her breathing apparatus and smashed the floor with her fists.

Julie snapped at Nathan, “Do it.”

SCHWUNT.

Nathan buried the T-Gun syringe in Jelly’s neck and yanked on the trigger.

SWEEESSHHHH.

The solution piped through the metal and into Jelly’s vein.

“My God,” Nathan panted, “Never again. Never again.”

Jelly’s muscles went limp. Her body folded and knocked her head forward, facing her knees.

A strange gurgling sound occurred through her significantly slowed breathing. Saliva rolled out from under the neck rubber and collected up on her thighs.

Nathan watched Jonas emerge, shaken, from behind the broken E-MRI machine.

“What happens now?”

Julie stared at the battered tiger sitting against the wall.

“She won’t stay down for long,” Julie said.

Jonas brushed himself down and surveyed the fallout from the commotion, “Daaaaamn,” he fumed, “If this is what she’s like when she’s just woken up, then I don’t wanna be around when she’s angry.”

Julie ran her hands through her hair, “She knows, I’m telling you. She knows.”

“Knows what?” Nathan asked.

“She knows what’s going on. The moment she came-to, she knew. I could feel it. I think she thought she recognized me.”

Jonas dismissed her statement outright, “Lessense. You two had never met. Not until now.”

“You’re right. We haven’t,” Julie said. “But she’s met my sister.”

An awkward silence hung in the air as Julie stared at the monstrosity sitting before her. A million questions ran through her mind. What had happened to Jelly Anderson? How did she get back? Why did she even bother returning?

“Uh, Julie?” Nathan said.

“Yeah?”

“The cat on the floor. It’s, like, twenty foot long? And it’s going to wake up again soon?”

Julie snapped out of her daydream.

“I have an idea.”

Jaykay, Jonas, and Nathan waited patiently for her recommendation.

“What is it?” Jonas asked.

Julie smiled and ran through the door.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Perimeter Zee”

Interstate 10, Junction 20

(One mile south of Port D’Souza)

 

The mack truck traveled along a slip road by the freeway and disappeared under a flyover.

“We’re here,” Rana said from the driver’s compartment.

She twisted the lens in her binocle. A blue contour crept around the image of the pillars upholding the freeway in her right eye.

“Good,” Sierra turned to Roman, “See that over there?”

She pointed to a devastated waste ground sheltered by the width of the freeway that ran several dozens of feet above.

Discarded items of furniture littered the ground. The building underneath had crumbled beyond recognition.

A depressing vision of what was once a vibrant living community, now vacated.

“Yes, I see,” Roman said as he lifted his forearm to his mouth, “What happened to this place?”

Sierra fastened her jacket and tucked the ends of her blue hair under her headgear.

“Perimeter Zee. A few years ago the entire area was due to be demolished to make way for USARIC’s expansion.”

“It didn’t happen?”

“No,” Siyam interjected. “They forced everyone out. Took their time relocating the citizens elsewhere. The place is a breeding ground for all sorts of trouble.”

“Yeah,” Sierra said. “And if it’s trouble they want, it’s trouble they’ve got.”

Roman raised his forearm to his mouth, “Suttle? This is Roman. Come in. Transmission oh-one-seven.”

 

Suttle drove the commandeered blue van along Interstate Ten, trailing behind Amelia’s gray vehicle.

“—Do you read me, Suttle?” Roman’s voice came through the speakers.

Suttle looked up and smiled.

“Yes, I hear you. We’re approaching J-Twenty, now.”

“Good. Is Amelia still with you?”

“She’s ahead of me.”

Roman’s excitement flowed through his voice, which pleased Suttle, “Listen, we’re at Perimeter Zee. It’s just to the left when you turn off the junction. You can’t miss it. It’s a real hell hole.”

“We’ll be there in five minutes.”

Suttle looked over his shoulder and saw Lydia making a fuss over Bobbie in the first passenger seat.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m just a bit tired.”

“Keep your energy up, young lady. I have a surprise for you.”

“Really? What is it?”

“Ha. All in good time, Lydia.”

 

Suttle followed the gray van as it veered to the right and exited the freeway at Junction Twenty.

“Suttle. This is Amelia. Hit the gas. We’ll have IRI-Two follow us to the meet point.”

“Understood.”

VROOOOOM.

Suttle hit the gas and traveled alongside Amelia’s van as they traversed along the junction exit.

BLAAARRRREEEEE.

He hit the horn as his van ran alongside IRI-Two and waved at Joseph, the driver.

Suttle lifted his head and spoke into the microphone at the side of the dashboard.

“IRI-Two. Do you read me?”

“Yes,” Joseph said, “I can see you, too.”

“Don’t get smart with me, dickhead,” Suttle said. “My friends and I will escort you to the extraction point. Next turn-off before the underpass.”

Shane, one of six kidnapped border guards, watched the waste ground loom into view through the windshield. A giant shadow formed from the interconnecting freeway roads several feet above it.

“Perimeter Zee?” he gasped. “Oh, no.”

“What?” his colleague asked.

“That’s five miles from R&D,” he said. “What are they planning?”

“There’s nothing we can do about it now, Shane,” his colleague said. “Sit back down before someone sees you.”

The shade from the overhanging freeway slipped over the vehicle and blanketed everyone inside in near-darkness.

Shane freaked out. He didn’t know where to turn.

“Two IRI vans, one blue, one gray,” he counted in his mind, “One of them is crammed with pissed-off Russian scum. The hellhole is a comms black hole. No one will know they’re there. What are they planning—?”

“Sit down, Shane.”

“No.”

He ran up to the cage that barricaded Joseph, “Hey, you.”

“What?”

“Are they telling you to go to Perimeter Zee?”

“Yes. The guy just told me to follow—”

“—Don’t turn off,” Shane snapped. “Just head straight to the end of the junction and continue.”

“What, are you crazy?” Joseph barked.

The one and only opportunity to turn left and into the perimeter loomed in the distance. Joseph could follow Suttle’s instruction and turn off, or defy him and continue dead ahead - and risk death itself.

“If you turn off and go in they’ll execute us,” Shane said.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Joseph yelled. “If I don’t turn off that madman will press the button.”

“So we’re dead either way?”

 

Suttle steadied his speed alongside the van and clocked Shane standing behind the driver’s seat.

“Joseph?” Suttle’s voice blasted through the speakers, “What’s that asshole doing standing up?”

The driver began to sweat as the turning zoomed towards him, “Umm, I, uh, don’t—”

“—Goddamn it.”

Suttle lifted his glove and slammed it against the window for Joseph to see.

“You want me to hit the button?”

“No-no,” Joseph pleaded into his microphone, “Don’t—”

“—You’d better turn into the Perimeter as instructed, or I’ll hit the button. Do you understand me?”

 

VROOOOOOOM.

Suttle stepped on the gas and drove his van in front of IRI-Two.

“Turn left. I repeat, turn left now.”

Shane started to hyperventilate and gripped the back of Joseph’s seat, “Uh, uh, I—”

“—I’m turning left. We’re all dead if I don’t.”

Shane wiped his brow and whimpered, “They’re going to kill us. It’s the perfect place to get rid of our bodies, Oh God, oh God—”

“—Would you fricken calm down? You’re scaring me.”

Suttle’s blue van entered the slip road. In five seconds’ time, Joseph and IRI-Two would follow.

Or not.

“What do I do? What do I do?” Joseph squealed, his fingers shaking across the steering wheel.

Suttle bit his lip and finally came to his sense, “You’re right. We’re definitely dead if we don’t do it.”

“W-Why would they have us drive all this way through Manning state if they just wanted to kill us?” Joseph asked.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Shane whispered.

He turned to his petrified USARIC colleagues at the back of the van. They wanted to live, and seemed to beg Shane to allow Joseph to follow the instructions.

Shane turned to the windshield and took a deep breath.

“Okay, do it.”

Joseph steered the wheel to the left and joined the raggedy road that led to the battered Perimeter.

“Uhhhh,” Shane muttered. “I sure hope we made the right decision.”

 

***

 

Perimeter Zee - a smog-laden disaster zone tucked under a series of roads sealing it off from natural sunlight.

Burning oil cans and smashed items of furniture littered the stinking, blackened ground. An apocalyptic vision of a place that might have thrived in a better and more appreciative economy.

Joseph drove IRI-Two into the perimeter and slowed to a halt next to Rana’s truck.

Suttle’s threatening tone scared the occupants, “Wait inside your vehicle until you receive further instructions.”

Joseph watched Suttle and Amelia’s IRI vans park up in front of the truck through the driver’s window.

Roman, Saad, Sierra, Siyam, and a young child named Remy warmed themselves beside a burning trash can. They turned to see Suttle open his van door and waved him over.

“Okay, I understand,” Joseph said.

“Who the hell are they?” Shane asked, suddenly obsessed by the events taking place a few feet away from them.

 

Suttle opened his arms as he approached Roman and Saad, “Hah, haaaaah, there they are. Look at you, all dressed for war.”

Roman chuckled heartily as he moved forward with his hands outstretched, “Look what the cat dragged in. My man.”

The two men hugged tight, relieved to see one another.

“Good to see you.”

“Good to see you too, comrade,” Suttle said as he let go of his comrade and looked at Saad.

“Hey, man.”

“Why, you little criminal,” Saad chuckled.

The two men fist-bumped. A devastating sound of metal clanged through the material in their gloves.

“See they’ve still got you doing their dirty work?” Suttle joked.

Saad lifted his rifle and licked his lips, “Yeah, but someone’s gotta do it. Might as well be those that like it, eh?”

“True, very true.”

Suttle nodded at Sierra and Siyam, who smiled back at him, “These must be the intellectuals, huh?”

“Yeah,” Roman said. “This is Sierra, and Siyam.”

“Nice, very nice,” he said. “Hey.”

“Hey,” the pair said, wondering if they should approach him.

BEEP — BEEP.

Amelia hit the horn on the dashboard and raised her eyes at Suttle.

“Hey, Amelia,” Roman said. “Come out and join us. Bring your team with you.”

 

Amelia hit a button on the dashboard.

WHUMP.

The door opened and allowed the Misfits to exit the vehicle with their weapons.

“Okay, everyone out. Standby for instructions.”

 

Suttle was about to ask Roman something, when he remembered he had a special gift waiting in his van.

“Ah. Hang on. I have something for you.”

“Oh yes?”

Suttle snapped his fingers at his van, “Okay. You can come out, now.”

Everyone turned to the door of the van.

A young girl with a white Bobtail in her arms emerged from the bottom step.

Roman sure knew who it was. Someone he thought he’d never see again.

“Lydia.”

“Daddy.”

The pair ran towards each other. Roman dropped to his knees and took her in his arms.

“Lydia. My God.”

She’d forgotten she was holding Bobbie. The poor cat yelped as father and daughter hugged, squishing the cat between their chests.

“Miew.”

Lydia moved back and released Bobbie to the ground, “Oh, sorry girl.”

Roman couldn’t have cared less about the cat. He ran his gloved fingers over his daughter’s face, “Let me see you.”

“I’m okay, Daddy.”

“Okay.”

“They—they—” Lydia huffed and burst into tears, “They killed Mom.”

Roman squeezed his eyes shut and turned away, not wanting to show any emotion, “I know. I know they did.”

She stomped her feet on the ground and tried to expunge the pain in her heart, “They killed her. They killed them all—”

“—I know, sweetie,” Roman whispered.

Sierra felt a wave of anger dagger into her soul, “Ugh, this sucks. Those bastards, I swear.”

Siyam watched on, equally as distraught, “Don’t worry. They’ll pay. They’ll pay.”

 

Suttle licked his lips and thought twice about interrupting the solemn reunion occurring between the man and his child.

“Uh, guys?”

No response.

“Guys, seriously. We have a schedule to keep—”

“—Shut up,” Roman yelled in his colleague’s face.

Lydia cried harder and slumped to the floor.

“You wanna talk about schedules?” he continued and pointed at his crying daughter, “Try telling my child that her mother isn’t coming back. Ever.”

Suttle lowered his voice. He knew he was fighting a losing battle.

“Okay, okay. Relax.”

“Goddamn bastards,” Roman fumed and punched his fists together. “Lydia?”

“N-No,” she stammered.

“Lydia, look at me.”

She sniffed and tried to calm herself down. The forty-strong Misfits watched on as the young girl bravely lifted her tear-strewn eyes to her father.

“See that?” Amelia said to the Misfits. “See what USARIC have done? Are you seeing this?”

“Yes,” they responded in unison.

“Just two of hundreds of thousands of lives, if not millions, ruined—”

 

Roman took Lydia’s face in both hands and suppressed the urge to cry.

“We’re going to kill them, Lydia. Each and every one of them.”

“I hope they all go to hell,” she whispered.

“They will, sweetie. But I need you to be brave, okay?”

“Okay, D-Daddy,” she whimpered.

Roman’s heart sunk into the pit of his stomach as he absorbed the anguish in his daughter’s face.

“I n-need,” he struggled to get the words out, “I n-need you to—harness that anger inside you. Use it to h-help us make them pay.”

Lydia exhaled as she turned to Bobbie, who trundled her way to IRI-Two.

“Grrrr,” she whined and slapped her tail at the frightened guards trapped in the back of the vehicle.

 

“Jesus Christ, what’s that cat doing here?” Shane asked, blankly, as he followed the cat with his eyes.

Bobbie launched into the air and swiped at the window.

CLINK — CLATCH.

The six guards jumped back, startled.

“Jesus Christ—”

“—Hissssss,” Bobbie shuffled around, lifted her tail and showed them her ass.

Roman ignored the commotion by the van and gave his daughter his undivided attention.

“Can you do that for me, Lydia?”

“Yes, Daddy. If it means they die, I’ll do it.”

“Good.”

Roman took her head in both his hands and moved his mouth to her forehead.

“I love you.”

He planted his lips on her forehead and squeezed her tight in his arms. She returned the warmth and felt his armor in her hands.

Cold and steel-like, much like her father’s character.

“I love you too, Daddy.”

 

Perimeter Zee fell quiet.

No one dared make the first move as they witnessed the bereaved husband and father climb to his feet and brush his chest armor down.

“I know you’re all looking at us,” he said at the top of his voice. “But the time for talk is over.”

Roman paced forward a few steps and arrived at a freeway pillar which, unbeknown to him, had been daubed in graffiti reading “Misfit Scum.”

He swallowed hard and pointed at Sierra and Siyam, “Our allies in our fight. The Rebels Against Genetic Engineering.”

The Misfits smiled at the pair.

“My name is Sierra,” she announced as she clutched Remy’s shoulders. “This is Remy Gagarin, whom you may know.”

A Misfit shuffled forward from within the crowd.

“I know him. He’s the winner of the Star Cat Project.”

“They killed my cat,” Remy said. “She won, but Jelly killed her. She was the one who went to Saturn.”

“The runner-up went to Saturn?” another Misfit asked. “Is that where they went?”

Remy nodded, “Yes. And now it seems they may be back. I understand you all want USARIC to pay for what they did. Believe me, no one wants them to pay more than I do.”

Siyam cleared his throat and stepped forward, “As you can see, this whole situation is an utter catastrophe, if you’ll forgive the pun.”

A few of Roman’s team sniggered at the humor in his statement.

“The powers that be have separated our two nations. In its place, USARIC and the IRI have joined forces. We cannot allow that to happen. We find ourselves at an impasse. We fight fire with fire. We, the rebels of RAGE join with you, the Misf—”

“—Don’t,” Sierra hushed. “Don’t say the M word..”

A sliver of sincere apology crept across Siyam’s face, “I’m sorry.”

Roman folded his arms and sneered, “It’s okay. You can call us “Misfits”. After all, we have no name. That’s the whole problem.”

Siyam hung his head, at odds with the idea of using the derogatory term at all, “If you’re sure?”

Roman held his head up with pride.

“Quite sure. They called us Misfits because we don’t belong. The name is absolutely on target. If it means living in a nation where everything has been privatized, and does what it pleases without scrutiny or regulation, then fine. We don’t want to live in a world where that happens. I guess you could call us Misfits in that regard. Am I right?”

“Ha,” Siyam smiled. “I guess so.”

“YEAH,” the rest of his team held their weapons up in the air and roared at the top of their lungs. “MISFITS, MISFITS—”

“—Whoa, whoa,” Sierra shouted and waved her arms for them to stop, “Lower your voices. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. Not just yet, anyway.”

 

Everyone watched as Sierra made her way to the back end of IRI-Two.

BANG — BANG — THUD.

“Let us out,” Shane yelled from behind the window, “Please, let us out. We won’t tell—”

Sierra kicked the side of the van. “Damn it, shut up. SHUT UP.”

“That’s right, Sierra. You tell ‘em,” Roman laughed with evil delight.

Shane stepped back from the window in terror. Sierra squinted and held up her middle finger at the men in the van.

“Bite this.”

“Whoa,” one Misfit turned to the other, “She’s got a hell of a temper on her.”

“Really.”

Sierra held her hands out at IRI-Two and took a bow.

“Citizens, for that is what you are. I give you the bad guys.”

The Misfits whooped and hollered in excitement and pushed their weapons into the air, much to the complete consternation of the men inside the vehicle.

Sierra crouched and pointed at a blinking red light on a black box attached to the end of the van.

“Okay, everyone. Can you see this?”

The crowd of Misfits shuffled forward, along with Suttle, Roman, Siyam, Remy, Saad, and Lydia.

“Suttle?” she said. “You wanna tell them all about it?”

“With pleasure,” he grunted. “When we extricated you, we attached this device to the back of their bus.”

“What is it?” one of the female Misfits asked.

Sierra smiled at her.

“I’m glad you asked that question, young lady. It’s a bomb. Operated by this button on my glove.”

“Whoaaaa,” the Misfits backed up, hoping he wouldn’t detonate it right there and then.

“Jesus Christ,” Shane screamed, having heard the revelation. “Get me off this bus—”

“—I said shut the hell up,” Sierra screamed at the window. “Now sit down and stay down or we’ll blast you to smithereens.”

“It’s okay, we’re not using it now,” Suttle said. “Think of it as a bartering chip.”

Sierra spat at the window. Her phlegm blasted across the glass in front of Shane’s terrified face.

“Shut up.”

Satisfied her action had perturbed the man, she turned to address the team.

“We’re going to make USARIC an offer it—” she stopped to consider the last half of her sentence, “—well, it probably can refuse, because it’s ridiculously unfair. But, nevertheless, it’s an offer.”

“We’d be very surprised if they turned it down, actually,” Siyam added.

“All you have to do is stay in your vans,” Sierra instructed the team. “Amelia will drive you all there in the gray one. You leave the rest to us. If it all goes south, that’s when we need you to spring into action. Do you understand what I’ve just said.”

“YEAH,” the Misfits roared in unison, causing a mini-earthquake around the stone pillars.

“Good. Get in the vans, now. We need to calibrate our attack back at Laguna Vista. Wait in the vans until either Suttle or Amelia give you instructions.”

The Misfits quickly dispersed and ran towards the empty vans.

Twenty in the first, and twenty more in the second.

Lydia held her hands out at Bobbie, “Come on, girl.”

“Meow.”

The little bundle of fluff hightailed it at speed and jumped into her arms.

“Lydia?” Roman said.

“Yes, Daddy?”

“Go and wait in the blue van with Suttle, please.”

“But, Daddy—”

“—No, Lydia. You can’t ride with us. It’s too dangerous. Please, just wait in that van.”

“I don’t want to lose you again. You will be safe, won’t you?”

Roman tilted the body of his rifle. A sliver of light from the headlamp of the truck reflected in her eye.

“Does this answer your questions?”

Lydia blinked and nodded, eagerly, “Yeah.”

“Good girl. Don’t worry. Now, get in the van, and take your little cat with you.”

“Bobbie.”

“Yes, Bobbie. Take her with you. You have to protect her.”

“Okay.”

Reassured, she moved off towards the second van.

 

Sierra thumped the side of the mack truck, “Rana?”

“Yeah, sweetie?”

“Open the back.”

“You got it.”

SWHUNT — CLUNK.

The two back doors unlocked and flew open. Sierra waved Suttle, Amelia, Roman, Saad, and Remy over and pointed inside it.

Two giant crates lined the left side of the truck. The electromagnetic pulse device blinked at it from the adjacent wall.

“See those boxes, there? Next to the EMP?”

“Yes,” Roman said.

“Try not to touch them.”

“Why not?”

“They’re attached to casters. Each is rammed solid with C4. Hopefully we won’t need to use them.”

Siyam climbed into the back and offered Remy his hand, “We’re just waiting on the sit-rep at the facility. Rana’s talking to Noyin, now.”

The Misfits followed into the back of the truck after Remy.

Amelia and Suttle sprinted over to their respective gray and blue vans, “Good luck, everyone.”

“Keep your Viddy Media channels open, people,” Sierra said from inside the truck. “Good luck, everyone.”

WHUMP — WHUMP.

 

The back of the truck slammed shut, sealing Sierra, Saad, Roman, and Remy inside and shrouding them in near-darkness. 

“Everyone?” Rana’s voice entered the back. “Cover your eyes. It might be a bit harsh.”

WVHOOM.

The interior bulbs sprang to life and illuminated the inside of the vehicle.

Rows and rows of weaponry lined the right-hand wall.

“Noyin, this is Sierra,” she said into her forearm. “Do you read me?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

— Laguna Vista —

 

“It’s incredible,” Jamie gasped.

He pressed his head further into the holoscope’s visor and gripped the edge of the desk.

Leesa jumped up and down on the spot, eager to have her turn.

“What can you see? Let me see.”

Jamie lifted his head out of the visor and allowed Leesa to peer inside, “Look. That tree thing in the middle of the water.”

She placed her face onto the console and widened her eyes, “Wow.”

The enlarged image revealed scores of cats swimming towards the structure. Five of them attempted to dig their paws in and climb up the slippery surface.

A sliver of pink light drifted down the side of the tree as the cats scrambled to reach the summit.

It proved to be an impossibility for them.

A cat with large, pointy ears climbed ahead of the others, but lost her grip on the surface and slid back down to the water.

“What are they doing?”

 

Jamie turned to the lifeless android standing in the corner of the room. “What kind of name is Santara, anyway?” he muttered.

No response.

“Hey, Jamie,” Noyin called out from the control console.

“Huh?”

The boy double-took and looked at the man, whose grin revealed his shiny gold teeth, “What are you looking at, stud?”

“What do you mean?”

“I see you checking Santara out, you know,” Noyin chuckled, somewhat salaciously. “Stop staring at her. It’s weird.”

Jamie frowned, innocently, “Aren’t you supposed to be helping the others?”

“Yeah, and you’re supposed to be helping me.”

“We’re getting bored waiting for you. For them,” Jamie said. “Where are they?”

“They’re getting ready. Come and join me when you’ve decided you want to help,” Noyin sighed, returned his headset to his ears, and turned back to the console.

Jamie shook his head and snorted at Santara, “Weird bloody thing.”

He turned to Leesa to find her bottom poking up as she leaned into the visor.

“Oh, uh.”

“Jamie?”

“Yeah?” he said in a daze.

“Do you want to have a another look?”

“Whu—?” Jamie swallowed and blinked as Leesa straightened up and greeted him with a smile.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Jamie wiped his face and coughed, “No, I uh—”

“—You silly thing,” she giggled. “What’s with you today?”

“No, I just—” he tailed off without finishing his sentence. “I don’t know—”

Before he made a complete fool of himself, Leesa moved forward and kissed him on the lips.

A sustained and awkward peck.

Jamie’s startled face was a picture as they held their pose. He turned his eyeballs down to Leesa’s.

“Mwah,” Leesa chuckled and wiped her lips with her sleeve. “Got you. Haha.”

“Ugh, what did you do that for?”

Leesa’s attitude sullied in an instant, “Why? Didn’t you like it?”

“No, no,” Jamie scrambled for an answer, or anything that might appease her, despite her blatant actions, “I just, uh, no it was… nice.”

“Good.”

Quite without warning, she fluttered her eyes at him and took his hand in hers.

“I guess that makes us boyfriend and girlfriend, then?”

He looked down at her hand in his and considered the offer carefully, “Uh,” he struggled with a change of topic, remembering what he’d seen in the holoscope, “Look, Leesa. Aren’t you concerned about Suzie?

“Oh.”

She released his hand and frowned, “Why did you bring that up?”

“She ran off and swam with the others, Leesa. Aren’t you afraid for her safety?”

The diversion tactic worked. It sullied her mood instantly.

Leesa scrunched her face and took a seat in the holoscope chair, unhappy with his change of topic.

“Of course I am. But there’s nothing I can do. I can’t go out there and swim after her, can I?”

“No, I suppose not,” Jamie said with his best attempt at contrition.

“They put a tattoo-like thing behind her ear. They did something to her,” Leesa stared at the ground with a strange perplexity and clenched her fist, “It’s like she’s changed. It didn’t feel like the Suzie I know.”

Jamie felt sorry for the girl. She looked up at the young man and took in a deep breath.

“Hey, Leesa—”

“—What about Jelly?” she interrupted. “Aren’t you afraid for your cat?”

“Jelly’s different, Leesa.”

“Is she?”

He suddenly lost the ability to speak. Perhaps the girl was right. Perhaps Jelly wasn’t any different.

“You miss her, don’t you?” Leesa whispered.

Jamie continued to nod. At the very least, it meant he could look down at his shoes and avoid Leesa’s face.

“Yes, I do.”

“You’re right, Jamie,” she offered. “She’ll be fine. She’s a big girl, now. We know that. We saw her.”

Jamie wiped his nose and tried to blink away the upset.

“I never should have given her up. I wish I could go back and change it.”

“I think we all wish we could take things back, Jamie,” Leesa said, softly. “Hey, do you want a cuddle?”

Jamie whimpered and held out his arms, “Yes, please.”

The two hugged each other as tight as they could.

“You can stop being such a cry baby, Jamie,” she joked. “I don’t like cry-babies. They cry too much.”

Jamie chuckled and swallowed, “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry.”

Leesa looked into his eyes and took his hands in hers, “Stop being such a baby, okay? Our parents need us to be strong.”

“You’re right. I know.”

“It’ll all be over soon.”

Jamie snorted and felt himself man up right there and then.

“You’re right. We need to be strong. Thanks, Leesa.”

“Hey, any time.”

 

Noyin adjusted his headgear at the communications console and thumbed the Individimedia ink on his forearm.

Biddip — bleeeeeeep.

He looked at the geo-scan on the screen in front of him.

A purple dot glowed by the Interstate-10 line on the map, “Aha. Still there, are we?”

TCHISSSSSS.

A static sound rumbled through his headset followed by a woman’s hurried voice, “—Noyin, this is Sierra. Do you read me?”

He pressed his arm to the plate and spoke into his mouthpiece, “Yes, I hear you. The connection is awful, though.”

“It’s a blackspot,” Sierra said. “Once we’re out the connection should be better. Can you give us a sit-rep at Port D’Souza R&D?”

“I’m way ahead of you. Standby.”

Satisfied with the strength of the connection, he lifted his arm away from the pane. The image switched to a holographic live feed displaying the gated entrance to USARIC’s Research and Development facility.

“All right,” Noyin said.

The visual displayed the DD-12 death droid marching behind the gate, accompanied by two mega-vehicles and scores of USARIC mercenaries.

Jamie reached Noyin at the communication console, “Are they there, yet?”

“Hold on, Anderson. I’m trying to figure that out.”

Both he and Jamie peered at the live footage. DD-12 seemed to stare up and right back at them.

“Is it a drone?” Jamie asked. “It’s looking at us.”

“Yup, it certainly seems that way.”

“Why isn’t it trying to attack the drone?” Jamie asked.

“Hush, Anderson,” Noyin pressed palm on the boy’s shoulder and spoke into his microphone, “Uh, Sierra?”

“Yes, Noyin?” Sierra returned. “Tell us what’s going on.”

“You’re never gonna believe this,” he said with a grin. “Security is lacking. There’s no one there.”

“I didn’t hear you,” Sierra said. “Can you repeat your last?”

“I said there’s just one guard on the gate,” he lied. “It’s all clear other than that.”

“Really?”

“Yup. You’re good to go.”

Noyin suppressed his chuckles as he waved the image of the gates to the left to reveal a gravel path swarming with mercenaries on MagCycles.

“The outside is clear, as well. If you’re going to do it, you need to do it now.”

“Okay, we’re all set.”

The communication channel dulled.

Jamie grew suspicious and removed Noyin’s hand from his shoulder, “What are you telling them? The place is crawling with bad guys—”

“—Rana?” Noyin cut Jamie’s sentence off and turned his attention to his microphone.

“Yes, this is Rana. Noyin, are you sure the coast is clear?”

“Definitely. I’m starting to think that whatever they found in the Gulf wasn’t all that serious, judging by the security they haven’t put on.”

Jamie pointed at the overwhelming number of reinforcements surrounding the gates on the live feed, “But, b-but—”

“Shut it, Anderson,” Noyin blurted.

“Okay. Breach point coordinates, please?” Rana asked.

Noyin pressed his fingertip on the screen, next to the white grid that marked the gates to the research facility.

“Approximately fifty feet from the entrance. Coordinate point zero-four-five-niner. Please confirm.”

Noyin enlarged the image with his fingers. No fewer than forty USARIC mercenaries lined the gravel path, keeping an eye out for trouble.

“Zero four-five-niner,” Rana said. “Confirmed.”

Noyin smirked and bit his bottom lip to prevent himself from laughing, “There’s no traffic. Your ETA is less than four minutes.”

“Thanks, Noyin,” Sierra said.

“Good luck out there, everyone.”

Noyin removed his headset and found Jamie staring at him with disdain.

“What are you looking at?”

Jamie blinked and felt his hands shake, “You—you—”

“—Y-you,” Noyin mocked, “Stop stuttering. What’s your damn problem?”

“You, they—they’re going to get killed. You lied to them.”

Noyin’s attitude grew sour. He’d had just about enough of the child questioning his actions.

“Of course I had to say something, you idiot. What? Am I going to tell them oh no, don’t do it because there’s too many of them? Ha. You think that would stop them, anyway?”

The bizarre logic worked its way through Jamie’s brain.

“Yeah, but,” he tried. “But that’s not—”

“—How long have you spent with us, anyway?” Noyin interrupted, determined to bring the boy round to his perverse logic. “You’ve seen what Sierra and everyone else is like? Hell, she’s fallen in love with that Gagarin kid, and he threatened to blow her brains out. Christ, he’s just like her dead brother in that respect.”

Noyin’s charming tactic worked well with Jamie, who lowered his finger and nodded in agreement.

“It’s okay, Anderson. They’re tough, and made of much stronger stuff than anyone could ever give them credit for—”

“—They’re tough?” Jamie spat. “Don’t you mean we?”

Noyin exhaled and lost his patience.

 “Anderson?”

“What?”

“Do you want to help, or not?”

“Of course I want to help.”

“You want to see Jelly again, don’t you?” he said, deliberately focusing on Jamie’s eyes.

“You know that’s all I want.”

Noyin slung his headset across his face and pointed at the table, “In the drawer. Go and get me two DecapiDiscs, please.”

“Why?”

Noyin scratched his forearm and huffed.

“Ugh. Don’t argue with me. Just go and do it. We’ll need them for when we leave.”

“Fine.”

Frustrated, Jamie kicked the console and paced over to the central table.

 

He took his time approaching the middle of the arena and clocked Leesa standing in front of Santara.

The android’s synthetic skin glistened in the harsh dome lights. Real, but not quite human.

“How do we make this thing turn on?” Leesa asked. “Santara?”

Jamie reached the central table and pulled the drawer open.

“I don’t know.” 

He looked inside and found three DecapiDiscs, two DecapiCuffs, and half a dozen vicious-looking knives.

“Jeez,” he muttered. “Someone’s ready for a fight.”

He reached in and wrapped his fingers around the first DecapiDisc. The blasted thing was heavy enough for him to have to remove one disc at a time and place them on the table.

 

Leesa clicked her fingers in front of Santara’s eyes.

Snap—snap.

“Wake up, you silly,” she chuckled.

The droid held its gaze, inadvertently staring into Leesa’s eyes.

The girl grunted and placed her hand on the droid’s waist, feeling the leather fabric press against the skin on her fingers.

“You’re cold,” she whispered.

It wasn’t long before she arrived at the android’s gun holstered in her belt just above her left hip.

Leesa turned at Jamie, “Wow. She’s got a gun.”

Jamie smirked and removed the second DecapiDisc from the drawer.

“Yeah. Doesn’t everyone in this stupid country?”

Leesa found his remark somewhat cruel and unnecessary, “Yeah, not like you stupid English who can’t defend yourself.”

Jamie gripped the handle of an especially violent-looking ten-inch blade and lifted it up in an attempt to antagonize her.

“Say that again, American?”

“Ha. A knife,” Leesa giggled, evilly, “Let’s see who wins when you bring a knife to a gunfight.”

Jamie fumed and threw the blade onto the table next to the two DecapiDiscs.

CLANG.

“How about we don’t fight at all and just call a truce?”

Leesa winked at him and licked her lips.

“Sure. You first.”

 

Noyin gripped the communications console and pulled his chair forward.

He lowered his voice as he spoke into the microphone, 

“Exo-One, this is Odrassa. Do you read me?”

Noyin turned over his shoulder and saw Jamie struggle to lift the two compliance units in his arms.

“Exo-One, reading you,” Keller’s voice flew into Noyin’s headset, “What’s the situation?”

Jamie made eyes with Noyin as he carried the DecapiDiscs over to the console.

“Everything’s set. Can you confirm your location, Exo-One?”

“ETA ten minutes,” came the response. “Can confirm R&D is ready to engage. Are the incendiaries set?”

“Incendiaries set. About to install.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Packages secure?”

“What’s Exo-One?” Jamie asked as he set the two DecapiDiscs on the console.

Noyin ignored him and turned to the geo-scan image. A flashing beacon made its way toward the RAGE base.

“The two packages are ready to go—”

“—Packages?” Jamie whispered. “What packages?”

Noyin pushed the boy back and pointed at the DecapiDisc, “Shut up, Anderson, and call Leesa over.”

Jamie let Noyin continue his conversation and waved his hands at Leesa.

“Hey. He wants us over here.”

 

Leesa busied herself with Santara’s sullen eyes. The droid stared back at the girl.

“Weird-looking thing.”

She turned around and ran over to Jamie, “I’m coming. What’s going on?”

Jamie hushed his voice, “I dunno.”

They both looked at Noyin as he finished his call.

“Reverse against the door so they can go straight into the back,” Noyin said.

“Understood, Odrassa. Good work,” Keller said. “Keep your comms open. We’ll be there in three.”

“Understood.”

Noyin swiped the ink away from his wrist and spun his chair around to face the kids.

Jamie knew something wasn’t right.

“Who was that?”

“Ah, them?” Noyin spat.

“That wasn’t one of ours.”

Leesa found the man’s behavior concerning. She slipped her right hand into Jamie’s left. Both palms began to sweat.

“No. You’re right, Anderson,” Noyin quipped. “You’re very smart, you know that?”

“News travels fast,” he spat.

Noyin nodded at the two metal discs on the table. “Whatever. Put the DecapiDiscs on, please. Both of you.”

“What?” Leesa asked.

“I said put the DecapiDiscs on. Do it now.”

“On ourselves?” Jamie asked, suddenly feeling his legs turn to jello.

Noyin reached under the communications console and clenched his fingers around something heavy-sounding.

TCHLUNK.

“Don’t make me repeat myself, you irritating little turd.”

Jamie and Leesa froze in fear, their eyes averting to the Uzi 9mm gun in the man’s hand.

“Do it.”

“Noooo,” Leesa began to weep, “What are you doing?”

“Put the damn things on your necks now or I’ll shoot you in the face. Do it.”

Noyin stepped out of his chair and aimed the Uzi at their heads.

“Come on. Let’s go.”

Leesa burst into tears and dropped to her knees, “W-Why are you d-doing this?”

Noyin ran his tongue across the top set of his gold teeth and mocked her, “Waaaah, why are you doing this? Shut up, you irritating little cow. Anderson?”

“Y-Yeah?”

“You have five seconds to put the thing on her or you’re dead.”

Jamie held out his hand and reached for the cold metal. Okay, okay. I’m d-doing it.”

“Good boy.”

Paralyzed with fear, Jamie unfastened the cylindrical device and pushed the neck hole against Leesa’s throat.

“It’s okay, Leesa,” he said. “Hold still, you don’t want it to nick your skin.”

“It’s far from okay, Anderson, I think you’ll find,” Noyin chuckled as he unhooked a leather glove from underneath the console, “Close it and read me the activation key.”

Jamie grimaced as he closed the device around Leesa’s neck.

CLICK — SCHWUNK.

The weight of the device pulled Leesa’s head to the side as it rested around her shoulders.

Noyin swung the barrel of the Uzi at Jamie.

“The number, please.”

Jamie read the six digit number on the surface of Leesa’s DecapiDisc.

“One, nine, seven, eight, oh-seven.”

Noyin slipped the glove on his left hand and hit the first of three white buttons, “D-Disc. Configure. One, niner, seven, eight, zero, seven.”

“D-Disc configure complete,” a tinny voice escaped through the pinpricks on Noyin’s wrist.

Biddip.

The first of the three lights on his glove came to life, as did the three lights on Leesa’s DecapiDisc.

“Now you, Anderson. Do it.”

Jamie tried to stall the man, “Why are you doing this?”

“Put the thing on your neck.”

“They’ll kill you,” Jamie said. “You do know that, right?”

Noyin growled and pressed his finger against the trigger, “I know. Now put the damn disc on. I won’t tell you again.”

Jamie slid his fingers under the tangy, cold metal of the second disc and lifted it up to his neck.

“If you know they’ll kill you, why do it?”

“We might ask Alex J. Hughes the same thing.”

“Huh?”

“Put the thing on, you little runt.”

CLICK — SCHWUNK.

The “3” shape slammed together around his neck to form a giant “0”.

“Take a step over to me. Not too close.”

Jamie ignored Leesa’s perpetual wailing and closed his eyes.

“Look at the ceiling.”

The boy tilted his neck, knowing the man needed the corresponding number.

Noyin held down the second white button and read the information into his glove.

“D-Disc. Configure. One, niner, eight, zero, zero, four.”

Biddip.

“D-disc configure complete,” the automated response came from under the glove. “Thank you for choosing Priestley Enterprises compliance devices.”

“Amen to that, my friend,” Noyin chuckled.

He tapped the console and ran over to the compartment on the wall beside the door.

The three dots on Jamie’s disc lit up. He tucked his chin to his chest and felt the saliva drain from the inside of his mouth. The hum from the interior mechanics posed a chilling threat.

“What happens now?” Jamie asked.

Noyin pulled the door open and reached inside, “Well, Anderson. You and your little wife-to-be are going to atone for your sins, so to speak.”

Noyin removed three jerry cans from inside the compartment. He stood up straight and launched one at Jamie’s feet.

WHUMP — CLANG.

Jamie stared at the rectangular box and the black, plastic pipe protruding out the end.

“Pick it up and remove the cap.”

“What’s this?”

“Open the cap and have a sniff.”

Jamie unscrewed the plastic lid and held his nose to the wet hole.

“Gas?”

Noyin unscrewed his jerry can and chucked the contents over the console, “You might wanna stand back, my friend.”

SPLOSH — SPLASH.

A sharp pang of fear throttled Jamie’s stomach, “My God, what do you think you’re—”

“—Da-da-da-dumm,” Noyin hummed the classic Beethoven symphony to himself as he liberally sprayed the console with gasoline. He winked at Jamie and licked his teeth, thrusting his singing into a direct jibe at the boy, “Da-da-da-DUMB.”

Specks of liquid hit Leesa’s face.

Jamie reached down and helped her to her feet.

“Stop it,” she wailed, “Stop doing that.”

Noyin stopped for a second and pretended to consider her offer, “Hmm. I have an idea.”

Leesa wiped her tears from her cheeks, “Wh-what?”

“How about NO?” Noyin screamed with delight and returned to emptying his can all over his console chair, “Haha.”

SPLISH — SPLASH — DRIP-DRIP.

He swung the empty can over his head, “Ah, damn. I’ve run out.”

CLAAANNNGG.

Jamie and Leesa yelped as the metal tin crashed against the door.

“See that can there, Anderson?”

Jamie blinked and shook his head, “Huh?”

“Pick it up and take it to the holoscope.”

“Wha—”

“—I SAID GO AND EMPTY THE DAMN THING ON THE HOLOSCOPE.”

Noyin stepped forward and growled in the children’s faces.

Leesa wailed once again, frightened for her life.

“Okay, o-okay,” Jamie muttered and lifted the jerry can off the floor. “I’ll do it. Whatever you say, Noyin.”

 

RUMBLE.

The ground began to quake as Jamie carried the can over to the holoscope. He squeezed Leesa’s hand as hard as he could.

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay, Jamie,” she bawled, “They’re going to kill us.”

“We need to do as he says. If we don’t we’re in trouble.”

Leesa squealed to herself, wrought with fear. The fluorescent light from the ceiling dome bounced off the metal and lit her face from underneath.

“Leesa. Don’t give that bastard the satisfaction of knowing that you’re scared.”

“I am scared, Jamie.”

“I know. So am I. But don’t show it. It’ll just make things worse.”

“Hey,” Noyin shouted at the pair from the far end of the arena, “Stop stalling and get moving.”

Jamie and Leesa turned to Noyin as he unfastened the cap on the third jerry can.

A heavy light crept up and along the side cracks of the door as the rumbling came to a halt.

Noyin flung the contents of the can over the compartment and turned to soak the central table with the remainder of the gasoline.

Jamie held his own can in both hands and approached the holoscope visor.

“Fine, whatever you say. Asshole.”

Jamie chucked the gasoline over the holoscope visor, the chair, and the control bank.

“Well done, Anderson,” Noyin shouted as he launched the empty can at the gasoline-drenched communications console.

SCHA-KLAAAANNGG.

Noyin rubbed his hands and ran to the door, “Aha. Our friend is here.”

 

Jamie watched Noyin yank the door lever down, then averted his eyes to Santara, who stood still a few feet away.

He had an idea.

“Leesa?” he whispered

“Wh-what?”

She swallowed hard, hoping he had a plan of action, “What are you going to do?”

WHIIIRRRRR.

Jamie lifted the quarter-full jerry can and kept an eye on the door as it slid open.

“Stand back,” Jamie whispered to Leesa.

She obliged him and backed up to the central table.

Noyin rubbed his hands together with anticipation as he watched the door lift up on its rails.

A pair of black boots came into view illuminated by two headlights from behind.

Jamie splashed the last of the gasoline over Santara’s face and chest.

Beep-beep.

Her head twitched to the left unexpectedly. Two red dots glowed in her eye sockets.

Leesa held her breath as Jamie dropped the jerry can to the floor, “What are you—”

 

“—Hey, Keller. You made it,” Noyin said to the man behind the door.

Dressed in his official IRI fatigues, Keller walked forward and took a puff on his cigar.

“I sure did,” he grunted as he walked into the arena.

Sniff-sniff.

“This place stinks of gas.”

“Yeah-huh,” Noyin waved Keller in with his Uzi. “All ready to rock and roll, as they used to say back in the good ol’ days.”

Keller look impressed.

Jamie and Leesa held each other’s hands, wondering just what was going to happen next.

Keller removed his cigar and spat the sticky papers on the floor, “Is this them?”

“Yeah,” Noyin said.

“Where’s the other one? You said there were three?”

“Ah,” Noyin frowned, “Nah, the Misfit. Yeah, they took him with.”

“Took him with?”

“I couldn’t stop them.”

“The agreement was that we’d have three.”

“What was I supposed to do?” Noyin huffed. “Say ‘Sorry, can you leave the Russian kid here because we need them all taken away to be held to ransom’?”

“Don’t get funny with me, Odrassa. It doesn’t suit you.”

Jamie mouthed with confusion. “Who’s Odrassa?”

He closed his lips as Keller glanced at him.

“Well, well, well,” he said as he stepped over to the console and ran his finger over the wet keyboard, “If it isn’t Jamie Anderson standing before me with a compliance unit around his stupid, fat neck.”

“Who are you?” Jamie asked.

Keller sniffed the goop on his finger and flung the droplet of gasoline at the console.

“Who am I? My name is Keller. Where are you manners, young man?”

The 4x4’s tail pipe pushed a thick smog of fumes into the dome.

Keller pointed at Leesa and ran his hand along his belt to reveal a gun strapped to his braces.

“The people who kidnapped you and your friend, here, have made a very grave error. I’m here to rectify that error.”

The five twelve-foot PAWZ forklifts lining the wall caught Keller’s attention as he spoke, “What are these?”

“Ha,” Noyin chuckled. “Some trite attempt to get those stupid cats to fight their dumb little war.”

Twelve compartments lined the limbs, chest, waist and head. Miniature controls at the front of each section designed to hold small operators.

Keller marveled at the construction of the first unit.

“How very ironic,” he said. “They’re against genetic engineering, yet that’s exactly what they’ve done. Hypocrites.”

Keller joked at Noyin, “It’s a shame, really. They should have come to work with us.”

“Yeah, really,” Noyin chuckled.

Keller pointed at the five units, “Are they operational?”

“Of course,” Noyin said. “RAGE may be a bunch of misguided assholes, but they know their way around machinery. You can bet your bottom dollar on that.”

“It’d be a shame to waste them,” Noyin said. “Move them into my vehicle. I’m sure Maar can find some use for them when his furry feline subjects are returned to him.”

 

Noyin raced over to the first unit and unhooked the wired controller from PAWZ-1’s arm.

BWEEEEEEZE.

The machine lit up and straightened itself.

“Keller?”

“Yeah?”

“Move out of its way, please.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

Keller approached the table and cleared the path for PAWZ-1 to stomp its way toward the back of Keller’s van.

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

The ultra-heavy piece of machinery slammed its feet over to the door, rocking the central table and the knife on top of it.

“Whoa,” Keller marveled at the enormity of the machine, “That’s some serious mech, right there.”

PAWZ-1 reached the back of the van, pressed its arms on the end, and lifted itself inside.

“Can your vehicle take the weight?” Noyin asked.

“Reinforced suspension. Sure, it’ll be fine.”

Keller looked from the back of his van and back at Jamie as Noyin used his controller to move the second PAWZ unit over to the door.

“Hey, Jamie.”

“Only my friends and my family call me Jamie,” he spat. “You’re neither, asshole.”

“That wasn’t a very nice thing to say. Anderson.”

Keller flicked the ash from his cigar onto the floor and returned it to his mouth for a deep, long puff.

“You know what happened to the last person who threatened me?”

“I don’t care.”

“I blew up her Misfit mother’s ship. Incinerated all her scumbag friends, as well.”

Leesa stared wide-eyed at the man, beyond terror, and far beyond emotion. Keller sniggered and tried to ignore the stomps of the giant forklift behind him.

“What the hell are you looking at, you little moron?”

“I dunno,” she muttered. “A really nasty piece of work?”

“Haha. Yeah, I get that a lot. It’s never easy being the one everyone hates, you know. You’d expect some sympathy, what with having to coordinate the mass exodus of millions of illegal Misfits from our glorious land. But, no. Always the bad guy.”

Keller sniffed and clapped eyes on the svelte android standing a few feet away from the kids.

“Who’s that?”

“We don’t know.”

“Looks like a Series Three to me,” Keller said.

He folded his arms and puffed on his cigar as he approached her and analyzed her synthetic and lifeless visage.

“Creepy-looking mare, isn’t she?”

He blew a lungful of smoke in her face. The thick smog spread the glow from her red eye bulbs a few inches in front of her face.

“Where did you get her from? She must have been expensive.”

“It’s not ours,” Jamie said.

“A Series Three Androgyne at a cost price of two million dollars, and she’s not yours? Come, now, Anderson. If you have one of them here that means someone else doesn’t.”

“It’s the truth. I don’t know where they got her from.”

Santara stared dead ahead and into Keller’s eyes.

“Standby,” he said. “Androgyne. A-W-A-K-E. Four, five, seven.”

Click-click.

He snapped his fingers and waved his cigar in front of her face.

“Oh, God,” Jamie huffed and held Leesa back, hoping the ash wouldn’t set Santara ablaze.

Keller was less than impressed by the woman standing before him.

“Huh. Stupid piece of machinery. Nothing but an obsolete heap of junk,” Keller said. “You should see Kozhikode, the next series of death droid we’re unveiling at The One Arena in a few days’ time. It would kick ten bells of hell out of her—” 

“—Okay, that’s all five of them loaded,” Noyin hollered at Keller from the giant door. “We’d better make tracks, now, if we want to get to R&D on time. It’s an hour’s drive.”

“Is the place empty?” Keller asked.

“Dry as a bone.”

Keller knocked Santara’s shoulder with his fist. She wobbled to and fro, keeping perfectly upright.

“What about this worthless piece of crap?”

“Ah, who cares? It can stay here and go up with the rest of the garbage in here.”

“Excellent.”

Keller turned around and knocked Jamie’s DecapiDisc with his knuckle.

“Okay, here’s what’s happening next.”

Jamie and Leesa braced themselves for some seriously worrying news.

“Why, Noyin?”

“Why what?”

“Why turn on your friends?”

“Ah, right,” the man chuckled. “The reason why anyone would. Self-preservation.”

“Huh?”

“Money, Anderson. Shortly after we busted those critters out of USARIC’s compound, Maar Sheck made me an offer. I took it.”

Jamie scowled at the man and squeezed Leesa’s hand for comfort, “I hope it was worth it.”

“What? Like a quarter of a million dollars? Huh? Is that the price of friendship, Anderson? Or does it only apply to creatures with tails?”

Jamie couldn’t respond. He was just as guilty of allowing a friend to turn into a monster for a considerable amount of cash as Noyin was.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Don’t lecture me on loyalty, you little hypocrite.”

Noyin rubbed his hands together and changed the subject.

“Okay, here’s what’s happening. Keller and I taking you to USARIC R&D at Port D’Souza. We know your friends are planning an attack. Perhaps they’ll think twice when they know we will take your pretty, little heads off if they get in our way.”

A cloud of regret tugged at Jamie’s heart strings. The pain was unbearable and shoved him into a frenzied state of anger.

“Tell me something, Noyin.”

“Sure, Anderson. Ask away.”

“That thing that fell out of the sky. You’ve found it, haven’t you?”

Keller nodded nonchalantly and puffed on his cigar, “Uh huh.”

“What was in it?”

Keller burst out laughing, “Oh, Jamie fricken Anderson. Don’t act dumb with me—”

“—If we’re going to die, I want to know what you found,” Jamie said. “Was it her?”

Keller just looked at the boy’s face and let him answer his own question.

Jamie tried again, “It’s her, isn’t it? She’s back.”

Keller frowned and took pity on the boy.

“Okay, yes. You may as well find out from me, Jamie. It’s her. She’s brought two of her friends along for the ride.”

The weight of the DecapiDisc vanished in an instant. The entire arena lit up like a bright, golden Christmas tree. Finally, there was some hope in Jamie’s life.

He couldn’t help but grin like a monster.

“I knew it. I knew it.”

“Yeah,” Keller said. “Believe me, there’s nothing we want more than to have the pair of you reunited.”

Jamie released Leesa’s hand and punched the air, “Yes.”

“Shall we go?”

“Take me to her.”

Keller squinted at Leesa, who wasn’t as ecstatic about the news. He faced Jamie and grinned, “That’s the spirit, young man.”

Keller ushered Jamie and Leesa toward the door, and took one, final look at Santara.

“Sweet dreams, you outmoded lump of plastic.”

He tossed his cigar inside the holoscope.

WVHOOOOOOM.

The circular room burst into flames as he and the kids exited the building with Noyin.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

USARIC Research & Development Institute

— Port D’Souza —

 

Maar, Brayn, and two USARIC mercenaries looked at the sky from the helicopter landing pad.

WHUDDA — WHUDDA — WHUDDA.

The blades from the twin-propellers thundered around them and blew creases into their suits.

“About damn time. Where was he when you found him?” Maar shouted over the deafening sound of the helicopter as it landed.

“Somewhere in limey land, hunting down Anderson’s mother,” Brayn yelled.

He raced over to the helicopter as it settled onto the ground. The side door slid open and released a silver-haired man in a suit.

“Santiago Sibald?”

“Yes,” he yelled over the cacophonous noise of the blades, “Yes. Are you Brayn?”

“I am. This way, please.”

Santiago hopped onto the landing pad and held the ends of his jacket together to prevent them from blowing out.

“Maar?”

“Yeah, over here.”

He took Santiago’s right hand in his own and gave it a thoroughly hard shake.

“Where is she?” Santiago roared over the noise of the helicopter.

“She’s inside. Come, follow me.”

 

***

 

Maar and Brayn sprinted across the R&D gantry, overlooking the droid construction area.

Santiago walked behind the two men, excited at the prospect of his Individmedia exclusive.

“How’s she holding up?”

“She’s alive,” Maar explained. “She damn near wrecked the place when she woke up. Our lead medician, Julie, has managed to put measures in place to keep her from lashing out. So it’s perfectly safe.”

“Good, good,” Santiago said as he watched a twenty-foot metal endoskeleton being wheeled into a compartment in the adjacent wall several feet below the walkway.

“What’s this?”

Maar stopped and sneered at the hold-up, “What’s what?”

“That.”

Santiago pointed at the skeletal monstrosity nestling in the tomb-like cavern in the wall.

SWISH — SCHWUNT.

“The Processor. New armor for all USARIC’s weaponized droids,” Maar explained. “A carbon-based compound based on Lexan technology.”

“Looks serious,” Santiago said.

“The technology is incredible.”

“Which company?”

“Some Indian outfit. They really know their way around mech, and they’re a third of Manning’s price.”

WHIRRRR.

The arms inside The Processor bolted a box-shaped helmet to the droid, completing its hellish look.

“Bullet-proof to a fault,” Maar said with pride. “Absolutely unstoppable. Hell, it’s essentially God-proof. The perfect finishing touch to the Series Four amendment.”

“What amendment is that?”

“The original Fours were based on magnetic tech. You couldn’t so much as touch them without getting yourself injured. It was a good idea in theory, but much too impractical. A shame, really, because they were very effective, otherwise.”

“I see,” Santiago said. “So, the Threes are obsolete now?

“Oh, God, yes. Old technology. You couldn’t trust them if they got upset. Had a tendency to freak out and attack you, that is, if you shut them down. And even then they forgot what they had for breakfast. Utter waste of money.”

Maar held his palm out and clicked his thumbnail into the flesh.

“Here, Sibald. Take a look.”

“What is it?”

“A sneak preview of our unveiling at The One Arena over at Cape Claudius later this week.”

A hologram of a droid with thick limbs and a cylindrical body revolved at the base of his fingers. Santiago pushed his hand through the transparent image and marveled at its ungainliness.

“Wow. That’s impressive. Who’s is it?”

“Kozhikode, S4. Fully automatic, or user-powered. It’s the new wave.”

The beast’s mid-section gyrated, keeping a perfect balance. Its chest opened to reveal two canons. The interior of the head contained a technician moving around on a green platform. Kozhikode replicated the user’s movements.

“As I say, unstoppable. Pretty good, huh?”

“I can’t wait to see it in action.”

“Well, you will at the unveiling. Are you attending?”

“Of course I am. Can’t afford to miss a scoop like that—”

CLANG — SCHWUNK.

Maar, Brayn, and Santiago peered over the railings and stared at the lab.

Several technicians looked up at the bodywork being applied to the machine from within The Processor.

The soft female voice from within the cavern in the wall drifted across the walls.

“Stage Two, commencing.”

Heavy armor bearing the USARIC logo slapped across the metal skeleton.

Maar snorted, “We need to get the logo changed to represent our refit, of course.”

“Re-branding, are we?” Santiago asked

“Yep. Now that those pesky Misfits are going back where they came from and we have our sovereignty back.”

The men watched The Processor attach a square helmet to droid.

“That’s some serious business, right there,” Santiago said.

“Indeed it is.”

Maar moved along the gantry and headed for the bay area.

“Come on, we don’t have much time. I want to get this message across fast and with the minimum of fuss.”

“Okay.”

Santiago pushed himself away from the railings and watched the final piece of the unit being assembled.

CLANG — STRAAPPP.

A square, Titanium helmet crept around the top of the death droid structure, completing the look.

A God-sized machine of sheer and utter war.

STOMP — STOMP.

The enormous droid stomped out of The Processor and adjusted its arms.

“Stage Three. Assembly complete,” announced the speaker system. “Please proceed with caution.”

A technician waved everyone away as the death droid stormed toward the exit door.

“Everyone move back, please.”

Santiago had seen enough and focused on the path ahead of him.

Maar chuckled to himself as a thought entered his mind, “Did you find that Anderson woman? I forget her name”

“Emily,” Santiago quipped. “And yes, I did. It took forever to find her, though. She’s had to go into hiding.”

“Figures. How is she?”

“She’s beside herself with worry.”

Maar and Brayn turned the corner and entered the bay corridor, “She’ll get over it soon enough.”

 

— Bay 70 —

 

Sniff-sniff.

A wet tiger’s nose hovered around a plate containing two giant sides of raw beef.

Its mouth opened up, revealing the razor sharp incisors inside. A huge tongue slipped out and touched the flesh on the plate.

“You need to eat, Jelly,” Julie said. “You’ll feel a lot better with some nourishment. Get your energy up.”

CHOMP.

The teeth sank in and punctured the flesh. Trickles of blood gushed on either side of her mouth.

TEAAARRRR — CHEWWW.

Jelly lifted her head and munched on the flesh like a ravenous beast.

Julie looked at her thin membrane and wrote a note on it with her fingertip, “Is it good?”

GRUNT.

Jelly didn’t respond as she swallowed down the whole slab of meat and licked her mouth.

Julie chuckled, satisfied that she’d managed to placate the beast sitting at the table.

“A far cry from the days of Chicken Medley pâté, huh? I dunno how you were ever able to eat that stuff. It’s nasty.”

Jelly lowered her head to a bowl of water next to the plate.

Lap-lap-lap.

Her tongue flicked spots of water into the air as she drank.

Julie lowered her head and focused on Jelly’s lap. Her wrists were shackled together by a thick chain.

SCHLING — SWHUMP.

The chain tightened as Jelly moved her hands. She swallowed the last remnants of meat and felt her throat constrict. Julie lowered her thin membrane to her knees and adjusted her glasses.

“You okay, honey?”

Jelly hiccupped and rolled her shoulders back.

BURRRRPPPPPP.

An ungainly exhalation from the pit of her stomach waved into the room.

“Charming.”

Munch-munch-munch.

Jelly licked around inside her mouth and slumped in her chair. The legs threatened to splay out and snap.

“One whole inch every hour, Jelly,” Julie said. “I think by about lunchtime tomorrow we’ll have to move you into one of our silos, or something. You’ll be too big for the bay. You won’t be able to stay here.”

“You got that right,” Jelly snapped, sounding more like a venomous deity than a tiger-woman. She wasn’t having fun, despite being fed.

“Your vocal cords have thickened, too. It’s affected your voice.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

STOMP.

Jelly slammed the soles of her feet on the ground and pricked her ears back. She squinted her eyes at the woman staring back at her.

“Come here.”

The instruction took Julie by surprise.

“What?”

Jelly thumped the table with her chunky, iron restraints, “I said come here. Do it now.”

“Okay, girl. Whatever you say.”

Julie placed her membrane on the table and approached the enormous creature in the chair. She had to tilt her head back to see at Jelly’s face.

“You’re not going to hurt me, are you?”

“No. And don’t call me a girl, either.”

Jelly wiggled her nose as she ducked her head towards the woman.

Sniff-sniff.

Jelly ran the tip of her nose over Julie’s fine, brown hair, and inhaled through her nose.

“What are you doing, honey?”

“Shhh,” Jelly grunted. “Let me smell you.”

Snort — snort — snort.

Julie’s stomach turned to mush. Her breathing quickened just as fast as Jelly’s slowed.

“Mmmm,” Jelly growled. “You smell just like her.”

“L-Like who?”

“My mother.”

“Your mother?”

Jelly nodded and closed her eyes, recounting a long-distant memory. The woman standing next to her quaked in her boots.

“Who—who was your mother?”

“Wool,” Jelly revealed.

Julie found the news difficult to take. She closed her mouth and tried not to emote.

Jelly opened her eyes and caught the woman’s consternation.

“You knew her. Didn’t you?”

Julie turned away and covered her mouth. She tried not to burst into tears.

“Yes. I kn-knew, Jelly. I’m s-sorry.”

“Look at me.”

“N-No,” Julie whimpered. “I c-can’t.”

“LOOK AT ME.”

Jelly’s vocal demand rocked the empty plate across the table.

The woman had no choice but to face the creature before her. A pained expression befell Jelly’s eyes as she stared into the woman’s face.

“You’re just like my mother,” Jelly said. “You even look like her.”

“Wool is my older sister.”

Carefully, Julie lifted her hand and attempted to absorb the side of the monster’s face.

“Was your older sister.”

“What—what h-happened to Wool?”

Jelly allowed the woman to make contact with her. She ran the side of her face along Julie’s cheek.

“I wasn’t there when it happened. Tripp Healy executed her.”

A tear ran down Julie’s cheek.

“Why?”

“Because she was turning. Dying. Everyone was dying,” Jelly whispered. “She looked after me—”

“—I miss her so much,” Julie bawled. “We already lost her once. Her replacement was—I, uh, I just need to believe we didn’t lose her a s-second time.”

Jelly butted the woman’s palm away with her nose.

“Well, you did. Wool wasn’t human. What happened to her?”

Julie moved her hand away from Jelly’s face and pressed it to her own chest.

“When she was twenty-five. She—she got really sick. Our family couldn’t bear the thought of her not being around. So, we had her Androgynized.”

Jelly didn’t take the news well, “Ugh. You disgust me.”

“Why? It wasn’t fair. She was taken from us too early.”

“You couldn’t just let her go peacefully.”

Julie couldn’t believe the reaction she got from the beast sitting at the table.

“USARIC and Manning gave her a second chance. A new lease of life—”

“—A second chance? I can’t even—” Jelly swallowed and ran her mouth up the top row of her teeth in anger, “An inferior copy of the real thing.”

Jelly rammed her knees underneath the table in anger, startling the woman.

“JUST LIKE THEY DID TO ME.”

Julie gasped and stepped back to the door, “My God. What are you?”

“Don’t ask me a question like that unless you’re sure you can handle the answer.”

 

SWISSHHH.

The door to Bay Seventy slid open, catching Julie off guard. Jelly scowled at the three men moving through the door and encroaching on her territory.

“Who are they?”

Maar Sheck hurried over to the table, with Brayn and Santiago following behind.

“Ah, there she is—”

GROWL.

Jelly thumped the table and lashed out at Maar, who stopped dead in his tracks with terror.

“You.” Jelly roared and tried to go for him. The shackles tethered her to the table, preventing her attack.

SCHWIT — CLANGG-GG.

“Yeah, Jelly,” Maar spat. “Nice to see you again—”

“—Yeah. Nice to see you too. Dickhead,” Jelly scowled.

Santiago covered his face as he took in the sheer size of the creature sitting at the far end of the table.

“What the hell happened to her?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” Maar said. “Get set up.”

GRUNT.

Julie collected her thin from the table.

“Get out of my way, woman,” Maar said as he slid a chair at the opposite end of the table.

“Sit here, Sibald.”

“Okay, okay.”

Jelly licked her mouth and butted the empty plate across the table with her face. The circular ceramic object flew against Santiago’s chest as he sat in the chair.

FWUMP.

Jelly growled at Maar, desperate for blood.

“Hey, you. Sheck.”

“Yes? Anderson?”

“How does it feel to know you’re a dead man?”

“Ha,” Maar chuckled, evilly, “I’ve died once already. Doesn’t bother me in the slightest, my furry little rodent.”

“Where’s my daughter?”

“Oh, her? That ball of rodent fluff is your kid, is she?”

Jelly sneered and clenched her infinity claws on her left hand.

“Yeah, she’s here. Somewhere. Don’t worry, she’s perfectly safe.”

STOMP — SNORT.

Jelly fumed as her face lit up with rage, “Free me and take me to her and I’ll let you live.” 

Maar shook his head and rubbed the stubble on his chin for dramatic effect “Hmm. No. I have a better idea.”

“What?”

Santiago removed his left thumbnail and set it to the table.

“What’s he doing?” Jelly asked.

WVHOOOM.

The thumbnail projected a blanket of transparent light which bounced off all four walls.

Jelly shuffled in her seat and let out a cat-like whine, “What’s going on?”

“Jelly-Jelly-Jelly,” Maar spat. “As if you weren’t famous enough already. Your public wants to see you. They want to hear what you have to say.”

Santiago licked the butt of his palms and patted down his jet black hair. He pressed his thumb to his forearm, “Viddy Media broadcast, enable.”

Biddip-biddip.

The ink on his forearm stretched into three thick lines, indicating that the feed was live.

“No, no,” Jelly turned her head away from the light, “I won’t do it.”

“Oh, I think you will do it, you traitor,” Maar shouted at her. “You’re going to sit there, nice and still. You’re gonna explain to each and every citizen what happened up there. And, more to the point, you’re going to tell everyone just how wonderful USIRC is.”

“USIRC?” Jelly asked, still desperate for blood. “What the hell is USIRC?”

“Now that this country has seen sense and shipped all those damn immigrants back where they came from, we can get back to business like we were doing forty years ago. USIRC. The United States Intergalactic Research Corporation. Repeat it back to me.”

“You suck,” she snapped. “The Ugly Sadist is a Rotting Corpse.”

SCHATNNNGG.

She slammed her wrists to the table, forcing Santiago to kick his chair back into Maar’s legs.

“I, uh, d-don’t think this is a good—”

“—Shut up, Sibald.”

Maar booted the back of Santiago’s chair back to the table and folded his arms.

“Jelly?”

“Yes, dead man?”

“USIRC. Remember it. Remember it, and make sure you say it during Sibald’s questions.”

“Kiss my fluffy tail, asshole.”

“Goddamn it, you miserable little pussy,” Maar screamed. “Don’t get clever with me. People get clever with me and those they love get seriously hurt. Do you understand what I’ve—”

“—I am going to kill you.”

Jelly rammed her fists on to the table, scaring the living hell out of Santiago and Julie.

Brayn armed his rifle and aimed square between her eyes.

“Why bother with the interview? I’ll just put a bullet in its brain. We can forget this whole thing ever happened—”

“—No,” Maar bopped Brayn on the shoulder and looked around the interior of the brightly-lit bay, “Don’t threaten her. These four walls contain no threats. Only promises.”

Jelly ground her buttocks into her seat, causing the legs to screech along the ground, “You got that right you son of a—”

“—You keep up that talk, young madam, and someone you love might find their head removed and taken to the forensic lab for a thorough vivisection. What do you think of that?”

Jelly took a deep breath and tried to calm herself down, mostly unsuccessfully.

“I swear to myself, Maar Sheck,” Jelly muttered. “In the name of all who perished on Space Opera Beta. My family. My friends. I am going to kill you.”

“Is that so?” Maar snapped, about ready to sock her in the face.

“It is so.”

“You insubordinate little bitch. I could have you in front of the American Star Fleet jury, found guilty and shot dead. Just how do you think you’re going to kill me?”

Jelly moved her face into the light emitting from Santiago’s thumbnail.

Beep-beep.

“Like you said,” Jelly grinned. “My public demands to ask questions? I’ll be sure to include the details of your murder in my answer.”

Maar kept his eyes on Jelly’s and didn’t move. He believed everything she’d said, but he knew he held the cards that mattered.

Jelly smirked and nodded at Santiago, “Hey, dickhead.”

“Y-Yes?”

“Are we doing an interview, or what?”

 

***

 

Live from USARIC’s Research & Development Facility in Port D’Souza, this is Santiago Sibald broadcasting on Viddy Media to the entire nation.

 

2117: The Star Cat Project.

 

The winner, Jelly Anderson, of the United Kingdom, beat out hundreds of thousands of competitors to become the first ever feline astronaut.

 

2118: Space Opera Beta.

 

Jelly joined the crew of the first-of-a-kind mission to decode a message named Saturn Cry.

 

They went missing.

 

Now, in 2124 - seven years later - Jelly is back.

 

Welcome — to SIBALD/ANDERSON.

 

Breeeeep — Ping.

The broadcast blasted to life in the middle of the bay.

Santiago’s smiling face appeared on millions of peoples’ Individimedia screens.

“Welcome. I’m Santiago Sibald. You join me here at USIRC, the United States Intergalactic Research Corporation, for a once-in-a-lifetime interview with one of the survivors of the ill-fated Space Opera Beta program.”

The lens twisted around to capture Jelly’s face in profile. She hung her head, unhappy at the potential of half the globe getting their first glimpse of her.

“Look at her. Exhausted. Older and bigger. Wiser? Let’s find out.”

Jelly lifted her head and licked her mouth. Santiago pressed his hands together and launched into his interview.

“So, Jelly Anderson?”

GRUNT.

“Whoa. Easy, tiger,” Santiago chuckled, hoping she’d see the funny side, “Okay. First up. I think everyone wants to know. How are you feeling right now?”

“Like crap,” she spat. “I hate you.”

“Why do you hate me, Jelly?”

She lifted her hands and held the shackles to the light, “I managed to get home. After years of trying, only to be captured by those who started this nightmare.”

“It’s for your own safety, isn’t it?” Santiago asked with sincerity. “What if you brought something back?”

“Oh, we brought something back,” she huffed. “And you’re all going to see first-hand what it is very, very soon. If you’re a betting man, I’d put your stocks in oxygen masks for when darkness falls.”

“Darkness falls? Oxygen masks?”

“You humans are pathetic. You’ll learn to adapt, or you’ll learn to die. And fast.”

Maar leaned into Santiago’s ear and whispered something Jelly couldn’t hear.

Santiago nodded and returned to Jelly.

“What do you know about the tree-shape thing in the Gulf of Mexico?”

“What tree-shaped thing?” Jelly asked.

“A giant, black tree-like thing came out of the Gulf of Mexico shortly before you landed.”

“Like a tree,” Maar added. “But not a tree.”

Santiago continued, “Yes. In fact, your escape pod nearly hit it when you landed in the Gulf.”

Jelly pricked her ears with curiosity, “Really?”

“She knows something,” Maar whispered. “Look at her reaction.”

“Two more of these tree things appeared. One in the Yellow Sea in Asia, and a third in the Mediterranean. All of them emitting a strange pink light. All connected, and all seemingly channeling something from the moon.”

“Really?”

“We asked Hughes about it, but he didn’t know what we were talking about.”

Jelly unfurled three of her infinity claws on her left hand. She thought back to the events on Space Opera Charlie.

She close the first claw to her palm and grew upset, “Grrrrr.”

“What’s she doing?” Maar asked.

“Shhh. Let her think.”

Jelly closed her eyes and squeezed the tears down her cheeks. Her second infinity claw closed into her hand, leaving the claw on her index finger out.

“Furie.”

“Huh?” Santiago asked. “Jelly? What can you tell us about those trees?”

Jelly thumped the table and leaned back in her chair.

“It makes sense that there are three.”

“Does it?” he asked. “How?”

Jelly held up her index, middle, and fourth finger.

“One died in the airlock,” she said, folding her index finger down.

“The second was murdered by Masta—” she struggled, stopping short of saying the beast’s name outright.

Her fourth finger lowered, leaving her middle finger and prolonged infinity claw up at Maar. She kept it held and growled at him, “Furie.”

“Now, now, Anderson,” Maar said. “No need to be rude.”

Julie covered her mouth and glanced at the E-MRI. The visual of Jelly’s womb expanded on the screen.

“—Never mind that, I’m sure we’re all very sorry,” Maar snapped, catching Julie’s attention. He turned back to Jelly and cleared his throat, “You came back with one of them, though, didn’t you?”

Jelly lowered her middle finger and clenched her fist.

Maar kept out of shot of the broadcast. He’d anticipated Jelly’s answers to be vague and incendiary.

He thought he could rise above it, but not knowing what she referred to worried him no end as he launched into his follow-up question.

“What’s coming our way, Jelly? The return of his holiness himself?”

“No. I’ve seen God already,” Jelly said.

“Is it anything to do with Saturn?”

“You’re very quick, Sheck,” Jelly grinned. “Our second sun. You’re going to need it, soon.”

“What for?”

“For when your oxygen masks fail to save you.”

Maar’s face turned beet red. He knew he was in the presence of someone - or something - prophesying forthcoming, and it appeared to be based on facts.

“So Saturn has turned into a sun, Jelly?” Maar tried. “Tell us what’s happening. Tell us what’s coming, damn it.”

“Something better is coming. Something fantastic.”

“Ha. Is that so?” Maar sneered with sarcasm. “Why not give us a sneak preview of what we’re all in for Jelly?”

“No. It doesn’t work like that. Besides, I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”

“What can you tell us? What’s coming, Jelly?”

She leaned back in her chair and shuffled her whiskers.

“I already told you. Something fantastic,” she sneered, evilly. “Cat-astrophic, even, for you. If you’ll forgive the pun.”

Her whiskers fizzed once she’d finished her sentence, much to his surprise.

 

— Bay 65 —

 

Rowan looked through the gallery window and watched Furie jumping up and down next to her bed.

“My oh my, you little thing. You sure are full of energy, aren’t you?”

“Mommy. Mommy,” she sang to herself with glee. “Mommy’s coming. Mommy’s coming.”

Rowan entered a trance-like state of bewilderment as he watched the girl spin around on the spot with excitement.

“What are you?” he whispered to himself. “Where did you come from?”

Furie whipped her tail into her palm and sniffed at it.

Rowan continued and looked to her pulsating, pink chest. “What do you want from us—?”

FIZZZZ.

Furie’s whiskers sparked up, forcing the back of her head against the pillow. Her body and tail writhed around as if being tickled.

“Ahh,” she giggled. “It tickles. Stop it. Haha. Stop it.”

Her chest lifted into the air, forcing her head, legs, and arms to hang below.

“What the hell?”

Rowan ran over to the control board and hit the red button, “Furie? Can you hear me?”

She continued to laugh and ignored the question, “Stop it, it feels funny.”

“Are you okay in there?”

WHUMP.

Her back slammed against the bed. She rolled over the edge and hit the floor paws-first.

“What’s going on in there?”

Furie rose to her feet and looked down the length of her body, “Ugh, it hurts, now.”

Curious, she pressed her paws against her ribcage.

The pink glow in her chest lit Rowan’s astonished face through the mirror.

“Jesus Christ,” he shuddered. “What’s happening to you—”

SPITCH — SPARK.

Her whiskers sparked as the lights snapped off and plunged the room into darkness.

“Whoa.”

Furie whimpered, “Uggghh. It’s all gone dark. Why is everyone meowing? Not liking. Help, help—”

SCRRAAA — AAAPE.

A long, crawling sound whirled through the speakers, originating from within the room.

It grew louder and louder, until—

WHUMP.

The front of Furie’s body slammed against the mirror, her glowing, pink heart beating a mile-a-minute.

Rowan jumped back and gasped, “J-Jeez.”

The lights flickered to life to reveal Furie’s body glued against the mirror, “It hurts. It huuuuurts.”

Baddum-baddum-baddum.

Her heart raced faster, threatening to explode.

Rowan opened the door and ran out of the room, “Okay, that’s just crazy.”

SLAMMM.

The door smashed against the wall as he ran out of the bay and up the corridor, “Get out of my way,” he screamed at the oncoming medicians, “Move.”

 

— Bay 33 —

 

Alex hunched over the table, asleep, snoring into his oxygen mask

Jonas watched Nathan insert a fresh oxygen cartridge on Alex’s back, “You took your time.”

“Stop complaining. I got here as fast as I could.”

Jonas scanned the ink on his forearm which read: 15:52.

“You’ve taken twenty minutes.”

Yes, try complaining to Botanix. It’s miles away.”

“Ha. Julie getting you to run her errands, now, is she?” Jonas asked.

“Be quiet.”

Nathan clipped the cartridge into the oxygen tube running under Alex’s arm. He looked up to find the security severely lacking.

“Where’s that ugly behemoth got to?”

Jonas grinned, knowing full-well who Nathan referred to.

“Who, Jelly Anderson?”

“No, you dummy. That big sack of mercenary junk. Jaykay, or whatever his name is.”

“Oh him? He’s taking a leak.”

“Trying to rid himself of idiot juice, no doubt,” Nathan snapped as he placed the two remaining oxygen cartridges on the table, “Right. He’s juiced up, now.”

Jonas squinted into Alex’s sleeping face.

“How long has our guest been out?”

“About twenty minutes,” Nathan said. “The mask is keeping whatever he’s carrying away from us. Shall I fire up the cartridge? We can leave him to suffer a bit longer if you want to.”

“No, switch it on,” Jonas said. “We don’t want him suffocating and dying on us. Not just yet, anyway.”

Nathan flicked the lever on the cartridge and took a step back.

SHUUUUUSSSSHHHH.

Alex’s lungs expanded and pushed his chest away from the tabletop.

BRREAAATTHHHEEE.

“Whu—whu?” Alex spluttered and shunted his hips into the seat.

“Wakey-wakey, Hughes,” Jonas chuckled. “Feeling better?”

“Uugghhhh.”

Alex exhaled through his nose, filling up his breathing mask with a lucid, pink gas.

Nathan strode past the table and stared at the man’s face, “Say something, Hughes. Show us you’re back in the room.”

Alex sat up straight and blinked in Jonas’s direction.

“You know, Hughes, there are a few things we need to—”

WHELP — SPRITCH.

A small lump of congealed, pink liquid splattered up the inside of his mask.

“Ugh, you’re gross,” Jonas blurted. “Not feeling too well, are we?”

“Ugghhhhhh—”

SHUNT.

Alex bucked his hips forward, taking his seat with him.

Nathan winked at Jonas and laughed, “Yeah, I’ve had days like that, too. One too many Rollneck Kojak beers and I’m anybody’s. Hangovers can be a bitch, huh?”

“Shuh—” Alex tried. “Sh-Sh-Shuu—”

“—Oh. You’re telling us to shut up, now? Jonas barked. “That’s not very nice, is it?”

“Shhhhhh—”

Alex’s desperate attempts to warn the men fell on deaf, disbelieving ears.

Jonas mocked him, “Shuh-shuh-shuh. Haha. Idiot. Just wait till Sheck gets back and sees you in this state.”

Alex hung his head towards his lap. His wrists went limp inside his DecapiCuffs.

The wires running from his chest to the E-MRI unit behind him whipped back and forth.

Nathan joined Jonas at the other end of the table, “Look at him. Poor guy. He must be exhausted.”

“Yeah,” Jonas blurted. “All that treason and sabotage would wear anyone down pretty quick, I would’ve thought.”

Nathan unfolded a thin sheet of plastic and watched the data roll up the width of it.

“Vital signs are having a field day. His BPM is picking up. He’s as healthy as an ox, by all accounts. Very strange.”

Jones made himself comfortable in his chair as he stared at the pained man sitting opposite him, “And to think, there’s a much better party going on next door that we’re missing.”

“That creepy news guy with the silver hair and piano teeth?” Nathan chuckled with disdain. “We can see the playback later—”

 

SWIIISSSHHH.

The bay door swung open.

Rowan ran inside with haste and caught the two men’s attention, “It’s all going to hell in B Six-Five.”

“What? What’s happening?” Jonas asked.

Rowan noticed a distinct lack of security in the room. “The hell is going on? Where are the mercs?”

“He’s taking a leak,” Jonas spat. “Don’t get your panties in a twist, he’ll be back.”

Rowan pointed to the door and yelled, “I will get my panties in a twist, you moron. That little cat-girl thing is freaking the hell out back there.”

“Furie?” Nathan asked. “What do you mean freaking out?”

“She’s having a messed-up episode. Like an epileptic fit. Come, quick.”

Rowan bolted to the door and waved the men along with him.

Alex lifted his head and exhaled, “Shaaaaaaa—”

SLAM — SLAM — SLAMMMM.

His head punched the table top over and over again. Jonas and Nathan shrieked and jumped back to the wall.

“What the hell is happening—”

WHUMP — SCHLAAAM.

Alex’s head snapped up, pushing his body against the chair, which groaned onto its back legs.

CRAAAMMM.

His knees punched the underside of the table, knocking Nathan’s membrane onto the floor, and pushing the E-MRI machine into overdrive.

Biddip—biddip-biddip — beeeeeeeeeeeep.

“Gwuh-gwuh-gwuh.”

Alex writhed around, forcing the chair’s front legs to snap away and slam his legs to the floor.

He flung his wrists forward, “Aggghhh,” he squealed at the top of his voice.

“Shaaa—aahhh—h-heeeeelp m-m-meeeeshaaaa—aaaaaa—nn—”

“—For heaven’s sake, get out of here and close the door,” Nathan barked at Rowan, who stood staring at Alex vibrating in the chair.

“My G-God,” Rowan muttered. “It’s happening to him, too.”

Jonas pushed past Rowan and beckoned the two men out of the room.

“Get out of here and close the door—”

SCHPLATT.

Alex’s top lip bust over his gums and stretched up over his nose and eyes.

“SHAAAAAAAAAA—”

SPATCH.

His face exploded, pushing the oxygen mask away from his nose and onto his chest.

“Gwaaaghh.”

A fountain of pink blood blasted of out his head and bounced off the ceiling.

The thick ropes of liquid splashed down over the E-MRI unit.

Jonas, Rowan, and Nathan froze solid, unable to process Alex’s violent death.

Alex’s hands liquefied and broke apart, revealing two, thick fleshy limbs.

“Wh-what’s he saying—?”

SPATCHH — CLANNGG.

Alex’s DecapiCuffs bust apart and pinged away from his wrist.

“SHAAAAANNTAAAAAAAAA.”

“Get the hell out of here, now,” Rowan screamed as he pulled his two colleague out of the room and went for the button on the wall to close the door.

Before his finger could reach the alarm, one of Alex’s tentacle-like limbs whipped away from Alex’s torso like a string of chunky spaghetti.

The end flicked out a razor sharp talon and sliced Rowan’s hand clean off his wrist.

SCHWIPP.

“Gaaaahh.”

Rowan’s knees crashed to the ground seconds behind his severed hand. 

“Agghh..”

Nathan ran across the corridor to a red control box on the wall, “Get out of the damn way,” he said as he pushed several medicians out of his path, “Move, move, move—”

Jonas watched Alex’s carcass split in two halves and slop to the floor, along with his breathing mask.

“My G-God,” Jonas shrieked in awe, “What in God’s name is happening—?”

The colossal fleshy spider slammed all twelve of its limbs against each of the four walls, floor, and ceiling, suspended in the middle of the room like a ball of pink electric streaks.

The slit in its ball-like mid-section opened up at Jonas.

SCREEEEEEEEEE.

“Umm, okay,” Jonas turned around and tripped over Rowan. He fell to the floor, twisted onto his elbows and shuffled back with his feet, “Gah, get the hell away from me.”

Rowan agonized at Jonas, “P-Please, d-don’t l-l-let it k-kill me—”

SCREEEEEEEEEEE.

Nathan smashed the glass on the wall and grasped the red lever in his hand, “Everyone. Get out of here, now.”

The nearby medicians froze on the spot, wondering why their colleague had gone mad.

Nathan screamed and pointed at the door to Bay Thirty-Three, “Go.”

One by one, they turned to see the gigantic fleshy creature storm across the room, squealing at the top of its organs.

THUD — THUD — THUD.

The medicians shrieked in terror and ran off in all directions.

“Nathan, raise the alarm,” Jonas said as he lifted his leg and booted the bay door shut.

WHUMP — SLAPPP.

The door smashed Rowan’s face and knocked him out cold.

“Oh, s-sorry, pal,” Jonas said as the door sprung out. “Let me help you with that.”

SCREEEEEEEE.

The Alex Shanta reached the door, just in time for it to slam shut and seal it inside.

“Nathan. Do it.”

YANK.

Nathan pulled the red lever down and raced over to Jonas, who stared at the beast through the window in the bay door.

AROOOOOOOGAH.

The internal security alarm screeched down the corridor. The white fluorescent lights turned red and revolved around in their cases, flooding the corridor with red light.

The entire scene resembled the seventh circle of hell.

“Attention, attention,” the alarm announced, “This is not a drill. The alarm has been triggered. Please make your way out of the building and convene at assembly point A.”

Nathan hooked his arms under Jonas’s and lifted him to his feet,” Thank God you got that door shut—”

WHUMP — KEERRRRAAACCCKKK.

Rowan’s head cracked apart and folded in half as the Shanta yanked his body through the millimeter-thin crack under the door.

TCHLOCK — KERRUNCH.

Jonas hyper-ventilated as he witnessed Rowan’s body shred through the gap under the door.

SCHWUMP.

“My G-God,” Nathan yelled. “That thing really kicks ass—”

SCREEEEEEEE.

The Shanta rammed itself against the door, forcing a giant dent to dagger out and nearly removed Jonas’s head from his shoulders.

“Get the hell out of the way,” a gruff man’s voice thundered from behind the two men.

They turned around to see Jaykay aiming his rifle at the bay door. 

“Get down.”

Jonas and Nathan hit the deck and scurried away like lab rats down the corridor.

“I’ll take care of this bad boy myself,” Jaykay said as he trained the sight of his gun at the window, “Come on, coochie-coo, you little scumbag, you.”

SCREEEEEE — WHUD-WHUD-WHUD.

Six of the Shanta’s limbs rammed the door and smashed the glass.

Jaykay reached out with his free hand and tapped the button on the wall.

SWISHHH.

The Octopus-like beast slapped all twelve limbs against each wall and coiled around like a jellyfish in an attempt to escape its impending doom.

Its mid-section focused into Jaykay’s sight at the end of his rifle.

“Jeez. You’re one ugly son of a bitch,” Jaykay muttered. “Let’s see how you get on with a shell in your sick, ugly face.”

The Shanta pressed its talons into the wall and prepared itself to launch.

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

The creature flung itself forward, avoiding the three bullets which burst into the walls around its limbs.

SCREEEEEE.

Jaykay lowered his gun and saw the giant monstrosity flying towards his face, “Oh, shii—”

SCHWIIRRRR-AA — WHIPPP—PP.

It’s first limb twirled forward and wrapped around Jaykay’s neck and whipped his body into the air.

KERR—ASSSSHHH.

The Shanta rammed Jaykay’s head into the ceiling and slammed his body on the table, catapulting the two oxygen cartridges into the air as the surface snapped in two.

The Shanta planted six of its limbs at the door and hoisted itself forward, dragging Jaykay’s body along with it.

“Nggggg,” he groaned as he gripped the beast’s limb in his hands, “Gerrof meee—”

WHUP.

The Shanta bolted forward, and attached its remaining five limbs to the corridor wall. The force of the pull whipped Jaykay out of the bay, through the air, and into the fire alarm.

CRASSHHHH.

Spider cracks crunched across the wall, throwing fragments of dust and brickwork all over the creature.

Everyone screamed and ran off as it lifted Jaykay into the air and tilted its bulbous mid-section at the man’s face.

“Ngggg, wh-what, are y-you?” Jaykay kicked his legs around and tried to fight off the strangulation.

SCREEEEEEE.

Time seemed to slow down as Jaykay looked inside the monster’s slit. He saw rows of teeth covered in a transparent slime. The slit in the center yawned out over the man’s petrified face.

“M-My G-God—”

CHOMP.

The Shanta bit down on his neck.

SCHPLATTCH.

Its razor-like teeth crunched through Jaykay’s neck and lifted his body into the air. It swallowed the mercenary in several gulps.

BWUCK — BWUCK — BWUCK.

Jaykay’s chest and arms broke out as it vacuumed its way into the ball of flesh, followed by his waist.

CRUNCH — SNAP.

Jaykay’s legs broke out and snapped over the knee-bone as the Shanta swallowed him in five successive attempts.

“Attention, attention,” the alarm announced, “This is not a drill. The alarm has been triggered. Please make your way out of the building and convene at assembly point A.”

 

Six USARIC mercenaries stormed up the corridor, ready to open fire with their rifles.

“Trouble in B Thirty-Three, dead ahead.”

The Shanta squealed and spat Jaykay’s boots to the floor as it spotted the mercenaries running towards it.

SCREEEEEEEE.

“Open fire,” the first mercenary screamed as he pulled his trigger.

THRAAA-A-TAT-A-TAT-A-TAAAT.

The Shanta stiffened all twelve of its limbs and fanned them in all directions like a giant star. It spun around and cartwheeled down the corridor away from the mercenaries.

RROOOOOOAARRRR.

Their bullets whizzed past it and smashed into the sides of the walls.

“Goddamn it,” the first mercenary lowered his gun and gave chase, “Get it, now. Now.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

— Bay 70 —

 

Santiago looked at the Individmedia ink on his forearm. The time read: 15:30.

He looked up at Jelly to find her deep in contemplation.

“How many are watching?”

“Current count is over fifty million people, Jelly.”

“Worldwide?”

“Worldwide.”

Maar paced back and forth behind Santiago. He shot Julie an evil glance. Brayn joined in with the antagonizing.

The young woman busied herself with her membrane, vowing never to look at her boss ever again.

“There are things people should know,” Jelly said with solemnity.

Santiago grinned, hoping for some revelation that might cement his place in the pantheon of celebrity stardom for good.

“We’d love to hear it, Jelly.”

“When I was just a cat I didn’t understand why human beings made a fuss of me. What they were saying. I thought they were mocking me with their stupid voices. Spouting lessense. Treating me like I was some kind of idiot. My only allegiance was to survival. Keep alive. Keep warm. Keep from being hungry.”

“Right. So, you vowed to remain faithful to those who provided all that for you?”

Jelly nodded, evidently uncomfortable with her restraints and her increasingly shrinking chair.

“That’s right.”

“It sounds like you’re going to tell me you learned something?”

“She hasn’t learned crap,” Maar spat. He soon silenced himself for the broadcast, despite the feeling of anger pervading his body.

Santiago looked into the light and grinned, “I’m sorry about that, viewers. That was Maar Sheck, CEO of the newly reformed USIRC, who we’ll be talking to later.”

“Asshole,” Maar muttered.

Santiago ignored him and returned to the interview, “Jelly? You were saying?”

“About a month after my sisters are and I were born, our owner decided he didn’t want us anymore.”

“What happened?”

“He put us in a cardboard box. We thought we were going outside to play. New ground to explore.”

A tear escaped Jelly’s eye duct and dampened into her fur.

“You should have seen the look on their faces. They were so excited.”

“What happened?” Santiago asked. “Did you get your new playground?”

Her mood soured, “Yeah. It was a new playground, all right. Full of fast vehicles and cycles.”

“He left you by the freeway?”

“Abandoned us,” Jelly corrected him and licked her mouth, “Left us to die. I tried so hard to set us free. We were just kittens. We got out, and I escaped. My sisters did, too, but I don’t know what happened to them.”

“How did you feel about that, Jelly? Talk to me about your thought process.”

Jelly sniffed, “I felt betrayed. Angry. I felt pain and sorrow. An intense fury. I wanted to kill. It was all I wanted to do.”

SLAMMM.

She thumped the table top, startling everyone in the room.

Santiago took a deep breath and yanked on his collar, “Do you feel angry now, Jelly?”

“I feel conflicted. Both anger and love. Directed, equally, to those that deserve them. To those that anger me, I wish a slow, painful death. To those I love? I would die an agonizing death if it meant that they were happy.”

“By way of explanation. Do you, uh, hate me? Jelly?”

She squinted at Santiago’s immaculately-made face and grinned.

“Yes.”

Santiago’s face fell and his arms began to shake.

Maar sneered at the monstrosity sitting at the far end of the table, “Who cares?”

“Yeah, I thought you might say that, Sheck,” Jelly spat. “You know what the funny thing is?”

Maar couldn’t have cared any less. He shrugged his shoulders with apathy.

“No. Tell me.”

“All this business about anger and how I felt at the time?”

“Yes?”

“I didn’t know it until I became human. And that’s all thanks to you, and the Star Cat Project. And my friends and family aboard Space Opera Beta.”

Maar growled at her, having expected her to display a pained expression of threat and not the rumination on feelings she expressed.

“You’re welcome.”

“You clearly survived what your original owner did to you,” Santiago continued. “What happened after that?”

Jelly poked her tongue between her teeth and gouged out a chunk of beef.

“I was rescued by the People Against Animal Cruelty. A man named Handax Skill.”

“Very famously had blue hair,” Santiago said.

“A scumbag,” Maar added. “Him and his three lame-brained buddies.”

Jelly lowered her voice as she spoke.

“At the time I thought I was being kidnapped by some blue-haired freak. Handax Skill. He was the one who gave me to Jamie. It turned out he was a friend.”

PTCHOO.

She spat the fragment of beef at Maar’s shoes.

“Which is something you will never be to me, dickhead.”

Livid, Maar lunged at the table, “You son of a—”

“—Sir, please. Don’t.”

Brayn grabbed Maar’s sleeve and held the agitated man back.

GRUNT.

Jelly sneered in Maar’s face, “You gonna hit me?”

“I’m gonna have you vivisected.”

She lifted her shackled wrists and displayed her wounds to the broadcast light.

“No worse than what you’ve already done to me.”

She turned to face the light and buried her head into the beam.

“You see what USARIC did to me? Look at me. Look at me.”

 

Millions around the world watched as her face formed into a 3D representation in their front rooms, cafes, and Individimedia panels.

“Look at me. The first ever STAR CAT,” she shrieked, “You like what you see? Do you?”

Maar threw Brayn’s hand off his shoulder, “Don’t touch me.”

“Just calm down, sir.”

“I’m gonna have that fluffy rodent opened up, dissected, and then incinerated. I swear to God.”

Jelly heard what Maar said and threw him a look of intense anger, “You swear to me, huh?”

Maar chuckled evilly at the mad cat on the chair.

“What? What the hell are you talking about, you messed up perversion of science?”

The interview slipped out of Santiago’s hands. He didn’t know which way to turn.

“Uh, Jelly?” he chanced.

“What do you want?”

He cleared his throat and tried to allay her temper, “Earlier in the interview you said something that had me curious.”

“Just one thing?” Jelly snorted.

“Oh. No. Of course you’ve said many, many things that are interesting. But there was one thing in particular.”

“Go on.”

“You said the phrase I swear to myself when you threatened Mr. Sheck.”

“Yes,” Jelly whispered. “And I meant it.”

“Which part?”

“Both parts, asshole.”

“Right, but—uh, look, I’m quite sure you want to kill Mr. Sheck—”

“—And everyone who works for him,” she added.

“Right, and everyone who works for him. But, I mean, why would you swear to yourself?”

Jelly looked confused by the question.

“Why not?”

“Most people swear to God, don’t they? They don’t swear to themselves.”

Jelly didn’t have to respond. Her interviewer and everyone else in the room figure it out for themselves.

Once Santiago’s brain had connected the dots he felt his hands begin to shake faster. Jelly noticed it happening.

“What’s the matter, Sibald?” she grinned. “Starting to feel the heat?”

“I d-don’t feel too well—”

“—You got that right. Your hands are shaking. Why?”

Julie’s held her breath in shock at the revelation, “Oh my God.”

Santiago placed his hands on his lap and out of sight for fear of embarrassment.

“I, uh, well—”

“—Duuuuh, duh, I uh, well,” Jelly mocked, “What’s wrong with you? Cat got your tongue?”

He stared the tiger in the face and awaited her next line.

WHUMP.

Santiago’s knees rammed under the table, which took him and everyone in the room by surprise.

All except Jelly Anderson, who just laughed in his face.

“No, n-no,” Santiago grumbled, “Okay, we can t-take a quick break there—”

“—Ohhh, no. No breaks,” Maar snapped. “You continue while we have everyone watching. No breaks.”

Santiago burst into tears and choked, which made Jelly beam with excitement, “I n-need to—”

Maar shoved Santiago’s shoulder and whispered in his ear.

“—Shut the hell up and talk to her. Remember what we agreed?”

“Yes, y-yes, but—”

“—Do it. Or I’ll have Brayn shoot you in the face.”

Maar stood up straight and smiled wistfully at Jelly.

“Hey, you.”

“Yes, dickhead?”

“Stop playing with your food and just eat it, okay?”

“Don’t tell me what to do. Maar Sheck.”

Santiago wiped the sweat from his brow and onto his pristine suit sleeves.

Jelly sniggered at the stain on his shirt, “Expensive suit, huh?” 

He examined the front of his jacket, “Oh, uh, y-yes. It cost—”

“—How much is a life worth?” Jelly asked as her mouth opened up to reveal her fangs.

“Huh?”

ROOOAAAARRRRR.

Everyone jumped back to the wall in fright as Jelly’s vicious-looking face of hell produced a guttural, wall-shaking wail of fury.

Santiago’s eyes widened as he watched Jelly calm down in an instant. She spread her tongue around her mouth as if nothing untoward had occurred.

“Are we going to continue this interview, or what?”

Santiago cleared his throat. If nothing else, the sudden outburst had taken his mind off his shaking hands.

His entire body and vocal cords erupted, instead.

“Don’t make me ask again, Sibald. Sheck,” Jelly snapped. “Answer my question.”

Maar growled back at her and approached the table.

“I’ll tell you how much a life is worth, you miserable sack of fluff. Manning bills us one point seven million dollars for each unit, plus insurance, which takes each unit past the two million dollar mark.”

Jelly flapped her ears, surprised by his answer. Julie felt sick and looked away.

Maar continued, “That’s right. Opera Beta went to Saturn with five series three units and a series two. I’ll swallow the cost of the latter. But as for Tripp Healy, Bonnie Whitaker, Jaycee Nayall, and Wool ar-Ban? That’s four crew members at the cost of ten million dollars. Each of them easy to replace. Unlike you.”

GROWL.

This wasn’t the answer Jelly wanted. She scowled at the two men and grunted once again.

“What about Haloo Ess? Lead charge of Botanix?” she snapped. “She wasn’t an Androgyne.”

“No, you’re right. She was a human being. In other words, expendable. Like all other normal employees, she knew the inherent dangers of the expedition to Saturn. It’s part and parcel of the job. She didn’t cost us a penny.”

“I thought you’d say that.”

“Why is all this important to you, Jelly?” Santiago asked.

Jelly clenched her infinity claws and nodded at Maar.

“This man, here. He didn’t include me in his answer. I think that tells you everything you need to know about him.”

“It doesn’t say a damn about me. You’re just a stupid cat. Ten a penny. Nothing but a useless waste of fur.”

Maar’s wily antipathy got the better of her.

SHOVE.

Jelly knocked the table forward with her forearms, “Come here and say that to my face, asshole.”

“With pleasure.”

Maar approached the table with some trepidation, but felt that his reputation and character was on the line.

“Make sure you get this, Sibald,” he said as he ran his fingers along the table top and reached Jelly.

“Look at you, Anderson. Pathetic.”

“Say it to my face.”

Maar hitched his pants legs and lowered his face to hers. A mere five inches separated their eyes. He looked into her pyramid-shaped eyeballs.

“You, Jelly, are just a stupid cat.”

GRRRRRRRRRR.

She whined and pinched her nose, wanting his head on a stick.

“Ten a penny. Nothing but a useless waste of fur.”

Jelly snorted and pushed her face into his, causing him to flinch for half a second.

“Easy, tiger.”

“Remember I said I was going to kill you?”

“Yes, why don’t you enlighten us?”

Jelly ducked her head into the broadcast light and stared at those who were watching.

“Well?”

She extended the infinity claws on her left hand and ran the sharp ends along the table.

SCREEEEEEECH — HALT.

She relaxed her hand and glared into his eyes.

“I’m going to kill you like I would with any random mouse. Turn you into a trophy. A job well killed.”

Maar held his gaze at Jelly’s face. He knew she meant business. She knew that he knew she meant it.

“What do you think of that, Maar Sheck?”

He spat in her face, quite out of the blue.

“That’s what I think. Star Cat.”

Maar’s thick phlegm slung down her nose and collected up in the crook of her chin. She didn’t respond violently this time, and just let his physical answer drool down her fur.

“I, uh—” Santiago struggled to get the words out, “Jelly?”

She opened her eyes and licked away Maar’s spit.

“What?”

“Are you okay to continue?”

She nodded, slowly, feeling sorry for herself.

“I only have one question left, I think. I don’t want the interview to go on any longer than necessary—”

“—Stop stalling and ask your question, asshole.”

“You said there was something people around the world should know?”

“Yes. Two things.”

“Do you think now might be the time to tell them?”

“I think so.”

Jelly leaned forward and placed her shackled wrists onto the table top.

“We’d love to hear them. When you’re ready.”

Jelly looked into the light emanating from Santiago’s thumbnail.

“The first thing is this. USARIC, or whatever they are calling themselves now, are rotten to the core.”

Maar screwed his face at the statement but allowed her to speak. It was, after all, her last will and testament, and the public deserved the unfiltered truth.

“Get the forensics team ready,” he whispered to Brayn. “Her time on this planet is nearly at an end.”

“Yes, sir.”

Brayn opened the door and slipped out of the room, leaving Maar, Santiago, and Julie alone with Jelly.

“They claim they had our best interests at heart. What you don’t know is that they sent a squad of mercenaries up to kill us. But it didn’t work. I guess it doesn’t matter to them, now, that they have me and my daughter and my friend Alex. I just hope they haven’t suffered, and that they die quickly and painlessly.”

“I’m sure that’s not the case, Jelly,” Santiago said. “All they want is to talk to you—”

“—It is the case, Sibald,” she groaned. “They’ve captured us and they’ll kill us if we don’t give them the details of what happened. I may be a gorgeous creature, but even I’m not so stupid. We won’t tell them a thing. They’ll murder us for it.”

Santiago couldn’t argue with her sentiment. Maar didn’t even bother to protest and argue to the contrary.

“I was taken by a corporation. They paid off my family and ruined all my crew’s lives. I guess it’s fitting that the same people who tried to kill us all finally have me in their clutches so they can kill me, too.”

Santiago remained quiet for a moment.

“And the second thing?”

Jelly half-chuckled with despair as she wiped her face with her shackled wrists, “The second thing? Simply, it’s the conclusion I’ve arrived at after all that’s happened.”

“And what’s that?”

Before Jelly could answer, Brayn moved into the room, desperate to speak to Maar.

“No, not now. Hold on.”

“But sir, it’s urgent—”

“—One moment,” Maar nodded at Santiago. “Go on.”

Everyone turned to Jelly as Santiago continued the interview.

“What have you concluded, Jelly?”

She clocked the urgency in Brayn’s face and smiled. She knew it wasn’t quite over yet. She didn’t know who, what, or why, but it was enough.

“Love is the answer.”

No one expected her answer. Santiago leaned forward with confusion.

“I’m sorry, Jelly. Can you repeat that?”

“I said love is the answer.”

A teardrop rolled down her face as she explained herself, slowly.

“Those who care for you, love you, feed you, clothe you, shelter you. They do it because they care. Throughout all the death and destruction I’ve experienced it’s all that’s ever mattered. What’s kept me going. Kept me alive. Gave me hope.”

Santiago smiled, “Love is the answer, huh?”

“Yes. A late, great scientist once famously said the same thing.”

“The great Pascal D’Souza,” Santiago said. “Amongst other wonderful words of wisdom. Love is the answer.”

Jelly sneered at Maar.

“Love is the answer. Until then war raises some very interesting questions.”

Maar scowled back at her, which went unnoticed by Santiago who, in his naivety, continued with his platitude.

“Love is the answer. I believe a very famous British band sang something similar nearly two hundred years ago.”

“They were mostly right,” Jelly said. “It’s not all we need. Love. It’s just the answer.”

“You’re British, too. Aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am,” she said. “As is the one person I truly love.”

“And who’s that?”

“Jamie.”

Santiago leaned back in his chair, satisfied with the denouement of the interview.

Brayn slipped in front of Maar in haste, “Sir, this can’t wait—”

“—What is it?”

Brayn pointed at the corridor, and whispered something in Maar’s ear.

“Seriously?”

“I’m afraid so, sir. We have to be quick.”

“For God’s sake.”

Maar stormed over to the door and glanced at Santiago.

“Are you finished?”

“You’re finished,” Jelly snapped.

“I wasn’t talking to you, you stinking bag of space puke,” Maar fumed. “I’ll take your silence as a yes, then,” he barked at Santiago and turned to Julie, “You. Medician woman?”

“My name is Julie,” she fumed.

“Like it matters. Stay here,” Maar pointed his finger at Jelly. “Make sure that tiger monster thing doesn’t leave. I’ll be back in two minutes. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” she spat and launched into a semi-sarcastic tirade, “As a matter of fact I read you loud and clear.”

“GOOD.”

SCHWUMP.

The door slammed shut, forcing a violent echo around the perfectly silent bay.

Santiago collected his thumbnail from the table and shut off the broadcast beam.

“I’d better go with them,” he said as he moved out of his chair.

 

***

 

Maar pushed several USARIC employees out of his path as he stormed down the corridor.

“Right, where are they? What’s this about a commandeered IRI van?”

“It’s just appeared outside the training center building,” Brayn said. “They’re using a drone to make their demands.

“Are you sure it’s definitely an IRI van?”

“Yes, definitely. Its call sign is IRI-Two,” Brayn said. “It must have been seized en route at the border checkpoint.”

“Get Arden on the line, now.”

“I’ve already communicated with him. He’s on his way.”

“Good.”

Maar reached the double doors and pushed through and into the reception area.

Several USARIC employees turned to Maar, concerned about his haste in trying to reach the outer grounds.

“What the hell are all of you looking at?” he yelled and pointed at the research corridor, “In case you hadn’t noticed we’ve just made the discovery of the century. Now, get busy. We don’t pay you to sit around and paint your damn nails. Get back to work.”

“Sir, they’re taking refuge,” Brayn said.

A suited man in his forties waved at the pair as he approached them, “For heaven’s sake, Maar.”

“Arden,” Maar quipped and ran up to him, “What the hell is happening? Where are they?”

“They’re outside. And they’re armed.”

“Where the hell is Keller?”

Scared, Arden didn’t know what to do with his arms. He clasped his hands together.

“Odrassa and his stupid gold teeth should have those kids by now. But he’s reported the Misfit boy wasn’t there. They must have taken him with them.”

“Ugh,” Maar fumed. “I can’t trust anyone around here to do a job properly. As usual, if you want something done, you gotta do it yourself.”

He waved Brayn and Arden over with him to the reception door.

“Is that them?”

“That’s them,” Arden said. “What do we do?”

Maar squeezed the door handle in his palm, “Simple. We hear what they have to say. And then we kill each and every one of them.”

He pushed the door open and marched onto the cemented grounds.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“Perimeter Zee”

 

A ball of twine blew across the dusty ground and past the headlights of the mack truck.

Rana pinched her binocle and focused on IRI-Two’s tailpipe as it traveled to the Research facility.

“ETA, twenty seconds,” she said. “They’re approaching the gates. Get ready.”

Sierra pushed the back of the door open and jumped out. She turned to her left and whistled at Suttle in the driver’s seat of blue van.

“All set,” Suttle said into his mouthpiece.

“Good,” Sierra responded. “Enabling the drone, now.”

She opened her palm to reveal a holographic live feed hovering over her skin.

“Drone activate, please.”

Biddip-beep.

Roman joined her and watched the image fizz to life, “What is that?”

“The adjoining drone,” she said. “It’s nearly sixteen-hundred hours. Is everyone ready in case it all goes the way we think it will?”

Roman turned to Saad and eyed his shotgun.

Saad glanced at Amelia at the wheel of the gray van and gave her the thumbs up.

“Ready when you are,” she said.

“It appears we are ready.”

Suttle jumped out of the blue van and lifted his glove, “Should we test the detonators?”

Sierra was taken aback by her colleague’s foolish idea, “God, no. Are you crazy?”

“Only kidding. Don’t get your panties in a twist,” he chuckled.

She cleared her throat and spoke into her wrist, “Hush. Comms link established?”

A tinny, automated voice from the pinpricks in her wrist, “Drone communication link set.”

“Good. This is Sierra, of the Rebels Against Genetic Engineering. Drone frequency zero-niner-five.”

 

The tires on IRI-Two crunched along the gravel leading up to the giant gates at the USARIC’s Research facility. The drone hovered ten feet above its roof and projected Sierra’s voice out of its speakers.

“This is Sierra, of the Rebels Against Genetic Engineering. Please confirm your attention.”

Shane looked up at the ceiling.

“You hear that?” he asked a fellow border guard.

“Yeah, I think it came from outside—”

“—I repeat, this is Sierra from RAGE. Please confirm your attention or we will use force.”

Shane stood up and looked around for the source of the noise, “A drone?”

“It’s coming from outside,” his colleague said. “Sit down. We’re at R&D, now. We’re fine.”

Joseph, the driver, hollered over his shoulder at the men.

“We’re here. Sit down.”

 

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

DD-12 marched through the open gate and up to the barrier.

“Identify yourself. Vehicle, license, and occupants.”

Joseph rolled down the window and smiled at the gargantuan mound of metal.

“IRI-Two, redirected from Manning border twelve.”

“You are not authorized to enter,” DD-12 threatened. “Please reverse and make your way—”

“—Hey, asshole,” the drone shouted in Sierra’s voice. “Let IRI-Two in, now.”

 

Sierra paced around as she lifted her wrist away from her face, “Trouble at the gate,” she said to Roman, “Don’t worry.”

“I am not worried,” he said.

 

DD-12 spun its bulbous head to the bee-like drone.

“Help, help,” Shane screamed from inside the van, “They’re going to blow us—”

“—Shut the hell up,” Joseph screamed back. “You’ll get us blown up.”

“That’s what I was about to say.”

STOMP — STOMP.

DD-12 lifted its giant, right arm at the drone. The sight at the end of his rifle snapped into view and roared to life.

“Exit the area now.”

“I don’t think so, bird-brain,” the drone threatened. “Be advised. Unit IRI-Two is packed with explosives and will detonate if you do not let it proceed.”

Switch — switch.

DD-12’s eyebulb blinked as it processed the revelation.

The drone whizzed past the droid’s shoulders and entered the compound, drawing attention from scores of armed mercenaries.

“You hearing me, numbnuts? We’re coming in. Stand aside.”

Biddip-bwop.

DD-12’s head lowered and scanned IRI-Two’s windscreen.

It saw a frightened driver sweating profusely behind the wheel. Shane and his colleagues sat perfectly still, not wanting to exacerbate the problem they were in.

He took a step along the side of the van and noticed the flashing black device by the tailpipe.

“That’s right, you ungainly mass of bolts. You see that? You have five seconds to let unit IRI-Two in, or it’s bye-bye bad guy.”

DD-12 stood aside and allowed the vehicle through the gates.

 

“Joseph?”

“Y-Yes?”

“This is Sierra.”

“Umm—”

“—We met at the border, but we were never formally introduced. Not that it matters. You’re to do as I say.”

Joseph listened to her communication as he watched DD-12 stomp back into the compound.

“Tell me what you see.”

Joseph squinted at the building dead ahead of him, “Uh. I see the training facility.”

“No, not the damn buildings, you asshole,” Sierra quipped. “I mean the personnel and any armed mercs. How many of them are there?”

Joseph looked left to the main research facility and saw scores of armed mercenaries look back at him.

“Well, there’s that giant droid thing and, like, more than one hundred USARIC personnel.”

“Personnel?”

“Military.”

“They’re not military.” Sierra said. “They’re mercenaries. Private contractors. Put your foot on the gas and drive in, slowly.”

“B-But they’ll open fire if—”

“—Goddamn it, they won’t open fire,” she spat. “The droid will let you in. As far as everyone is concerned you’re legit. Drive to the training facility and park five yards from the entrance. Facing the front of your vehicle at Research building.”

“Okay, okay,” Joseph said as he stepped on the gas.

 

Sierra showed the holograph in her palm to Siyam, Roman, Suttle, and Saad.

“See this?”

She pointed at the flickering image of DD-12 watching IRI-Two roll past the gates.

“One of their so-called death droids. On guard at the gate,” she said as she moved her finger to the army of mercs by her thumb, “And close to one hundred personnel. All armed. All ready for our arrival.”

Roman raised his eyebrows in confusion.

“They’re expecting us? But didn’t Noyin say the coast was clear?”

Siyam blinked and pointed at the transparent 3D image of the training center in Sierra’s palm, “They’re tooled up beyond all hell. Guards at the training center.”

“Mega-vehicles by R&D, look,” Saad added as he indicated the knuckle on Sierra’s middle finger, “Two of them.”

Sierra stared at the live map in her palm and realized just how screwed their plan might be if they were to continue.

“How could Noyin have gotten it so wrong? This is ridiculous.”

“He was wrong. Either that or he was lying,” Roman tried.

“Noyin would never lie. He’s one of us,” Sierra barked. “Don’t ever talk about him like that again.”

Siyam stepped in and broke up the fight before it escalated. He pointed at Amelia in the gray van.

The Misfits inside were ready for war, but they didn’t realize just how much of a war they were in for.

“Sierra,” Siyam said. “I’m not being funny, but we have a van full of Russian allies, all with itchy trigger fingers.”

“And my daughter is waiting back at the Perimeter,” Roman said. “What do we do?”

Sierra had a dilemma on her hands. Or, more specifically, in the center of the palm of her left one. If she made the wrong decision the entire war would be over and everyone would die.

“Change of plan,” she said, confident about her new idea, “Get back in your vehicles.”

“What?”

She waved her left hand around, signaling them to disperse and get ready for action. She closed the live feed in her hand and waved her wrist.

Biddip-bip.

The live feed vanished into her fist, cutting the connection.

“You trust me, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course,” Suttle said. “But we—”

“—Then get in the van and let me handle this. Connect your headgear to the drone. If it all kicks off, then so do we.”

Suttle climbed into the blue van, leaving Sierra and Siyam together.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Siyam said.

“I know what I’m doing. Don’t question my decisions. Just get in the truck.”

WHUMP.

Roman and Siyam opened the back doors and hopped inside.

Sierra lifted her forearm to her mouth and took a deep, long breath. Hopefully, she thought, it wouldn’t be her last.

“Listen up, people,” she began.

 

IRI-Two rolled to a halt outside the training facility building. Joseph applied the handbrake and pressed his finger to his ear.

“What’s going on?” Shane asked from the back of the vehicle.

“Shut up, I’m trying to listen.”

 

The drone lifted up and caught the hundred-strong USARIC officials’ and mercenaries’ attention.

Sierra’s voice flew out of the circular device dozens of feet in the air.

“What you see below this drone is an International Repatriation Initiative van. IRI-Two.”

All eyes averted to the van and the men in the back.

“Inside are six IRI personnel, and three Exodus unit drivers.”

WHIIRRR — CLUMP.

The lights on the explosives on the back of the van extended out, lit up and beeped.

“Whoa,” the personnel backed up and gasped.

“The vehicle is primed to explode at the touch of a button I have in my hands. Just like all of you, I love to press buttons. The vehicle contains enough explosives to wipe out the entire research facility grounds, its buildings, and anyone unfortunate enough to be inside them, or within a quarter mile radius.”

DD-12’s head spun around one-hundred-and-eight-degrees and punched its fists together.

Sierra continued through the drone, “If you open fire on the van, well, that’d just be stupid. If you run away, or this drone captures you running away, the van will explode.”

The USARIC mercenaries aimed their guns at the van. Two of them trained their sights on the drone above, wanting to murder the device and whomever controlled it.

“You bastard,” one of the mercs screamed, “Who the hell do you think you are?”

The drone bolted forward and turned a sharp right angle at the man.

“That’s a great question. My name is Sierra, of the Rebels Against Genetic Engineering alliance,” her voice bounced off the building walls with steely sarcasm.

Brayn pushed through the door to the Research building and pointed his gun at the drone, “What the hell’s going on here?”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Brayn,” he said. “USARIC, mercenary division.”

“You must be behind this operation, then, huh?” the drone joked as it shifted around.

“What?”

Everyone watching slowly took a step back, hoping the detonators wouldn’t go off.

“Never mind. Brayn? You and your colleagues, here, probably want to know what I want. Don’t you?”

“Yeah, tell us.”

“We only want one thing,” the drone said, followed by a pause to ensure everyone was listening. “Maar Sheck.”

“He’s busy right now.”

“Don’t piss me off, Brayn,” the drone said as the men in the back of IRI-Two began to shriek with fear, “People die when I get pissed off—”

Biddip-beep-beep-beeeeeeep.

“You wanna see?”

Brayn lifted his hands in the air and offered a truce, “No, no. I believe you.”

“Where is Maar Sheck?”

“He’s in one of the bays with Jelly—” he said, realizing the grave piece of information he’d just revealed.

“No, n-no,” Shane yelled from inside the van and thumped against the window, “Go and get Maar Sheck. Please. Please.”

The drone turned around and screamed at the men in the van, “Shut your face.”

It twisted around and lowered its lens down to Brayn’s face, “You.”

“Yes?”

“So, it was Jelly who landed earlier, huh?”

“Y-Yes,” he said, closing his eyes and biting his lip.

The drone lingered in the air, antagonizing the man no end, “Ha. I knew it.”

“B-But she’s—”

“—Go and get Maar Sheck,” the drone finished with sincerity. “Do it now or everyone and everything goes up in flames.”

“Okay.”

 

Sierra pressed her back against the side of the truck and licked her lips. Overjoyed, she held her breath and screamed for joy.

“IT’S HER.”

She rammed the side of the truck with his fist and burst into tears.

“SHE’S HERE.” 

Rana peered out from the driver’s window while the others whooped and hollered.

“What, seriously?”

“IT’S JELLY ANDERSON,” Sierra chimed and then burst into tears, suddenly enveloped with rage, “I knew it was her. I knew they’d pull off a stunt like this.”

Siyam tried to calm her down and held her by the arms, “If it’s her, then that means Alex might be with her?”

She threw his hand off her shoulder and spat on the floor.

“I guess we’ll find out when we get in there, won’t we?”

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

— Laguna Vista —

 

Keller lit his fat cigar in the parking lot of the arena. He and Noyin watched the arena break out into a blaze of flames.

“Nice afternoon for a barbecue, huh?” Noyin chuckled.

The reflection of the blaze reflected in Jamie’s eyes as he watched his new home burn to the ground.

Keller took a drag on his cigar and waved the children back, “Get back. We don’t want you dying in this stupid furnace.”

“No,” Leesa yelped and tried to break free from Noyin’s clutches.

It was futile. He was much bigger than her, and kept his grip on her arm.

The arena walls broke apart. The groan from the metal twisting around in the intense heat indicated that the place was beyond salvage.

“You bastards,” Jamie muttered as he saw the holoscope buckle left and right.

GROOOOAAAAAANNNNN — SMAASSHHHH.

The funnel of steel crashed onto the roof, exacerbating the fury of the fire.

“No, no, noooo—” Leesa slumped to her knees and bawled her heart out. “P-Please.”

The DecapiDisc forced her head to the ground.

“Don’t think of it as losing a home,” Keller said. “Think of it as gaining salvation. Righting all your wrongs.”

Noyin nodded at Keller’s 4x4, “Shouldn’t we get moving? Maar wants us back at R&D—”

Biddip-biddip.

Noyin’s wrist beeping, followed by an intense static.

“Who’s that calling you?” Keller asked.

Noyin moved his forearm to his mouth, “Ugh, it’s those damn morons again. I’d better talk to them or they’ll think something’s up.”

“Make it quick.”

Keller grabbed the crying Leesa by the shoulder and lifted her to her feet.

Jamie pushed him and yelled in his face, “Hey. Don’t touch her.”

“What the hell do you want, you little English idiot?”

“Don’t touch her.”

“Oh. Really?”

Keller went for the hand gun in his belt and threatened the boy, “You wanna say that again?”

Jamie scrunched his face, defeated.

“Hah. I thought so. Now, quit your limey whining and get in the damn vehicle.”

 

Noyin stood aside and spoke into his wrist, “This is Noyin on Viddy Media. Sierra, is that you?”

“Yes,” her voice came from his wrist, “Noyin?”

“What?” he shouted over the sound of the fire behind him.

“What was all that lessense about the R&D being clear? The place is crawling with scum.”

He let the news sink in and tried to suppress his laughter, “Ah, uh, yes. Sorry about that, I—”

“—What’s that noise?”

Noyin licked his gold teeth with his tongue and turned to the fire, “Oh, it’s the arena. The dome.”

“What’s happening over there?”

Noyin bit his tongue and watched Keller drag Leesa kicking and screaming over to his 4x4.

Sierra’s voice dampened with concern, “Is that Leesa?”

“It is, yeah,” Noyin snapped as he winked at Keller.

“What’s going on?”

“Who’s that?” Keller mouthed at Noyin.

Noyin clenched his fist and waved it back and forth as he began to speak.

“Oh.”

Noyin resumed the call, “Yeah, Sierra?”

“Is everything okay?”

“For me, sure. For you? Not so much.”

“Ahhh, let go of me,” Leesa wailed as Keller pushed her into the back of the 4x4.

WHUMP.

“What do you mean not so much for us? Who’s that screaming?”

Noyin snorted, “Yeah, the arena’s on fire—”

WWHIIRRR — CRUNNCCHHH.

The sound of the dome’s walls flattening against the ground cut off his sentence.

“—And, uh, Jamie and Leesa, the insufferable pieces of crap that they are, are with us.”

“What? Us?”

“I’m sorry, Sierra,” Noyin said. “You backed the wrong horse, this time. If you don’t pull back and surrender, you’ll give us no choice but to take the kids’ heads clean off.”

The Individimedia link went quiet.

“Did you hear what I said?” Noyin asked.

“I’m going to kill you,” Sierra hushed. “You goddamn mother—”

“—Uh-uh, now, now,” he spat back, “Don’t resort to name calling. Honestly. You and Siyam and everyone else only had yourselves to blame—”

“—I’m gonna tear your heart out, you son of a—”

“—Good luck finding one in this chest,” Noyin chuckled. “Oh, and by the way. Maar has Jelly. In a little under an hour from now he’ll also have Jamie and Leesa. You guys don’t have a pot to piss in, a window to throw it out, or a sidewalk for it to hit as far as bargaining chips are concerned.”

“If you hurt one hair on either of their heads, I’m going to make sure you suffer.”

“Sierra, get it? We hold the cards, now. Want some advice? Give it up. Quit now, while you guys are still alive. You can’t beat them.”

No response for the eager man waiting to enjoy her torment.

“In fact, why don’t you join us? Why not come and join the good guys and make serious bank in the process?”

Still no response.

“Sierra?”

Noyin watched his Individimedia Ink return to three lines, indicating that she’d cut the call.

“Huh. Suit yourself, you blue-haired bitch.”

 

Keller waved Jamie over to his 4x4. The five PAWZ forklifts rested in the open-topped back.

“Get in.”

The boy stood his ground and refused to move, “No.”

“What was that?” Keller snapped. “Get in the back of the vehicle.”

“Make me.”

“You disrespectful little turd. I’ll put a bullet in the back of your—”

“—Well, well, well,” Noyin danced over to the pair and cut Keller’s threat short, “Ooh, ooh, ooh. Someone got all pissed off back there. Ha.”

“You traitor,” Jamie said.

“Who? Me?” he chuckled. “Nah, nah, nah, I didn’t trait anyone, my friend. If anything it’s you who’s the traitor.”

“How?”

“Ooh, let me see,” Noyin quipped with sarcasm. “First of all, you give up your cat for the money and send her to Saturn. Second, you try to destroy the one company who could have gotten her back for you.”

Jamie hung his head and looked at his shoes.

“You did RAGE’s dirty work for them, you treacherous brat. Told them everything you know. You’re nothing but ungrateful scum as far as USARIC is concerned.”

“I hate you.”

“Ha. Typical bad guy response,” Noyin spat. “I wanna tell you something, Jamie.”

Jamie scowled at the man, desperate for blood, “What?”

“Don’t let anyone have you do their dirty work for them,” Noyin scowled. “Ever.”

Keller finished laughing and gripped the handle on his gun, “Okay, that’s enough lessense, Odrassa. Don’t play with your food. Get in the car and we’ll celebrate later.”

Noyin giggled, “Yeah, maybe once that stupid cat of his has been carved up and sold to the highest bidder.”

He held his middle finger up at Jamie to round off his point..

“How’d you like this for disrespectful, you little ass-clown?”

Jamie turned his head away and refused to move.

Keller grabbed Jamie’s arm, “Enough lessense. Let’s go.”

TWIZZZZZ - SCHREEEEEP.

Keller and Noyin turned to the raging fire where the door once stood.

“You hear that?” Noyin asked. “That fire really kicks ass, huh?”

TWIZZZ — BRRRRRR — SCHLUMP.

Keller moved toward the orange and black smog and shook his head, “No, no. That’s not the dome. What—”

His face fell when he saw something shift inside the fire.

“What the hell—?”

SHREEEEE — BZZZZZ.

A pair of red dots crept through the flames, followed by a patch of melted synthetic skin. It crawled on its hands and knees as best it could, its skin sticking to the floor with each push.

“Jesus Christ,” Noyin gasped. “It’s her. The mannequin thing.”

Santara crawled out of the fire. Her gelatinous, mushy face slinking off the endo-skull underneath.

She tilted her head and opened her eyes straight at Noyin.

“Daaamn,” he shrieked. “That’s one hell of a—”

BIZZZOOOOOWWWW.

A blast of pure, red laser shot out of her right eye and scorched across the muddy ground.

Noyin jumped out of its path, just in time to avoid contact with his legs.

His right arm wasn’t so lucky.

BIZZOOOWWW — SCHRIPPP.

The laser beam sliced through Noyin’s right shoulder and took his arm clean off.

“Yarrgghhhhhh—”

The limb hit the ground as the beam retracted into her eye.

“Jesus,” Keller gasped.

Noyin wailed in agony as the red scorch around his limbless right shoulder cauterized, “Gwaaahhhhh.”

The stench of barbecuing skin drifted across the ground as Santara climbed to her feet.

“Jamie, get Leesa and run.”

Keller struggled to take out his gun, “Oh, no you don’t.”

Jamie ran over to the 4x4 and pulled the door open, “Leesa, get out.”

“What?”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

Keller fired three shots in the direction of the 4x4. Jamie jumped into the back of the vehicle and dove over Leesa on the back seat.

CLANG.

Their DecapiDiscs smashed together, preventing their heads from smashing together.

“Owwwww,” Leesa gripped the edge of her disc and tried to remove it, “H-Help me, I c-can’t—”

Biddip-biddip-beeeeeeep.

The three white dots lit up on her DecapiDisc, one by one.

“Oh, G-God,” Jamie gasped. “Leesa. Your disc.”

“What, what?”

“It’s—”

Jamie looked through the window and saw Noyin roar in pain. The glove on the hand of his severed arm flashed from the ground, illuminating the mud.

“Hey, Anderson,” Noyin screamed. “You’re next.”

Keller fired off a round of shots at Santara.

“Goddamn it, why can’t you just die?”

BEEEP-BEEEEP-BEEEEEEP.

The metal blades within Leesa’s disc whirred to life. The metal collar around her neck vibrated rapidly.

“No, no—” she gasped and squealed, “Jamie, p-please, help me.”

“Haha,” Noyin winced in pain as he trod on the glove on his severed arm. His heel pushed against the remaining button.

“Die.”

Biddip-biddip-beeep.

Jamie felt his collar and noticed three successive white lights flash under his chin, “Oh, J-Jesus—”

He booted the door open and flung himself forward.

WHUMP.

Jamie scrambled to his knees and elbows and crawled over to Noyin, “Press the button. Shut it off. Shut it off.”

“No,” Noyin screamed back and reached into his belt with his left hand.

 

Keller reloaded his hand gun and swung it at Jamie’s head, “Anderson? Don’t even think about it.”

Jamie stopped crawling and looked up and into the barrel of the gun.

WHIIRRRRRRRRRR.

The blades inside his metal collar sprang to life and sped up.

“Wha—?”

“We’ll just have to tell Maar you wouldn’t comply. That nature took its course. Such a shame.”

CLICK.

The hammer on the back of Keller’s gun locked into place. He slid his finger around the trigger.

Jamie’s eyes dilated right there and then, paralyzing the boy with fear.

Keller showed no remorse for his forthcoming execution, “At least this was painless. Goodbye, Anderson.”

He squeezed the trigger.

Jamie closed his eyes and screamed, “Noooooo—”

BLAMMMMM.

 

The deafening sound of the Arena’s barbecue quelled into nothingness.

Everything went pitch dark.

Jamie felt something hard smash against the left side of his face.

“Aggghhhhh,” he screamed as the black lit up to reveal Keller’s ribcage bust out and produce a bullet into the night sky.

Spots of blood slapped over Jamie’s sleeves as he covered his face.

“M-My G-God,” Keller coughed and spat out a rope of blood.

WHUMP.

He twisted his hips to the arena and fired, “You b-bitch.”

BLAM - BLAM - BLAM - BLAM - BLAM.

A second bullet hit the back of his head and punched his face into the dirt, revealing Santara and her smoking gun recovering from Keller’s bullets that chewed through her chest plate.

“J-J-Jamie-ie,” she croaked through her shattered voice box, “The g-g-g-g-glove—”

Noyin kicked himself along the mud and reached for his gun, “Damn it.”

WHIZZZZZ — WHIRRRRRRR — BEEEEEP.

The blades in Jamie’s DecapiDisc spun at full pelt

“Nooo.”

He placed the sole of his foot on the side of the 4x4 and pushed himself towards Noyin.

WHACK.

Jamie punched the man in the jaw, sending him on his ass. He ran over to the severed arm a few feet away.

Noyin slapped his hand on the grip of his gun and swung it up the length of his body, focusing the sight at Santara’s head.

“Hey, bitch—”

WHIRRR — BZZZZ.

She looked at him and widened her right eye, ready to blast him with her laser.

“Jamie. Move,” she said.

Jamie threw himself to the ground. A laser burst out of her eye socket and caught Noyin in the face, busting several of his gold teeth out of his mouth and busting his right cheekbone.

“Bwuck—” he gulped as the skin tore from under his eye.

Jamie felt the edge of the DecapiDisc razors nick the skin on his neck.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhh.”

He clenched his fist and slammed the white button on the glove.

“Warrgghhhhh—”

Noyin squeezed the Uzi’s trigger in retaliation.

THRAAAA — A — TAT-A-TAT.

The flurry of bullets chewed across the mud up and shattered their way up Santara’s right leg and finished at her abdomen.

The base of her endo-skeleton splintered and sparked.

WHIZZZ — KERAACCKKK.

Santara hit the deck in a complicated heap of android innards.

“Y-Yeah—ugh, ugh,” Noyin grunted. The back of his head hit the mud as he shuffled around and seemed to hyperventilate through his shattered jaw.

Jamie dropped the glove and darted over to the 4x4.

“Leesa?”

As he opened the door, the blades on his DecapiDisc slowed down.

CLATCH.

The disc opened out into a “3” shape and clanged to the mud as he opened the car door.

Leesa unfastened her DecapiDisc and threw it into the foot well. “My God, my God, am I dead? Did it kill me?”

Jamie grabbed her hand and hoisted her out of the 4x4. He held her shoulders and checked her over. A sliver of red blood hung around her throat like a ruby necklace.

“No, no, it just cut the skin,” he shouted over the intensity of the fire and Noyin’s last gasps for life. “How about me? Am I okay?”

Her head vibrated with shock as she pressed her fingers around his collar bone.

“No, you’re okay. Just a bit of a scratch—”

“—Ngggggggg, you goddamn brats,” Noyin pained through his face as he tried to breath, “I shou-shoulda j-just p-put a bullet in your h-heads—”

Jamie felt an intense anger he’d never experienced in his life.

Before he and Leesa lay a man dying, almost beyond recognition. His gold teeth shattered, his jaw broken. His mouth covered in blood. His chest heaved through the deathly gargles whining from his lungs.

“Guh-guh,” Noyin tried and squeezed his eyes shut, finally laughing and choking through his neck, ”Ngggg. A-Anderson.”

Jamie stepped over the man and watched him die, slowly, and painfully.

“What?”

“Tsch-uh-g-gonne, uggghhh,” he struggled through the ropes of blood splattering down his chin, “Y-You d-did g-good, you know.”

Jamie gripped Leesa’s hand in his as he stared into the man’s eyes.

WRREECCCCCKKKKK - CRAASSSHHHHH.

The last of the arena’s structure crumbled away a dozen feet behind them. The impact produced a torrent of flames and the stench of burning weaponry and gas.

“G-Gimme m-my g-g-g—”

Jamie’s eyes followed Noyin’s shaking index finger, which pointed to the discarded Uzi by his hip.

“—Your gun?”

“Yuh-yuh—” Noyin struggled, “It h-hurts. It, ungg, h-hurts s-so- b-b-bad—”

“No. I don’t think so.”

Jamie booted the gun away.

“Ugh,” Noyin squealed as every muscle in his body loosened.

He’d been defeated by Jamie Anderson, of all people, and had no option but to wait in considerable agony for his eventual demise.

“I’m not doing your dirty work for you, asshole.”

“Awwwww, damn,” Noyin sniggered for a few seconds as the last bubble of oxygen worked its way through his body, “You’re f-f-funny, Anderson—”

Noyin abandoned speaking and let the life escape his body.

His eyes rolled up to the diluted moon hanging in the sky.

Six seconds later, he breathed his last, and passed away in front of Jamie and Leesa.

 

SHUNT — SCHUNT.

A peculiar whirring noise followed the sound of someone’s attempt to straighten themselves to their feet.

Jamie and Leesa turned to see the bullet-riddled Santara press her hands in the mud and attempt to use her legs to stand upright.

She straightened her back and wobbled from side to side.

“Santara,” Leesa yelped.

“L-Leesa,” she responded in her shattered voice, “G-G-Gotta get out of h-h-here.”

Santara’s head twisted left and right, flinging much of the melted skin away from her shiny endo-skull. She lifted her left arm and tried her best to press a button on her elbow.

Bip — bip — bip.

“Santara, what are you doing?” Jamie asked.

“C-Cannot st-stay here,” she said and spoke into her wrist. “R-R-R—oman. Santara Iskra. P-Please h-help.”

 

Santara stomped across the mud like a drunk madwoman and headed for the 4x4.

“Children. C-Come with.”

“Santara?” Roman’s screaming voice ran out of her wrist, “We’re a bit busy here right now.”

Loud gunfire and commotion underscored what he’d said. Santara thumped her jaw back into place.

“Are y-you in n-need of ass—ass—assistance?”

“Damn it,” Roman screamed and huffed, “What’s going on over there, Santara?”

Her voice rippled and lowered, deeply affected by the trauma sustained in the battle, “Need to l-leave. B-Battery level cr-cr-critical—”

“—Leave?” Roman asked. “No, don’t leave.”

Jamie ran over to Santara and grabbed her wrist, quite to her surprise.

“Roman? Roman? This is Jamie Anderson. I repeat, this is Jamie Anderson—”

“Jamie?” Roman asked. “What are you doing with Santara’s Viddy Med—?”

“—No time to explain,” Jamie said, “It’s Noyin. He’s destroyed the dome. He’s one of Sheck’s men. We need to leave. We’re coming to get you—”

“—God, no,” Roman’s voice wailed out of Santara’s wrist and over the insane gunfire, “Jamie, do not come to USARIC R&D— Oh, J-Jesus Christ. Siyam—”

“Roman?” Jamie screamed. “Roman?”

The communication cut off.

Santara’s head revolved on its neck in an attempt to recalibrate.

Jamie hung his head and tried to ignore the fire in front of him, “We have nowhere to go.”

Santara pushed him out of the way and climbed into the driver’s side of the 4x4.

He noticed her battery protruding from a giant, burnt hole in her back.

“Uh, Santara, you’re—”

“—Jamie Anderson. Leesa Task,” she said. “We g-g-go away from h-here.”

“But where?”

“Get inside.”

Jamie glanced at Leesa, who couldn’t tear her eyes away from the burning building.

“Hey, Leesa.”

She kept quiet and watched everything burn into the clear blue sky.

“What if they come back, Jamie?” she asked.

“What if who comes back?”

“The cats. They ran into the water. There’s nothing for them to come back to.”

“Leesa?”

“What?”

“I’m sure they can take care of themselves. They’re strong. They’ll survive. Let’s get out of here. God knows who might come sniffing around to find out what happened to these guys.”

Leesa froze and choked at the sight of the dead Keller and Noyin lying a few feet apart. It precipitated a very sombre reaction from both children who, over the past few weeks and months, had no choice but to grow up - and fast.

For all intents and purposes, they’d bypassed adolescence entirely and ended up screaming into adulthood.

The carnage before them sealed the deal once and for all.

“I just want this to stop,” Leesa said. “No more.”

Jamie gave her a smile and walked her to the 4x4, “You can say that again.”

WHUMP — WHUMP.

Both doors closed.

Leesa sat in the back, behind Jamie who climbed into the passenger side.

VROOOOOOOOOMM.

Santara slammed the accelerator and spun the tires on the ground, inadvertently kicking the wet mud over the two dead men.

Five PAWZ machines rocked around in the back.

The 4x4 shot off onto the main road, leaving a thoroughly destroyed RAGE arena collapsing to the ground.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

USARIC Research & Development Institute

— Research Compound —

 

Maar exited the Research building in haste.

The first thing he saw outside were hundreds of USARIC officials, medicians, and mercenaries staring at the parked IRI-Two van outside the training facility building.

Arden, Brayn, and Santiago followed behind and slowed to a halt.

Maar stopped in the middle of the vast area and clapped eyes on the drone buzzing around the roof of the van. He held out his arms to prevent his men from proceeding any further.

“Jesus Christ.”

Brayn prepared to open fire on the vehicle, “No, no. Don’t. Lower your weapon.”

“But sir—”

“—It’s them,” he said.

“Who?” Arden asked.

“RAGE.”

“The scumbags who busted in and took your feline subjects?” Arden asked.

“The very same, yes.”

The astonished employees held their breath, wondering what Maar’s next move would be.

Shane and his colleagues in the back of IRI-Two pressed their hands against the window, hoping their boss wouldn’t do anything hasty.

“What do we do now?” Arden asked.

“I’m thinking. Wait.”

Santiago took the opportunity to extend his thumbnail. Two tiny wings shot out on either side of its expanding body.

“Don’t get too close,” he whispered to the nectarine-sized device as it lifted away from his palm.

It buzzed around like a crazy bee in front of Santiago and the men’s faces.

“What are you doing?” Maar quipped. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

“No, posterity. You want the whole thing broadcast, don’t you?” Santiago asked.

“Can it see me?” he asked.

“Yes. We’re live now.”

Maar adjusted his collar and turned to the mini drone, “Citizens of our great nation. Look over there at that van. It seems we’re being blackmailed. I think I have an idea of what they want.”

Santiago nodded and pinched his fingers, forcing the mini drone to focus on IRI-Two.

 

Maar stormed across the open plain that separated the two buildings, “Let’s get this over with.”

He stopped twenty feet away from the van and placed his hands on his hips.

“I hear you wanted to speak with me?”

Sierra’s voice came from the speakers on the drone. “Stay right where you are, Sheck.”

“Okay, I’m staying.”

“Who’s that with you?” the drone asked.

He pointed at the three men, and arrived at Santiago, “My colleagues. I think you may recognize this man, too.”

The lens on Sierra’s drone twisted around and focused on the last man’s face.

“Is that Santiago Sibald?” the drone asked.

“Yes it is. Smile for the drone, you scumbag. He’s broadcasting live right now on Viddy Media. If you’re going to threaten us, as I suspect you will, then I want it on record.”

“Hello,” Santiago said, as he waved his mini drone over to Sierra’s.

The two devices hovered gently above IRI-Two and adjusted their lens at each other.

“Are we live?” Sierra’s drone asked.

“Yes. The longer you talk the more people will hear you.”

Sierra’s drone hung in the air and appeared to think.

“No. Get your Viddy Media away from me. Have it move back and watch what happens to this van if Sheck doesn’t give us what we want.”

Maar shuddered at the threat, but kept up his brave face for the sake of his employees.

Santiago’s mini drone zoomed through the air and arrived at Maar’s shoulder, getting a terrific shot of the van itself.

“Sheck?” Sierra’s drone spat.

“What do you want?”

“It’s simple. We want what everyone wants.”

“Oh, yes? And what’s that?”

“Peace. For all of this to be over.”

Maar knew he had to keep himself calm in front of potentially tens of millions of viewers.

“And just how do you propose that we achieve that?”

“We know you have Jelly Anderson and our friend, Alex Hughes. We know they’re here, somewhere.”

Maar lowered his head and figured out what their demand would be well ahead of everyone else.

Brayn aimed at the drone with his gun, “Want me to take it down?”

“No. Lower your weapon.”

BANG — BANG.

Joseph and the occupants of IRI-Two thumped the window and pleaded for their lives.

Maar returned to the drone with glazed eyes.

“Okay, then yes. It’s true. We have Jelly Anderson. We also have Alex Hughes, as well. We’re not giving them up.”

“We beg to differ,” Sierra’s drone said. “See, I’m not sure if you understand the severity of the situation, here.”

Bleeep — bleeep.

The back of IRI-Two lit up and rumbled, scaring the living daylights out of everyone inside and those watching the spectacle from the grounds.

But not Maar.

“There are enough explosives on the back of the van to destroy the entire compound.”

“Very clever,” Maar said. “You’ve parked the van right outside the training compound. You’ve obviously done your homework. Right next to the oxygen tankers underground—”

“—Maximum damage, that’s correct,” Sierra said. “So, here’s what’s going to happen next. You have a choice, and not much time to decide.”

The employees and mercenaries slowly backed away from the building, hoping that Sierra’s drone wouldn’t twist around and catch them in the act.

“It’s fifteen-fifty-seven,” Sierra continued. “Which means you have three minutes to release Anderson and Hughes. Then, you will follow our instructions to have them delivered to a capture point of our choosing.”

Maar chuckled and folded his arms as hard as he could.

“What makes you think I’ll do it?”

SCHUNT — biddip-biddip-biddip…

IRI-Two rocked on its tires as the detonator device fired to life.

“Does that answer your question?”

“Oh Christ, no, no—” Joseph screamed and gripped the driver’s seat, “Maar. DO SOMETHING.”

“For heaven’s sake,” Brayn raised his voice and held his gun in the air, “Everyone get back. Get back, I said.”

Biddip. Biddip. Biddip.

The USARIC officials and mercs paced over to the Research center.

“Ah, da-da, no you don’t,” the drone threatened. “Everyone stay right where you are or time’s gonna move pretty damn quickly.”

Everyone stopped still. Most hadn’t moved very far at all and remained close to the training facility building.

Several officials burst into tears, demanding that Maar cave in to the demands.

“Mr. Sheck,” one female official screamed, “Please—”

“—Ninety seconds, Maar. All you have to do is bring out Anderson and Hughes. It’s the only course of action that will prevent the van exploding. Your call.”

Maar stared at Sierra’s drone. It was almost as if he could see her eyes reflecting off the lens.

A knife could slice through the tension in the area.

Worried, Arden mustered the courage to lean into Maar’s ear, “I’d just do it. Really—”

“—Shut the hell up, you weak-willed, lily-livered asshole,” he screamed and turned to the drone. “Hey. You.”

The drone shuffled forward and blinked.

“Decided yet?”

“Yes, I have decided.”

“You’ve got sixty seconds. I hope it’s enough time to bring them out—”

“—No, not necessary,” Maar quipped. “I’m turning your offer down.”

The surrounding employees gasped for life and considered running away, but thought better of it.

“I’m going to put that down to a bad communication line, Maar,” Sierra said. “I think I misheard you.”

“Nope.”

“Did you say you were not going to give up Anderson and Hughes?”

“You’re goddamn right.”

The drone seemed to frown as the men in IRI-Two rammed the windows and begged Maar to reconsider.

“How very disappointing.”

The front of the drone slid shut and buzzed back to the van.

“Thirty seconds to detonation.”

Maar smiled and took a step backwards, “I think there’s something you should know, by the way.”

“What’s that?” the drone said.

“It would be a shame if Anderson and Hughes were in the training facility, wouldn’t it?”

The drone’s front slipped open and twisted its lens in Maar’s direction.

“You’re bluffing.”

ZOOM — SPRITCH.

The lens revolved and enlarged Maar’s eyes.

“What can I say? You won’t blow the van. Not on a live Viddy Media feed, and certainly not when the precious pair you came for are within detonation distance. Do you think I’m stupid?”

Biddip. Biddip. Biddip.

The detonator wailing on the back of the van didn’t hassle Maar in the slightest. He found the whole scenario very amusing, despite knowing he was bluffing.

“To answer your questions, Maar, in order. First, we will. And second, yes, we do think that.”

 

ARRROOOOOOOGAAAAAHHHH.

Everyone, including Maar, Brayn, Arden, and Santiago, jumped in their skin as the alarms whirled to life.

“Christ, what was that?” Maar screamed.

“Attention, attention,” the exterior alarm speakers announced, “This is not a drill. The alarm has been triggered. Please make your way out of the building and convene at assembly point A.”

A loud commotion came from behind the doors to the Research Center.

CRUNCH — BLAM — BLAM — CRASSSSHHHH.

A torrent of USARIC medicians burst through the doors, screaming for their lives.

“Get away. Run,” one of them said as they raced across the compound.

“It’s gonna kill us,” screamed another as he ran past Maar.

A creature wailed from within the building.

SCREEEEEEEEEEEEE.

Sierra’s drone whizzed over to Maar, “What the hell is going on?”

“I don’t know.”

KERRAAACCKKK - WHUMP.

The Research entrance doors exploded, showering the escaping medicians in glass.

Maar, Brayn, Arden, and Santiago raced towards the building, weaving in and out of the exodus of medicians yelling for their lives.

Maar yelled as he ran into the building, “Brayn, get in there and kill something.”

“Hey,” Sierra’s drone yelled. “Get back here.”

Scores of USARIC mercenaries s aimed their guns at Sierra’s drone.

“Stop the detonators,” one of them barked, as the employees raced around in a frenzied panic.

 

***

 

Back at Perimeter Zee, Sierra watched the live feed from her drone hover in the palm of her hand.

A mercenary swung the barrel at the lens.

“Hey, get back here,” she spat as the others watched, anxiously. “Goddamn it.”

“You’re not gonna blow the van, are you?” Siyam asked.

“IT’S NOT A THINLY VEILED THREAT,” she screamed into the air and pointed at Suttle in the blue van.

“You.”

“What?”

“Press the button. Do it.”

Remy punched the air with excitement, “Yeah, do it. Blow the bastards up.”

“What if Jelly and Hughes are in the training facility, though?” Siyam asked. “You’re not seriously contemplating calling Sheck’s bluff, are you?”

Sierra lowered her hand and sighed at the top of her lungs.

“I don’t think it is worth the risk,” Roman suggested.

“Think, damn it, think,” Sierra muttered. “If they were genuinely in the building, would Maar risk the van going off? Would he?”

“Probably. He’s a madman,” Remy said.

Suttle ran his finger over the button and made eyes at Sierra, “We have twenty seconds left to prove we’re not fooling around.”

Sierra faced a peculiar dilemma.

Her eyes ran to the live footage in her palm. The Research Center’s walls shattered amid dozens of USARIC mercenaries firing at the entrance.

The alarms and commotion funneling out of her wrist from the scene were hard to ignore 

“We need to move, and fast,” Siyam said. “We can’t not blow the place up and then do nothing. God knows what they’ll do to Anderson and Hughes. We have no choice.”

“We have no choice,” Sierra repeated under her breath. “We have no choice. We’ve gone past the point of no return.”

Suttle waved his gloved hand around to get Sierra’s attention. The blinking button begged to be pressed.

“It’s now or never, Sierra?”

Sierra took a lungful of air and thumped the side of the blue van, “Damn it. Damn it. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. We could have just taken her and Hughes and drove off. Do these assholes want war, or what?”

“That’s a dangerous questions to ask,” Suttle said. “Five seconds.”

She turned her attention to Lydia in the back of the blue van. The girl’s eyes looked deeply troubled.

Suttle slid his finger over the button on his glove, “Three seconds. Two, one—”

“—No, wait. Don’t press it,” Sierra said. “Christ, I’m gonna regret this.”

She ran between the mack truck and Amelia’s gray van and held out her arms.

“Listen up, everyone. Change of plan. We can’t blow the van. We can’t take the risk.”

The Misfits in the back of Amelia’s van groaned with disappointment, as did Remy.

“Ugh, cowardly yanks,” the boy snorted.

Sierra ignored his remark and continued, “Plan B is worse. We’re going in and taking her ourselves.”

“Woohooo!” everyone yelled.

“Are you ready to die for what you believe in?”

“YEAH,” came the response from the troops inside.

Suttle lowered his hand and didn’t join in the merriment.

Amelia screamed and thumped the steering wheel, “Let’s do it.”

Suttle and Amelia fired up their vans’ engines.

VROOOOOOOOOM — VROOOOOOOOOM.

“Hold tight, Lydia,” Suttle said. “Things are about to get—”

“—No, for God’s sake. What do you think you’re doing?” Sierra yelled.

“But, you said to—”

“—She’s not coming with us. Lydia, get out and join Rana in the truck, please. Where you’re safe.”

Roman nodded approvingly at Sierra.

“Okay?”

“Okay,” he said as he approached the doors to the blue van.

 

Lydia jumped out of the vehicle with the purring Bobbie in her arms.

“What am I doing?”

Roman crouched before her and held her face in his hand, “Daddy has to go and fight.”

“Can I come with you?”

“No, sweetie. It’s much too dangerous.”

The thick smog coughed out of van’s tailpipe and rushed across the ground.

“Lydia?” Sierra asked. “Go and sit with Rana in the truck. You’ll be safe with her. She’s my very special friend.”

Lydia processed the news and blinked at her father.

“But will you be safe, Daddy?” the girl asked. “If you go?”

“Meow,” Bobbie added.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Can you promise?”

He looked his daughter in the eyes and hoped his next line would turn out to be the truth.

“Of course. I promise.”

She seemed satisfied with the answer and tried for a smile, “Okay.”

“For your mother. Okay?”

“Yes. For mom.”

He pecked her on the forehead.

“You have to protect little Bobbie, here. Okay? Make sure she’s safe.”

The cat stretched her limbs and relaxed in the crook of Lydia’s elbow.

“Meow.”

“Okay.”

“Okay,” Roman smiled. “Off you go.”

 

WHUMP — WHUMP.

Sierra knocked on the driver’s side of the truck, “Rana?”

“Yeah? You want me to take care of the girl?”

“That’s right. Look, wait here. Keep your Viddy Media open. Back the truck under the underpass and wait for my signal.”

“Okay,” Rana said as she watched Roman help Lydia up the giant steps and into the front compartment.

Bobbie hopped onto the seat and rubbed her head against Rana’s thigh.

“Hey, girl.”

“Rana?” Sierra asked.

“Yeah?”

“If we’re not out of there in twenty minutes then assume it’s all over. Just, you know, get as far away from this hell hole as you can and head north.”

“And if you’re out in twenty minutes?”

Sierra knew she and her team were about to die and found Rana’s blind optimism quite humorous.

“Ha. Well, if we’re not all dead, then prepare to take a Jelly Anderson-and-Alex-Hughes-shaped consignment in the back.”

“I’ll be here, ready and waiting for exactly that. Don’t let me down,” Rana lied, upholding the pretense that this suicidal endeavor had any chance of success.

Sierra closed her palm, cutting off the live feed from her drone.

Rana fought the urge to cry, “I love you. I hope you know that.”

“I love you, too.”

Sierra couldn’t look her friend in the face. She ran up to the blue van, climbed in and bopped Suttle on the shoulder.

“Right, let’s go. RAISE HELL.”

 

VROOOM — VROOOM — VROOOOOOOOMMM.

Both the blue and gray van full of Misfits and the rebels bolted out from the Perimeter Zee grounds and darted towards the USARIC Research & Development entrance.

Rana perched her elbow on the driver’s door frame of the mack truck and watched her friends shrink into the horizon, towards certain death.

Sierra’s voice flew out from the dashboard, “Rana? Do you read me?”

“Yes, sweetie. I read you.”

“ETA thirty seconds, and we’re busting right through the gates and taking what’s ours,” she said over the sound of the roaring van engine.

“Good luck.”

Lydia licked her lips and stroked Bobbie’s arms, “They are going to be okay, aren’t they?”

Rana sighed and turned the lens on her binocle as she watched the two vehicles storm into the horizon.

“Yes, sweetie. Of course they are,” she lied through her teeth.

 

— Bay 70 —

 

The iron shackles securing Jelly’s wrists together had tightened. They pinched at her fur, causing a prolonged and continued irritation.

She felt her eyelids get heavier as her head hung over her shackled wrists.

“Feeling tired, Jelly?”

Julie scanned the E-MRI unit and secured the wires attached to Jelly’s chest.

Her nostrils flared as she grunted, “Yes. Tired.”

“What’s the matter, honey? Feeling dizzy? Like your head’s about to fall off?” she joked.

“Very funny,” Jelly snorted. “I’ll have to remember that.”

“You sure told everyone watching what you thought, though,” Julie said. “I’m still not quite sure I believe what’s happened to you.”

“I meant every word I said.”

Julie pressed the final pad to Jelly’s right breast and looked at the results on her membrane.

“It’s interesting. There’s no trace of whatever Hughes and your daughter are carrying. Jelly?”

 Julie glance at the cat’s hanging tongue which resembled the size of a small duvet.

Bip-bip-bip.

A sliver of light ran up the length of Jelly’s body, from the soles of her feet to the top of her head.

Julie scanned the result on her membrane, “My God.”

“What’s interesting?” Jelly asked, trying to stay awake.

“Latest measurement has you clocking in at twenty-five feet and four inches.”

Jelly kept her eyelids half over her eyes as she spotted the keys to her shackles hanging from the woman’s belt.

GRUNT — SNORT.

“You’re growing something like four inches per hour, Jelly—”

“—Where are they keeping her?”

The sudden question took Julie by surprise. She adjusted her glasses and cleared her throat, trying to stall the answer.

“Keeping who, honey?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

GRUNT.

Jelly felt her patience climb out of her ear and run off out of the building, lost forever.

“Where are they holding my daughter? I like you. I guess you’re technically my aunt. So, please, don’t make me ask you again.”

“Oh, honey. I’m not allowed to tell—”

Bip—Bip—Bip.

The E-MRI indicated Jelly’s heart racing quicker and quicker.

“Damn it, I gave them what they wanted. Now give me what I want—”

“—No, honey, please. Don’t ask me—”

“—DON’T YOU DARE CALL ME HONEY,” Jelly roared so violently that Julie’s hair lifted away from her shoulders, “Only one ar-Ban ever got to call me honey, and she’s dead.”

“Oh m-my G-God,” Julie stammered, near to tears, “J-Jelly, b-but—”

“—You’re making me ask again.”

SHUNT — KERRAACKK.

Jelly rammed her hands against the table and cracked the tabletop.

Julie froze in shock, unable to speak. She felt around the wall for the security button, but her hand was nowhere near it.

“I, uh—Jelly,” she stuttered with fear. “I gotta g-go get—”

Jelly scowled at her face and licked her mouth, “You g-gotta g-go whu-whuh where?” she mocked.

Julie’s hand reached the alarm button. “P-Please—”

“—If you press the button I’ll kill you,” Jelly snapped. “Go on. Press it and see what I do.”

Jelly lifted her wrists up and attempted to separate them.

CLANG.

The iron restraints groaned as they broke apart.

“I’m getting too big for this bay, huh?” Jelly sneered.

“Y-Yes. Th-that’s right.”

“Maybe in a few minutes I’ll be too big for these damn cuffs, too.”

Julie began to hyperventilate, “I guh, I guh—”

“—What’s the matter, ar-Ban?” Jelly quipped in anger. “Feeling dizzy? Like your head’s about to fall off?”

“Yuh-yuh,” she struggled and felt a weakness in her knees. The only thing holding her upright was her hand gripping the alarm, “I can’t—”

“Untie me. Come here and give me the keys.”

“N-Noooo—”

RAAAAMM — CRACK.

A wave of shattered table dust kicked into the air as Jelly’s knees collided with it.

“GODDAMN IT, AR-BAN. UNTIE ME.”

Julie struggled back to her feet and moved her hand off the alarm, “I c-can’t. They’ll k-kill me—”

“—I’ll kill them,” Jelly shrieked. “Now, untie me.”

Just as Julie reached into her belt, the building’s alarm sounded off.

ARROOOOOGAAAHH.

“Huh?” Julie looked up at the bright ceiling, “Wh-what’s that?”

GRUNT.

Jelly’s ears pricked up as she noticed the ground and walls rumble.

“Attention, attention,” the exterior alarm speakers announced, “This is not a drill. The alarm has been triggered. Please make your way out of the building and convene at assembly point A.”

SCHTAMM — SCHTAMMM.

A deathly smashing sound rifled into the corridor, followed by a dampened wash of human squeals and howls.

Julie opened the door and peered down the corridor, “What the hell is going on—”

“Aarrgghhhhh,” Rowan screamed as he dropped to his knees in front of Bay Thirty-Three, “Help, help.”

Jonas and Nathan scurried back.

WHUMP. 

Julie pushed the door shut and held her breath.

“What’s happening out there?” Jelly asked in haste. “Why the alarms—”

“—Oh God, oh God,” Julie gasped. “Something’s happening—”

She turned around and opened the door once again, hoping she’d misheard, mis-seen, and misread the situation.

Further down the corridor, Jaykay aimed his gun at the creature in Bay Thirty-Three.

“Arrgggghhhh.”

A large tentacle-like limb swung into the corridor and wrapped around Jaykay’s neck.

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

His gun fired off as the limb rammed his body against the ceiling.

SCREEEEEEEEEEE!

 

Jelly’s ears pricked up - she recognized that sound.

“Alex?”

 Julie kept the door open, not knowing where to turn. “Huh? How do you know that—”

“—Close the door,” Jelly squealed. “It’s the Shanta.”

“What’s a Shanta?”

“Jesus Christ, woman, close the damn door—”

SCHLAMM.

Jelly stood out of her chair and took the broken second half of the table with her.

“Oh my God,” Julie shrieked.

The wires attached to Jelly’s body snapped off one by one as she marched over to the door and presented her shackled wrists to the woman.

“Listen—”

“—Okay, okay.”

“The same thing that’s happening to Alex happened to your sister.”

“Huh?”

“The virus,” Jelly snapped and held up her wrists for Julie to untie. “It turns you into a—uh, I dunno what it is, but it has twelve limbs and it kills. Now untie me.”

Utterly convinced, Julie reached into her belt and took out her key, “You-you p-promise not to hurt me—”

“—I promise to kill you before that thing kills you first, if that’s what you mean.”

“Uh, yes. Please.”

Jelly watched Julie’s shaking hands slip the key into the lock and twist it to the right.

TCH—CLUCK.

The metal opened out and dropped to the floor, allowing Jelly to stretch her forearms and roll her shoulders.

“Ahh, that feels great. Freedom.”

CRACK — CRUCK.

She cracked the knuckles in both hands and readied herself for action.

“Now, let’s kill us some bad guys.”

WHUMP — CLANG — SCHLAMMM.

The noise of death from the corridor flew into the room.

“Get back,” Jelly quipped to Julie and pointed at the E-MRI machine, “Keep the door closed and hide behind the annoying white thing by the wall.”

“Okay,” Julie stormed across the shards of broken table and made her way to the beeping machine.

The infinity claw at the end of Jelly’s index finger on her left hand pressed against her mouth.

“Shhhhhh.”

Julie slipped behind the machine. Just before she disappeared entirely, Jelly grunted at her.

“What?”

“Which bay is my daughter in?”

Julie paused and decided to act against her best interests, “Bay Sixty-Five.”

Jelly grinned and winked at her, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now, go and kill that thing.”

 

Jelly gripped the door frame with her right, claw-less hand and glanced at the far end of the corridor. 

Most of the USARIC medicians had escaped.

Some, like Rowan, hadn’t been as lucky. Their bodies littered the ground as the Shanta cartwheeled up the corridor, making its way to Jelly.

“Come here you ugly son of a—”

SCREEEEEEEEEE.

Jelly ran into the corridor and prepared to swipe the oncoming beast with the infinity claws on her left hand.

“Come and get some, you ugly mother—”

SCREEEEEE.

Jelly pressed herself on all fours and bolted towards the creature. She pounced off her hind feet, lifted her left hand and—

SWIPE — KERRRAAAACKKK.

She delivered a vicious sock to the monster’s midsection. Its slit opened up and bit at her wrist.

GNASH — GNASH.

“Nyaaah,” Jelly whined and rammed her knee into the webbing between its third and fourth limb.

SCHWAAA-AAACK.

The Shanta’s front two limbs swiped at Jelly’s face. Before it had the chance she pushed forward and smothered its central section with her arms, forcing them both to the ground.

WHUMP.

A whirlwind of footsteps rumbled further up the corridor, “Damn it, there it is. Kill it,” a man screamed.

Jelly looked up from the Shanta’s slit and saw Brayn aiming its gun at the creature.

“Jelly, get down.”

Maar’s voice rang out from behind Brayn’s left shoulder. “Anderson’s out? How did she get out?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

Maar’s heels skidded as he clapped eyes on Jelly on top of the Shanta.

“Oh, J-Jesus—”

“—Arrggghhhhh.”

Now that she’d been freed, the sight of Maar Sheck evoked a rage in her that couldn’t be sated. She climbed to her feet and used the Shanta as a ribcage-cum body shield.

THRAAAA-AAAA-TAT-A-TAAAATT.

Brayn fired a round of bullets up the corridor.

WHELP — SPLOTCH — SPLOTCH — SPLOTCH.

The bullets smashed through the Shanta, throwing ropes of pink gloop out of the exit wounds and narrowly missing Jelly’s head and arms.

SCREEEEEE.

“Agghhhhhhhh—”

Jelly elbowed the Shanta in its slit, hooked her arms around its body, and ran into a shower of oncoming bullets.

 

Maar tapped Brayn on the shoulder, “I gotta get out of here.”

“Hold on, sir,” he said as he reloaded and fired another round of shots up the corridor.

SWISH — SWASH — CRACK.

The Shanta’s limbs flailed around, catching most of the bullets. Two of its talons sprung off the end of its limbs, splattering pink goop up the walls.

Brayn lowered his gun as he saw the Shanta’s body grow, indicating it was getting closer and closer.

“Mr. Sheck, sir. Run.”

“Right, good idea,” Maar said and clutched Arden’s arm, “You coming?”

“Screw that. I’m off. I’ll see you at reception.”

Arden ran off, screaming.

“Run. Go, go, go,” Maar squealed as he chased after him. “Across the gantry and out through reception.”

The pair ran through the door and onto the walkway above the research laboratory.

“Kill that damn rodent while you’re at it,” Maar yelled over his shoulder as he and Arden clanged their way along the metal floor.

Brayn aimed at the Shanta once again and blasted two of its limbs off.

BLAMM - SPATCH.

“Yes, sir,” he yelled over the noise of the alarms. “I’ll be right there.”

Jelly ran towards Brayn as the angry Shanta tried to bite at her shoulders.

“Nggggggg,” she ran past Bay Thirty-Three and glanced at the corpses littered inside, “Daaaaaaammmmmnnn it.”

The Shanta inadvertently provided a barrier to Brayn’s bullets as they whizzed along the corridor.

SCREEEEEEEEEEEE.

Jelly gripped two of its limbs in her hands and wrenched it to her chest.

“Sorry about this, Alex.”

Brayn ran backwards and dropped his empty magazine to the floor, “Reloading,” he screamed, not that anyone could hear him.

Bay Sixty-Five whizzed past her left shoulder as she ran, “Furie.”

“Damn it, why can’t you be a good little kitty and die?” Brayn roared as he fired off more shots at the Shanta.

WHACK — WHACK — SCHPLATTT.

Three more bullets careened into the back of its midsection and exploded

“Nice knowing you, Hughes.”

“Whuh—” the Shanta contorted, seeming to recognize its genesis.

FLING.

She launched the complicated spider web of flesh up the corridor. It tumbled through the air, hit the deck like an injured Octopus, and bounced into Brayn.

“Wahhhh,” he lost his footing, fell onto his back, and swung his gun at the Shanta - all in the same motion.

“SHAAAAANNNTTTTAAAAAAA.”

“What the hell are you?” Brayn huffed with disbelief as he struggled to keep his gun held at its mid-section.

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

One by one, the Shanta slapped its remaining five limbs along the walls and ground. Determined, and in danger of losing its balance, it shuffled forward and groaned through its busted slit.

SCHLEEEEEERRGH.

Five USARIC mercenaries raced up behind the floored Brayn and aimed their guns at the hideous spider monstrosity barricading the corridor and threatening to kill Brayn.

“Open fire!” Brayn ordered.

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM — SPLACTH — SPATCH.

The Shanta twisted back and tried to avoid the cavalcade of bullets whizzing towards it.

 

— Bay 65 —

 

Jelly ran into the viewing gallery and saw Furie sitting on the edge of the bed, looking at her glowing chest.

“Honey.”

Furie couldn’t hear her mother’s voice from inside the chamber. She swung her feet back and forth and felt along her vibrating whiskers.

“War is coming,” she sang. “War mage will save us.”

“Honey,” Jelly screamed at the window and rammed her fists against the plastic.

It didn’t produce so much as a sound, let alone a dent.

Jelly’s hands slid down the glass, “Honey, can you hear me?”

Furie couldn’t hear anything other than her own voice.

Jelly clocked the lever on the wall. A microphone sat on a desk just underneath. She darted over to the control bank and slammed the counter with her fist.

A wash of static spat out of the speakers in the chamber.

“Ugh, how does this stupid thing work?” Jelly’s voice pinned through the microphone, and caught Furie’s attention.

She looked up at the ceiling and planted her feet on the floor.

“Mommy?”

Jelly’s ear pricked up. Her daughter had heard her. She moved her mouth back to the microphone.

“Honey, can you hear me?”

Furie’s eyes lit up, “Mommy?”

Jelly squinted through the wall at her daughter, “Yes, it’s Mommy. Stay away from the glass.”

“What glass?”

Furie looked around and could only see four white walls. The largest one, directly in front of her, contained only a mirror.

“Go and stand by the bed, honey. Quickly.”

FLIP.

She released the microphone switch and paced over to the clear glass.

Furie took her seat and stared at the mirror, “Mommy’s here,” she said as she ran her paws along her whiskers. She looked at her chest and grinned, “She’s going to get me and help me get to you.”

Jelly kicked her right foot along the ground and gripped both her elbows in her hands.

BOLT.

Jelly stormed forward and pushed her left elbow in front of her chest.

“Yaaaggghh.”

 

Furie looked up at the mirror and saw her own image stare back at her.

“I guess I won, huh?” her reflection said. “Star Cat?”

KRAAAA — SMAASSSSHHHHHHH.

Furie’s reflection, and erstwhile oppressor, burst into a thousand pieces of silver rain. Jelly smashed through the shards and stormed towards her.

CRUNCH — STOMP.

Jelly’s feet bled as she ground the soles of her feet across the glass-strewn ground.

A cacophony of gunfire and screams pounded against the darkened viewing gallery wall.

“Mommy.”

“Honey.”

“Where have you—”

“— No time to explain,” Jelly said as she held out her right hand. “Take my hand.”

“But, but—”

“—For my sake, child. Don’t argue with your mother. Gimme paw.”

“Aww.”

“Do it. Gimme paw.”

Furie held out her left paw for her mother, “Okay, Mommy.”

The girl’s tail swished around and glowed a beautiful bright pink, along with her heart and abdomen. Jelly widened her eyes and meowed in shock.

“Honey?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“Are you ready?”

Furie ran her paw over her chest as her whiskers sparked, “I think so. But I don’t know where it is.”

Jelly pulled the girl away from the bed and sheltered the girl’s ears with her hands.

“Listen to Mommy very carefully, okay?”

Furie nodded and stroked her mother’s face as she spoke. Time was of the essence, but Jelly couldn’t resist her daughter’s touch.

“We don’t have time for this, honey.”

“I just want to feel your fur again.”

Jelly took her daughter’s wrists in her left hand, careful not to nick the skin with her infinity claws.

“Furie. Look at me.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

“You’re ready,” she said. “But there are a lot of people out there trying to prevent you from doing what you must do. They are not friends.”

“Not friends.”

“No,” Jelly turned over her shoulder and heard the commotion from outside grow louder. She turned back to Furie and grunted, “So, you have to be a brave little Star Cat, okay? Mommy will protect you so you can save us.”

“Yes, Mommy. You will protect me.”

Jelly lifted her right leg and pushed her foot to the ground, forming a makeshift step with her knee.

“Climb up.”

Furie used her mother’s hand as balance to pull herself onto the giant leg.

“Wow, Mommy. You got biggest.”

“Bigger, honey. Not biggest,” Jelly said. “Now, sit in my arm.”

“Okay.”

Furie lifted her hind legs along her mother’s forearm and snuggled into the crook of her elbow.

Jelly wiggled her nose at her daughter’s pulsating pink heart and closed her eyes.

“Beautiful, honey.”

“Thank you, Mommy.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

 

In the corridor, Brayn and his mercenary colleagues opened fire on the Shanta suspended in the middle of the corridor.

“Get its legs,” Brayn shouted over the sound of the gunfire. “It’ll drop.”

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

None of the USARIC mercenaries saw Jelly slip out of Bay Sixty-Five and into the corridor.

Her feet busted the shards of glass as she moved forward.

SCREEEEEEEE.

The Shanta’s slit wailed at Jelly, with its back facing the mercenaries.

“Hughes?”

SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE.

It wailed, seeming to confirm she was correct.

“Thank you, Hughes,” Jelly whispered.

She raced as fast as she could up the corridor, towards Bay Seventy.

Several stray bullets crashed into the walls and ceiling on either side of her shoulders.

“Mommy, I’m scared.”

Jelly said as she trained her sight at the far end of the corridor.

“Be brave, honey. It’s okay—” 

AROOOOOOGAHHH.

The corridor speaker system spoke over the sound of the gunfire, “This is not a drill. All personnel to convene at assembly point A.”

Jelly ran past Bay Thirty-Three, using Jaykay and Rowan’s body as a reminder of where she was.

Jonas and Nathan’s bloodied corpses lay across each other in the middle of the corridor.

“Oh, that’s a shame. I was beginning to like them.”

Jelly carried on up the corridor and eyed Bay Seventy up ahead.

WHUMP. 

Julie stepped into the corridor and shut the door to Bay Seventy behind her.

She was surprised to find everyone had left. An overwhelming stench of death and sulfur drifted into her nostrils.

Whoa,” she gasped and held her hands out at Jelly. “Hey, girl. Where are you going?”

“I need to get my daughter out of here. There must be a back door here, right?”

Julie pointed at the fork at the end of the corridor.

“Take a right at the end of the corridor. It leads out back.”

“Okay.”

Julie spied the cute cat-girl in Jelly’s arms, “Hey, Furie.”

“Hello.”

The girl was more preoccupied with the pink glow in her own chest than the woman standing before her.

“We have to go,” Jelly said, hoping Julie would see sense. “Are you going to stop me?”

Julie ran her hand along Jelly’s shoulder.

“Call me Jool.”

“Jool,” Jelly whispered.

“All my friends call me Jool. And, no, of course I’m not going to stop you,” she said, nodding at the USARIC mercenaries pushing through Alex’s spider-shaped corpse, “But I am going to stop them.”

Jelly’s ears lifted, “Huh?”

“You don’t have much time. Honey.”

Julie offered Jelly and Furie a conspiratorial smile.

“I don’t know what happened to my sister,” she said. “But I know you looked after her.”

“She was a mother to me. Jool.”

“Good,” Julie nodded at Furie, “Now be a mother to this one, here. Do whatever it is you have to do. And good luck.”

Touched, Jelly wiggled her nose at the woman. “Thank you, Jool.”

Furie pointed at the woman’s spectacles, “Friend.”

“Yes,” Julie said. “I’m your friend.”

She waved at Furie as Jelly ran up the corridor and made for the double doors.

 

SCREEEEEEEE.

Riddled with bullets, the Shanta’s limbs weakened as it suspended itself in the middle of the corridor.

“Is it dead?” one the mercenaries asked Brayn.

“It is now.”

He moved forward and buried the barrel of his gun in the creatures midsection.

“Open your mouth.”

Its beady eyes opened and stared Brayn in the face. Its slit opened out and closed its lip-like opening around the end of Brayn’s barrel.

“Atta boy, Hughes. Suck on this.”

BLAMMM — SCHPLATTTT.

The ball of flesh exploded and crashed to the floor in a bloodied heap. Its limbs collapsed on top of it.

The creature previously known as Alex was dead.

“Have some lackey come in and clean this asshole off my floor,” Brayn ordered to a team member.

“Yes, sir.”

“The rest of you, follow me.”

“Yes, sir.”

Brayn reloaded his gun as he ran over to Julie at the end of the corridor.

“Where did Anderson go?”

Julie pointed to the left walkway, “She went that way.”

“Okay, thanks,” he said as he and his colleagues made after Jelly.

Julie bit her lip, hoping they wouldn’t return.

 

WHUMP.

Jelly booted the emergency back door and ran out of the building with Furie in her arms.

She surveyed the scene in front of her.

A long metal fence prevented easy entry to the waters of the Gulf of Mexico dead ahead of them.

Jelly caught sight of the tree that wasn’t a tree in the middle of the water. Its summit throttled a thick pink stream crashing beyond the clouds.

“Honey,” she whimpered. “We’re here.”

FIZZZZZ — SPARK.

Furie’s whiskers shuffled and spewed orange, electric sparks. Her heart raced faster and faster, enabling the glow in her chest to seep through her fur.

“Mommy.”

“Yes, honey?”

Furie wriggled free from her mother’s clutches and hopped towards the fence.

“There it is.”

Jelly crouched down and released Furie onto the wet grass, “Yes. It is.”

Furie stood up straight and aimed her chest at the structure in the middle of the ocean.

Biddum-biddum-biddum.

“Ever since I woke up, Mommy. My heart. It wants to go there. It’s dying to go there.”

SCRAAPPPEEEE.

Her hind paws magnetized and screeched across the mud, taking her towards the fence.

Furie ducked her head and growled.

“I have to go.”

She turned to her mother. Jelly covered her mouth with her hand as she saw her daughter’s pyramid-shaped pupils turn a urine-colored yellow.

“It’s time, honey.”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“Wait, wait—” Jelly ran after her daughter and held her by her shoulders. “Honey?”

“What do I do when I get there, Mommy?”

She looked into her child’s eyes one, final time.

“Do what your instinct tells you to, okay?”

“Will it love me, Mommy?”

“It loved me,” Jelly whispered. “It gave me the greatest gift of all.”

“Who?”

“You, silly.”

Furie wiggled her nose and lifted her ears at the view of the sea, “But, Mommy, I d-don’t like the water.”

Jelly stopped short of revealing her similar adventure on Pink Symphony. She pressed her infinity claw on Furie’s glowing chest.

“And now, you must return the gift.”

“I don’t know why.”

“You trust me, don’t you?”

The bizarre, pink spectacle lit up Furie’s pupils. She calmed down and took a deep breath.

BANG — BANG — BANG.

The back door to the facility pushed open. Brayn and his fellow mercenaries pushed through and looked around.

Jelly had no time to waste.

“Honey, go.”

“But, Mommy—”

“—No buts, honey,” Jelly slid her hand across Furie’s face and stared her dead in the eyes. “Star Cat. Forever.”

“Star Cat. Forever and ever and ever and ever.”

“I love you.”

Jelly pecked her daughter on the forehead, softly.

“I love you, too, Mommy.”

“I’ll see you when it’s over.”

A final smile, and a maternal knock on the shoulder was all it took to wrap it all up.

“Go.”

 

“Over there,” Brayn screamed from the Research building back exit, “She’s over there.”

Three of his colleagues fanned out and began their hunt for their overgrown escapee.

“Go, honey. Go.”

Furie ran on her hind legs towards the railings. She lifted her head at the tree and held out her arms.

“Arrrggghhhhhhhhh—”

She catapulted herself over the metal and flew towards the water.

SPLOSH.

Furie blasted into the water and swam as fast as her little limbs could carry her. The orb in her chest heated the water as she breast-stroked her way through the salty, viscous liquid, and headed for the tree.

Jelly watched the bubbles trail through the water, happy that Furie was fulfilling the one promise Pink Symphony had passed to her.

“Go get ‘em, Star Cat,” she whispered.

 

Jelly turned to the back of the building and looked for the door she’d run through. The mercenaries crawled around on the hunt for her.

She could wait for them to find her, or be the one to take them by surprise.

She bolted towards the building with her arms extended.

“Aaaaaagh.”

Brayn jumped out from around the corner to investigate the noise.

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

He raised his eyebrows at the twenty-foot cat storming towards the building, ready to kill.

“It’s her. She’s there.”

Brayn swung his gun at Jelly and opened fire, “Get her.”

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

The mud pinged into the air as the bullets narrowly avoided her feet.

A mercenary heard Brayn’s call-out and spun around on the spot - only to be met by a giant half-cat, half-human pouncing in his direction.

“Oh, Christ. No—”

CHOMP — CRUNCHH-HH.

She bit down onto the man’s neck so hard it pushed his collar bone through the socket in his shoulder.

“Gaaaaaah—”

THRAAAA-TAT-A-TAT.

He yanked on the trigger as his right arm lifted into the air and sprayed his fellow mercs with bullets.

The visor on one of his colleague’s visor exploded, tossing his body to the ground and killing him instantly.

ROOOAAARRRRRRR.

The mercenary she’d bitten released his gun and dropped to his knees screaming for mercy.

CLATCH.

She caught the shotgun on its descent and knocked it in her hand.

“Dear God in heaven,” Brayn shrieked.

Jelly cocked the gun and pointed it at his head, “Hey, asshole.”

“This is obscene,” he screamed in shock.

BLAMMM.

She shot the second armed mercenary in the chest, killing him dead in an instant.

She lifted the grip in her right hand and armed the gun once again by shunting it toward the ground.

TCHA-CLUTCH.

“It’s just you and me, asshole,” Jelly growled. “You wanna die, now? Or do you want a head start?”

Brayn’s index finger quivered around the trigger. He tried to keep his eyes on the sight at the end of his gun, but his two dead colleagues reminded him of just how successful their own challenge was.

Jelly yawned, forcing her eyes and teeth to stretch back round her face for a half-second.

Brayn gasped at the brief image of terror.

“J-Jesus Christ.”

“Your call, dickhead,” Jelly spat. “I’m still hungry, if that helps?” 

Brayn froze still for a split second — and then bolted towards the door.

BLAM — BLAM.

Jelly fired off a round of shots at Brayn as he ran back into the building, leaving one thoroughly confused and scared mercenary on his own.

“What’s going on in there?” Jelly asked the merc.

He held up his hands and surrendered, “I d-don’t know. There’s a van outside threatening to blow itself up.”

“Say that again?”

“I said there’s a van—”

“—Ugh, that was a rhetorical question. Don’t actually say it.”

“O-Okay.”

GRUNT.

Jelly snorted and lifted her head at his rifle.

“Throw me your gun, dickhead.”

Feeling the urge to oblige, he unhooked it from his arm and tossed it in her direction.

SNATCH.

She caught it in mid-air and marched to the back door, “Show me my respect, scumbag. Get on your knees.”

“Y-Yes.”

“Do it.”

She pulled the door open and turned over her shoulder to see that the man had done exactly as she asked. Kneeling on the ground, hands behind his head, like a frightened chicken.

“Now, lay down like a dog.”

He followed her order and laid down like a dog.

“Go to sleep. There’s a good boy,” she giggled. “Come on. Woof-woof.”

She pulled the door shut behind her and ran into the bay corridor.

WHUMP.

The back door closed shut.

The merc stayed down and wondered when he should get back up again - or if he should even bother at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

VROOOOOM.

Suttle throttled the gas.

The blue van stormed towards the Research Facility’s closed gates with Amelia’s gray van zooming behind it.

Sierra looked through the windshield, “Ram it,” she yelled.

“What, are you crazy?” Roman spat from the driver’s seat. “Hold on to something. You’ll go through windshield.”

“Yeah. Good thinking.”

She pinched her mouthpiece and ducked behind the seat.

“Okay, everyone ready?”

“Yeah,” Amelia said as she sped her gray van at speed. She gave him the thumbs up and roared over her shoulder, “Everyone, hold onto something. We’re taking the hard way in.”

The giant gates screamed toward the blue van.

“As soon as we’re in, kill everything.”

“Everything?” Amelia asked.

“E-ver-y-thing,” she screamed and braced herself for impact.

 

The USARIC guard at the gates spotted two vehicles tear towards him and jumped out of their path.

“Oh, shiiii—”

WHOOOOSH — KERAA-AAAANNNGG.

The front of the blue van smashed through the metal and careened onto its left wheels, tipping Roman and Sierra against the windows.

WHUMP — BUMP.

“Whoa,” Sierra squealed.

Amelia spun the wheel and directed the front of her van at the guard, who failed to move away in time.

“Oh, shiii—”

WVHOOOM — SCHPATT-TT.

A torrent of blood raced up the windshield as the van crunched over the guard’s body, finishing him off entirely.

“For God’s sake,” she screamed and slammed on the brake.

SCREEEEEEECH.

The red van rolled to a halt, forcing its occupants forward.

WHUD — WHUD.

The back doors flew open and released the armed Misfits, Saad, and Remy to the ground. They swung their guns to the petrified USARIC employees.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” Saad yelled at the stunned USARIC employees and mercenaries, “Would you all be so kind as to get on the floor? Now.”

BLAMMM - -SPLAAATCH.

He shot a mercenary in the chest and immediately reloaded.

“Anyone need me to repeat that?”

The nearby employees dropped to their knees as scores of USARIC mercs opened fire on the Rebels.

BLAMM - BLAMM - BLAMMM.

“Remy, get down,” Saad said. “Behind the van. Go.”

The boy scurried over to the tailpipe and held his hand gun against his chest, full of excitement.

Saad pointed at the handgun in Remy’s hands, “Just aim and shoot. Kill anything that moves.”

“Yaaaarrggghhhh—”

Remy hopped out from behind the van and pointed his gun at an armed guard, who fired back at him.

BANG — BANG — SCHPLATT.

The bullets whizzed past the boy’s head as he fired off a shot into a merc’s knee.

“Gah.”

“Oh, oh—” Remy gasped. “I hit him.”

Saad giggled and inspected his gun, “Well done, comrade.”

Startled, the severity of Remy’s actions made him pause in the middle of the firing line, “You just restarted the Cold War. Get down if you don’t want to end up like him.”

Remy slid to his knees and grabbed Saad’s arm, “Where’s Suttle?”

Saad pointed at the blue van rolling to a stop a few feet away, “Over there.”

 

Suttle slammed the accelerator. His blue van careened towards DD-12.

The giant android prepared itself for impact, “Come here,” he yelled as he bent down and opened his ten foot palm.

VROOOOOOOOM.

Suttle released the steering wheel and kicked himself out of the driver’s seat, “Hold on—”

WHUP.

DD-12 took the width of the van in its clutches, lifted his arm, and launched the blue van into the air.

It twisted around as its peak of trajectory and hurtled back down to the ground.

SLAMMMM.

The van’s windows shattered as it crashed against the ground.

DD-12 growled and punched the ground with its fist, causing a mini-earthquake.

“Kill them all,” it yelled at the mercenaries, who continued to fire at the Rebels and Misfits.

Sierra grabbed Roman and yanked him to the back of the van, “You okay?”

“I think so.”

“Get out,” Sierra booted the back doors open and jumped onto the ground.

BANG— BANG — BANG.

“Damn it,” she roared as she marched into the oncoming bullets of three USARIC mercs, “You assholes.”

THRAAA-A-TAT-A-TAT.

Sierra sprayed a full clip of bullets at the men, killing them instantly. She dropped the magazine to the ground and kicked it away with her right boot.

“Guys, can you hear me?”

“Yeah, we’re online,” Amelia’s voice flew into Sierra’s ears via the headset.

WHUP.

Sierra palmed a fresh magazine in her gun and ran behind the van.

SCHPANG — SCHPANG.

She ducked behind the back window as two returning bullets flew her way, “Where are you?”

SPATT — SPATT - SMASSSHHHH.

Two bullets hit the side of the van, followed by a third that shattered the window, covering Sierra’s shoulders with fragments of glass.

“Sierra, behind you,” Amelia said. “Two tangos to your right.”

Sierra widened her eyes and peered from behind the van, “Got it.”

She hopped out from behind the van and blasted two more mercenaries in the backs of their heads. Their bodies somersaulted and smashed their faces against the ground.

“Tangos down.”

 

Roman knocked his head on the side of the battered blue van and pushed his finger to his ear, “Suttle, you read me?”

“Yeah, I read you,” came the response. “I’m a bit preoccupied here—”

“—So I see.”

Roman aimed down his sight and picked out two sets of USARIC mercenaries on either side of the grounds.

“You got three on the left, and two on the right,” Roman said. “I’ll take the bastards on the right.”

“Gotcha,” Suttle said. “In three, two, one—”

THRAAAAATTT — SPATCH-SPATCH-SPLATT.

Roman put a bullet in the backs of both mercenaries to his right, as the heads of three more opened up like a bloodied flower on the left, having been shot by Suttle.

“Five in one go, Roman,” Suttle said.

“Good kill, my friend.”

 

Amelia waved the Misfits out into the concourse with her gun, “Get out there and commit genocide.”

“Woohoo,” they screamed and aimed their guns at the horde of USARIC mercenaries running towards them.

Each set opened fire on each other.

THRAAAA-A-TAAAATTT.

Bullets screamed through the air and crashed into bodies and vehicles all around them.

Three Misfits dropped to their knees and released their guns as they hit the ground, dead.

“Jesus Christ,” Amelia closed her eyes and took a deep breath, “You wanna kill us, huh? Have some of this, assholes.”

She jumped into the air, spun around, and opened fire on the horde, picking off as many mercs as she could.

BAM — BAM — BAM.

A torrent of bullets whizzed out of her gun and slammed into the ground. The next round hit three more mercs in their legs, pushing their knees to the floor, in time for the next set of bullets into their chests.

“Gaaahhh—”

KER-SCHPLATTTT.

The last mercenary’s chest exploded in a bloodied haze of gunfire. Amelia reloaded her gun and ducked behind the gray van.

“Christ, how many of them are there?”

Sierra’s voice came through her headgear, “Hundreds. At least. We’re outnumbered. Hopefully, not outgunned. Stay away from IRI-Two and the Training facility.”

Amelia dropped the empty magazine to the floor, reached into her pocket and palmed a fresh one into the grip of her gun.

“Understood.”

 

Siyam ran out from behind the blue van and returned fire at the scores of approaching mercenaries.

BAM — BAM — BAM — BAM.

He hit two USARIC mercenaries in their visors. They fell knees-first to the floor, and keeled over, dead.

“Damn it, there’s millions of them,” Siyam gasped as he dropped his empty mags to the floor and returned to the safety of the back of the blue van.

Siyam pinched his mouthpiece, “Sierra? What do we do? We don’t know where Jelly is—”

The ground cracked all around his and Sierra’s feet, followed by three successive slams to the ground

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

The shadow of a giant droid crawled along Siyam’s face. His jaw dropped at the enormous thing standing over him.

“Holy hell. What is that?”

Sierra looked up with him and raised her eyebrows, “Goddamn it. Siyam, run. It’s that damn droid. It’s gonna kill you—”

DD-12 spun his head around and blinked its eyebulbs at Siyam.

“—Surrender, citizen.”

“Agh, agh,” Siyam pressed his shoulders against the van and kicked himself upright. He turned to Roman, who was next on DD-12’s kill list.

“Roman, run.”

“Huh?”

Roman turned around and witnessed DD-12 grab the van in its giant forklift hand and crunch all four tires up into the roof.

GROOOAAANNN — KEEERR-RUNCHH.

The engine busted out from the hood as DD-12 closed its fist completely.

“Siyam, run.”

Roman opened fire on the behemoth as Siyam ran away from it.

The bullets bounced off the droid like tennis balls on a brick wall.

“Damn it,” Roman shrieked. “Nothing. It’s doing nothing. I c-can’t—”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

DD-12’s body revolved to the right, and swiveled its head left, settling on Roman. It threw its arm forward.

SCHWUNT.

A mini-gun rocketed into the palm of its hand and rolled into a blur.

SCHREEEEEEEEEE.

“Halt,” DD-12 grunted as his mini-gun spun at full pelt.

BRRAAAAAYYYYYYZZZZZEE.

Roman hurled himself out of the path of a thousand bullets chewing along the cemented ground, and up the wall of the Training facility building.

 

Shane gasped at the sheer carnage taking place. He ran to the front of IRI-Two and punched Joseph on the back, “That thing’s gonna shoot us.”

“What thing?”

“That great big death droid thing,” Shane shrieked as he kicked the door open and stepped out, “It’s shooting the hell out of the building. I’m not staying here. Jesus Christ, we’re all gonna die.”

Joseph remain seated, as did the rest of the men in the van, “Don’t, you’ll get us killed.”

“Okay, stay here and look after this for me.”

“Look after what?” Joseph asked.

Shane gave the man the middle finger and closed the door. He turned around and surveyed what little remained of the landscape.

Dozens of murdered USARIC employees and mercenaries littered the battlefield of death and destruction. Misfits fired at mercenaries, killing each by the dozen.

“Jesus.”

Shane yanked a machine gun from a murdered USARIC mercenary’s clutches.

“Nggggg,” he yelled as the fingers clutching the grip panged open, “Got it.”

“Hey, you,” came a voice from behind Shane’s shoulder.

“Huh?”

Shane looked over his shoulder and prepared to fire at the person who’d called to him.

Maar Sheck stormed towards him from the research building, with Arden and Santiago behind him.

“What the hell is going on here, you cretin? What the hell is happening in my compound? And why are you dressed as a border guard?”

“Sir, they kidnapped us. I’m not a mercenary.”

Maar held out his hand, “Gimme that fricken gun.”

WHUMP.

Shane pushed the machine gun in Maar’s arms and watched him storm into the middle of the battleground.

He began firing indiscriminately at anything that fired at him.

“WHO WANTS TO SHOOT ME, HUH?” Maar yelled as he sprayed the two vehicles with bullets, “GODDAMN IT. WHO WANTS TO SHOOT ME?”

“Maar, get back,” Arden called after him. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

“NO,” Maar yelled back, making damn sure the warring factions could hear him, “I’ve already died once, thank you very much.”

He twisted his hips around and fired at the gray and blue van once again.

“GONNA KILL ME, ARE YA? THINK YOU CAN TAKE USARIC DOWN ON ITS OWN TURF? THINK AGAIN, YOU BASTARDS.”

Maar backed up and continued to fire his gun in RAGE’s direction.

 

Suttle covered his glove with his right hand and yelled at Sierra, “Let me push the goddamn button.”

Sierra reloaded her gun and huffed, “No. Don’t detonate the van. Not yet.”

An series of bizarre electronic beeps followed her reply.

KERRRR-WHUMP.

A giant robotic leg daggered into the ground in front of Suttle’s face. 

“What the—?”

He looked up to find a DD-12’s ugly face staring back at him, ready to punch him into the next dimension.

WHIRRRRR — CLENCH.

“Die,” DD-12 roared.

Suttle’s face fell, resigned to his fate.

“Oh, dear—”

KERRRRR—ACCKKK — SMASSSSSH.

DD-12’s van-sized fist rammed Suttle’s head through the back of the blue van, through the rows of seats, and into the engine.

Suttle died instantly.

His hand released the glove as his body, and the blue van, lifted away from the ground.

GRROOOOAAAAAAANNN.

DD-12 lifted its arm above its head, taking the van up with it, impaled on its forearm. The ground cracked apart as it stomped forward and slammed the van on the ground over and over again.

WHAMM — WHAMM — WHAMMMM.

The blue van broke apart with each punch, spraying gasoline-soaked shards of glass and metal in all directions.

 

Everyone jumped back and continued firing at their enemy. Three Misfits ran straight into the oncoming hail of bullets being fired from the mercenaries by the Research building.

Sierra spotted Suttle’s discarded glove lying a few feet from the devastated blue van. She hooked her gun over her shoulder, flung herself forward on all fours, and raced along the ground like a desperate cat.

“Aaaaaaaggghh.”

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

The mercenaries spun around and opened fire on her, their bullets trailing her feet as she launched forward, gripped the glove, and barrel-rolled onto her side.

“Hey, assholes,” she screamed as she listed the glove. “Duck.”

Her index finger punched the button.

BZZZZOOOWWWWW.

Everything went silent. Her view of the battle crashed to a halt, and then—

KERRRRRRRAA — BAAAAAMMMM.

IRI-Two exploded in two separate sections, killing Joseph the driver, and all the border guards inside.

“Whoa,” Sierra blurted as she lifted her head and witnessed the front of the vehicle rocket into the air.

The warring factions halted their firing as they, too, watched the spectacle in the sky.

“Everyone get back, get back—”

The flying, flaming chunky remains of IRI-Two hurtled towards the training facility building.

WHOOOSSSHHH — KERASSSSHHHH.

The charred slab of metal slammed into the ground, cracking the tarmac apart.

 

Maar lowered his shotgun as he watched the front half of the van crunch through the ground.

WHIIIIIIISSHH.

A plume of white, dusty gas escaped through the cracks in the tarmac.

“Jeez, get back. Run.”

He held out his arms and grabbed Santiago and Arden as he ran back to the Research building.

“Sierra,” Roman screamed. “Get away from the building. Run!”

The front of IRI-Two plummeted and cracked the cement apart. Sierra bolted towards the battered entrance gates, “Oh, God. The oxygen pipes. Run, run, ru—”

WVHOOOM — KRRRA-BAAAAAANNGG.

Anyone standing upright shunted to the ground.

The front of the Training facility lifted up in six giant chunks, taking dozens of Misfits and USARIC employees with it.

KRA-BA-BA-BAAAANG.

The training center’s walls exploded, sending debris flying like missiles in all directions.

 

Saad pushed Remy’s feet under the gray van, “Get underneath. Now.”

WHOOOSHH - SHUNT-SCHUNT.

Saad swung his legs under the van as the windows shattered all around his feet.

CRRAAAAAAACK.

The tarmac broke apart, throwing several cracks of death across the length of USARIC’s grounds.

The gates shunted back and forth, swallowing the entrance kiosk.

“Jeez, Jeez—” Remy panted as the entire compound shook and burst, blasting deep, thick cracks across the ground.

“Yaaaaaahhh,” Remy covered his ears and screamed as Roman raced towards him from the burning blue van.

“Stop screaming and man up, comrade,” he said. “You wanted to fight? You got your wish.”

Siyam returned fire at the hordes of USARIC mercenaries trampling over the corpses of their colleagues and Misfits that littered the grounds.

He opened fire on them, killing as many as he could.

BANG — BANG — BANG.

“For heaven’s sake,” he yelled as he dropped to his knees and took cover with Roman, Saad, and Remy, “How many of them are there?”

Roman caught his breath and reloaded his gun, “Reinforcements. There must be thousands of them.”

“What? No National Guard? No police?”

“I dunno, just keep firing,” Roman said.

THRAAAA-AATAT-AAAT.

The cacophonous noise of bullets chewing through the other side of the gray van drowned out their voices.

WHIZZ — WHIZZ.

Several returning bullets flew past their heads, nearly taking them out of the game.

Siyam coughed the smog out of his lungs as best he could, and pinched his mouthpiece. 

Sierra?” he screamed over the incessant sound of war, “Where are you?”

“Trying to get to the damn Research building.”

“What? Why? It’s certain death if you go—”

“—Sheck’s falling back there with the others,” she yelled. “There has to be something he cares about in there. I think Jelly’s inside—”

BLAAAAAAAAM.

A grenade exploded inches away from her feet, blasting one of the Misfit’s waists away from his body.

“Gwugh,” the man screamed as his legs slammed to the floor in a heap.

“Christ,” Siyam licked his bottom lip and closed his eyes. “This can’t be happening.”

Roman pushed Siyam’s shoulder in anger, “Shut it. No time for daydreaming, my friend.”

Biddip-beep-beep.

Roman peeked at his left forearm and noticed the ink dance around his skin - a call from someone named Santara Iskra.

“Huh?”

Siyam rose to his feet and blasted at the oncoming USARIC mercenaries firing on the van.

“Eat this, you bastards,” he screamed at three more mercenaries running towards him.

BAM - BAM - BAM — BAAAAMMMM.

The first mercenary’s shin’s broke open as he ran, forcing him down to his knees. The second bullet took his head off, pushing his body onto the smoke-laden ground.

“Yeah,” Siyam cocked his gun and ducked behind the van, “That is very much what I am talking about.”

 

Roman kicked himself along the ground, making sure his body covered Remy, “Santara?” he screamed into his wrist and watched Saad join Siyam firing at the mercs, “We’re a bit busy here right now.”

Santara’s voice shuddered through the holes in his wrist, “Are y-you in n-need of ass-ass—” she tried over the sound of a slab of metal locking into place. “Assistance?”

Roman tilted his head up at the driver’s side wing mirror on the gray van to see a wave of mercenaries pushed towards them.

“More to the right,” Roman hollered.

Saad slid across the ground and pressed his back to the van, “They’re mine.”

He jumped out from the van and sprayed a hundred bullets in their direction.

“Damn it,” Roman screamed into his forearm, “What’s going on over there, Santara?”

“Who is it?” Remy yelled from under the van. “What is happening back at the dome?”

“I don’t know,” Roman spat.

“Need to l-leave. B-Battery level cr-cr-critical—” Santara’s voice shuddered through the holes in Roman’s wrist.

His face fell when he deciphered what she’d said, “Leave? No, don’t leave.”

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM —KERAAACCKK.

Saad’s armor busted open in a hail of gunfire, and sending him stumbling back-first to the ground.

“Gaaaaaah,”

Saad gripped the front of his suit and tore it away from his chest. He screamed at the oncoming horde of mercenaries and flung the battered piece of armor at them like a Frisbee. 

WHI-WHI-WHIPPP.

The battered plate of Kevlar sliced through the air like a bulky vehicle hood and crashed against three mercenaries.

“Nggggg,” Saad pointed his gun past his feet and fired the last of his bullets at the mercs.

THRAAA-TAT-A-TAT.

Thick strings of blood shot out of his mouth and nose as he took out as many USARIC mercenaries with the few bullets in his gun.

“Die, die, die, die--” 

“—Saad,” Roman barked. “Get over here. You’re gonna get yourself—”

THRAAA - TA — SPATCH—SPLOTCH.

Saad’s forehead and left cheek bust open in a flash. His left hand released his gun. The back of his skull slapped the tarmac.

The burly man died before Roman and Remy’s eyes.

CLANG. 

“Noooooooo,” Roman cried and smashed his fist against the van wall, “No, no, no—”

“—Aaaaah,” Remy squealed in terror as he watched dozens of boots storm towards the van from under the tailpipe, “There’s more of them coming—”

Siyam reached into his leg pocket and took out a red grenade.

FLICK — SPITCH.

He dug his thumb in the pin and flicked it away, arming the device in his hand.

Biddip-biddip.

“This’ll keep them busy,” he said as he flung it over the roof of the van and returned fire. “Saad, rest in pieces, comrade.”

A youngster’s voice came from his Individimedia, “Roman Roman? This is Jamie Anderson. I repeat, this is Jamie Anderson—”

“Jamie?” Roman spat with surprise. “What are you doing with Santara’s Viddy Media?”

“No time to explain,” Jamie said. “It’s Noyin. He’s destroyed the dome—”

BANG — BANG — BANG.

Siyam unleashed a wave of bullets at the enemy from behind the van. The last two bullets in his magazine smashed into the heads of the first two mercenaries.

The red grenade bounced off the first man’s shoulder and spun around by his feet.

Biddip-beep-beeeeeeeeeeeeep — clang.

It toppled over, slapping its top to the ground.

One of the mercs spotted it and pushed his neighbors away from the device.

“Everyone get back, now,” he screamed from the other side of the van. “Incendiary. Run, it’s gonna explode—”

WHAAARRR — KRAAAA-BLAAAMMMMM.

Roman’s red dumb bomb exploded and pulverized the ground underneath. Chunks of cement, limbs from surrounding corpses, and freshly-charred mercenaries shot into the air like a beautiful fireworks display.

The impact forced the gray van onto its side, threatening to crush Roman, Siyam, and Remy.

GRROOAANNNN — NN.

“Whooaaaaa—” the boy covered his eyes as the vehicle reached full tilt.

The van swung back and slammed its right tires to the ground.

WHAAAAMMMM.

“He’s one of Sheck’s men,” Jamie’s voice whirled through Roman’s Individimedia, “We need to leave. We’re coming to get you—”

“God no,” Roman screamed.

Siyam jumped out from behind the van and blasted at the mercs who hadn’t been killed in the explosion.

“Die, die, die—”

THRAAAAT — THRAAAAT.

A wave of bullets screamed overhead, creating a temporary shadow over the three men.

“Jamie,” Roman barked into his forearm. “Do not come to USARIC R&D—”

THRAAAA-TA-SPATCH.

The back of Siyam’s head burst and spat a bullet through the exit wound. His body somersaulted at waist-height and crashed face-first to the ground.

“Gah,” Roman yelped and kicked his feet along the tarmac, “Oh, J-Jesus Christ. Siyam—”

“Roman?” Jamie asked. “Roman—”

He pushed his thumb across the ink on his wrist, cutting the call off, “Remy, stay right where you are.”

“I w-wasn’t planning on moving,” the boy bawled. “I d-don’t want to die. I want to go home.”

“Good luck, comrade.”

Roman nodded at Remy’s hand gun.

“Use it or lose it, comrade. If you want to go home, you’re gonna have to earn it.”

 

— The Bay Corridor —

 

Jelly’s ears lifted as she heard footsteps rumbling from the far end of the corridor near the entrance.

The bulbs illuminating the path flickered on and off, plunging the area into utter darkness and bright light every half-second.

ROOOAAAARRRR.

“There she is,” Brayn’s voice echoed up the corridor, “Kill her.”

Jelly wasted no time.

Unarmed, and practically naked, she gripped the back entrance door in her hands and tore it off its hinges.

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

Three bullets whizzed through the air. She twisted around and bolted towards her oppressors using the door as a shield.

CLANG — CLANG — CLAAANNNGG.

Three bullets punched into the door as she continued to run. A fourth whizzed past her head and clipped a length of fur from her left cheek.

“Agghhhhhhh—”

She stopped outside Bay Seventy and peered through the window. Julie had gone, presumably out of the building and away to safety.

CLANG - CLANG.

Two more bullets exploded on the door, pinging the metal handle from its housing.

Jelly faced an unenviable choice. She could take cover in any of surrounding bays and wait for certain death.

Or she could run and try to escape.

No turning back. The only hope she had was to press forward and into the path of Brayn and his USARIC mercenaries.

GRUNT.

She kicked her hind leg across the floor and moved forward, extended her infinity claws on her left hand and scraped them along the wall.

FIZZZ — SPATCH — SPATCH.

A wave of orange sparks exploded at the end of her claws, lighting up the darkened pathway.

“Jelly, drop the door and give up,” Maar screamed from behind Brayn as they shuffled forward with their weapons drawn, “We promise we won’t hurt you. There’s a good girl.”

GROOWWWLLLLL.

Jelly wasn’t about to give up and surrender. The door suffered most of the bullets and threatened to crumble in her paws.

“Goddamn it, you irritating pussy,” Maar yelled. “Get killed.”

“I’m trying,” Brayn yelled. “Everyone, advance. Shoot to kill. The first one to put a bullet in its fricken brain gets a promotion.”

GRUNT.

Jelly lifted the door and pushed forward. The door to Bay Thirty-Three had broken off its hinges.

Jaykay, Rowan, Nathan, and Jonas’s bodies prevented the shattered door from closing fully.

GROOWWWLLLLL.

She punched the door off its hinges and grabbed Jaykay’s left ankle.

WHUP.

She lifted the body up by its leg and swung it around her head like a whip.

HURL.

Brayn lowered his gun as the door protecting Jelly tipped forward and released a dead USARIC mercenary - flying straight at them.

“Duck,” Brayn screamed as he fell to his knees.

WHOOOSH — THWUDD.

Jaykay’s body smashed into the first two mercenaries, pushing them down like a bowling ball crashing into a set of pins.

 

Maar raised his eyes with terror and raced towards the gantry.

“Jesus Christ. She’s throwing our own dead bodies at us, now?”

Jelly squinted at him with a deathly stare through the broken window in her protective door.

“Jelly?”

GROWL.

Maar felt a wave of unadulterated fear pummel his body. Slowly, he lifted his gun, as Brayn and the two remaining mercenaries climbed to their feet.

“Hold your fire,” Maar said.

He trained his eyes down the sight of his gun, directly at Jelly’s forehead.

He squeezed the trigger and bit his tongue, “Night-night, Jelly friggin’ Anderson.”

CLICK — BLAMMMMMM.

Jelly lifted the door and hit the deck.

KRAAA — SMASSH.

The top of the door exploded, coughing sharp fragments of steel down around her shoulders.

The door was no more, and provided little in the way of protection.

Brayn and his two colleagues opened fire on her as she pushed forward and slid across the floor in their direction.

“Agghhhhhhh—”

Jelly slid across the corridor floor on her chest towards Brayn and his team, who opened fire on her.

BAM — SPATCH—SPATCH.

Two of the bullets hit her - one in the right shoulder, and the second in her hind leg.

“Yaarrgghhhh.”

Brayn and Maar ran back as far as they could and pushed into the gantry overlooking the research center.

Brayn ushered Maar backwards, “Sir, get out of here.”

“I wanna fricken kill her.” Maar wailed like a petulant child.

Jelly squealed in pain as a streak of thick, red blood ran from under her body. She lifted her left arm and extended her infinity claws.

SWIPE — STAB.

Her index and middle claw stabbed into a mercenary’s chest and crunched through his ribcage. He dropped his weapon to the floor in time for Jelly to catch it in her claw-less right hand.

KRACK-CLUTCH.

She cowered behind the mercenary and lifted her left arm above her head, impaling the screaming man into the air.

“J-Jesus Christ,” the second merc said. “I c-can’t b-believe—”

“—Nyieeeeww,” the impaled mercenary grabbed at Jelly’s wrist and kicked his feet around, “P-Please, l-let m-me go—”

Jelly turned her eyes up at the man and daggered the end of his shot gun into his chest.

“Okay.”

She yanked the trigger.

BLAMMMM - SPATCH.

The mercenary’s back exploded. His body went limp and slunk down the length of her infinity claws, impaled like a kebab on a skewer.

The second mercenary held out his arms, hoping he wouldn’t be next.

“P-Please d-don’t kill me—”

WHIRL.

Jelly flung the dead mercenary off her claw and sent him tumbling down the corridor.

She wiped her claw on her bare, furry buttock and held out her right hand.

“Gimme your gun. Come on, gimme it,” she mocked. “There’s a goooood boy.”

“Y-Yes—”

He dropped his shotgun in her palm and backed up.

“Seems your masters have abandoned you, dickhead.”

“I know. They’ve run away.”

“They were right to run.”

Jelly hooked the shotgun strap over her shoulder and sniffed around the bullet wound on her leg.

“You’ve b-been shot, Jelly,” the second mercenary said. 

“Yeah, no thanks to you and your boyfriends.”

Sniff-sniff.

The wound bled profusely as she inserted the infinity claw on her index finger inside and wrenched around.

“Nggggggg,”

“Oh my God,” he said.

She gouged the spent shell from inside her flesh and tossed it onto the executed mercenary.

“Ah, that feels better,” she said as she tried to stand up straight, “Ugh.”

She pressed her hands to the wall and kicked her hind leg.

“Damn it.”

“I can g-go and get a medician?”

“No, you can go to hell,” she snapped and stomped her injured foot on the ground. “Come here.”

“Wh-what?”

She moved her nose against his entire face.

WHUMP.

She grabbed his collar, his face up to hers and grunted in his face.

“Look at me.”

“O-Ok-kay—”

“—Go out front and tell those bastards I’m coming.”

“Huh—?”

“—I SAID TELL THOSE BASTARDS ANDERSON’S GONNA TEAR THEIR SHIT UP.”

The man burst into tears like a baby in her hands.

“Ohhhhhhhhh-kaaaaaay.”

She released the mess of a human to the floor and booted him up the ass, forcing him to yelp and move quicker down the corridor.

“Faster, dickhead.”

“Okay, okay. I’m g-going.”

Jelly grabbed the two mercenary shotguns in both hands. Her wound left a trail of blood as she made her way to the gantry.

 

***

 

Maar and Brayn ran into the reception area with their weapons drawn.

The place was a husk of its former self.

The walls were demolished and the desk was broken. The bodies of dead employees were scattered all over the floor.

The life-size gold statue of Pascal D’Souza remained intact in front of the fountain that hadn’t been touched.

A shuffling noise came from behind the statue, drawing Maar’s attention.

Brayn and Maar aimed their guns at the statue’s legs and yelled.

“Who’s there?”

“M-Maar?” the man’s voice stuttered. “It’s me, don’t shoot.”

Arden appeared with his hands above his head.

“Oh, it’s you.”

“Y-Yes.”

“What happened, huh? Fell back like a little fairy and let us walk right into certain danger?”

“Uh, no. It wasn’t like th-that,” Arden stammered with fear. “Is it dead?”

Maar nodded at Brayn, “Give our friend, here, a strap.”

“You want him armed?”

BOOOOOOOOM.

The war occurring outside between RAGE and the mercenaries rattled the building.

Outside, a dead USARIC employee burst into a haze of blood and smashed through the window.

The body slid across the floor and arrived at Arden’s feet.

“Does that answer your question?” Maar said. “Give the man a gun so he can defend himself.”

“Fine.”

Brayn reached into his belt and retrieved his spare handgun. He tossed it at the scared man at the statue, “Catch.”

WHUMP.

Arden caught the firearm in his hands.

“Don’t point at the people you’re working with,” Brayn added as Maar raced over to the shattered doors. “Or at people you like.”

The sight of sheer carnage taking place on the outer grounds angered him.

“Damn it. Look what they’ve done to my facility.”

STOMP — CLANG — STOMP — CLANG.

Arden looked at the door to the research bay and gasped, “Who’s that?”

“It’s her,” Brayn said. “Mr. Sheck, sir? We have to leave.”

Brayn and Arden stepped over the dead bodies and joined Maar at the door.

DD-12 fired his mini-gun at the entrance gates, trying to kill the last of the rebels.

“Brayn?”

“Yes, sir?”

Maar’s face turned sour at the reality of his situation.

“Bryan?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Get Metal Bird One in the air,” Maar gasped as he soaked in the devastation. “We’re being screwed.”

“Yes, sir.”

Maar pushed through the broken door and out into the concourse, with Brayn and Arden in pursuit.

“Metal Bird One. Do you copy?” Brayn said as he focused on Maar approaching the giant android.

“This is Metal Bird One. Receiving you.”

“Be advised, we need you to pick us up.”

“At the research center?” the pilot asked with confusion. “It’s a war zone down there.”

“Just get here. That’s an order.”

Brayn gripped his gun and covered Maar as he approached the gigantic android.

“Hey, you,” Maar shouted and clapped his hands.

WHIRRRRR - SPIN.

Maar pointed at the research building, “Yeah, you, you great hunk of scrap yard junk. Get in there and kill Anderson.”

Biddip-beep.

DD-12’s eyebulbs blinked bright red. It smashed its fists together and appeared to smile.

“Affirmative.”

“Good, boy.”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

DD-12 stomped over to the arena entrance and lifted his giant, truck-sized arms.

Maar chuckled to himself and coughed a lump of black smog from his lungs.

“Go get her.”

WHAAA — SMASSSSHHHH.

DD-12 punched the facade of the building away with its fists and crunched its way through the reception area, over the corpses, and into the corridor.

“Kill her. Kill her dead,” Maar screamed. “And when you’ve killed her kill her again just to make sure.”

 

Sierra joined Amelia, Roman and Remy at the far side of the concourse, taking cover behind the gray van.

“How many are out there?” Amelia asked as she returned fire on the enemy.

“I dunno. They keep coming,” Sierra said. “We need to hold them off.”

KERRRAANNNNGGG.

The rebels watched as DD-12 punched the front of the building apart and make its way inside.

Roman stepped forward with the intention of running after it, and straight into the line of fire.

“No,” Sierra said. “Don’t go there, you’ll just end up dead like everyone else, damn it.”

Roman huffed and came to his senses.

“Okay, okay,” he said.

Little did the Rebels know that the USARIC mercenaries making their way to the van way outnumbered them.

 

***

 

Jelly squeezed the gantry railings and roared with pain. She’d lost a lot of blood and was close to fainting.

“Ughhhh,” she swished her tail around and took a deep breath.

A fifty-foot drop to the lab hung below her face. The Processor and conveyor belts had all stopped.

The bullet wound in her arm and leg coughed out more blood down her body.

“Nggggg, it hurts. Uh, it hurts so bad,” she whined.

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

“Meow,” she shrieked and turned to face the door to the gantry. “Huh?”

KRAAA — WHAAMMMMMM.

The wall exploded in a flurry of dust and detritus as the door whipped towards Jelly.

“Ahhh—”

She lifted her body over the railings and plummeted to the giant, central conveyor belt rolling along the research arena.

SLAMMMMM.

“Yaaaoooowwwww,” Jelly squealed at the top of her lungs. She held the wound on her leg and rolled onto her side.

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

DD-12 heard her cries and crushed its foot through the gantry, forcing it down into the arena with her.

WHOOOSH — THWUMP.

The entire area shook like the inside of a cereal box as the behemoth landed on its feet. Its eye bulbs blinked at Jelly.

“Die.”

“Arrggghhhhh,” Jelly screamed and pressed her knees on the conveyor belt as it fed her towards the android.

She kicked herself forward just as it aimed its mini-gun at her.

FLING.

She hurled herself through the air, stretched her arms, and sunk her claws into its chest plate.

THRAT-A-TAAAAAAT-A-TAT.

DD-12 growled in its ghastly electronic voice and unleashed a wave of bullets around the arena, shattering the computer workstations and computer screens.

SMASH — SMASH — BANG.

Jelly swung to and fro from DD-12’s mini-gun as it tried to blast her away. The mini-gun calibrated itself and produced a second barrel over its main nozzle.

BLAM - BLAM - BLAM.

The bullets careened into the floor, shunting DD-12’s arm back to its face.

Jelly released her grip, twisted in the air and booted him in the face.

CLAAAANG.

“Wahhh,” she screamed as she dropped back to the conveyor belt.

“Stage One ready. Preparing for calibration,” the speakers on the conveyor advised, as the coarse material carried her like a giant, swallowing tongue towards The Processor in the wall.

BIZZOOOOWWWWW.

“N-Nah,” she squealed as she tried to kick herself away from the wall.

DD-12 stormed forward and watched his bleeding, battered foe give up the fight.

Biddip.

Its eyebulbs scanned the cat-like woman leaning back on her elbows and digging her heels against the conveyor.

The android grabbed the back of her head and lifted her to her feet.

“Nyaaaoooowwww,” she wailed as her body lifted into the air.

Beep-beep.

Without mercy, his hand twisted around and chucked her, shoulders-first, into The Processor.

“Die.”

WHUMP — CLATCH.

Jelly squealed as the back of her head smashed into the mold within the wall, “Naaaaaa.”

SCHERR-WIPP-PP.

“Automation process initiated,” the speaker advised. “Stage One.”

The death droid mold vacuumed around her body and held her in place.

A giant red bulb flashed on the wall, indicating the calibration process.

“No-no—” she squealed and fought to escape, but it was no use.

WHUP — CLANG.

Two giant slabs of metal folded out and slapped to her chest. The arms within the unit extended and screwed the bolts together, encasing her in death droid armor.

“Nuh-nuh—” Jelly slammed her elbows as a vicious lens unfurled in front her face and examined her eyes. 

BIZZOOOOWWWWW.

A red laser flew out from the lens and scorched her retinas.

“Gah, guh, ngggg—” she licked her mouth and tried to move her head, but the casing surrounding her ears held it firmly in place as the laser did its worst.

SCOOOREEEEE.

“Stage One. Complete,” advised The Processor. The strength in Jelly’s arms evaporated. They went limp and dropped by her side as she fell unconscious.

A fifth arm clasped around her wrist and lifted her elbow up.

SCHWUMP — KERRATCH.

It broke her elbows in two as a brand new metal housing wrapped around her forearm and upper arm and snapped into place.

KER-CHUNK.

“Stage Two,” the speaker announced. “Carbon modifier. Please standby.”

The Processor performed the same action on Jelly’s other arm, and two hind legs.

WHUMP — CLATCH.

Giant battle armor fastened around her thighs, knee bones, and shins.

The Processor lifted her body up inside the mold and blew a gust of air into her face.

“Stage Three. Please clear the area.”

DD-12 stomped back for a good view of Jelly’s complicated execution.

The extender in The Processor closed its prongs around her throat.

KRICK — KRICK—CRACK.

The top three vertebrae in her neck snapped out in two, swift motions. Her tongue hung out of her mouth, expending the last of her saliva.

“Yaaaooowwwwwaaarrr—”

“—Stage Three in progress,” The Processor announced.

Jelly’s eyes snapped open of their own accord, gleaning a perfect view of her giant android oppressor watching her.

She held her breath and didn’t dare move for fear of damaging her spine any further.

WHIIIIRRRRRR.

The processor sparked as five helmet compartments slammed around her head.

She struggled to get her head away from it, but it was no use. The Processor proceeded to bend and snap her at will, “Nggg, n-no—”

SCHWIIIIZZZZZ.

The curved plate smashed onto her head and sealed shut around her ears, sending a shooting pain down her spine.

WHUMP — WHUMP - WHIZZZZ.

Two side panels bolted on each side of her face and screwed into her temple.

“Gwwwurrggghhh,” her voice lowered into a deathly tiger roar as she trained her eyes forward.

The back of the helmet slapped against the sides and clicked into place, pushing her head forward.

BIZZZOOOOWWWWW.

“Stage Four,” the speaker announced. “Please be advised. Automatic processing complete.”

A Perspex rectangle lowered in front of her urine-colored eyes and fixed itself to the front.

WHACK. 

Her nose pushed through, enabling her to breath. Her whiskers and jaw shunted through the opening in the helmet, finally allowing her to breath.

BIZZ-BIZZ — SCHUNT.

The arms released her as the mold seeped away into the interior of The Processor.

Jelly Anderson - one third cat, woman, death droid.

 

FLITT — FLITT.

She blinked twice, wondering why the pain had suddenly disappeared.

She lifted her giant, robotic right arm and analyzed the material.

A heavy, broad chunk of enriched carob. Titanium ends on her left hand. The same material used for her infinity claws all those years ago. Her hand remained inside the reinforced, dark-colored material. The glint from the light reflected off the connecting screw where the sleeve end was.

She tried to step forward but was held back by the restraints within The Processor.

“Weapons & Armory check. Please standby.”

WHIIIRRRRRRR.

Her right arm snapped back into The Processor. The mold smothered around her wrist and held it in place.

“Arrghhhh—”

SCHTAAAMMM.

“Weapons complete. Weapons hot. Standby.”

A six foot USARIC-issue mini-gun, much like that on DD-12, pushed forward and shunted onto the end of her right arm and snapped into place.

“Process complete. Have a nice day.”

Jelly yanked her arm out of the mold and held the length of the mini-gun up to her face.

“Nice,” she said in her electronic, guttural voice.

DD-12 blinked and beeped.

Jelly’s helmet turned to face him. Her yellow eyes contorted into a bizarre pyramid shape.

“Hey, tough guy.”

Both extended their right arms, slowly, in each other’s directions.

BRRREEEEEEEEEEEEE.

Each opponent’s mini guns spun into a frenzy, ready to open fire.

“Die.”

Jelly poised to leap at him, keeping her min-gun on his body, “Sure, big boy. Let me help you with that.”

THRAAAA-AAAA — AA-TAT.

DD-12 unleashed a blaze of bullets at Jelly as she stormed forward in her new armor. The ammo exploded up her front and across her helmet, barely making a dent.

“Yaaaagghh,” she squealed as she ran through the smog.

She smashed head-first into DD-12’s chest and tumbled with it across the ground. They rolled over the banks of workstations, smashed the screens and computers and collided with the wall.

CRAACCCKKKK — BOOM.

The wall broke away in chunks, threatening the structure of the lab entirely. Jelly pushed herself upright and yanked on a handle within her left armored hand.

WHUP.

A blast of fire burst from her back and lifted her into the air for a moment. She bent her knees and stomped on DD-12’s body, cracking the armor.

CLANG — CLANG.

Jelly lifted her heavy mini-gun up to her face and inspected it.

“Nice.”

She held her right arm out at DD-12.

“Oh, no you don’t.”

THRAAA-TAT-A-TAAAAAAT.

Thousands of bullets bounced off DD-12’s front and screamed in all directions.

SMASH — SMASH — CRASSSHHH.

The bullets shattered the walls and buried into the ground, as DD-12 climbed to his feet and rotated his head one hundred and eighty degrees at Jelly.

He walked into the onslaught of bullets and punched her against The Processor.

WHUMP.

“Guuuhh,” she winced and moved forward, taking most of the wall with her. “Ugh, get over here you, big, ugly asshole.”

She reached around the back of DD-12’s head and head butted him.

CLAANNNNGGGGGGG.

It temporarily knocked the droid for six. He staggered back and busted the ground apart due to his sheer weight and enormity.

Jelly stormed after him and pushed her left hand out through the opening in her armored sleeve.

SPRANG.

Her infinity claws fanned out like five umbrella spokes. She took a swipe and scratched the front of his head.

WHUP.

“Die, damn it. Die,” she roared in his face as she pushed her jaw forward, opened her mouth and revealed her razor sharp fangs.

CHOMP.

She bit into the wiring in his neck and chewed the Titanium plate away from the top of his chest.

STABBBBB.

She threw her claws through the black material and clenched her fist around what felt like a rectangular box.

“D-D-D-Diieeeeeee—” DD-12 twelve’s voice rattled and diluted as she tugged on whatever was inside of its neck.

CRUNCH — CRUNCH.

“Whurrr-whurrr,” DD-12 struggled.

Its arms fell to its side as Jelly squeezed the rectangular device between her claws. She lifted her right leg and placed the sole of her boot on its chest.

“Batteries, huh?” she quipped. “Useless. They never last.”

BOOT.

Her right boot thumped DD-12 back-first into The Processor.

The rectangular, black box and wires tore away from its neck hole, still in her hand.

DD-12 splayed its arms out and tried to push itself away from the mold forming around its shoulders.

“Automation process initiated,” the speaker advised. “Stage One. Commencing.”

DD-12’s battery slipped through her claws and hit the floor as Jelly watched The Processor work.

WHIRRRRRRR.

DD-12 powered down as The Processor added a secondary piece of armor across its chest, pushing the original through inside. His legs buckled and slid to its knee connectors as the arms in The Processor extended and bolted the arm plates to its neck.

“Error, error,” the speaker announced. “Unidentified item in the processing area.”

WHUMP — CLAMP.

Jelly’s eyes reflected the droid’s messy execution at the hands of The Processor.

“Enough,” she whispered. “Enough.”

She lifted her right arm and pointed the mini-gun at DD-12.

“Error, error,” the speaker advised. “Please remove item and recommence procedure.”

Jelly snorted, “I’ll go one better. I’ll remove you from the face of the planet.”

Biddip-beep.

Jelly’s mini-gun spun into a frenzy and unleashed a torrent of bullets into DD-12’s body and the mold behind it.

THRAT-A-TAT-A-TAT — KRAAA-BA-BANG.

Jelly continued to fire and destroy The Processor as she paced back to the gantry.

The Processor busted apart. The interior mold cracked and shattered around DD-12’s fallen body.

Jelly lowered her gun and crouched to her knees. She smiled at the decimated piece of machinery and yanked on the mini-lever in her left glove, “Uh, thanks for the suit.”

WHOOOOSH.

A burst of fire pushed her forty feet into the air. She spun around at the summit and grabbed hold of the gantry railings.

“Ngggggg,” she groaned as she lifted her right leg over the metal and landed, ass-first, on the walkway.

WHUP — CLANG.

“Nice. Now, let’s murder us some bad guys,” she spat as she stood up straight and ran to the door.

Just as she arrived, she looked at her right-hand gun and spotted the USARIC logo etched onto the side.

The very sight of the name was enough to evoke a rage of hell deep inside her stomach.

“Yaaarrggghhh.”

SCHWUNT.

A grenade launcher unclasped on the side and armed itself. She swung her right arm at The Processor and yanked on the lever in her glove.

WHUMP.

The shell darted out of the launcher and into The Processor.

Jelly didn’t stick around to see the impact. She ran through the door and into the reception area.

 

***

 

Sierra pressed her elbows on the hood of the gray van and aimed her gun at the front of the Research building.

“Can you see anyone?” Amelia asked from behind the tire.

“No, I think they’ve fallen back.”

Sierra squinted at three suited men with guns behind the enormous burning wreckage in front of the building.

“It’s them.”

“Who?” Roman asked, ready to pounce and return fire.

“Sheck, and two of his boyfriends.”

“Can you take them out?” Amelia asked.

Sierra closed one eye, forcing the sight into focus on Maar’s chest, “Taking the shot.”

The crook of her finger pressed back against her trigger, when—

WHUDDA - WHUDDA - WHUDDA.

The gale from a helicopter blew Sierra’s blue bangs across her eyes. The opportunity to take Maar out was lost in a flash.

“Damn it.”

“What?”

Amelia, Roman, and Sierra looked up to see a giant twin-propeller helicopter hovering above the grounds.

She averted her eyes to the three men, who pointed at the sky and punched the air.

Scores of USARIC mercenaries flooded around them and ran across the concourse.

“Oh, no. No, no, no—” Sierra screamed. “They’re gonna escape. And there’s more of those bastards coming.”

Amelia exhaled and joined Sierra at the hood of the van, “Goddamn it. Let me take a shot.”

BANG. BANG.

Amelia fired two shots at the three men and missed.

The USARIC mercenaries looked at the van, “Over there. They’re over there.”

“Oh, great,” Sierra said. “Roman.”

“Yeah?”

“Reload. There’s more of the bastards headed straight for us.”

Roman cocked his gun and held his fist at Remy, “Stay down.”

“Okay.”

The boy peered through the shattered van window and watched his friends shoot at the oncoming horde of mercenaries.

 

Maar held his hand out at the van and screamed at the approaching mercenaries.

“Over there. They’re over there. I want them all dead.”

The helicopter lowered itself over the ensuing carnage, “Maar, standby for the ropes.”

“There are three of us,” Maar screamed at the helicopter.

“Huh?” Santiago counted himself, Maar, Brayn and Arden, “There’s four of us.”

“Huh? Where the hell have you been?” Maar shrieked.

“Out here, broadcasting everything.”

“So you didn’t get Anderson being battered by my death droid?”

“Uh—”

“—Useless media imbecile.”

Santiago’s mini drone hovered over to Maar’s face and flashed its red beam at him.

“Christ. At least tell me your drone thing is still broadcasting?”

Maar pulled on his gun strap and grabbed the barrel.

“Yes, it is,” Santiago said. “It’s been broadcasting for almost an hour straight.”

Maar cocked his shotgun and pointed it at Arden’s face, “You counted four of us?”

“Yes, me, you, Brayn and—”

Arden squinted at the end of the barrel, “Maar? What are you—”

BLAMMM — SCHPLATTT.

Maar blasted Arden’s head clean off his shoulders.

“I count three.”

“J-Jesus Christ,” Santiago choked with fear as he watched Arden slump to his knees and die in the upright position against the wall.

Brayn held his breath and turned to Maar for a reaction, but he didn’t get one.

“See what happens when you cross me?” Maar screamed at the mini-drone. “See what they made me do? Goddamn morons. This is all your fault.”

WHUP — WHUP.

Three carbon-fiber ropes whipped out from the side of the helicopter and slapped to the ground in front of the three men.

“Okay, grab on,” came the voice from the Metal Bird One’s speakers, “Let’s get you guys out of here.”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

Maar, Brayn, Santiago - and his mini drone - all turned to the Research building.

“Ohhhhh, dear,” Maar whelped.

 

Jelly stormed through the reception area, crunching the tiles on the floor and made straight for the chasm in the wall where the doors used to be.

“Maar Sheck,” she yelled as she lifted her mini-gun at his face. “Come here for a killing.”

Brayn grabbed Maar’s shoulder and pushed him towards the second rope, “Get on the chopper.”

“Jesus Christ, look at her, she’s—”

“—Damn it, you dumb moron,” Brayn slapped Maar across the face and brought him out of his catatonia, “Grab hold of the rope.”

“Never hit me again.”

“Well, never be a stupid moron again, sir.”

Jelly stomped forward and barged the statue of Pascal D’Souza out of her path.

CLANNNGGGG.

The line of sight afforded her the opportunity to take Maar out of the game once and for all.

WHIRRRRR.

The mini-gun on the end of her right arm spun around and prepared to fire at him.

“Christ,” Maar clutched the rope and shimmied his way up with his feet, “Go, go, go,” he yelled at the sky.

“Understood, sir.”

Santiago waved his hand up, forcing the drone to broadcast his attempts to climb the rope.

Brayn did the same and gripped onto the carbon fiber rope as tight as he could. He knocked his gun into his free hand and opened fire on Jelly.

WHUDDA — WHUDDA — WHUDDA.

Metal Bird One lifted into the air with the three men climbing up the ropes.

“Maar, get back here,” Jelly said as she punched the last of the wall away from the building.

“You dumb rodent,” Brayn screamed as he fired off several shots in her direction.

BLAM - BLAM - CLAANNNGG.

The bullets sparked as they flew off her new droid armor, “Jesus, what the hell happened to her?”

“I d-dunno,” Maar gasped as he continued to climb, “Just keep shooting her till she’s dead.”

“Yes, sir.”

He shot at Jelly once again as she lifted her right arm and returned fire.

THRAA-TAT-A-TAT.

The bullets chain-fired several corpses across the ground, pulverized the side of the research building and out into the sky, narrowly missing the helicopter.

 

Sierra shot two USARIC mercenaries in the head.

“Two down,” she screamed as Metal Bird One whizzed past her head, “Oh no, they’re getting away.”

Five more mercenaries opened fire on the van. Sierra didn’t notice as Amelia and Roman took cover behind the tire.

“Sierra, get down.”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

“Citizen,” the first guard screamed, “Put down your weapon.”

Sierra double-took and kept her gun aimed at Shane, the border guard from IRI-Two.

“You put your gun down.”

“No,” Shane said as he held his men back. “You can stop this. Surrender and put your—”

“—No,” Sierra roared, “You put—”

A giant shadow rolled across the ground, followed by a series of inordinately loud thumps.

ROOOOAARRRR.

Sierra lifted her head to find a twenty-five-foot armored tiger approaching the men from behind.

It aimed its mini-gun at them and unleashed a flurry of bullets.

THRAAAAAAAAT — SCHPLAT-SCHPLAT.

Shane’s chest opened up as the bullets tore through his body and into the ground ahead of where he fell face-first.

SPINNNN — SCHWUNT.

Shane hit the deck, dead, along with his colleagues.

The mini-gun slowed down in a haze of smoke, shrouding the helmet of the android that had saved Sierra’s life.

She screamed for her life and considered firing at whatever emerged from the cloud of smoke, “My God, What the hell is—?”

Jelly stomped out of the cloud of black smog and focused her yellow eyes on Sierra’s frightened face.

The woman had seen God. Worse, she thought she might have known who she was.

“Jelly?”

“Yes.”

“It’s you.”

Jelly lifted her head and pointed at the helicopter, “He’s getting away.”

“Wha—?”

Remy ran out from behind the van and expected to see a little house cat.

“Jelly Anderson?” he said, looking around the floor, “But she’s not—”

He stopped talking when he took in the sheer enormity of the creature standing before him.

“Remy Gagarin.”

His jaw dropped further than his heart sunk into his feet, “Oh. My. God.”

“No time for cuddles, little boy,” Jelly said. “Sheck. He’s getting away.”

Roman and Amelia stared at Jelly for what seemed like an eternity.

“Stop ogling me like a bunch of perverts and get in the damn van,” Jelly screamed. “Go, go.”

“Right.”

Sierra looked up at Jelly. “Anyone else with you?”

Jelly grunted and shook her head, “No.”

“Alex never came back?”

Jelly shook her head, feeling it better to withhold the truth and keep the peace. A little trick the humans and Androgynes taught her over the years.

Sierra clapped her hands together and pointed at the door, “Amelia, start the van. Everyone, get in.”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

Roman helped Remy into the van and took their seats. Amelia started the engine and reversed the van over several murdered USARIC mercenaries.

Sierra pinched her mouthpiece, “Rana, this is Sierra. Do you copy?”

“Yes, Sierra. This is Rana. Sit-rep, please?”

Sierra tried not to lift her head and stare at Jelly, “Uh, we have Anderson-shaped consignment.”

“What?” Rana’s voice lifted with excitement. “You’re kidding me—”

“—Look, no time to explain. Start the engine and wait for the gray IRI van. We’re taking it out of here.”

“Who’s with you?” Rana asked.

“Don’t ask. Start the engine and await my instruction. We’ll be there in three.”

“Got it.”

Sierra ran over to the van and gripped the door frame as it backed up to the gate. She looked up at Jelly as she ran after the vehicle.

“Jelly?”

“What?”

“You can’t fit inside the van,” Sierra screamed as the wind blew across her face, “Where are you going to—?”

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

“Get in the van,” Jelly roared as she picked up the pace and launched herself forward by her hind legs.

WHOOOOOM.

Amelia yanked the handbrake and spun the van around one hundred and eighty degrees.

SCHLAAAAAAM.

Roman, Remy, and Sierra cowered as a gigantic thud crushed the ceiling down a few inches.

“Wow, she has grown, hasn’t she?” Roman snapped.

Amelia shifted her head to the side, just in time to avoid a decapitation.

“Sorry about that,” a grunt came from the roof as Amelia hit the gas. “Carrying a bit of weight, here.”

“That’s okay, pet,” Amelia yelled. “Just hang on tight.”

“Never mind me. Just follow that fricken helicopter.”

Jelly gripped the handlebars on the side of the van for balance, careful not to apply too much weight onto the mid-section of the roof.

Sierra looked up at the dents in the roof and took a deep breath, “I dunno what’s happened to her, but she’s sure pissed off.”

Roman chuckled, “We got her, and that’s all that matters.”

Remy punched his fists together and squealed with delight, “We got her. We got her—”

“—Yeah, yeah, we’re not out of trouble just yet, my Russian friend,” Sierra said as she moved her mouthpiece in front of her lips. “Rana?”

“This is Rana. Speak.”

Sierra watched the helicopter bolt into the horizon.

“The chopper’s gonna pass right by you any second now. It’s heading south on I-Ten.”

“Got it. Leaving Perimeter Zee, now.”

“Good luck.”

ZOOOOOOM.

The van bolted through the battered gates, leaving hundreds of murdered citizens, USARIC employees, and one thoroughly devastated Research & Development Institute smoldering into the dusk-laden sky.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

The Gulf of Mexico

 

Furie waded through the cloudy, salt-infused water. She’d been holding her breath for a while now.

Her pink lungs kept her journey going.

Furie’s whiskers sparked and fizzed in the water, turning the salt into a ghostly contour that melted away from her body. They guided her through the murky water.

A heavy, dampened commotion took place at the surface several feet above her head.

The pink beam throttling the tree that wasn’t a tree. She couldn’t hear it, but she could feel it. A thousand meows from the cats who tried to climb tree joined the intensity of the vibrations that rifled through the water and pushed at her limbs.

If she dared open her eyes she’d experience a stinging sensation in her head which would’ve turned to a soothing sensation, despite the blinding effect.

Here, in the unfathomable depths of the Gulf of Mexico, things were different. She could see, yet not see. Hear, yet not hear. An undeniable stench of sulfur and burning drifted through her nostrils and guided her whiskers forward to the ungainly structure in the middle of the Gulf.

The glow from her chest lit the way forward.

Gwub-gwub-gwub.

Furie’s lungs expanded. It was time for air.

She tilted her body up and pushed her arms to her sides and rocketed towards the surface.

WHOOOSH.

She took a deep, desperate lungful of air and bobbed in the water.

“Aaaagghh.”

Two cats, who’d ran into the water all that time ago, swam beside her and meowed at the top of their little lungs.

“Hey, wh-what’s going on? Friends?”

“Maaooowww.”

The cat lifted its paw at the tree and tried to keep its head above water.

“No, it’s not a tree, honey,” Furie said. “It’s an antenna.”

BWAAAAAAARRRRRSSSHHHHH.

The tip of the “tree” beamed and glowed in time with Furie’s heart.

“Owwwwww,” she grunted and breast-stroked along the surface to the tree, “Something’s pulling at me. I c-can’t—”

“—Meow,” shrieked another cat as it tumbled scores of feet down the side of the blackened antenna and splashed into the water, only to twist around and swim back to it.

Da-da-da-duuuum.

The tree seemed to sing at the half-cat, half-girl in the water. The sound emitting from its surface sounded more like a musical crunch of bark than an instrument.

Furie’s chest expanded a few inches, the glowing pink orb inside threatening to burst out.

“I have to go, now. It’s calling me.”

Furie threw her head into the water and swam down. She hadn’t any idea just how far down she’d be going.

Giant air bubbles escaped from her mouth as she focused all her energy on following the pink light emanating from her chest.

“Glub, glub, glub.”

The shrieks from the cats many feet above her drowned to a sodden, damp halt.

Still, she kept swimming, headed for the cocoon at the base of the tree. At least, she thought it was the base. It could have been half-way up a two mile stem for all she knew.

Consciousness was about to become a thing of the past.

 

***

 

A minute felt like an eternity.

A sliver of white light struck across the darkness, taking with it an intense screeching noise.

“Whug—” Furie felt she’d made a noise, but her ears told her otherwise.

Utter silence befell her.

Her eyes opened to find herself suspended in a womb-like cocoon. Bolts of pink lightning zipped through the veins lining the fleshy walls.

"Mwweeuugggghh."

A voice she didn’t recognize bounded around the increasing spin of the cocoon.

“Honey?” the voice drifted to a halt.

Furie’s mouth moved and produced her voice seconds after she’d spoken. The air from her vocal cords appearing as a white light through the water.

“Yes?”

"Something fantastic is coming."

Jagged blue bolts of energy slammed around the internal walls of the tomb, illuminating Furie’s entire body.

Slowly, Furie begin to revolve like a pig on a spit roast. The walls of the cocoon spun in the opposite direction.

Furie felt the fur flatten against her face as it spun faster and faster.

A thunder clap rolled across the cocoon as it smoothed out into a perfect cylinder.

Spin—spin—spiiiiii—iiiiinn.

Furie’s prolonged meow stretched into a blend of gargles and growls that seeped into the fine walls of the womb that beat like a heart.

Biddum-biddum-biddum.

Furie’s body revolved faster and faster.

“Meeeeooooowww—”

WHUMB-WHUMB-WHUMB.

The pink orb in her chest expanded the faster she span, bleaching into a beautiful pulsating light.

“Whuuurrrrrrrr—” she squealed into nothingness as her frame shrunk in the intense spins, until—

SWAAASSSHHH — WVHUMP.

The pink enveloped the cocoon, and Furie vanished into nothingness. 

The cocoon swallowed onto itself and bolted into the stem of the tree.

 

At surface level, the cats continued to climb up the tree as far as they could.

Suzie Q-Two was one of them, clinging by her infinity claws half way up the one hundred foot structure.

A strange, tingling sensation rippled through the structure’s surface and electrocuted her talons.

“Mwuh?”

ROLL — ROLLLL — THUWMP.

A giant bolt of pure, pink energy swallowed up the interior of the antenna, pushing each cat away from its shiny surface.

WHOOOOOOSH. 

“Meeooowwwwww—”

SPLISH — SPLASH — SPLOSH.

Dozens of cats screamed down the side of the antenna and crashed into the water, unharmed.

The pink bolt of energy raced to the summit.

KERRR-AAA-SMAASSSSSHHHHHH.

The tip of the tree that wasn’t a tree exploded in a cloud of heavenly wonder, forcing the moon’s beam to disconnect entirely and swallow back onto itself.

WHOOOSH - SCWHUMP.

The last of the light submerged into the moon’s surface and vanished, leaving it at peace once again.

The antenna straightened and opened its tip in two, opposite directions - east, and west.

Determined and enraged, the cats continued to claw at the base of the antenna.

“Mwaaahh.”

Mau joined Suzie Q-Two in scraping the structure with her cuticles.

The rest of the cats pressed their paws against it as the antenna turned into a glowing beacon of pure, pink energy.

BRRAAAAZOOOOWWW.

The force of energy zipped through each cat’s infinity claws, making a thick, violent connection to their organs.

Their hearts and brains glowed pink, absorbing the sheer force of nature from the generous antenna.

WHUP — WHUP — BLAASSSSTTTTT.

Two separate beams of pink energy separated out from the top of the tree and blasted into the horizon.

East, and west.

The cats released their grip on the antenna and swam back, staring in awe at its magnificence.

“Meeeeeooowwwwwwhhhaaaa—” Suzie Q-Two tried, “Whaaaaaa—?”

“Mah,” Mau snapped back and pushed her arms away from her body, “Maahhhmm—maaaaahhmmmieeeee.”

BANG — CRASSHHH.

Mau shifted around in the water and lifted her infinity claw at the coast line.

A dazzling array of lights and orange fire lit up the sky.

Mau groaned as she adjusted to her rejuvenated vocal cords,“Ov-vv-vah—theh,”

“Miew,” the cats shrieked and bobbed in the water, taking in the light show a mile or so away on the peninsula, lighting up a giant cone structure sitting in the middle of it.

Mau and Suzie caved into their urges and swam towards it with the other cats in tow.

 

Perimeter Zee

 

Lydia ran her palm along Bobbie’s back as she paced around the mack truck’s dashboard. Something was getting to the animal, but the source of Bobbie’s annoyance wasn’t apparent to Lydia, nor Rana.

“Hey, girl. Are you okay?” Lydia asked.

The cat shot Lydia a look as if the girl had just called her an idiot.

“What happened to your eyes?”

Blink-blink.

Lydia shook her head. She hadn’t noticed Bobbie’s pyramid-shaped pupils before now. She thought it strange she’d never noticed till this point.

“Huh.”

“Lydia, be quiet, please. I’m trying to concentrate.”

Rana focused her binocle at the gates to the Research building. A giant plume of smoke followed a dampened thump.

Lydia couldn’t help but squint at the commotion taking place a mile away.

“What’s going on?”

Rana shifted in her seat and held Lydia’s shoulder, “My God. The building is coming down.”

Biddip-beeeeeeeeep.

“Huh?” Rana reached over to Bobbie and scooped her off the dashboard, “Take her.”

A wave of anxiety rushed through Lydia’s face.

“Okay. Come here, girl.”

“Meow,” Bobbie said as she sunk her claws into the girl’s jacket.

The speakers in the truck sprung to life and produced Sierra’s voice.

“Rana, this is Sierra. Do you copy?”

Rana leaned forward and pinched her binocle. The lens focused onto a tiny, gray van speeding towards the gate.

“Yes, Sierra. This is Rana. Sit-rep, please?”

“Uh, we have an Anderson-shaped consignment.”

Rana’s jaw dropped with astonishment, “What? You’re kidding me—”

“—Look, no time to explain. Start the engine and wait for the gray IRI van. We’re taking it out of here.”

“Who’s with you?” Rana asked.

“Don’t ask. Start the engine and await my instruction. We’ll be there in three.”

“Got it.”

The connection paused, allowing Rana to process the news. She turned in haste to Lydia, who smiled back.

“They’ve got Jelly?” the girl squealed with glee, “They found her.”

Rana nodded and wiped a tear from her eye, “Hopefully they have Alex with them, too.”

“Who’s Alex?”

KRAAAA—BAAAAMMMM.

An almighty explosion at USARIC’s Research Facility grounds caught Rana and Lydia’s attention.

The Individmedia dialed back into the truck’s driver area once again.

“—Yeah, yeah. We’re not out of the sticky stuff just yet, my Russian friend,” she said over the cacophonous noise of destruction. “Rana?”

She hollered at the visor hanging in front of the windshield, “Yeah. This is Rana. Speak.”

“The chopper’s gonna pass right by you any second now,” Sierra said. “It’s heading south on I-Ten.”

Rana started the engine and flicked the stick shift into first gear.

BEEP—BEEP—BEEP.

The truck’s exhaust spat out a cloud of smoke as the tires rolled forward.

“Got it. Leaving Perimeter Zee, now.”

“Good luck.”

Lydia dropped Bobbie into the foot well and fastened her safety belt, “Girl. Stay there. It’s much safer.”

Rana spun the wheel to the right and entered the slip road, “Hold tight, they’re coming.”

VROOM — VROOM.

The truck gained speed along the road.

 

ROOOAAARRRRR.

The gray van smashed through the battered gates and skidded on its two right wheels as it turned left and joined the road.

Amelia yelled over her shoulder and pointed at the back of the truck half a mile ahead of them.

“That’s them, that’s them.”

Roman and Remy grasped the handles on the two front seats, “Get closer,” they both yelled.

Remy pressed the side of his face against the side window and screamed at Rana as he saw Metal Bird One zip further and further away, “Damn it, speed up. They’re getting away.”

Sierra pressed her finger to her ear.

“Hit the gas. Rana? We’re right behind you.”

 

“Got it,” Rana glanced at the rear view mirror, “Right, they’re behind us. Hold on tight—”

The front of the gray van grew larger and larger in the mirror.

A giant, armored cat perched on top of it, ready for battle.

“My God,” she squealed. “Is that Anderson?”

Lydia clocked the same image in the side mirror and widened her eyes in terror, “Jeez, she’s huge.”

 

WHUDDA — WHUDDA — WHUDDA.

Metal Bird One zipped across the roof of the truck and tilted its nose to the ground.

Maar grabbed his headset and kicked Brayn in the leg, “Hey, genius.”

“What?”

He yelled into his mouthpiece and pointed at the extended eighteen-wheeler, “That’s them. They’re following us.”

Brayn shifted in his seat and scanned the freeway.

“We’re up here and they’re down there, sir. They’ll never catch us.”

“Lessense.”

Unsatisfied with the response, Maar leaned forward and thumped the pilot on the shoulder.

“Hey, you.”

“Yes, sir?” the pilot said.

“What course have you plotted?”

“USARIC HQ, sir,” the pilot yelled. “A little under ten miles from here.”

“Have you got any weapons up here?”

“Sure do. Standby.”

The pilot hit a button on the panel next to his gears.

WHIIIIRRRRR - SCHTUNK.

Santiago’s mini-drone flew over to the side door and continued to broadcast. A side-mounted turret unfolded across the opened door and snapped into place.

Brayn tapped his own helmet and winked at Maar, “Pure genius, sir.”

“Shut up and shoot them.”

“Which one, sir?”

“The van, you moron,” Maar screamed and pointed at the small, gray rectangle speeding up alongside the much larger truck, “And be careful with the reinforcements. Try not to shoot them.”

“Of course, sir.”

Brayn slid both hands around the handles of the turret and booted the lever on the side.

BRROOOOOWWWW.

The barrels on the gun began to spin as the device heated up through Brayn’s gloves.

Maar waved at Santiago, “Hey, you.”

“Yes.”

“Make sure you get all of this,” Maar snapped and turned to the drone, “Understand this, citizens. You wanted to know what happened to Jelly Anderson, Star Cat? Look at her. She’s trying to kill everything and everyone. Not so friendly now, is she? It’s our duty to put a stop to her, and her friends.”

“Stand back, sir,” Brayn said as he yanked on both triggers. “This is some serious firepower.”

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM — BLAAMMM.

He fired a round of shells at the ground.

Maar gripped Brayn’s shoulder and yelled into his ear, “Go for the tires.”

 

Amelia applied her body weight to the gas pedal and looked at the odometer, “Nggg, come on. Faster, faster. One hundred miles per hour.”

BOLT.

The gray van blasted along the tarmac and shuffled alongside the mack truck.

Jelly clung to the two railings on either side of the van’s roof and tilted her head towards the sky. Metal Bird One struggled to outrun her and the ground vehicles.

ROOOOOAAAAAARRRRR.

 

Sierra kicked the van door open and clutched the frame, “Jelly,” she yelled as she look at the roof, “Are you okay?”

“Shut up and drive faster,” Jelly snapped back, “Faster, faster, faster.”

Sierra swung herself back into the van and pressed her hands on the windshield, “Amelia?”

“Yeah?”

“Faster.”

Rana rammed her boot on the pedal, “Are you serious, right now? I’m going as fast as I can.”

“Damn it, it’s not fast enough. Go faster.”

VROOOOOOOOOM.

 

The gray van drove up beside the mack truck.

Both kept a steady pace of 130 mph.

Rana looked out of the driver’s window and gave Amelia the thumbs up, “Hey, over here.”

Amelia returned the gesture, then extended her index finger, and placed it to her ear. “Rana?”

“Yes, I know.”

“Follow that helicopter.”

“Goddamn it, what do you think I’m doing? Taking in the view? Of course I’m following the bird.”

“I’ll flip you the bird if you don’t speed up, girl.”

WHOOOOOOOOSH.

The two vehicles sped up, side by side, and turned onto Junction Twenty which led them towards Interstate Ten.

SCREEEEECCHHHH.

Amelia spun the steering wheel.

The gray van lifted onto two left tires as it banked to the right to join the freeway.

SCHWUMP — VRROOOOOOM.

Its two right tires slammed to the ground. The van sped in front of the mack truck.

“Go, go, go,” Rana shouted. “Don’t let the bastards get away.”

She peered into the rear view mirror once again and held her breath.

“Oh, no—”

“—What, what?”

A dozen MagCycle headlights snapped to life half a mile in the distance.

“They’re coming. Cycles. Hundreds of them.”

“Who’s coming?” Sierra’s voice whirled through the driver’s area. “What are you—”

“—USARIC. Mercs on MagCycles—”

 

Sierra ran up the aisle and aimed her gun through the shattered back window.

Sure enough, scores of MagCycles were gaining on them.

“Amelia?” Sierra yelled, keeping her eyes on the approaching bad guys.

“Yeah?”

“We got company.”

“Company—?”

Roman and Remy joined Sierra at the back of the van and raised their eyes at the forthcoming assault.

“—Company, in the form of at least twenty MagCycles. Maybe more.”

“Damn it,” Rana fumed. “Let me guess? Go faster?”

“God, you’re quick.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Now be quicker.”

Rana planted both her boots on the accelerator pedal.

150 mph, 155 mph…

Sierra turned to Roman and Remy and lowered her gun, “Any moment now, those sons of bitches will be all over us like flies on a freshly-laid turd.”

“Not if I can help it.”

“They’re using the MagStrips,” Sierra said. “We don’t stand a chance.”

“We can take care of—”

“—No,” Sierra spat, cutting him off, “Don’t argue. There’s too many of them. We need to shut them down. I need to get onto the truck and get the EMP. Slow them down a bit.”

“The EMP? Are you out of your mind? We need that as back up—”

“—Sweetie, don’t argue with me. I know what I’m doing, for Christ’s sake.”

“But, but—”

“—Concentrate on the damn road.”

Sierra barged past Roman and Remy and ran to the front of the gray van. She peered over Amelia’s shoulder and looked through the windshield at the sky.

“Where are they?”

Amelie pointed at the chopper through the side window, “Rana’s keeping up. But that damn helicopter is speeding up.”

Sierra turned to the door with her finger to her ear, “Rana. I need to get on the truck.”

 

Rana turned the steering wheel and shifted the mack truck closer to the van, “What’s the score?”

“About Five-Twenty in their favor.”

“Very funny—”

“—Listen, drive in front of us and hit the brakes. I’m coming aboard.”

“What?”

“The EMP is in the back of the truck. Do as I tell you.”

Rana yelled as she applied the gas and allowed the gray van to zip in front of it.

“Uh, sweetie?”

“Yeah?”

“This heavy beast won’t outrun those Cycles. They’re closing on us.”

“I know, just get in front. We’ll ram you in the ass if we have to.”

“Promises, promises,” Rana quipped.

Sierra ignored the flippant remark, “Unbolt the doors.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing—”

“—Goddamn it, just shut up and do what I say. Unbolt the doors.”

Sierra pushed herself away from the back window and turned to face the front of the van.

“Good luck back there,” Rana said as the back of the mack truck enveloped the gray van’s windshield.

Sierra threw her a wry grin and bolted up the aisle with her gun aimed at the back window.

“Amelia, duck.”

She did as instructed and kept her hands steady on the steering wheel.

“Move, move,” she screamed as Remy and Roman moved out of her path.

BLAM — BLAM — SMAASSSSHHH.

Sierra shot the windshield to smithereens before pushing herself - head-first - through the shower of glass falling within the frame.

WHOOOSH.

She opened her hands and grabbed the handles on the back door of the mack truck.

WHUD — CLANG.

“Gaaaaah,” she squealed as the tips of her feet hung five feet from the speeding freeway ground, “Go, go, go.”

 

“I gotcha,” Rana’s voice tore into Sierra’s headset, “Hang on.”

“What do you think I’m doing?”

KLATCH — KLOTCH.

The left door of the mack truck unbolted and swung out, flinging Sierra’s legs into the air.

“Waaaaah,” she screamed as the door bounced on the side of the truck and slammed to the back.

 

Jelly balanced herself on top of the gray van as it swerved to the left and caught up with the mack truck.

GRRRRRRR.

She swung her right arm at Metal Bird One and gripped the trigger.

“Come to Mommy, you dirty little mouse,” she growled.

THRAAAAA-TATTAAA-AAT.

She fired a round of bullets at the whizzing helicopter as Brayn fired back at her.

BLAM — BLAM.

The bullets rocketed past the helicopter door and narrowly avoided taking Brayn’s head off his shoulders.

The returning shells flew towards Jelly.

She barrel-rolled across the roof as one of them smashed onto the top of the van.

“Whoa,” Jelly squealed and brought herself to her knees, “Come here for a murdering, dickheads.”

 

The shell bust through the roof and nearly took Roman’s head off.

“Jesus Christ,” he yelled and ducked as the fifth row of seats bust open upon the bullet’s impact. He turned to Remy and lifted his gun.

“Comrade, get back. They’re firing at us.”

“Okay.”

“You got a gun. Are you ready to shoot these mothers?”

“You know I am.”

A whirlwind of white lights illuminated the interior of the van from the back window.

Remy and Roman turned, together, to face the onslaught of MagCycles.

“Oh dear,” Roman said. “Now’s the time, young man.”

 

The first USARIC MagCycle sped up on the MagStrip alongside the gray van.

“Citizen,” the cycle screamed, “This is The United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation. Stop your vehicle, now.”

“I don’t think so.”

Roman smashed the glass on the back of the van and shot at them. Remy joined him and took pot-shots at the cycles approaching from behind the first.

 

Jelly was about to take another shot at the helicopter when she noticed the commotion coming from the freeway’s MagStrips.

“Huh?”

Her torso swiveled around, followed by her limbs and, finally, her head.

STOMP — STOMP.

Her eyes enlarged as she saw the stream of USARIC mercs on MagCycles speeding alongside the van.

“Stop your vehicle,” the first MagCycle screamed.

“I don’t think so,” Jelly roared inside her helmet.

SWISH — SCHUNT.

Jelly pointed her right arm at the MagStrip and yanked on the trigger.

TRAT-AAAA-TAT — BLAZZZEEEEE.

Thousands of bullets screamed at the MagCycles. A bullet hit the first cycle, sending it wobbling left and right and off the strip, losing its magnetic levitation.

KERRUUNNCCCHHH.

The nose of the cycle rammed into the ground and catapulted the mercenary into the air.

ROAAAARRRRR.

The mercenary darted through the air like a spinning firework, “Aggghhhhhhh—”

CATCH — CRUNCH.

Jelly caught him in her left hand and slammed her boots on the roof of the van.

“Ah,-n-nooooo,” he begged. “P-Please, d-don’t k-kill—”

“—A bit late for that, isn’t it?” Jelly screamed in his face and turned to the helicopter. “Let’s see how well you can fly, asshole.”

She spun around on the spot, using the inertia to fling the mercenary at Metal Bird One.

ROOOAAARRR — WHOOOSH.

The mercenary darted through the air, smashed head-first against the side of the helicopter and plummeted down to the ground.

WHUMP — SCHPLATTT.

Jelly brushed her left hand on her waist and scowled at the helicopter door.

GRUNT.

 

Maar could barely believe his eyes, “Brayn?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Why aren’t you firing all the bullets at that bitch?”

“The spool mechanism needs to cool down. If it overheats it’ll break. Or worse, explode.”

“Damn it,” Maar screamed at Santiago, temporarily forgetting the mini-drone was capturing all the events. “This cannot be happening to me. She’s using our own employees as ammunition against me?”

He stepped forward and slid his shotgun from his shoulder.

WHUMP.

“That goddamn rodent is dead,” he screamed as he cocked his gun and aimed it down at her, “Die, you dumb pussy.”

BLAM — BLAM.

 

Maar’s first bullet whizzed past her helmet.

“Huh?” she growled.

The second bullet screamed towards her. She lifted her right arm and batted the shell away with her mini-gun.

KRAAA-SCHTAAAAM.

The speed of the bullet put a dent in the USARIC logo on the side of her firearm.

“Ha. How very apt,” Jelly snorted and returned fire. “Eat lead, you bastard.”

THRAAAAA-TAT-A-TAAAAAT.

“Jesus Christ, she’s shooting back,” Maar screamed. “Do something.”

WHUDDA-WHUDDA-WHUDDAAAA.

Metal Bird One banked to the left, forcing the occupants in the back to slam against the closed door opposite the turret.

“Waaahhh—”

KERRR—RUNCH.

Maar yelped as he rammed against the door, “Yaaaoowwwffug—”

“—Sir, are you okay?” Brayn asked.

“—No I’m not fricken okay, you dummy,” he yelled and pointed at the turret, “I want that damn vermin dead. Get back on the thing.”

“Yes, sir.”

Brayn raced over to the right door and gripped the turret handles once again.

“Game over, pet,” he yelled as his fingers slid over both triggers.

 

Jelly aimed her right arm at the helicopter once again and pulled the trigger within.

THRAAAAA-TAT-A-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK.

Her giant min-gun ran out of ammo.

Click-click.

“Damn it,” she snorted as the last of her bullets blasted along the side of the helicopter.

Brayn hollered at her from the turret. “Hey, Anderson. Out of ammo, you dumb animal? Haha.”

GROOWWWLLLL.

Jelly braced herself for an onslaught of ammunition. She held her gun across her chest and crouched to her knees.

“The first ever Star Cat, huh?” Brayn finished. “And the last.”

BLAM - BLAM - BLAM - BLAM - BLAM.

Santiago held his breath as he witnessed Brayn squeeze the triggers and unleashed a flurry of bullets at Jelly.

The concentration of spent ammo pulverized her armor in a blaze of orange fury. The bullets that missed chewed into the freeway and broke its surface.

SCHTANG — CRACK — SMASH.

The bullets chewed into her armor as she covered her body with her arms. If nothing else, her selfless act protected the roof of the van. The final bullet smashed into her visor and tore a streak of cracks across the panel.

She grunted and turned over her shoulder to find the top of the mack truck speeding alongside her.

GROOOOWWWWLLLL.

She twisted her hips and prepared to throw herself at the truck.

BLAM - BLAM - BLAM - BLAM - BLAM.

Jelly launched off the roof of the van and rolled onto the adjacent roof.

“Guuuhhhh,” she shook her head and slammed her left hand down.

 

Sierra landed inside the back of the mack truck and caught her breath.

“I’m in,” she said into her mouthpiece.

“Good,” Rana said. “Get the EMP and take care of those cyclists—”

WHUMP.

The ceiling jutted down in the middle, struggling to carry the weight of whatever had landed on it.

“Jelly?” Sierra shouted.

CLANG — CLANG — CLANG.

“It’s her,” she yelled as she ran over to the silver crate in the corner. “Anderson’s on the roof.”

Sierra flipped the latches on all four sides and removed her left thumbnail.

Bwip-pip.

“Arming, now.”

Sierra placed her thumbnail onto the plate, forcing the device to spring to life.

“The EMP is hot,” she said as she slid her foot underneath the crate and lifted it up to her arms, “Damn, this is heavy.”

 

Jelly had no choice but to balance precariously atop the speeding truck and watch the USARIC mercs on their MagCycles surround both vehicles.

“Driver. Pull your vehicle over,” roared the front-most MagCycle. The USARIC merc pointed his gun at the doors.

“Well, this all seems very familiar,” Rana muttered as she peered into her side mirror.

Dozens of USARIC mercenaries on MagCycles zipped up behind them.

“Driver, pull over now.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Rana snapped.

She spun the steering wheel to the left.

The truck veered onto the MagStrip and smashed against the cycle, forcing it to nose-dive to the ground and fling its occupant over the handlebars.

Jelly grabbed her mini-gun with her left hand, swung it behind her head, and watched the mercenary come flying towards her.

“Batter up.”

The spinning mercenary tumbled past her, just in time for Jelly to swing her gun and—

THWACK.

The mercenary’s chest exploded as Jelly’s gun smashed into him like a baseball bat. His body contorted around his abdomen, snapping his bones, and sent him hurtling to the ground.

WHUP — WHUP —WHUP.

His body tumbled over and over on the shiny surface, barricading the speeding cycles headed in his direction.

The driver of the first MagCycle twisted the brakes around, “Oh, nooooo—”

It was too late.

The freshly-executed mercenary’s corpse provided an absence of magnetic force, pushing the next six MagCycles over his waist, off the strip entirely, and into the air.

WHOOOSHHHH.

Jelly lifted her head as six men catapulted into the air with their arms and legs flailing.

GROOOWWWWLLL.

She held out her left arm and caught two mercenaries on their downward trajectory.

WHUMP — WHUMP.

“Afternoon, gentlemen.”

The first mercenary pressed his hands to her colossal “thumb” and tried to wriggle free, “Oh, n-noooo. P-Please, d-don’t—”

GRRRRR — CRUNCH.

She squeezed their waists in her giant clutches and crushed them to death.

They hung, limp and lifeless, in her grasp.

She stormed to the back of the mack truck and flung both corpses at the dozens of MagCycles approaching on the metal strip.

TUMBLE — BOUNCE — KEERRASSSHHH.

The two bodies rolled over the metal strip and crashed against the first cycle. The first hurtled to the freeway’s side verge and slid across the grass.

The second occupant launched over the handlebars and slid into the distance.

“Heh,” Jelly sneered and dropped to her knees. She gripped the lip of the truck and lowered her head.

 

Sierra hulked the EMP to the back of the truck with her hands. She tilted her head up to see an upside-down tiger face encased in heavy armor grunting at her from the roof.

“Hello, Sierra.”

“Jeez,” she squealed and dropped the EMP on the floor. “Don’t scare me like that.”

“What’s that thing you’re carrying?”

“The EMP,” Sierra said. “It’s for—”

“—I know what it’s for,” Jelly spat. “Looks heavy. You need a paw?”

“I could use a hand, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Just give me the EMP,” Jelly said.

She flung her left hand down and opened her gigantic clawed hand.

Sierra slid behind the device and rammed it forward with both hands, “Ngggggggg.”

“Come on, hurry up,” Jelly screamed and snapped her claws together.

KLITCH — KLATCHHH.

Sierra yelled at the top of her lungs as she shoved the device along the grooves on the floor of the truck.

WHUMP — CATCH.

Jelly’s fingers closed around the EMP, securing it in her bullet-proof palm.

“Thanks.”

“Hey, you’re welcome,” Sierra said.

“Get in the front and look after the girls.”

“Okay.”

 

Jelly slammed her right mini-gun to the roof and used it to hoist herself to her knees.

She lifted the beeping EMP with ease in her left hand and lifted it above her head.

“Okay, assholes. Get some of this.”

 

Roman and Remy joined Amelia at the front of the van, “What’s Jelly doing now?”

“She has the EMP,” she said. “I need to get away from the MagStrips—”

BLAM - BLAM - BLAM - BLAM.

Several mercs screamed a few feet ahead of the van and smashed onto the freeway, creating a cloud of smoke and a litany of potholes.

WHUMP — B-BUMP.

“Gah, hold tight,” Amelia screamed as she veered the van to the right and inadvertently hit the side of the mack truck.

“The hell are you doing?” Rana’s voice flew into her ears.

“It’s not my fault. That damn metal bird is shooting at us and we have bad guys on cycles trying to blow us to kingdom come.”

“Damn it, be careful,” Rana snapped. “We have explosives in here.”

VROOOOOOOM.

Amelia looked through the shattered windshield and focused on Jelly standing at the edge of the truck.

“Oh, Jeez.”

 

FLING.

Jelly launched the EMP into the air and rammed her foot into the roof of the truck.

A giant crack bust along the edges.

“Now.”

The device fell to the tarmac. A mooring spike jutted out through the bottom and impaled the device to the middle lane of the freeway.

BOLT.

“Sierra?” Jelly grunted, calmly, as she studied the MagCycles on either side of them, “I dunno if you can hear me, but they’re about to shoot. Do it now.”

 

Sierra pulled her sleeve up her left forearm and pressed her thumb to the ink on her skin.

SWIPP.

“Hold onto something,” Sierra roared into her headset. “EMP. EMP.”

 

Roman and Remy watched the EMP fizz to life as it vanished behind them.

Roman pushed the boy to the floor, “Get down.”

The entire scene slowed down in Remy’s eyes. A blast of pure white light emitted from the device.

BIZZZZOOOOOOOWWWWW.

The whizzing trees and landscape stopped still, leaving a ghost-like trace of their contours spreading away.

The MagCycles appeared to crash to a halt and freeze in time.

“Aggghhhh,” Remy screamed, but couldn’t hear his own voice. The air in front of his face rippled like water as his voice escaped his throat.

The magnetic force on both strips vanished, rendering them useless.

One by one, each of the thirty MagCycles catapulted vertically into the air, releasing their occupants.

Falls to their death were assured, but not before the entire road rained heavy machinery down before them.

Remy grabbed Roman’s pants leg and yanked him down. “Duck, duck.”

Dozens of cycles rained down all around the van.

WHOOSSSHH — CRASH — SMASH.

The cycles exploded as they made contact with the ground.

 

Jelly stormed backwards to the front of the mack truck as she took in the spectacle.

First, the cycles daggered into the ground, narrowly avoiding both the truck and the van.

Next, dozens of USARIC mercenaries rained down and splattered across the ground in a frenzy of messy deaths.

“Hallelujah,” Jelly grunted and turned around to see Metal Bird One was escaping further ahead.

She looked at her mini-gun.

Click-click.

“They’re getting away.”

 

 

Maar thumped Brayn on the shoulder and screamed sheer insanity.

“What the hell is that? We have a friggin’ army after them and she takes them all out?”

“Sir, sit down. It’s not safe.”

“Damn it,” Maar grabbed his mouthpiece with his right hand and punched the pilot’s shoulder with his left, “Can you hear me?”

The pilot’s lips spoke a second before his voice came through Maar’s headset, “Yes, sir. ETA two minutes.”

“USARIC HQ?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I want Weapons & Armory and everyone at Merc Division on standby, now. All vehicular units, land and air based, all droids, guards. Protect Opera Delta. Get everyone out there, armed, and ready to kill. And I do mean everyone.”

“Everyone?”

Maar about lost his temper once and for all, “Didn’t you hear me the first time, you asshole? Everyone.”

“Everyone—?”

“—EVER—EEEEEEEEE—WON,” Maar’s lungs nearly burst as flecks of spittle flew from his mouth. The veins in his head almost burst.

Santiago’s jaw hit the floor at Maar’s sudden outburst of venom.

He stared the insane madman in the face, hoping he wouldn’t get pushed out of the helicopter.

“What the hell do you think you’re looking at?” Maar spat, before realizing the drone captured his enraged outburst.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t say sorry. Just keep filming, you imbecile,” Maar fumed and grabbed Brayn’s shoulders from behind, “Why aren’t you firing at them?”

“Cool-down, sir.”

“Damn it.”

Maar focused his eyes on the furious armed tiger in the distance.

“Floor it. Get us to Cape Claudius,” he shouted into his headset.

“On it, sir,” came the pilot’s response.

The front of the helicopter tilted down, lowering the vehicle a few feet and bolted into the horizon.

 

“Goddamn it, no. No,” Jelly shrieked as she watched the helicopter hurry forwards.

STOMP — STOMP.

“They’re getting away,” Jelly said. “Where are they going?”

No response.

Jelly had to stop them. She knew if they reached their destination the whole murder plan was over. She pushed her left hand through the armored sleeve and wiped the detritus from her visor with her fur.

GRUNT.

Blink—blink.

Four vicious infinity claws imprisoned her view of the helicopter, but gave her an idea.

“Miew,” she whined as she caved into the horrendous prospect that ran into her mind.

 

Amelia kept her speed up in the gray van and pointed at the roof of the mack truck, “Sierra?”

“Yeah?”

“Jelly’s about to do something.”

“Let her do it,” she spat. “Just keep up with Sheck’s chopper.”

“Understood.”

Roman and Remy ran to the front of the van and followed Amelia’s finger pointing at the side window.

“What’s she doing?”

“I dunno, but it does not look good,” Remy whispered.

 

Jelly crouched to her knees and lowered her left hand to her right boot.

She pressed the front of her boot on the infinity claw on her thumb and kept it in place.

All she needed was to take a deep breath and brace herself as she applied her body weight to her left foot.

“Nggggggggg,” she squealed as she pulled her left arm away.

CRUNCH — KERRRR-AAATCH-CH.

The end of the talon inside her wrist snapped, breaking the infinity claw away from her thumb.

CLITCH — CRUTCH.

Blood spewed out of the crack at the tip of her thumb, causing Jelly to scream in pain, “Yaaarrrghh.”

Her left hand jutted into the air, flinging a thick string of blood over her shoulder.

The removed infinity claw rattled under her foot in a pool of blood. She caught her breath and grabbed the spear-like sheath of Titanium in her left hand and rose to her feet.

Metal Bird One wasn’t so far away that she couldn’t dish out justice once and for all.

GRUNT.

Jelly winced in pain and squeezed the six foot long infinity claw and her hand and pulled back.

“I’m g-going to kill you,” she growled.

With one, swift action, she threw the claw directly at the helicopter.

WHOOOOSH.

 

The huge cuticle whizzed through the air, in time for Maar to step back.

“Oh, amaziant,” he quipped with sarcasm, “She’s throwing bits of herself at us, now. Get back—”

FLING.

The infinity claw twisted in the air and daggered into the back of the helicopter.

CLAAANNNGG — CRACK-GLUG-GLUG-GLUG.

“A fountain of murky liquid vomited out through the claw as it buried itself a few meters away from the tail rotor.

WHARK — WHARK — WHARK.

The internal alarms sounded off as the helicopter drifted away from the freeway.

“Oh no,” the pilot said. “She’s hit the gas tank.”

“Goddamn it,” Maar screamed and pointed at the compound in the distance, “Land the fricken thing.”

“I dunno if we’re gonna make it,” the pilot yelled. “Hold on.”

The helicopter puked a prolonged trail of fuel as it headed towards the USARIC Base at Cape Claudius.

WHARK-WHARK-WHARK.

“Hold on, we’re auto-rotating.”

“Auto rotate?” Maar asked.

The pilot yanked the gears back to his lap, forcing the tail rotor to the ground.

“Hold onto the bars and brace yourselves.”

 

Amelia and Rana peered through their respective driver windows and witnessed Metal Bird One spin around, headed for the giant arena building within the USARIC grounds.

“The chopper’s going down,” Sierra said. “Rana, head for Cape Claudius. They won’t get far on foot.”

Rana smiled, “I’m way ahead of you.”

She spun the steering wheel and took the mack truck onto the freeway slip road.

 

Amelia performed the same action.

“Amelia?” Rana asked.

“Yeah, I’m following you. Cape Claudius?”

“The one and only.”

“Let’s do this,” Amelia turned to Roman and Remy, “I hope you guys are ready to unleash hell.”

“We’re always ready, right?” Roman said. “Cape Claudius?”

“Hell yeah.”

Remy felt an intense rage fire inside his belly, “I am ready—”

“—Everyone, listen up,” Sierra said into her headgear, “If they don’t survive their landing, fine. Job done. But if they do, knowing Sheck, he’ll have everyone and everything at his disposal onto us.”

“Understood,” Amelia said. “Roman and Remy are still with me. We’re ready.”

“The grounds are vast. At least a square mile. Two buildings. The Arena and The HQ Building at opposite ends. The airstrip connects them. Do not mess around.”

“You’ve been here before, I presume?” Roman asked, knowing the answer.

“Yeah. I know the place like the back of my paw,” Sierra spat. “We go straight through the gate, find that bastard Sheck and shut him down once and for all.”

“Oh, you don’t have to tell us that.”

“How are you guys for ammo?”

Roman and Remy held up their thumbs at Amelia.

“I think we’re okay for now.”

“There’s more in the back of the mack truck if you need it. Rana will get as far away as possible once we’ve breached the grounds. Do you understand what I’ve just said?”

“Understood.”

“We have a one ton tiger with some bizarre death droid armor on top of our vehicle who’d like to tear the place down, and we’re not going to stop her. Good luck, everyone.”

VROOOOM.

The two vehicles raced side by side as they approached the security gates.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

SCRREEEEECCCCHHH.

Santara spun the steering wheel to the right and forced the 4x4 to join Interstate Ten.

A wave of metallic clanging sounds occurred at the back of the vehicle. The weight of the five PAWZ machines slammed into each other, forcing the 4x4 to swerve into the oncoming traffic.

Jamie and Leesa pressed their palms on the dashboard and squealed in terror.

“Look out.”

NEEEAAAWWWWW.

Dozens of civilian vehicles whizzed past both sides of the 4x4 as Santara straightened the steering wheel.

“Hold t-tight,” her voice rumbled through the bullet wound in her chest.

Biddip-biddip.

“Oh, God. We’re all gonna die,” Leesa squealed.

Santara’s head snapped to the right. Her left eye focused on Leesa’s thighs.

“Fasten your safety belt, Leesa Task.”

“Okay, okay.”

The girl fumbled for the strap behind her head. She caught it, wrenched it across her chest and slammed it into the slot.

“You too, Jamie Anderson,” Santara added as she trained her one good eye on his lap.

“Christ, look where you’re going,” Jamie blurted as the light from a set of headlights waved over his face. “Look out.”

BLAAARRREEEE.

The 4x4 veered out of the path of an oncoming car - but a nanosecond too late.

KERRAANNNGGG.

It clipped the end of the 4x4, sending it spinning around like a frenzied turntable.

The light from the red, dusky sun whirled around the windows at speed.

“Ahhhhhhh,” Jamie grabbed hold of his seat as the skin on his face drifted away from his head.

SCREEECCHHHHH — BOLT.

Santara yanked the hand brake, forcing the 4x4 to rock still in the middle of the road.

Civilian cars swerved in all directions and bolted past as she kicked the gas pedal down. The tires of the 4x4 screamed to life, throwing a mound of dust into the air before it bolted up the freeway.

Leesa and Jamie flew back into their seats and held their breath.

VROOOOOOOOOM.

Santara focused on the road ahead with a steely determination in her eye.

Biddip-beep.

“Connection established,” came a secondary voice from her neck.

Her lips moved one second ahead of her voice as she spoke, “This is S-S-Santara Iskra connecting on Viddy Media frequency six-six-two. Roman, do you read me?”

“This is Roman. Santara, where are you?”

Her head drifted to the right. The left side of her jaw unlocked from her endo-skull and slipped to her chest.

“Whoa,” Jamie gasped.

“I have the ch-ch-children,” her voice box rattled within her chest cavity. “We-e-e-e are e-en route to USARIC HQ.”

“It’s a war zone up here, Santara.”

“I m-m-must assist y-y-y-y-you,” she stammered, struggling with the pitch of her vocal cords.

BIZZZZ-SPOW.

A flurry of electric sparks flew out of her mouth. The synthetic skin on her arms began to bubble.

“L-L-Low b-b-batter-ry,” she squealed. “Estimated time of arr-rr-rrival-l-l app-rroximately three-ee minutes.”

BWUCK — SLAMM.

The top half of her body pressed itself over the steering wheel, inadvertently forcing the 4x4 into the fast lane.

“Waaaah,” Jamie tumbled into Leesa’s lap.

She pushed him by the shoulders and, quick thinking, forced him into Santara’s side.

“Grab the wheel,” she said.

“Ugh.”

Jamie tried to grasp the steering wheel. Santara’s convulsing body blocked his attempt. There was nothing to grab as the 4x4 sped even faster and threatened to rear-end the car in front.

“Jamie. Do something,” Leesa squealed.

“I’m trying,” he yelled over his shoulder, not wanting to touch the woman for fear of being electrocuted.

Roman’s voice came through her forearm, “Santara, do you read me?”

“Roman,” Jamie screamed. “It’s me. Jamie.”

“Jamie? Where are you?”

Jamie rammed his elbow in Santara’s side, pushing her face and chest against the window, “Interstate Ten. We’re about three minutes away—”

“—Jamie, it’s dangerous here.”

BIZZZOOOOWWWW.

The call cut off.

“Nggggg.”

The dashboard lit up when Santara’s connection severed, “Recalculating route,” the 4x4 computer dashboard voice advised. “Please speak your destination.”

Leesa leaned forward and punched the dashboard’s screen, “No, no, no—” she squealed. “You stupid thing. Shut up.”

“Stupid thing. Shut up,” the dashboard said, entering the data into its mainframe.

Jamie pressed his body against Santara’s and rammed his buttocks onto the driver’s seat.

Santara’s face bounced off the window and lay flat across his lap.

“Damn it, she’s heavy,” he winced as he tried to turn the wheel to the right.

BLLAARRREEEEEE.

The trunk of the car in front careened towards the 4x4 at an alarming speed.

“I c-can’t turn the damn wheel—”

“—I’m sorry,” the dashboard reported. “I cannot find Stupid Thing, Shut Up in my directory. Please re-speak your required destination.”

WHOOOOOSH.

The 4x4 shot past the car in front as it turned into the middle lane.

“Aaggghhhh.”

Leesa hooked her arms underneath Santara, trying to release the dead weight holding her foot on the accelerator.

“Just don’t take us to USARIC, it’s not safe—”

“—USARIC,” the dashboard confirmed. “Cape Claudius. Thank you. Calculating route. Auto-drive initiated.”

SCHWUNT.

The steering wheel aligned itself and turned into the outer lane. Jamie released the wheel and watched it activate itself.

“What the—?”

Leesa struggled to remove Santara from Jamie’s lap, “Stupid steering wheel. It’s on auto-drive.”

“Estimated time of arrival is currently two minutes and fifty-eight seconds,” the dashboard said.

A holographic geo-map of the Interstate lifted a few inches above the surface.

“Make it stop,” Jamie said.

“Computer?” Leesa shouted at the roof. “Stop. Disengage auto-drive.”

No response.

BEEEP—BEEP—BEEP.

“The damn thing is busted.”

Jamie shifted his ass back and tried to kick Santara’s leg out of the foot well. “Damn, she’s heavy.”

“I’m trying to move her.”

“Get this stupid robot thing off of me.”

“I’m trying, you stupid English brat.”

Jamie snorted and kept an eye on the speedometer. 125 mph, 130 mph, 135 mph.

“Both that stupid robot and this useless car. American made, huh?”

Leesa thumped the boy on his shoulder, “Hey. Don’t you talk about my country like that.”

WHOOOOOOSH.

The car zipped down the junction exit, heading straight for…

 

USARIC Headquarters

— Cape Claudius —

(South Texas, USA)

 

Metal Bird One moved over the airstrip and lowered itself in front of The One Arena building.

The last ropes of fuel sprayed out from the busted gas tank and splashed down to the ground.

Maar glanced though the open side door. A giant, cone-shaped spacecraft moored to its scaffolding loomed in the distance.

“Delta,” he muttered.

“Sir?” Brayn called out. “Hold onto something. It’s going to be a rough landing.”

Maar gripped the bar above the door and braced himself as the ground twirled around and raced up towards them.

WHARK — WHARK — WHARK.

Santiago braced himself for impact, “Oh, God.”

Maar clipped the man around the back of the head in anger.

“Stop being such a pussy and keep broadcasting.”

WHOOOOSH.

Metal Bird One’s landing skids scraped across the ground and settled under the weight of the body.

GROOOAAANNNN.

The blades on the propeller continued to spin as Maar spotted his opportunity to jump out and roll onto the ground.

He picked himself up and waved Brayn and Santiago out of the vehicle, “Get out, now.”

RUMBLE.

Maar spun around and was greeted by several sets of furious headlights illuminating his face.

“Good, they’re here,” he yelled at the men. “Get over here, now.”

Three mega-vehicles rolled in their direction. Each contained eight sixteen-foot-high wheels which carried them across the airstrip.

The turrets on top pivoted towards the entrance and readied themselves to fire.

Maar held his hands out and indicated that they should stop, which they did.

A USARIC official walked out of the dust and detritus caused by the vehicles and lifted his shot gun.

“Mr. Sheck, sir?” the man asked.

“Yeah. What’s your name?”

The man thumped his chest and pointed at the imprint on his chest plate - M. Hall.

“Meydo Hall, sir,” he said as scores of USARIC mercenaries in heavy, dark gray body armor surrounded him. “Where are they?”

Maar pointed at the entrance gates and shouted over the incessant noise created by Metal Bird One’s propellers.

“Two of them. One van and a truck.”

“Am I correct in understanding that Anderson is with them?”

“Yeah,” Maar said. “She’s plenty pissed off, by the way.”

“Is there anything else we should know?”

“She’s wearing our new armor. She must have got it from The Processor.”

“The new Series Four armor, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. That’s not good.”

Meydo turned to his men and circled his gloved hand in the air.

“Listen up.”

The men stood to attention and held their right arms in front of their chests.

“In about two minutes the bad guys will breach the perimeter. We can’t get the mega-vehicles there in time. Excessive force. Shoot to kill.”

“Yes, sir,” the mercs said.

“Two unmarked vehicles,” Meydo continued into his headgear. “One van, and one truck. Anderson is with them and wearing Series Four armor. We need to hit the beast with everything we’ve got. I want thirty at the HQ building across the airfield. Protect the compound.”

“Opera Delta, too,” Maar said.

“And ten at the shore guarding the spacecraft.”

“Yes, sir,” Chira, the first of the mercenaries, said.

“Chira. On point at HQ. Kill anything that gets near it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Chira waved the first swathe of her mercenaries with her as she marched across the air strip.

Meydo nodded at Brayn, who acknowledged his command, “Yes?”

“What’s your name?”

“Brayn.”

“What’s the situation with your ammo?”

He held up his gun and tilted the grip at Meydo, who turned to Santiago with confusion.

“Thirteen rounds, and two backups,” Brayn said.

“Good. Stay on point with Sheck. Do not leave the Arena until further instructions.”

Santiago covered his mouth and struggled to breathe through the smog and smoke.

“Who’s this fool?” Meydo asked.

Maar shoved Santiago forward, “His name is Sibald. He’s broadcasting right now.”

“This is no place for making a movie, my friend,” Meydo said. “What’s your business here?”

Santiago failed to arrive at a suitable answer.

“Uh, I, er—”

“—No, I insist he capture everything.” Maar spat.

The mini drone fluttered around and blinked its lens at Meydo.

“As you wish, sir.”

Meydo turned to the remaining mercs and pointed at The Arena, “We have thirty stationed at the HQ. Reinforcements are on their way from R&D. I want each of you on point here at the dome. Shields on.”

“Yes, sir,” they said.

SCHWAPPP.

Each mercenary’s left arm opened up and produced a thin, transparent material covering the lower two-thirds of their armor.

WHOOOOOOOSH.

Two fighter jets shot overhead, leaving a white streak of engine fuel behind hanging against the dark sky.

Meydo and Maar looked up as the drift blew across their faces.

“Sir, we have air units on over-watch. Metal Birds on standby.”

Impressed, Maar looked around to see they were perfectly prepared to blast the enemy into the next dimension.

“Good work, Meydo,” he said. “You want me at the Arena?”

“Preferably inside it, sir.”

Maar bopped Santiago on the back, “Hey, you.”

“Y-Yes?”

“You wanted an exclusive, right?”

“Well, I—”

“—Well,” Maar mocked him, evilly, and pointed at the entrance gates, “You got your wish, my friend. The cavalry’s here.”

 

The headlights on the mack truck blazed across the closed gates a half mile in the distance.

“Only a fool would run away and miss everything.”

Santiago acknowledged the scent of genocide in the air and felt both knee bones turn to mush. He staggered forward and accidentally waved the mini-drone along with him.

Maar burst out laughing and gripped the gun strap on his shoulder, “What’s the problem, Sibald? Starting to regret your involvement here?”

The wheels on the three mega-vehicles crawled forward, producing an almighty crunching sound across the grounds.

“No, no, I’m okay—”

VROOOOOOM — KERRR-SMAAASSSHHHH.

Meydo and his team ran towards The One Arena entrance and aimed their guns at the entrance gates.

“Mr. Sheck, this is it. Get back.”

Maar grabbed Santiago by the collar and pulled him to his face, “You capture everything, you understand me?”

KRAAAA — BAAAAMMMMM.

The mack truck slammed through the gates and darted across the landing strip.

Both Maar and Santiago turned their heads to the action, and then back to each other’s faces.

“Y-Yes, Maar,” Santiago stammered.

“And you better make sure you get that bitch’s death on your live feed when I kill her.”

“Y-Yes.”

Maar rubbed the man’s hair like a little boy, “Good. Now, let’s go and watch the end of the world.”

He pulled Santiago by the arm and pushed him over to The Arena building.

 

***

 

Rana slammed on the truck’s horn as she pressed her foot to the pedal, “Hang on. Here we go.”

Sierra held her right arm across Lydia’s chest and pushed the girl back.

“Aggghhhhhh,” Lydia squealed as the metal railings of the compound gates raced towards the windshield.

“Sweetie, hold the bars by your legs.”

WHUP — WHUP.

Lydia’s hands grasped the black bars. Her prolonged squeal turned to a choke as the truck nose-dived through the closed gates.

Sierra pressed her left hand to the dashboard to steady herself.

“Ohhh, shiiiiii—”

KERRR-SMAAASSSHHHH.

The gates burst apart.

Jelly timed her jump perfectly. Sheets of sharp metal twirled horizontally and sliced through the truck roof as her boots lifted away just in time.

SCHWIPP -SCHWIPP — KERAAANNNGGGG.

Like the teeth of a can opener, the wire mesh on the gates lifted the roof up like a giant tongue lifting into the sky.

TEAAARRRR.

Jelly lowered her arms and somersaulted twenty feet in the air as the roof of the mack truck twisted away and slammed to the ground. The length of the roof formed a ramp from the outer grounds and up to the wall by the busted gates.

WHAMMMM.

Jelly crashed inside the back of the truck and elbowed the explosive crates.

“Whoa,” she kicked herself back and held her left hand, hoping they wouldn’t explode, “Easy, easy.”

 

Amelia slammed the gas in her vehicle and watched the back-end of the truck roll past the airstrip.

“Whoa, would you look at that?”

Amelia, Roman, and Remy watched Jelly tumble in the air and land inside the back of the roofless truck.

“Wow,” Remy marveled at the event unfurling in front of his very eyes, “That’s amaziant.”

Roman wrapped his free arm around the boy’s waist and pulled him to his feet.

“Hang on.”

The gray van bolted past the ramp-roof and through the clear, busted entrance created seconds ago by the mack truck.

“Good work, Rana,” Amelia shouted into her mouthpiece.

“Thanks, sweetie,” came the response.

“How’s Anderson?”

“I think she took a bit of a hammering,” Sierra interjected. “She landed in the truck. I think she’s okay—” she hurried, her voice diving into an intense high-pitch squeal, “Your nine o-clock. Nine o’clock.”

Amelia, Roman, and Remy looked out of the left-hand window and saw three mega-vehicles and countless mercenaries march towards them.

“Christ,” Amelia quipped with concern, “What’s the plan? Where do we go?”

 

Sierra unfastened her safety belt as the truck bolted across the airstrip. Her eyes settled on the scaffolding in the distance, “What the hell is that?”

“Whatever it is, I think it’s important to USARIC,” Rana said. “You want us to stop or keep going?”

“They’ve got a goddamn army out there.”

“Well, duh,” Rana spat with sarcasm, “They are the military, after all.”

ROAAARRRRR.

Rana glanced over her shoulder and heard Jelly’s disdain thunder through the truck, “Jelly?”

Sierra looked through the side window and saw the USARIC HQ building whiz past them. The mercenaries got into position and opened fire on the left side of the truck.

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

“Christ, get down,” Sierra grabbed Lydia and pressed her head down to the seat. Bobbie went down with her and meowed.

Sierra covered Lydia and Bobbie, “Stay down—”

THRAAAA-AT — PANG — P-PANG — PANG.

The bullets whizzed at the truck, busting a series of bullets holes into the chassis.

GRUNT.

Sierra lifted her head up and looked at the compartment behind the seat, “What the—?”

SMAASSSHHH.

A giant, Titanium covered fist blasted through the seats, narrowly avoiding Sierra’s head.

“Jesus,”

TWIZZZ — KLATCH.

A huge infinity claw on the end of a furry index finger pointed dead ahead. Jelly’s impossibly low-pitched grunt funneled into the driver’s area.

“Keep driving.”

“Where, Jelly?”

“There.”

Rana tilted the steering wheel to the left and headed straight for Space Opera Delta.

“What do you mean, girl? You mean the spacecraft?”

“Yeah.”

WHUPP.

The giant, furry fist disappeared through the hole, “Do it.”

 

WHUMP — SCREEEEEEEEECHHHHH-CCHHH.

All eighteen truck tires locked and burned across the ground. The vehicle rolled to a stop one hundred meters away from the half-constructed spacecraft.

Sierra booted the side door open and gripped Lydia’s shoulders, “Honey, look at me.”

The girl nodded, utterly afraid for her life.

“Stay here and hide in the foot well, okay?”

“Okay.”

Bobbie clawed at the girl’s jacket and jumped onto the dashboard.

“Meoowwwwww.”

She shrieked as she lifted her right paw toward the Gulf behind Space Opera Delta.

“It’s going to get loud and nasty outside. You’re safe in here. If it gets too much just cover your ears and close your eyes.”

Bobbie hopped out of the truck and hit the ground in a state of apoplexy.

“Mwaaaaarrr—”

“—Bobbie, no,” Lydia yelled after the cat as it bolted towards the Space Opera Delta’s base.

“Christ. Just stay here and get down,” Sierra barked at Lydia, who immediately did as instructed.

 

Sierra’s boots hit the tarmac.

She gripped her gun and waved the oncoming gray van over to the side.

Amelia hit the brakes and rolled to the side of the mack truck.

“Sierra?” Rana’s voice came through the headgear, “What do you want me to do?”

“Stay with Lydia and the truck until you hear otherwise. Do you still have your strap?”

“Yeah. In the glove compartment.”

“You may need to use it,” Sierra said as she watched Bobbie disappear behind the spacecraft.

 

Amelia, Remy, and Roman hopped out of the gray van with their firearms.

“Where is she?” Roman asked. “Those bastards are about to smother us.”

The truck shuffled around.

Everyone averted their eyes to the left side of the truck.

CLING — CLANG — CLANG — CLANG.

Four six-foot long infinity claws wrapped, one by one, over the sides.

“Holy hell,” Roman gasped.

WREEENNNCCCHHHH.

Slowly, Jelly pushed herself up from behind the wall.

Sierra, Remy, Roman, and Lydia’s heads tilted toward the sky as they absorbed Jelly Anderson’s incredible enormity.

At least thirty-foot in height.

GROOOAAANNNN.

The floor of the truck whelped in a bizarre metallic voice as it bent towards the ground due to the cat’s weight.

Sierra pointed at the ground, “Jelly, the tires.”

“Oh. Yeah.”

WHUMP — STOMP.

She stepped out of the truck, much to the sheer relief of the rubber cylinders keeping the truck in action.

“Sorry about that,” she grunted.

Something disturbed the Star Cat, and it wasn’t the approaching USARIC mercenaries storming towards them from the other side of Space Opera Delta.

She focused her eyes on the spacecraft and wiggled her nose with anger.

ROOOOOOOAAAARRRRRR.

“What’s wrong, girl?” Remy asked.

He didn’t get an answer - at least, not a verbal one.

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

Jelly marched towards Space Opera Delta with great anger, inadvertently cracking the ground apart with every step she took.

Remy, Roman, Sierra, Amelia raced behind Jelly as she clenched her left fist and raised it beside her helmet.

Roman blinked hard as he saw the size of Jelly’s legs. The crew were head-height to her knees.

A God-like monstrosity of rage and venom.

He snapped out of his awe and held the others back, “No. Wait. It’s not safe.”

GRUNT.

Jelly sniffed around the cylinder.

The word “DELTA” warbled across her visor, along with the white, ceramic surface it was written on.

GRRRRRRR.

Jelly’s tail whipped around as her left elbow shuffled back.

“Oh no, she’s going to—” Sierra screamed. “—Get back, get back—”

“Agggghhhhhhh—”

WHUMP — THERRWAACCKKK.

Jelly’s left fist punched through the side of the spacecraft.

KERRACCCKK.

She stabbed the end of her mini-gun on her right hand into vessel and used it to wrench her left fist out through the chasm.

GRRRRRRRR.

Jelly punched the spacecraft once again. Her fist darted into the hole, forcing more of her heavy armor through the crack, splitting the ceramic out and devastating the structure.

The ship threatened to tilt forward and break free from the scaffolding.

CLUTCH.

She gripped something hard within the ship, forcing it back. She held it steady, shifted her right boot back and lifted her other boot up.

WHUMP — WHUMP — THRAACCKKK.

She kicked the side of the spacecraft three times.

The first kick dented the name on the side.

The second shattered the panel, revealing the mechanism inside.

The third kick shattered the structure in all directions.

“Aarrgghhhhhhhh,” Jelly squealed as her left, armored arm crunched up through the structure.

KERRRRRAAANNNGGG.

Despite being a third of Space Opera Delta’s height, she wrapped her arms around its diameter and wrestled it away from its scaffolding.

“Ngggggg.”

The metal bolts bulleted out from the ground.

CHOMP — CHOMP.

She opened her mouth and bit into its side, chewing through the structure.

CRUNK — SCHTUNT.

The top of the cone crunched onto itself, pushing its top half down through what little remained of its base.

Sierra fell to her knees and failed to process the sight of a giant, bulletproof tiger destroying the spacecraft.

“Oh my God.”

Remy, Amelia, and Roman could barely believe their own eyes.

An intense shaft of light lit up Jelly’s armored shoulders.

The wind picked up across the ground, blowing Sierra’s hair across her face.

WHUDDA — WHUDDA — WHUDDA.

A USARIC helicopter drifted dangerously close to Jelly’s shoulders and aimed both its canons at the back of her head.

She caught the Opera Delta’s cone in her mouth and turned her face into the path of the helicopter’s blinding lamps.

“We will open fire on you,” the helicopter said. “Step back from the spacecraft and place your knees on the ground.”

Jelly spat the cone in its direction, forcing it to bank to the left and avoid a collision.

“This is your final warning,” the helicopter screamed. “Get on your knees and surrender.”

Jelly’s unfathomably loud grunt whirled into the sky, “Never.”

The helicopter tilted forward and spun its canons, “Open fire.”

THRAAAATTTT-A-TAT.

The canons lit up and sprayed a torrent of bullets up the back of Jelly’s armor. Each one sparked and exploded like a glorious firework display.

 

Remy pulled Roman back, “Get away. Run.”

“Get out of here.”

Roman ran with the boy away from Jelly as the bullets pummeled her armor.

Shell casings rained down on Amelia and Sierra as they backed up and held their hands over their brows.

BANG — BANG — BANG.

Bullets whizzed out from either side of Jelly’s legs.

“They’re coming, they’re coming,” Sierra barked into her headgear, “Get back to the van.”

Amelia raced at full speed in front of Sierra.

“Come on,” she said as she raised her machine gun and returned fire at the approaching horde of USARIC mercenaries.

“Eat lead, you bastards,” Amelia screamed as she fired at the dozens of armed mercenaries firing back at her.

“Don’t stop, keep running,” Sierra said as she ran past Amelia.

“No!”

Roman swung his gun around and lifted the chain of bullets across his right arm.

“Yaaarrrgghhhh—”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

Roman unleashed thousands of bullets at the mercenaries. One by one, they dropped to their knees as the bullets pulverized their chests.

“Die, die, die.”

Roman pushed Remy behind him as he took several steps back and continued to spend his ammunition.

Sierra joined Roman and shot at the bad guys, “Get to the van.”

 

The helicopter drifted towards Jelly’s face and opened fire on her shoulders. The bullets spat in all directions, most of which bounced off her armor.

GRRROOOOWWWWWLLLL.

She looked down saw what looked like tiny ants funnel past her feet.

GRUNT.

She lifted her leg and stomped on as many as she could.

SQUISH — SPLATT — CRUNCH.

 

Chira, the mercenary stationed at the HQ Building, pushed through the crowd and tilted her head up at where Space Opera Delta once stood.

A giant, enraged Jelly Anderson smacked the scaffolding away and continued to stomp on his team.

THRAAAAAAA-TAT-A-TATAAA-TAT.

The helicopter twirled around, unleashing a rope of beautiful orange streaks. Some of them rifled up Jelly’s armor, and some missed, blasting across the ground.

Five mercenaries got caught in the crossfire and hit the ground, dead.

“Jesus,” Chira clocked many of her colleagues splattered all over the ground, “Goddamn it,” she shrieked into her visor, “Everyone, get back.”

Jelly’s giant boot lifted over the heads of three mercenaries shooting up at her.

SCHTOMP — SPLATTT.

“Get back.”

A bloodied sea of dead mercenaries littered the grounds.

Those who remained alive ran backwards, continuing to fire at the unholy monstrosity sweeping the bodies on the ground along with her boot.

GROWL.

She swung her right-handed mini-gun at the crowd of mercs and yanked on the trigger.

SWITCH - CLICK.

The side canons lifted up and aimed at Chira, who ran into the chaos.

A rocket blasted out of the canon in their direction.

WHOOOOSH.

“No, no,” she screamed and ran towards the building. “Stop firing and ruuuu—”

KERRRRRRAAA — BLAAAAAAAAMMM.

The ground exploded. Twenty-five charred bodies who, only seconds ago were trying to run away, catapulted into the air like fiery rocks.

WHUMP — SCRATT-TAT-A-TAT.

One by one, the chunks of smoldering human beings crashed down around the twenty remaining mercs who raced at full pelt towards the headquarters.

GROWL.

Jelly tore Space Opera Delta down the middle and booted the lower half in the running men’s direction.

“Jesus,” Chira twisted around, ran backwards with her men, and fired off a full magazine in Jelly’s direction.

SCRAAAPPPPEEEE.

The bottom, flattened half of Space Opera Delta created sparks as it rocketed across the ground.

Chira bent her knees and jumped. The vessel knocked her shins and sent her tumbling into the air.

CRASSSSSHHH — SCHPLATTT.

The slab of ship broke apart as tank-sized shards of ceramic crushed the fleeing mercs.

Chira forward-rolled onto the ground and lifted her gun. She thumped the lever on the side of her gun and aimed the barrel at Jelly’s chest.

“Have some of this, you vicious, little—”

FWUMP.

The grenade flew out of the barrel and exploded on Jelly’s armor, creating a dent in her chest plate.

Jelly’s right shoulder snapped back as she continued walking towards her prey.

GROWL.

She clenched her fist and planted her left knee on the ground.

CRUNCH.

 

Sierra and Amelia stopped to watch the baying mob retreat.

“What’s going on out there?” Rana’s voice came through their headgears.

“I, uh,” Sierra struggled. “I don’t know who’s side she’s on, anymore.”

 

Jelly’s knee shunted into the ground, cracking the tarmac to pieces.

She slapped the back of her left hand on the ground. Her busted thumb slammed in front of Chira’s face.

“Get on,” Jelly scowled.

“Huh?”

“Drop the weapon and get on.”

Confused, Chira backed away and dropped his weapon with fear, “What? No.”

GRRRRRRRR.

Jelly’s face silhouetted as the back of her neck lit up from the gunfire coming from the helicopter. Stunned, Chira’s jaw dropped. She pinched her visor and flipped it up the length of her head.

The shadow from Jelly’s helmet crawled over Chira’s face, exposing her venomous, yellow eyes.

GRRRRRR.

“H-Holy Mary, Mother of G-God—”

“—You got that right,” Jelly sneered in her hellish octave.

SCHWUNT.

She pushed her claws forward, tipping Chira’s feet into the air.

WHUMP.

She landed in the Jelly’s palm and became imprisoned within her infinity claws.

GRROOOOOWWWWLLLL.

She arched her back, stood up straight and turned around to the helicopter.

BLAAAZZZZEEEEE.

The helicopter tilted back, throwing the stream of bullets up the front of her chest and up along with her left arm.

SPATCH — SPARK—BRAAAZZZZEE.

A stream of bullets exploded across her shoulder, up the length of her upper arm, elbow, and forearm.

The helicopter’s speaker revealed just how scared the co-pilot was as he saw the terrified Chira in her left hand.

“Back up. Go, go, go.”

Jelly grunted as she wound her left arm and back and chucked Chira at the helicopter.

WHUDDA — WHUDDA — WHUDDA.

The front of the helicopter twisted around and lifted into the air.

Chira bolted through the air, “Yaaarrgghhhhhhhh,” she squealed and covered her face with her arms as she blasted into the helicopter’s propeller blades. 

THRAA — SCHP-P-P — PCHLAATTTTT.

The blades exploded as they diced through Chira’s body, pushing the helicopter to the ground.

Jelly swung her right mini-gun at the falling chassis as the two pilots screamed for their lives.

“Aaggghhhhhh—

WHUMP — SMACK.

Jelly batted the helicopter in the direction of the HQ building. The busted piece of machinery whizzed through the air and crashed into the entrance, shattering the windows and walls.

Jelly rolled her shoulders and tilted her head from side to side as she focused her attention on the HQ Building.

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

“What’s she doing now?” Amelia asked Sierra.

“She’s headed for the main compound,” she said.

 

***

 

Bobbie trundled along the coast on the peninsula and sniffed around the sand.

She lifted her head and scanned the horizon. The tree that wasn’t a tree stood proud in the horizon, throwing a constant stream of pure, pink energy left and right.

The beams added an angelic pink hue to the beautiful night sky.

Thrash-splash-thrash.

Curious as to the source of the sound, Bobbie wiggled her nose.

“Meow.”

A torrent of cat howls rifled across the water. Tiny, distant electric sparks popped up from the water in Bobbie’s field of vision.

Splish-splash.

Bobbie hopped into the air and howled at the scores of cats swimming towards her.

KEEERRRUNCHHHH.

The sound of gunfire, followed by a deafening detonation of scaffolding, erupted behind Bobbie.

BLAMMMM.

The final sound of carnage forced Bobbie into the trickle of Gulf water surrounding her front paws.

“Meow,” Bobbie howled.

“Meow,” came a response.

Two sharp, elongated ears belonging to an Egyptian Mau lifted from out of the water.

Her shiny, Titanium front paws clawed the sand and hoisted her forward.

“Miew,” Bobbie ducked her head and dug her claws into the sand.

One by one, a hundred more cats swam to the shore and shook off the water from their heads and bodies.

Full of energy, Suzie Q-Two appeared from out of the water and bunny-hopped up beside Mau.

“Meeeoooooowwwwwww.”

“Miew,” Bobbie turned around and showed them her ass.

“Mwah,” Suzie Q-two quipped and stretched her hind legs as she pressed forwards.

The other cats grew restless as they rolled around in the sand, shaking out the fatigue in their bones.

Mau paced forward and sidled up to Bobbie. Both cats purred and enjoyed each other’s company, albeit for a brief moment.

Fizz-spritch.

Mau’s right paw vibrated as all five of her claws expanded like a blossoming flower.

“Meow.”

Mau and Bobbie turned to the others and howled at them, indicating their fascination with the destruction taking place behind them.

The cats squinted as the burning wreckage bounced off their glazed eyes.

Grrrrrrr.

BOLT.

The one-hundred-strong cats headed for the metal railings barricading the USARIC compound.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Sierra yelled at Roman as he traced the cracks in the ground Jelly had made across the airstrip.

“Where are you going?”

He pointed at the gray USARIC HQ building that Jelly was determined to demolish.

“The main building. Make sure Anderson’s okay.”

Remy held his gun, keen to move with him.

“Stay there. Wait for me,” Sierra said.

“Okay.”

She ran over to the truck and knocked on the door, “Hey.”

Rana poked her head through the shattered driver-side window, “Yeah, sweetie. What is it?”

“I want you to back the truck up and face it at The Arena.”

“Okay.”

“Give me the detonator,” Sierra huffed as a pure blast of pink light slapped the side of the truck, “What on Earth—”

She turned around to see the tree that wasn’t a tree throttle its beams in two separate directions. The spectacle was truly a sight to behold.

“My God, look at that.”

Rana gripped the black cuboid in her hand and slipped her thumb away from the button, “Oh, wow.”

WHAAAAAARRRRRMMMMMM.

The constant beams of pure, unfiltered energy created a pink haze amongst the black, starry sky.

“It’s fantastic,” Lydia said. “So beautiful—”

RUMBLE — SCHTAAAAMMM.

Brilliant streaks of pink lightning flew up into the clouds, illuminating the sky.

“What’s happening out there?” Sierra gasped.

Rana pushed the detonator through the window and pressed it against Sierra’s shoulder.

“Sweetie, here it is.”

Sierra double-took, remembering she was in the midst of a furious battle. She cupped her hands and caught the detonator.

“Thanks.”

“Be careful with it,” Rana said. “Press the button down and keep it held to arm the crates. When you release—”

“—I know, when I release it they’ll have to re-do the holo-atlas.”

“Yeah, just remember Lydia and I are in the truck.”

“Not for much longer.”

Sierra pointed at the fence at the far end of the concourse, “Leave the truck there and then get out.”

Rana ran her index finger across Lydia’s bangs, “What about our little friend, here?”

“Hopefully it won’t come to that. Just do your best.”

“Where’s my Daddy?” Lydia asked.

“We’re going to help Jelly shut USARIC down for good.”

“I want to come with—”

An insane crashing noise came from the far end of the concourse by the animal compound.

“No, Lydia,” Sierra spat. “It’s not safe. Stay here with Rana.”

Satisfied that the tumultuous sound underscored the woman’s point, she sat back in her chair and fastened her belt, “Okay.”

Sierra waved the detonator at Rana, “Thanks for the gift. I’d better go join the boys.”

Rana inspected the side of her gun.

“Yeah, sweetie. Go. Don’t hang around.”

Lydia focused her pupils on Rana’s rifle and took an interest in its viciousness.

“What’s that?”

“Sweetie, don’t ask. Just hang on, okay?”

Sierra thumped the side of the truck as it reversed from its position.

BEEP — BEEP —BEEP.

 

Sierra ran over to Roman and Remy, and waved them forward, “I got the detonator. Rana’s priming the van. Let’s go.”

“Good,” Remy spat as he joined Sierra.

Roman raced along with her and Remy, “What’s the detonator for?”

“When you press the button it makes flowers spring out of it like a Jack-in-the-Box,” Sierra joked.

Roman took her half-seriously.

“For real?”

“No, not for real, you dummy. It’s to blow the truck.”

Remy slowed his run to a halt as he watched Jelly approach the building.

“She’s there, look.”

Sierra held the two men back, “Wait. Let her get in,” she roared over the sound of gunfire blasting in the cat’s direction.

 

ROOOOAAARRRR.

Jelly held her right arm to her helmet as she rushed forward.

A hail of bullets blasted out from the reception area and busted along the front of her death droid armor. She yanked her left elbow back and delivered an almighty punch to the wall.

KERRR-AAACCKKK.

A cloud of brick dust pushed around her fist as she wrenched her claws out from the wall.

“Ah, she’s trying to get in,” screamed one of the mercenaries. “We’re sitting ducks in here.”

“Screw that,” said another, who ran through the shattered doors. He cocked the grenade launcher on the underside of his firearm’s barrel.

The rest of his team ran through the door to reception and into the corridor.

WHARK — WHARK — WHARK.

The internal speakers spoke over the alarms, “Attention, attention. Please evacuate the building.”

A flurry of mercs made their way down the walkway, keeping their guns trained at the ceiling and the doors.

“Stay back, stay back,” one of them hollered to the others. “We’re safe here.”

 

Outside, the mercenary with the grenade launcher aimed the end of his gun at Jelly’s face.

“Hey, over here.”

GRUNT.

Jelly tilted her head down at the puny little insect who’d just called to her.

ROOOOAARRRR.

He turned his face away and yanked on the trigger.

FWUMP.

The grenade flew out of his gun and screamed towards Jelly’s helmet. She took a step back and shattered the wall with her calf.

KERRACCKKK — WHUP.

She caught the grenade in her left hand and felt the heat intensify.

“Oh, oh. No,” the mercenary said.

Jelly tossed the grenade at the mercenary as he dropped his gun and covered his ears.

“Everyone, get out of here, now—”

KRRAAAA — BAMMMMMMM.

The screaming mercenary exploded.

The force of the grenade punched through the reception area and shattered the walls. Ten USARIC mercenaries lifted into the air and smashed to the ground, dead. The armor covering Jelly’s shins blew apart, exposing the wound she’d sustained at the Research facility to the cold night air.

Jelly tucked her shoulders together and lowered her head as she pushed her way into the building proper, punching the last of the standing walls out of her path.

 

Inside the corridor, Max, the assumed leader of the dozen USARIC mercenaries, felt the entire causeway shudder every other second.

BOOM — BOOM.

“Ah,” Max yelled and waved the others to the far end of the corridor, “Get to the compound. It’s reinforced steel. She won’t be able to get through—

KRAAMMMM. KRAAMMMMMMM.

Max’s face fell with fear as he kept his gun focused on the ceiling, “It’s coming from above. She’s here, she’s here. Get back into the compound.”

The mercenaries raced around him as he remained still, ready to attack.

Max’s fright turned to fight. He lifted the lever on the side of his rifle down and cocked the under barrel.

“Come on, you ugly little son of a—”

SCHTOMP.

The building rocked from side to side. Max gave up his brave idea and bolted along the corridor towards the animal compound.

“Help, help,” he screamed as he jumped forwards through the door, “She’s c-comin—”

SMAASSSHHHHHHH.

Jelly’s left fist burst through the corridor ceiling, blasting the walls to smithereens.

ROOAARRRR.

 

WHUMP.

The mercenaries pushed into the animal compound and filtered around the console. The workstations lay empty.

Three bay doors stood on the far side of the wall next to a series of metal chimpanzee cages.

Max dropped his gun and scrambled over to the door in haste, “Jesus Christ, get that damn door shut—”

WHACK.

Max took a deep breath and collected his gun from the floor. “Spread out and watch your six. That thing could come from anywhere.”

“What the hell is that thing?” one of his colleagues asked.

“It’s that stupid cat from the Star Cat Project. She’s back.”

“And seriously pissed off, by the sounds of it,” another merc added.

“It’s simple. We’re all dead.”

Max stepped up to the central console and rolled his left sleeve up his forearm, “No. The compound is reinforced steel. God himself can’t get in,” 

“Are you s-sure about this?”

Max pressed his forearm against the glass panel, “Quite sure, yes.”

RAAAAA — AAAAMMMMMMMM.

Max ducked and screamed with the others at the ceiling.

BIDDIP.

“Connection established,” the console advised. “Whom would you like to contact?”

“MAAR SHECK, DAMN IT,” Max screamed into his headgear. “NOW.”

“Please remain seated. Connecting you, now.”

POUND — POUND.

The ceiling groaned as giant, fist-like dents shunted down from the ceiling.

“Ahhh,” one of the mercs said and unloaded a round of bullets at the ceiling, prompting the others to do the same, “Help. Help—”

RAMMM — RAMMM.

“—Help,” Max yelled, keeping his arm attached to the glass panel as best he could, “Mr. Sheck, can you read me?”

“This is Maar. Who’s this?”

Max burst into tears as the compound shuffled around like a tin drum, “Max, sir. It killed Chira and, uh, I don’t know how many of our men.”

 

Maar spoke into his forearm as he, Brayn, Meydo, and Santiago sprinted into the Arena auditorium, “Why are you calling me on my private Viddy Media? Don’t you know that’s against protocol—”

“—Ahhhh,” Max’s voice escaped through Maar’s arm, “We’re stuck in the compound.”

Brayn and Meydo screwed their faces at Maar upon hearing the man’s location.

“Compound,” Maar mouthed at them with a slight air of disdain.

He returned to his forearm as he watched Meydo run through the door to the arena.

“Ah, be advised. We have artillery en route to the compound, now.”

“Please, b-be quick.”

“Just kill the damn thing, will you?”

Maar didn’t want to hear a response, and so lowered his arm and cut the connection dead.

Santiago looked around the stage and the opposing rows of seats, “This place hasn’t changed much?”

Maar grinned and walked across the gargantuan stage. He held out his arms and twirled evilly for the man, “We haven’t had much use for it since we held the contest back in 2117.”

Santiago raised his eyes and connected the dots as he waved his mini-drone around to capture the empty space.

“Of course. This is where it all happened.”

“Indeed so,” Maar’s voice echoed around the vast space as he took a bow, “It’s a mistake we shan’t be repeating.”

“What, the Star Cat Project? Or the arena?

“You nincompoop. The Star Cat Project.”

The men turned to the stage.

A thirty-foot machine stood in the middle, covered with a giant sheet.

“What’s this?”

“That’s Kozhikode, our new droid.”

Maar lifted his forearm to his chest and pressed his thumb into the ink on his skin.

WHUP.

The sheet whipped away from the stage and revealed the beastly droid in all its glory.

Two thick legs reached up from the floor and connected to a cylindrical waist. Black compartments separated the chrome-effect arms, which hung at its side.

The chest contained two squares which threatened to fold out and produce something nasty.

The bulbous head compartment contained a ventilation shaft at the front, giving Kozhikode the appearance of a sad face. Instead of eyes, it sported a lengthy mirror, reflecting back on the men who marveled up at it.

“That’s some serious hardware,” Santiago said.

Maar grinned and rubbed his hands, “You’re damn right about that. I guess you got your sneak peek ahead of time, after all.”

WHUMP.

The sound of a door crashing against the wall, followed by a set of footsteps, echoed along the ground.

Maar looked up to see Meydo and Brayn hurry towards him.

“Mr. Sheck, sir?” Meydo called out.

“What is it?”

“It’s not good, is what it is.”

Maar ran over to them. All four men met slap-bang in the middle of the stage.

“It’s, uh—” Meydo tried to soften the news, but thought better of it. He licked his lips and prepared himself for a telling-off, “Space Opera Delta, sir.”

“What about Space Opera Delta?”

“I, uh, don’t think it’s going to meet its deadline.”

The news of his spacecraft potentially being in peril upset Maar in an instant. He folded his arms and considered giving the man a second try.

“Oh, no? Why’s that?”

“It, uh, destroyed it, sir.”

“Destroyed it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And by it I presume you’re referring to Anderson?”

“Yes, sir.”

Santiago backed the hell away from Maar and tried to excuse himself, “Umm, I think I’m just going to have a look—”

“—You stay right where you’re standing, asshole,” Maar kept his eyes on Meydo’s visor, which meant that he was actually looking at a reflection of his own face, “Say that again?”

“Destroyed. She’s torn it apart. There’s not much left, actually.”

“Right, right,” Maar said in an unexpectedly calm tone.

The others hoped it might be the first time in their CEO’s life where he wouldn’t explode in a blaze of anger.

“Are you okay, sir?”

“Yes, yes, Hall. I’m fine,” Maar thought aloud and kept his composure.

The three men couldn’t have known that, deep down inside, Maar felt like tearing all their throats out and gorging on their innards.

A strange mini-quake rifled through his limbs as he pretended to keep his cool.

Brayn, Meydo, and Santiago had been lulled into a false sense of security.

Maar lifted his head up at the mini-drone, his eyes all bloodshot underneath the veins wanting to burst out of his forehead.

“Is this thing still on?” Maar muttered.

“Yes. We’re still live.”

“How many viewers?

Santiago checked his own forearm and nearly lost his mind, “Holy m-moly.”

“What? How many?” Maar said into the lens.

“Over three hundred million.”

“Good.”

Maar grabbed the mini-drone in his palm and angled the lens to his face from chest-height.

“My name is Maar Sheck,” he said. “I am the CEO of the company formerly known as USARIC. Over the last seven years, I’ve had to put up with utter lessense from everyone. People I work with. People I socialize with. People I loved, and who loved me. I’ve been subjected to death threats. Indeed, I’ve lost many of my men in the pursuit of the truth.”

Maar snapped his fingers, forcing the house lights to illuminate the stage.

“It all started here, in The One Arena. At our base. The winner went to Saturn as a house cat. Now, she’s returned to kill us all. I take full responsibility for what has happened. I can assure you she will be stopped. Thank you.”

Maar wrapped his fingers around the small flying device and crushed it in his palm.

Santiago moved forward, “Hey, no, don’t do—”

CRRRUNNNNNCCHHHH.

Maar raised his eyes at Santiago as if to say “What are you going to do about it?”

Santiago huffed and shook his head as Maar opened his fingers and released the battered mini-drone from his grip.

The device twisted around in confusion and hit the floor like a desperately ill flea.

“Meydo?”

“Uh. Yes, sir?”

“Throw everything at her. I’m staying here where it’s safe,” Maar said. “Sibald, you go with Meydo.”

“But why? I can’t film anymore. You’ve destroyed my drone—”

“Damn it,” Maar spat as he reached into his jacket, whipped out his pistol, and aimed it at the quivering man’s face, “Get out there, grab a gun and join the fight.”

Santiago held up his hands, hoping the madman standing before him wouldn’t pull the trigger.

“Ohhhhh-kay.”

“Good. Brayn, you’re with me,” Maar turned to Meydo, “You. Hall.”

“Yes, sir?”

“If it turns oxygen into carbon dioxide, I want it given a gun. Have them assist you with killing that rodent out there.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Hell, even if it doesn’t breathe, I want it given a gun. Every armored vehicle, mega-vehicle, and metal bird. No falling back. Just push ahead and kill it and anything not trying to kill it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“In fact, just kill everything.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you understand what I’ve just said?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Repeat it back to me, please,” Maar said, unconvinced at Meydo’s seriousness of the instruction.

“Kill everything, sir.”

“Good, very good,” Maar exhaled and smiled. “Once you’ve killed something, kill it again just to make sure.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Right. Now, get out of my sight and get out there and get killing.”

“Yes, sir.”

Meydo and Brayn smiled at each other. The former smiled because he was in the presence of a madman. The latter smiled because he knew the former knew he was in the presence of a man who’d lost his mind entirely.

“Have ten mercs come in here and keep us company.”

“Yes, sir.”

Meydo knocked Santiago on the shoulder, “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get you tooled up and ready for war.”

Santiago crouched down and picked his mini-drone from the floor.

BIP-SWIZZ.

The lens retracted in and then back out. The red light continued to flash above the lens.

“It’s still live.”

Maar raised his eyes with shock. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“So, keep broadcasting.”

 

***

 

Max removed his forearm from the central console and grabbed his gun with both hands.

The mercenaries kept on their guard as the compound shook all around them.

“Damn it,” Max said. “That Goddamn son of a—”

“—What did Sheck say?” asked one of the mercs.

“He says reinforcements are coming, but I somehow doubt—”

BOOM — THRASSSHHH.

The lights in the compound exploded, shutting the entire room into darkness.

“Yaargghhh,” Max unleashed a full clip into the ceiling, causing a violent strobe light effect inside the room with every bullet.

SMASSSSHHHHH — SCHPLAT.

A huge mini-gun crashed through the roof and splattered two mercenaries into their boots.

Max and the five remaining mercenaries backed against the bay doors and unleashed a torrent of bullets at the armored limb attached to the gun.

“Kill it. Kill iii-tt,” Max growled with venom as the spinning mini-gun chewed across the remainder of the roof.

BLAM — BLAM.

Max spent the last of his ammunition and dropped the empty magazine to the floor.

“Keep firing.”

A giant, clawed fist pummeled through what little remained of the ceiling and throttled the central console. The glass exploded in all directions as the ground cracked apart.

ROOOOAAARRRRR.

The blaze of bullets fluttered shafts of light up the walls and onto the helmet of the creature staring down at them.

Max’s jaw dropped as he stared into the vicious, yellow eyes behind the cracked visor.

“M-My G-God.”

WHUMP.

A giant leg swung through the walls, smashing through the wall and empty cages.

Max dropped his gun, fell to his knees, and held out his arms in surrender.

“Please, d-don’t—”

SWITCH — TCHLUNK.

The grenade launcher on the end of the mini-gun opened up and aimed at the mercs in front of the bay doors.

TCHLOCK.

The grenade fired out of the barrel and screeched at them.

“Yarrghh, run, run,” Max squealed over his shoulder.

WHOOSH — KA-BLAAAMMMMMM.

The bay doors exploded, killing Max’s team. Their bodies catapulted across the room and crashed into the adjacent door.

“Agh, agh, agh,” Max closed his eyes and threw his hands behind his head.

Sniff-sniff.

A God-sized tiger’s face surrounded by armor hovered above the crying Max.

“I surrender,” he wailed. “Please, have m-mercy—”

GRUNT.

The giant, wet nose wiggled around his shoulder, blowing a gale of wind out of its nostrils.

Huff-huff-huff.

Max lifted his head and opened his eyes. The yellow dots behind the visor seemed to care very little about his surrender.

“I b-believe,” Max whimpered. “I b-b-believe. I want to h-help.”

The sides of the helmet unfastened and folded into the collar, revealing Jelly’s ghastly tiger face.

GRUNT.

Her fangs crept out from her mouth as she stretched the muscles in her jaw. A truly terrifying sight.

“F-F-Friend?” she grunted.

Max nodded in a desperate bid to save his life.

“Y-Yes. F-Friend.”

Jelly squinted at him and lifted her head back to gage his sincerity.

“Hmm,” she grunted before clocking the USARIC logo on the man’s armor.

GROWL.

For the first time in Max’s life, he crossed his fingers behind his head and prayed for mercy - or a quick death.

“P-Please. Friend?”

Jelly decided on the latter.

ROOOAAARRRRR.

Her helmet twisted up the sides of her head. The visor pushed up and revealed her face. Her protruding mouth opened up as the top half of her body flung down towards the screaming Max.

“Noooooo—”

WHOOOSH — CHOMP.

Her top and bottom rows of teeth meshed through Max’s waist and locked him in her mouth.

She flung her head up to the sky and meowed, throwing the two halves of Max’s body into the stars.

“Yaaarrggghh.”

Jelly’s prolonged growl of pain rocketed the clouds as she lifted her left arm and punched through the remainder of the compound.

SMASSHHHHH.

 

Roman, Sierra, and Remy ran through the razed building grounds, careful to avoid the flames and sharp detritus in what was once the reception area.

The building was no more. Barely recognizable.

Sierra looked into the sky and watched Jelly scrape the foundations of the building away with her foot. Jelly appeared to be even bigger since they’d entered USARIC’s grounds.

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered as scores of stray bullets whizzed over her head and crashed against Jelly’s armor.

WHUMP — WHUMP.

Jelly turned around to face the source of the bullets flying in her direction.

ROOOOWWAARRR.

“Oh God, she’s coming this way,” Sierra barked at the men. “Get out of her way.”

Roman and Remy were trapped in the corridor and could run towards the creature, or away from it.

Jelly’s boots slammed either side of them.

Remy turned to face the far end of the corridor, “Let’s go this way.”

“What?” Roman asked.

WHUMP — CRACK — WHUMP — CRACK.

“This way,” Remy yelled. “If we run in the same direction as her, we might get crushed.”

“Okay, go.”

Sierra sighed and ran after them, “Where do you think you’re—”

“Quick. Get between her legs.”

The trio ran up the corridor walls as Jelly’s left shin swung past them.

WHOOOOSH, SCHTOMP.

“Run, run, run,” Remy said as he led the charge into the desecrated animal compound.

WVHOOOM — SCHTOMP.

Jelly’s right shin swung past them like a God-sized pendulum and slammed against the ground.

 

Remy entered the animal compound to find half a dozen dead USARIC mercenaries scattered across the ground.

Scores of compartments from the busted bays littered the far wall.

“Oh my God,” he choked as he pointed at the dead mercenaries, “Look at them. She’s killed all of them.”

Roman swallowed and held his hand over his mouth. The stench of death and burned metal hit him like a ton of bricks to the face.

“H-How, h-how—?” Roman stammered in disbelief.

Sierra spun around and watched the beast stomp away, swishing her tail from side to side.

“She’s headed for The Arena.”

BOOOOOM.

Sierra flinched as the deafening sound of a canon firing rocked the ground.

A shell whizzed out from the distance and blasted Jelly’s shoulder armor as she walked away.

Roman collected one of the dead mercenary’s rifles from the floor and slipped it over his shoulder.

“I guess he won’t be needing this.”

Sierra hopped over the rubble and ran up the corridor, “Jelly, wait. Wait.”

Remy surveyed the busted bay doors and dead specimens strewn across the floor.

A small, unidentified object glinted in the light created by the smoldering central console.

A small, white tag - attached to a dead creature.

Remy blinked and ran over to it.

“This must be all the animals they kept,” he said.

Roman watched the boy crouch and go for the tag.

“Remy. Don’t. It’s not worth it.”

“I want to see what they did.”

The boy felt along the hind legs of an animal, turned the tag over and read the name on it.

Roman couldn’t bear to watch. He turned around and made his way to where the door to the compound used to stand.

 

Remy slid his hand under the body of the deceased animal and lifted it to his knees.

The name on the tag - Bisoubisou.

“Uh,” he choked. “Ugh, ugh.”

He knees rammed the floor, forcing the dead cat out of his hands.

“No, no.”

Remy’s old friend was no more, and now he’d seen it with his own eyes.

“I swear to God—” Remy muttered, holding back the urge to cry. “I swear.”

Roman closed his eyes and prepared himself for the worst.

“Arrggghhhhh.”

Remy exploded with anger and jumped to his feet. He clenched his fists and looked around for someone - anyone - to murder.

A lifetime of pent-up anger and frustration blasted against his ribcage from his pained heart.

“Bastards.”

Remy’s chest heaved with rage. He took his frustration out on a dead mercenary and kicked the body in the ribs.

“Those bastards—”

“—Remy, comrade,” Roman snapped. “Stop.”

“No. I am not stopping till they’re all dead.”

The boy tore the gun from the dead body’s clutches.

TCHLOCK.

He ejected the spent shell from the rifle and palmed the lever on the side.

“I’m going to kill everyone,” the boy said as he stormed past the barbecuing central console, “You coming?”

“Yes, yes.”

Remy stormed past the man and entered the corridor, chasing after Sierra and Jelly.

“Wait for me.”

Roman took one, final look at the devastation.

“My God, Maar Sheck. What have you done?” he muttered.

 

***

 

Three mega-vehicles rolled past the arena with dozens of mercenaries running on either side of them.

Meydo stepped into their path and pointed at the enormous armored animal storming towards them. Santiago joined him and held the battered mini-drone at the vehicles, capturing everything he could.

“She’s over there,” Meydo yelled into his headgear. “Kill her. Play dirty and go for the legs.”

“Yes, sir.”

WHIIIRRRRR.

The first mega-vehicle rolled forward and turned its turret to the left.

The other vehicles followed as the mercenaries ran across the concourse and aimed their guns at the enemy.

GROWL.

Jelly punched the side of the arena as she stomped forward.

“Kill it,” one of them said. “Open fire.”

BLAM — BLAM — BLAM.

Thousands of bullets twirled through the air and sprayed the front of Jelly’s armor, creating a heavenly array of sparks.

Meydo pressed his finger to his ear and averted his eyes to Santiago’s drone.

“You getting all this?”

“As best I can.”

“Mr. Sheck?” Meydo said into his mouthpiece, “She’s making her way to the arena.”

“Take care of her,” came the response.

“Don’t worry about that,” Meydo chuckled. “Keep safe.”

 

Jelly picked up the pace and sprinted into the central grounds.

 A mega-vehicle stormed after her and extended two metal prongs on either side of its chassis.

WHIP — SCHWIP.

The second mega-vehicle joined the first. Both blasted a grenade in her direction.

FWUMP.

The giant shell hurled through the air and exploded on her breast plate.

KRA-BA-BOOOOM.

The force of the detonation pushed her onto her ass, busting the armor clean away from her chest.

“Move, move,” the speaker on the first mega-vehicle said as the turret reloaded.

 

The third mega-vehicle sped up the far side of the grounds and extended its metal prongs. A giant, carbon wire mesh net spat out and fired from the side.

WHUMP.

The end of the net bounced across the floor and magnetized against the pole on the side of the second mega-vehicle. Both units sped towards each other, snapping the net taut as they whizzed in opposite directions.

As Jelly returned to her feet, she felt her armored shin plates crack and dagger into her leg.

“Arrgghhh.”

SQUEEEEEEEEZEEE - CREAAKKKK-KK.

The last two mega-vehicle zoomed away, forcing her two legs to slide together like a mermaid’s fin.

CRACKK — SCHUNT.

Trapped, Jelly aimed the grenade launcher on her mini-gun at the approaching horde of USARIC mercenaries.

The first mega-vehicle swung its turret at Jelly’s abdomen.

“Keep firing,” the speaker advised. “Aim for the chest.”

FWUMP.

The first mega-vehicle rocked back as the grenade bolted out of the barrel and crashed into the busted section of her armor.

KERRAAA — B-BAAAAANG.

The suit splintered open as she returned fire with her mini-gun’s grenade launcher.

BLASSTTT.

Jelly’s shell rocketed into the ground. The explosion pushed the first mega-vehicle onto its side. A dozen USARIC mercenaries burst into flames and shot across the grounds like balls of fire.

Meydo approached the first mega-vehicle and marveled at the giant creature caught with its legs between the two nets.

“My God, Jelly Anderson,” he grinned. “Look at you.”

GRROOWWLLL.

She tried to swung her mini-gun at the enemy, but she was far too tall to reach.

Meydo flipped a lever on the side of his headgear.

WHHAAARRRRMMM.

His visor projected his voice like that of a loudhailer, “Stop firing.”

The last of the bullets bounced off her armor as the mercenaries released the triggers.

“Grrrrr,” Jelly howled within her helmet and focused her eyes on Meydo as he took a step forward.

His voice whirled around the grounds at a deafening volume, “You’re looking pretty beat up there, Anderson.”

Jelly stretched out her index finger and moved her infinity claws to her mouth.

CLANG.

She bit down onto the side as Meydo enjoyed his time in the spotlight.

“Are you hurting, pet?” he asked.

“Ngggggggg,” she growled as she wrenched the rigid claw out from her finger, “Ngggggg.”

“You don’t say very much now, do you? Look at you. You’re a monster.”

SCHPLATTT.

A tidal wave of blood spattered up her visor. The severed infinity claw tore away from her teeth.

GRUNT.

“Mr. Sheck asked me to pass on a message to you,” Meydo continued. “Before we kill you.”

“Grrrrr.”

“Tell her it was a mistake,” Maar’s voice drifted into Meydo’s ear. “Tell her that she is a mistake.”

“He says you’re a mistake, Anderson.”

Jelly grabbed the spear-like infinity claw in her left, bleeding hand and gave it a squeeze.

RAAAMMM.

The two mega-vehicles kept the net taut around her shins, locking her into position.

Meydo listened to Maar’s final statement and cleared his throat. “Anderson?”

Jelly lifted her left hand and bent her elbow.

“You’ve changed nothing,” Maar finished and released his hand from his visor.

WHUP.

Jelly threw her arm forward and launched the infinity claw in his direction.

Meydo raised his eyes as the sharp end of the claw flew towards him.

“Oh, shi—”

SCHPAATTTT.

The claw daggered into his visor and stabbed out the back of his head. Meydo dropped to his knees and grabbed at his neck, before passing away in front of his men.

“Tell him likewise,” Jelly roared as the men opened fire on her once again.

“YAARRRGHHHHH.”

Jelly held out her three remaining claws and slammed her knees to the ground.

SWISH — SLICE-SLICE.

She performed an uppercut and swung her claws through the net, busting her shins free. Her ass hit the ground, her flying calves bearing the brunt of most of the bullets.

BRAAAA-AAZZZZEEEEE.

Several concentrated whips of bullets chewed up the back legs of her armor as she punched the ground. The resulting earthquake shook half of the mercenaries to the floor.

The first mega-vehicle blasted a grenade from its turret at her face.

KRAAA — BLAAMMMM.

The side of her helmet exploded, forcing a high-pitch ringing through her skull.

ROOAARRRRRR.

She climbed to her feet and swiped at the mega-vehicle.

WHACK.

She closed her left hand around the turret and wrenched her hand back. The front of the unit lifted up as she pulled it towards her waist.

SCREEEEEEECH.

The mega-vehicle blasted another grenade, which went off in her hand.

SPATCH!

The grenade exploded, blasting the smallest infinity claw off her fourth finger.

KERAAMMM.

The mega-vehicle slammed to the floor and raced forward, headed straight for her boots.

GROWL.

Jelly swung her left foot at the approaching vehicle and booted it in the turret.

The front of the vehicle lifted over the front of her boot, as a giant, busted hand swung at it from the side.

WHUP.

Jelly caught the vehicle in her hand and wrenched it from the floor.

She spun around and extended her arm out with the intention of tossing it into the air. The trajectory of her spinning forced her eyes to a set of glaring headlights running up the metal wall at the gates.

“Huh?”

WOOOOOOOSH.

Time seemed to crash to a halt.

Jelly’s swinging arm roared over the roof of the 4x4 that had launched off the end of the ramp.

Her pupils dilated as she caught a glimpse of the person in the driver’s seat.

The driver looked her dead in the eyes.

She turned around and swung her right mini-gun arm at the 4x4, intending to smash it like a baseball.

The mini-gun rocketed past the 4x4, missing it entirely.

GROWL.

Jelly watched the vehicle land front tires-first to the ground and tumbled onto its side. A woman’s body blasted through the windshield and screeched across the ground, leaving a trail of thick oil behind her.

GRUNT.

Jelly turned around and stormed toward the mass of mercenaries firing at her. The bullets continued to blast off her body, causing a litany of dents and chinks in her armor.

GROOOWWWLLLLL.

 

***

 

The 4x4 zoomed across the dirt path leading to the busted USARIC HQ gates.

Jamie and Leesa held the dashboard and braced themselves.

“We are about to reach your destination,” the dashboard in the 4x4 advised. “Please remember to disembark responsibly and pay due attention to other road users.”

Jamie glanced at the speedometer - 150 mph. He shut his eyes and braced for the worst.

“We’re going in!”

“Oh, God,” Leesa screamed, “We’re heading straight for USARIC.”

Quick thinking, Leesa grabbed Santara’s hair with both hands and attempted to pull her off Jamie’s lap.

“Nggggggg,” she huffed with all her might.

SPATTCCHHHH.

Leesa’s shoulders crashed against the side door. “Yaow,” she squealed as she turned to her hands.

She’d taken Santara’s head clean off. The casing around her neck sparked like a broken electrical socket.

Jamie glanced at his right thigh to find her neck puking sparks across the seat.

“Agh, guuuuuh—”

SCHWIZZ - SPITTCH.

Santara’s decapitated body gyrated on Jamie’s lap. Her arms shot into the air. Her fingers grabbed at anything it could find.

“Damn it,” Jamie shrieked. “Get it away from me.”

Leesa yelped and smashed the passenger window with her elbow.

TWIZZZ - CLICK.

“B-B-Batterr-ry f-f-failure,” the severed head said.

Leesa tossed Santara’s head through the window and rubbed her hands, “Jeez, I thought she was gonna—”

THWACK — GRAB.

Santara’s arms blindly grabbed at Jamie’s face.

“Ugh, I can’t s-see. Get her off me.”

Leesa lifted her legs and kicked at Santara’s ribcage which only exacerbated the headless droid’s desire to fight back.

“B-Battery cr-critical,” the tinny voice escaped from her bullet wounds. “R-Requesting shut-shut-down-down—”

“—I’ll friggin’ shut you down,” Leesa said as she thwacked the neck hole with her right boot.

SCHPIZZ — SPARK.

“Gah, my foot’s stuck,” Leesa wailed as the tip of her boot lodged in the neck hole.

WHUMP.

Santara’s epileptic right arm thrust through the steering wheel as Leesa pressed her left foot onto its shoulder in an attempt to release her other foot.

SWERRRVVEEEE.

The steering wheel drifted clockwise in Santara’s hand, forcing the 4x4 off the beaten path and straight for the battered gate.

“Oh, shiiii—”

Jamie covered his face as Leesa’s foot sprung out from Santara’s chest cavity.

“What, what?”

Leesa faced front to find a spectacular fireworks show taking place on the USARIC compound grounds.

Mega-vehicles, USARIC mercenaries, helicopters, and a whole host of artillery behind that fired into the sky.

All of it occurring behind the thick wire mesh gate they were about to collide into.

Leesa’s face fell as she stared certain death in the face.

“Oh, shit.”

The 4x4 bolted at speed. Jamie uncovered his face and decided to watch the end of his life play out in all its glory.

“Wow.”

The scene of war slowed to a halt, like a freeze-frame. Leesa watched with him and screamed in intense slow motion.

A bullet escaped the end of the mega-vehicle turret. It flew through the air, headed straight for something gigantic with a tail waving behind its legs.

Jamie felt the warm plastic of the dashboard soak into his palm as the scene taking place outside of the 4x4 twisted forty-five degrees counter clockwise.

“Whaaaaa-?”

The armies and vehicles on the ground sunk down the window, which forced Jamie to look through the windshield.

A blanket of beautiful white, sparkling stars twinkled across the glass. The light from the moon reflected off the shiny material at the front of the hood.

WHOOOOOSH.

The roof of the truck groaned as it provided a ramp for the 4x4.

It bolted at full speed up the entire length and launched into the sky.

GRROOOOAAAAANNNN.

The huge creature spun around and briefly caught the 4x4 as it opened its left hand.

SCHPANG — SCHPANG.

Two colossal infinity claws fanned out, releasing the nozzle of a mega-vehicle.

“Ahhhhh,” Jamie and Leesa screamed as the giant hunk of metal bolted towards them.

WHOOOOSH.

The mega-vehicle tumbled over the 4x4 as it flew underneath. A genuine near miss, as the giant droid with a tail continue to spin and extended its mini-gun on its right hand.

ROOOAAARRRRRRR.

Jamie caught a glimpse of the two, furious yellow beams blasting from within the giant’s visor.

WHUUUUUUUSH.

The mini-gun swung towards the 4x4, intending to smash it out of orbit.

Jamie hurled himself to the right and grabbed Leesa in his arms.

GRUNT.

The mini-gun arm swung above the roof of Jamie’s vehicle, missing it entirely.

The front tires of the 4x4 slammed into the ground, spilling all five PAWZ forklifts onto the grounds.

ROOAARRRRR — KERRAAA-BAAAMMM.

The mega-vehicle connected with the entrance gates and exploded in two halves. The back half blew first, forcing the machine to slice in two and catapult the front half thirty feet into the concrete ground, killing the occupants in an instant.

The 4x4 tumbled across the ground. The windows shattered, pushing Santara’s complicated bundle of mechanical limbs and torso across the tarmac.

Jelly watched the sliding droid’s neck wound leave a trail of oil across the tarmac as it slowed to a halt next to the upside-down 4x4 with Jamie and Leesa inside.

GROOWWLLLL.

Satisfied that the projectile had been dealt with, Jelly spun around and stomped her way into the flurry of bullets coming from The Arena.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Jamie crawled through the 4x4’s windshield frame, careful not to press his hands on the shards of glass on the ground.

“Ugh, ugh,” he looked into the horizon and widened his eyes. The tree that wasn’t a tree forced its thick beams east and west, forcing the black sky into an amazing pink glow, “Oh, wow.”

“Uhhhh, help m-me,” Leesa squealed from inside the 4x4. She held out her hand for Jamie’s assistance, “P-Please.”

He grabbed her hand in his and pulled her through.

Her jeans crunched across the glass and tore the fabric.

“Yaaoowww,” she squealed.

“Come here. Let me look at you.”

He held her dirtied face in his hands and stared into her eyes. Apart from a few cuts and bruises, she appeared to be fine, but shaken.

“You look okay. Are you okay?”

“I’m o-okay,” she whimpered.

KRAAA-BAAMMMM.

Both faced The Arena to see a giant android creature smashing the hell out of what look like a tank.

“Jeez, what is that?” Jamie asked.

“I don’t know,” Leesa muttered. “Looks like a big robot.”

Jamie looked at his forearm. The Individimedia ink remained gray and diluted.

“We can’t contact anyone. They removed our VM chips, remember?”

“I know.”

A familiar voice hurled behind Jamie’s shoulders.

“JAMIE.”

He turned back to see the truck. Rana hopped out and waved him over.

“Come here, quick.”

“It’s Rana.”

Leesa focused her attention on the five PAWZ forklifts scattered across the grounds, “What about those things?”

“Leave them. They’re no use to us.”

Jamie and Leesa ran over to Rana.

“Jamie, you’re okay. Leesa?”

“Yeah.”

Rana pointed at the destroyed android woman laying a few feet from the truck.

“Who’s that?”

“Roman’s weird robot thing,” Jamie said. “It tried to attack us and forced us to come here.”

“Ugh, I never did like that woman,” Rana said as she took Jamie’s shoulder.

He peered into the side window of the truck and saw a young girl blink back at him.

“Who’s she?”

“Roman’s kid. We rescued her, kinda.”

“Kinda?” Jamie asked. “Where’s Roman? Where’s everyone else?”

Rana pointed at the frenzied battle taking place a quarter of a mile away at The Arena.

“We’re on standby. Jelly’s tearing the damn place apart, and there’s nothing we can—”

Jamie’s face lit up as quick as his heart raced.

“—That’s Jelly?”

“Yeah, but—”

He grabbed Rana’s wrist, threw it from his shoulder, and ran towards The Arena.

“No. Jamie. Come back,” Rana yelled as Jamie raced towards the war zone.

“Jamie,” Leesa hollered after him. “Come back.”

 

Jamie ran as fast he could and concentrated his eyes on the back of the monstrosity whipping her tail around and thumping the ground, killing scores of USARIC mercenaries.

“Jelly, Jelly!”

GROWL — STOMP.

She slammed her right foot onto the second mega-vehicle and, quite by accident, looked at the tiny human being running towards her.

“Jelly, Jelly, it’s meeeee—”

GROWL.

She roared at the tiny boy, having failed to recognize him. 

His heels screeched to a halt as he registered the venomous creature’s determination to kill.

They glanced at each other for what felt like a lifetime. In actuality, it was just a half-second.

Jelly wiped her mouth with the back of her busted hand and returned to the fight.

“But, b-but—”

ROOOAAAARRRRR.

Jelly reached down and grabbed the second mega-vehicle by the turret and hoisted it into the air as a million bullets panged off her armor.

 

Sierra ran towards the war zone, with Roman and Remy not far behind her. She noticed the young boy standing on his own in the middle of the grounds, staring at the creature tearing the place up.

“Jamie?” Sierra hollered at the boy, “Jamie.”

The dead mercenaries and smoldering parts of machinery caught Jamie’s attention.

He covered his mouth with his hand and bit down on his thumb, realizing just how serious the situation at USARIC had become.

“Oh my God—”

“—Anderson, for God’s sake, get back,” Sierra yelped as she clutched his arm and marched him towards the truck. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“But, b-but—”

“—Damn it, you’re gonna get yourself killed. It’s not safe here.”

Jamie walked with her and stared at the gun in Remy’s hands.

“Wh-what are you—”

“—What’s up? English?” The Russian boy grinned. “What, you never seen a gun before?”

“No, I-I—” Jamie stammered as the catastrophic noise of war unfurled behind them.

“Here, this is for you.”

Remy slipped the machine gun off his shoulder and chucked it at Jamie, who caught the length of it in both hands.

“What?”

“Don’t point it at the people you’re working with.”

Roman chuckled to himself, “That’s my boy.”

“I did good, didn’t I?” Remy asked.

“You’re doing great, Gagarin,” Roman said. “I am hoping you won’t have to use the weapon. But it is not over, yet.”

“Damn right it ain’t over. I’m gonna kill me some USARIC scum bags before the night is over.”

 

Sierra pushed Jamie aside, “No one’s shooting anyone till I say so.”

Rana placed her hands on her hips and frowned.

“What’s going on?”

“Who let Anderson run into the war zone?” Sierra asked in an accusatory tone. “Was it you?”

“Of course not. He just ran off.”

Leesa and Remy exchanged glances.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

She focused on the gun in Remy’s hands.

“Nice gun.”

“Thanks.”

Sierra circled the air with her hand and turned to her team, “Listen very carefully to me, okay? Jelly’s out there. There’s hundreds of those bastards trying to take her down. She’s not going to make it. Rana’s got the truck lined up.”

Sierra held her right hand to the side of her head.

“We’re gonna launch the truck right into The Arena where they based.”

“And then what?” Jamie asked.

“And then we’re gonna blow the ever-lovin’ shit out of it and take them all out. Any questions?”

Everyone shook their heads.

“Good. On no account do you remove yourself from cover. Do you understand me?”

Everyone nodded.

Sierra looked at the three children, “Especially you guys. I’m not going to be held responsible for what happens to you. I’ll die before any harm comes to you.”

“Okay,” Leesa said.

“So, you guys take cover behind the gray van.”

Remy lifted his gun and slipped his finger over the trigger, “Not me, though. I’m going to fight with you.”

Sierra launched into maternal mode, “Remy?”

“What?”

She nodded at Jamie and Leesa, and then held her hand out at Lydia in the truck.

Scritt—scritt.

Sierra felt an itch on her calf. She reached down to scratch it as she spoke, “I need you to protect these troopers, here. If those bastards get through the concourse, the kids won’t be able to defend themselves.”

Jamie looked at Sierra’s boots and lifted his ears,” Uh, Sierra—”

“—You want me to defend two American and one English?” Remy said, chewing over the prospect. “Okay, I accept.”

“Keep the war hot, young man. I’m counting on you.”

“You can.”

“Sierra?”

“What is it?”

“Your boots,” Jamie said.

“Huh?”

Everyone looked at Sierra’s left boot and held their breath. Rana pointed at the thing snaking around her legs.

“Bobbie.”

“Meow.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Who’s Bobbie?” Leesa asked. “And what—”

RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE.

Everyone’s head turn to the fence as scores of eyeballs blinked through the wire mesh. The waves from the Gulf crashed behind them

“Meeooooowwww,” they all roared in unison.

“Oh Holy Moly,” Roman said. “Look at that.”

CLING — CLANG - RATTLE.

Hundreds of shiny Titanium claws scurried and scratched up the fence as Bobbie hopped around and cheered them on.

“Meow, meow, meow.”

Bobbie’s high-pitched chants were greeted by a whirlwind of howls and shrieks

Dozens of cats climbed the railings and launched themselves to the ground.

The first among them was an Egyptian Mau, who raced over to the human beings and dug her paws onto the tarmac.

WREEENNCCCHHH — PULLLL.

“Mwaaaarrrr,” she growled, ready to kill.

Suzie Q-Two followed behind her and made her presence known by rolling across on the ground and splaying her legs.

Leesa’s face lit up, much to Remy’s consternation. He hadn’t been as lucky as his two peers, today.

Leesa ran over to her pet and held out her arms, “Suzie, where did you—”

ROOOWWWARRRRR.

Suzie Q-Two jumped in the air and landed on all fours. She didn’t want her owner anywhere near here.

“Oh,” Leesa grunted with disappointment, “But—”

GNASH - ROAARR.

“Whoa. Easy, girl.”

Leesa backed up as Suzie Q-Two swung her vicious, metal claws at the girl.

“Meow.”

“Okay, okay.”

Crutch—crutch.

A pained whine drifted over Roman’s shoulder. He turned around and nearly jumped in his boots.

“Jeeez,” he shrieked. “What the—?”

Everyone averted their eyes to the ground. A few meters away, Bobbie had relieved a dead USARIC mercenary of his firearm.

“Mwurrggghhh,” she purred.

“Oh shit,” Roman screamed. “Get back, get back. If her mouth touches the trigger, she’ll—”

WHOP.

Bobbie dropped the gun to the floor and pushed the barrel to one side with her nose. She lifted her head to the rest of the cats who, by this point, had lined up behind Mau and Suzie Q-Two.

“Maaaah,” Bobbie said.

She slipped right paw under the barrel and lifted the end of the gun.

Astonished, Sierra’s jaw hit the floor, “Surely not?”

Bobbie stood up on her hind legs with the end of the gun tucked under her arm.

CRUTCH.

Bobbie kept the gun up with her left hand and reached for the trigger with her right paw.

“You must be kidding me,” Roman whispered in fright. “You mean to say she can—”

KER-TCHLUCK.

Bobbie cocked the gun and paced forwards, “Maaaooowww.”

“Uh, Bobbie?” Leesa tried. “Girl? Put the gun down.”

“Miew.”

Bobbie wiggled her nose and flicked her ears back. She lifted the gun as high as she could and wrapped her claw around the trigger.

“Meow?” Mau asked.

“Meow,” Bobbie confirmed.

Bobbie lowered the gun and went to rest, when suddenly —

BLAMMM.

The gun went off, catapulting the bundle of fluff into the air.

“Jesus—”

Everyone hit the deck as Bobbie spun around in the air, spread her limbs, and landed on all fours.

The cats jumped in the air and shrieked up a frenzy.

“Meow, meow, meow.”

Suzie hissed at Leesa as she bolted towards the concourse, with Mau and the scores of other cats in tow.

“Where are they going?”

“You wanna try and herd them all back?” Sierra said. “Good luck with that.”

“Uh, no,” Jamie said.

 

Fifty of the cats ran onto the grounds and scrambled to find a discarded firearm from the hundreds of corpses scattered across the ground.

There were hundreds to choose from.

The other half of the destructive crowd bolted towards the five scattered PAWZ forklifts a few feet away.

TWIZZZ — SCHUNT.

Mau aided nine cats who pressed their paws onto the side of the first unit and pushed it upright.

WOBBLE — CLANNGG.

“Meow,” Mau ordered.

The cats raced into the opened calf after Mau, who climbed her way up the steps and inserted herself into the helmet.

Roman shrugged his shoulders and turned to the team, “Well, I guess the war is officially on?”

BIZZOOOWWW — WHIIIRRRR.

The twelve-foot high machine clanged forward, operated by a two cats in each limb - lower and upper left and right leg and arm, with a ninth in the chest and Mau in the helmet.

Mau gripped the gears in her paws and pushed them forward, “Meow.”

The Manx cat occupying the chest compartment nosed around the gears and slammed the butt of her palm on it, making the entire device tilt forward.

As the cat in the upper right arm waved her paw left and right so, too, did the arm belonging to PAWZ-1

SWISH — SWIPE.

“Meow,” Mau shrieked as the forklift stormed towards the war.

CRUNCH — CRUNCH — CRUNCH.

PAWZ-2, PAWZ-3, PAWZ-4, and PAWZ-5 followed behind.

Sierra screwed her face and half-chuckled.

“So, that happened.”

 

“Daddy,” Lydia yelled from the driver’s window.

“Lydia.”

Roman raced over to the truck and opened the door, “Come here. Are you okay?”

She jumped into his arms and hugged him tight, “Daddy, don’t go. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Shh, shh, sweetie. It’s okay. Remy and Jamie and Leesa will protect you.”

“But I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Sweetie, I have to fight.”

“B-But—”

“—No, Leesa,” Roman said.

He took her face in his hand and looked into her eyes, “These bastards are the reason your mother is no longer around. We’ve come this far. Our men have given their lives. I cannot back down now.”

Lydia wasn’t happy with the news, but put on a brave face.

“Kill them, Daddy.”

“I will. I swear.”

He pecked her on the forehead and lifted her back into the truck, “Now, stay safe. And do what Rana says, okay?”

“Okay, Daddy.”

“I love you.”

WHUMP.

“Okay, let’s dispense with the pleasantries, my friends,” Sierra snapped and waved the children over to the truck. “Remy?”

“Yes?”

She winked at the boy and held the side of her gun at him, “Remember where you are.”

He lifted his rifle and gun-bumped with her, “You got it.”

“Let’s show these bastards that we can work as a team, yeah?”

“Hell yeah.”

“Go.”

Remy ran over to the truck and whistled at Jamie and Leesa, “Come on. Get over here.”

They acted upon his instruction and raced towards the truck.

Sierra ran her hands around Rana’s waist and kissed her.

“Ol’ blue hair would be proud of you, you know,” Rana said.

Sierra bit her lip and held back the tears.

“I know.”

“Promise me you’ll do one thing?”

“What?” Rana asked.

“If I don’t make it back, make sure—”

Rana pressed her index finger against Sierra’s mouth.

“No. Don’t say it.”

She pushed Sierra’s digit away with her tongue and rethought her sentence, “Just make sure the place goes boom, okay?”

“Ah, now, see? That’s what I’m talking about,” Rana chuckled. “Like they used to say a century ago.”

“How very last century of you.”

Rana slapped Sierra’s behind and threw her a cheeky wink, “Go kill ‘em, Skill.”

“Don’t you worry about that.”

“Ha!”

Sierra marched away from the truck and nodded at Roman, “Let’s do this.”

Roman inspected the side of his gun as he caught up to her, “Hey, Sierra.”

“Yeah?”

“She called you Skill back there?”

“Yes, she did.”

Sierra flipped her headgear across her face and thumbed the safety catch down on her gun as she picked up the pace towards the war zone.

“Why?”

“She always calls me by my surname when she’s serious.”

BLAMMMM.

Roman and Sierra flinched at the sound of a giant shell being fired near The Arena.

“Jeez, what was that?”

 

Jelly swung her right arm to a mega-vehicle firing at her. Its shell exploded off her left arm, cracking her armor.

GROOWWLLL.

She launched a grenade at the vehicle. It bounce off the turret, rolled across the ground and exploded, taking out a flurry of USARIC mercenaries.

A chorus of angry meows crept up from the ground, several feet behind Jelly. She turned around to see the five PAWZ forklifts storming towards her.

Mau peered through the visor of the first machine and threw the levers forward.

“Meow.”

The two yellow digital renditions on her visor beamed and blasted sideways. She pointed her right arm-gun at the approaching horde.

“KILL ‘EM.”

“Meow,” Mau shifted the gear forwards. PAWZ-1 stomped forward.

The cat in the right arm lifted her lever and fired off a round of shots from the canon in the housing.

BLAM - BLAM - BLAM.

The bullets chewed through the first line of mercs, killing them instantly.

 

Brayn darted out of The Arena and followed behind the hundreds of mercenaries pushing forward.

“What’s going on?”

“They’re advancing on us,” one of them said. “Get behind the mega-vehicle.”

Santiago followed behind the men with his mini-drone hovering by his face, “I dunno if you can see this, but it’s incredible.”

He pointed in the distance at the cat-powered forklifts storming across the grounds.

“Look at that. Have you ever seen anything like it—”

SCHPLATTT.

The mercenary Brayn was talking with dropped to his knees, having been hit by a bullet. A second blast took the visor off his helmet and entered his skull.

He slapped face-first to the floor, dead.

“Whoa,” Santiago yelped and turned to his mini-drone. “It’s carnage. And you saw it here first.”

“Push forward,” Brayn yelled from behind the mega-vehicle as it continued to roll forward.

 

PAWZ-2 clumped along the ground with difficulty. The cats inside couldn’t figure out how to make it fire its weapons.

“Meow.”

The white Persian in the head shrieked and climbed down the central ladder and hopped out of the unit.

Another cat in the left arm hit the trigger, shooting the ground.

THRAAAAAT-A-TAT.

PAWZ-2 tilted back due to the force and clanged onto its back, forcing the cats to hop out screaming.

“Meow, meow.”

They scrambled across the ground, hopping over the whizzing bullets.

Yellow barrel-rolled across the ground and arrived at a machine gun lying on the floor.

“Grrrrr.”

She lifted the barrel with her forehead and dug her hind legs into the floor. Her front paw wrapped around the trigger and pulled back.

BLAM.

The little bundle of fluff propelled off the end of the gun as it blasted the side of the mega-vehicle.

“Mwaaahhhh.”

She climbed to her feet and shook the fatigue from her head.

 

Jelly waved PAWZ-3 and PAWZ-4 over to her.

The cats inside seemed to have figured out how to operate it.

WHIIRRRR — CRITCH.

Both machines fired their weapons at the advancing mercenaries, who shot back.

CLANG — CLANG — BLAST.

Sparks rippled up the side of PAWZ-3 as it returned fire and took out a row of USARIC mercenaries.

“I don’t believe this,” Brayn said. “Are we fighting cats, now?”

WHOOOOOSH.

Brayn lifted his head to the night sky to see a fighter jet storm through the sky and open fire on the ground.

BRRAAAAAAAYYYZZZEEE.

Two strips of bullets tore up the path, shunting PAWZ-3 onto its side.

“Halt,” Brayn screamed as he pushed forward and opened fire on Jelly and the PAWZ vehicles. “Stand your ground.”

Santiago ran off to the fence and tried to glean a better view of the fighting cats, “My God, they’re everywhere.”

“Meow.”

Santiago looked at his shoes to find a white bundle of fluff looking up at him.

“Hey, girl,” he grinned. “What are you doing here? What’s your name?”

He scanned her leg and read the tag, “Suzie Q-Two?”

“Meeeee-y-yeaahh.”

SCHWUNT — STAB.

“Ufgh,” Santiago clutched his legs and hit the ground. Suzie yanked her infinity claw from his shin and licked the blood off the end.

“Me-oww.”

“Agh, agh,” Santiago gasped and focused his eyes on a twelve-foot forklift stomping his way.

PAWZ-5, with a particularly vicious white bobtail in the head. Bobbie.

Santiago held his arm over his face and begged for his life. “Please, d-don’t.”

WHHHIIIIRRR - TCHLOCK.

PAWZ-5 stomped forward and picked Santiago up by his ankle.

“Gaaaaahhhh,” he wailed as he swung to and fro.

PAWZ-5 stomped backwards as the cats meowed and hollered within their respective compartments.

Suzie Q-Two hopped up and down and threw her left paw at the mega-vehicle.

“Mwah?”

“Mwah,” Suzie Q-Two demanded.

PAWZ-5 lifted its arm above its head and chucked the screaming Santiago right into the battle zone.

His body tumbled through the air like a flailing animal and into the line of fire.

Two streams of bullets caught his fall, tearing into thousands of bloody pieces.

No one even saw it. They were too busy hiding and shooting.

 

Jelly slammed her foot forward, causing an almighty earthquake. She knew the ground would crack apart if she stomped hard enough.

Santiago’s mini-drone produced a blaze of smoke as it fluttered around Jelly’s tail like an inebriated flea.

“ROOOAAARRRR,” she shouted at it as she tried to swipe it.

SWISH — SCHLAP.

Her tail whipped the annoying device into the air. She reached out with her left hand and closed her fist on it.

CRUNCH.

She lifted her head, opened her mouth and dropped the mini-drone down her throat.

GULP.

“Ahhh,” she said and licked her mouth.

The USARIC mercs continued to fire at Jelly as she stormed toward them and kicked the first row away.

“Damn it, fall back. Fall back,” one of them screamed as her eight-foot boot swung towards him.

“Fall ba—” 

KERACCKKK.

Jelly kicked the man in the chest, shoving him several feet into the air, destined for a bone-crunching death.

It provided enough of a diversion for PAWZ-1 to bolt forward and kick against its wheel.

CLANG — CLANG — CLANG.

“That’s my girl,” Jelly roared at the forklift.

Mau lifted her head out of the side, “Maaaaahhmmmiiee?”

Jelly lowered her head to see a black “F” had formed on her forehead.

“Hey. Honey.”

“Momm-iieeee.”

“Good girl,” Jelly grunted and rammed her fist into the front of the mega-vehicle, “Now, kill.”

“Mohhhmmiiieee,” Mau screamed at the other cats in PAWZ-1.

The machine lifted both arms and threw them forward, puncturing the side of the mega-vehicle.

“Noooowwww,” Mau squealed and hopped around inside the head of the vehicle, “Now, now, now.”

THRAAAAAAAT-A-TAAAAT-TT.

PAWZ-1 unleashed both rounds of ammo deep inside the mega-vehicle, massacring the driver inside. The inside of the vehicle flashed white over and over again as it rolled to a halt, forcing PAWZ-1 along with it.

SCHWUMP.

“Mommah?” Mau shrieked

Jelly grabbed PAWZ-1 under its arms and lifted it to the firing mercenaries.

“Now, honey.”

“Mommah.”

BRRAAAAAAAYYYZZZZEEEEE.

A lengthy cylinder of bullets whirled out of both its arms, taking out scores of mercenaries in a hail of death.

“Goooood girl,” Jelly growled as she moved the machine left and right. “Kill every single one of them, honeys.”

SPATCH — SPLATCH — SPRAAAATCH.

“Jesus, fall back,” Brayn said. “Damn it, fall back.”

“USARIC,” Jelly screamed in her ungodly voice, “Show us our respect, and BOW DOWN.”

Anyone who hadn’t heard the order walked right into certain death. Those who had heard Brayn ran backwards and lowered their guns.

Those who carried out the order to kneel before her were killed by the cat’s gunfire.

No mercy.

Jelly released the PAWZ-1 unit to the ground. She side-stepped to the mega-vehicle and wrapped the fingers on her left hand around its turret.

GROOAAANNN — TWIST.

The elongated barrel twisted up, forming a handle in her palm.

BLAST — BLAST.

Brayn fired a couple of shots at the gargantuan monster’s face and missed.

GROWL.

“Get back,” Brayn hollered again. “Get back. Get in the Arena. Take cover.”

 

The PAWZ vehicles pushed forward, scooping up the dead and tossing them into the clusters of mercenaries trying to shoot them.

Jelly yanked her left arm back, scraping the mega-vehicle across the ground by its turret.

GRUNT.

She lifted the heavy machinery up and slammed it down onto five of her enemies, crushing them to death.

GRROOOAAAAANNN.

She ripped the mega-vehicle out of the ground and used it as a bat to mow down the brave mercs shooting at her.

CLANG — CLANG — CLANG.

The bullets exploded across her armor.

One of the mercs froze and looked her in the eyes, “Okay, get back. Get back.”

He spun around and darted over to the arena along with ten of his men.

“Go, go, go—”

WHUMP.

The mercenary darted through the air, having been kicked by Jelly’s giant carbon-based boot.

Feet crushed through the length of his body as his head collided with the wall.

A beam of white light drifted over Jelly’s shoulder, catching her attention.

“Huh?”

She turned around to find the source of the light. An approaching fight jet was about to fly over and deliver another round of bullets.

ROOOOOOOAAARRR.

“Meow,” Mau squealed. “Meoowwmmm.”

“I know, honey,” Jelly grunted.

She lifted the mega-vehicle around her head like a lasso and released it at the jet.

The giant vehicle spun around as it left her hand and screamed into its path.

NEEOOOOOWWWW — KRAAAA-BLAAMM.

A giant ball of God exploded in the night sky, throwing an intense light over the grounds.

 

“Whoa,” Sierra said. “What the hell was that?”

Roman held her back and pointed at Jelly’s shoulders, “Look, they’re falling back.”

“Better let them fight it out between them, huh?”

“I’m not sure how much help we’d be.”

Jelly looked down to see Sierra and Roman holler at her. She stomped back and lifted her left hand at the mercenaries retreating to the Arena.

“Truck.”

“Huh?”

“TRUCK,” Jelly screamed and turned to smash the hell out of the bad guys. “KILL.”

“Okay, girl. Kill. Right,” Sierra said.

Roman raced over to the truck and waved at Lydia.

“Get out.”

“Why?”

Don’t argue, sweetie. Just get out.”

Sierra waved at Rana, “Sweetie,” she said into her headgear. “Bring the truck over.”

“Okay.”

 

VROOOOOM.

Lydia climbed down the truck’s steps and jumped into her father’s arms.

“What’s going on? Is Jelly okay?”

“She’s fine. We need the truck.”

He set her to the ground and nodded at Jamie, Leesa, and Remy at the gray van.

“Go and wait with them.”

“Okay.”

Lydia raced over to the gray van and up to Jamie. “Hey, come and see this. It’s amaziant.”

Remy, Leesa, and Jamie shuffled forward and caught the insane war taking place outside The Arena.

“Wow,” Jamie gasped. “She’s wrecking the joint.”

 

***

 

Brayn ran through The Arena’s reception area and past the gold statue of Pascal D’Souza in front of a gushing marble fountain.

“Everyone fall back to the auditorium and await rescue.”

Maar ran out of the auditorium in a state of apoplexy and approached Brayn.

“What’s going on out there?”

His eyes turned to the giant tiger in armor and three PAWZ vehicles all growling at him.

“What in the name of—”

“—Sir, get back in the auditorium. I’ve called rescue.”

Maar’s eyes widened at the destroyed, smoke-filled ground. Hundreds of dead mercenaries littered the ground. Death threatened hundreds more while the smoke cleared.

“Damn it.”

“Sir, no.”

Maar marched past the fountain and stood at the shattered door frame. He pointed at Jelly’s face.

“You.”

GRUNT.

“Yeah, you. You ugly, perversion of nature,” he snapped. “You think you got me beat, huh? Think again, you stinkin’ pussy.”

Maar turned around and bolted through the reception area along with five other mercenaries.

“Brayn?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Don’t go out there. You’re all utterly useless.”

“But, sir—”

“—Christ, get the hell off my base, you useless morons,” Maar spat as he pushed through the auditorium doors. “If you want something done.”

He climbed onto the stage and fixed his gaze on the Kozhikode machine.

“You gotta do it yourself.”

A dozen mercenaries watched the enraged man slip off his tie and ram it to the floor. He pressed his fingers together and cracked his knuckles.

“Let’s see how that thing holds up against five tons of pure death.”

He ran around the back of the thirty-foot towering machine of death and climbed up the ladder.

“Sir,” Brayn said. “You’re not going to—”

“—What? Do your job for you?” Maar snapped as he opened the compartment in the back Kozhikode’s head. “Yeah. I think I am, as a matter of fact.”

WHUMP.

He jumped onto the green plate on the floor and looked through the five-foot-wide screen. The mercenaries moved forward, along with Brayn.

“You’ve never used it before, sir.”

“Shut up,” Maar said as he looked around the interior. “Now. Activate Kozhikode.”

BRRRR-SPRING.

The green plate lit up.

“Kozhikode activated,” announced a female voice. “Please select automatic or user controls.”

“Uh, user, please.”

“User controls activated,” the voice advised. “Thank you for purchasing your Kozhikode unit. In order to calibrate your new purchase for maximum use, please calibrate controls.”

Several lights illuminated the inside of the head compartment Maar stood inside.

He lifted his right arm above his head.

Outside, Kozhikode enacted the same movement.

Brayn and his team moved back to the audience seats for fear of being killed.

Maar crouched down to the plate and rested his hand on it

“Jesus, Maar,” Brayn said. “Be careful—”

CRUNNCCHHH.

Kozhikode crouched and rammed his fist through the stage.

“Okay, I think that’s all calibrated nicely.”

Maar turned to the left on the plate and faced the auditorium door.

“Now, let’s go kill that damn rodent.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Jelly stood perfectly still in the middle of the war zone. She observed her new children escape the PAWZ vehicles and race towards the far end of the grounds.

The remainder ran around, hopping in the air and shrieking at their new master.

Jelly enjoyed the moment. The sound of the meows and howls comforted her amid all the death and carnage that surrounded them.

CLANG — CLANG.

Jelly smashed her mini-gun against the knuckles on her left hand. All but one of her infinity claws had broken apart in the battle.

“Honeys?”

“Meow, meow, meow,” they shrieked. “Mommy, mommy, mommy.”

All of them sported a bizarre “F” on their foreheads as they continued to yelp and holler.

“Honeys,” Jelly screamed through her visor.

They settled down and leaned back on their haunches. The moon reflected off their pyramid-shaped pupils as they looked up at her.

Jelly pointed at the far end of the grounds where the truck was parked. “Friends.”

“Fwwen-nn—” Mau tried at the top of her little lungs.

“Yes. Go. Protect friends.”

Mau licked her mouth and bolted across the ground, traversing the hundreds of casualties of war, and made her way towards the truck.

The scores of other cats raced after her, meowing as they ran.

“Good girls.”

Jelly planted her boot on the ground and lifted her lone infinity claw at the truck.

Roman and the children crouched down and held out their arms at the running cats.

“Hey, girls.”

“Meow, meow,” they squealed as they ran around their new human friends’ legs.

Jamie and Leesa found the event overwhelming.

“Hey, you guys.”

A particularly dirty white cat ran her face across Leesa’s shins.

“Hey Suzie,” she said as she scooped her up, “How are you?”

“Moh-mmiieeee,” Suzie said and ran her paw over her forehead to reveal a dirty, black “F”.

“Huh.”

Leesa turned to Jamie for a reaction. He simply shrugged his shoulders and turned to the back of the truck.

 

Sierra stared at Jelly and slowly pinched her mouthpiece. “Rana, I think she’s calling you over. Drive the truck over to her Get out and let her do her thing.”

“You got it.”

Rana drove the van forwards and rolled to a stop where Jelly held her broken mini-gun.

GRUNT.

The shadow of Jelly’s helmet folded across the windshield and covered Rana’s face in darkness.

“Oh, jeez,” she winced, hoping the cat wouldn’t tear the vehicle to pieces.

Jelly peered into the back of the roofless truck and held her nose at the crate of explosives.

Sniff-sniff.

“Rana?” Sierra said into her mouthpiece. “You’ll have to get out so she can push the truck.”

“I kn-know, b-but I don’t feel like making any s-sudden movements.”

Jelly stomped her foot to the ground and held her lone, middle infinity claw out at Sierra.

Seriously injured and exhausted, her voice croaked through her visor.

“Det-t-t-onator-r. G-Give m-me—” Jelly growled.

Then, she clapped eyes on the young boy standing beside Sierra.

Jamie Anderson.

GROWL.

Her eyes shimmied through the cracked visor, averting her gaze at the tear rolling down the boy’s cheek.

“Christ almighty,” Sierra huffed in a state of delirium.

Without fully acknowledging her actions, she passed the detonator to Jamie.

He took it in his hands and whimpered.

Jelly motioned him over to her with her infinity claw.

Sierra gripped the boy’s shoulders, “Jamie, go and give it to her,” she whispered.

Jamie burst into tears at the prospect of finally approaching the one being he wished he’d never let go when he was younger.

His left foot moved forward through the plume of drifting smoke, followed by his right.

Rana watched Jamie in the side mirror and held her breath, “Oh, wow.”

 

Jamie stood before Jelly, who simply stared down at him. The mask shielded all but her eyes as her head tipped down to the twenty-five foot drop to the boy’s face.

He lifted the peace offering in his hands up past his chest and held it out.

GRROOOAAAANNNN.

The mechanism in her armored leg whirred as it bent at the knee.

SLAMMMM.

The miniature earthquake didn’t tear Jamie’s attention away from her.

SLAMMM.

Her right knee pushed the smoke away and crunched to the tarmac.

 

In his mind, Jamie counted the amount of footsteps he took to reach her.

Nineteen, twenty, twenty-one…

The closer he got, the further he had to lift his head.

“This is amaziant,” Remy said. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing.”

Leesa covered her mouth and buried her head in Remy’s arms, “I can’t watch.”

Everyone watched the giant armored tiger kneel before her ex-master.

Jamie placed the detonator on the ground next to his foot and wiped the tears from his face.

“Is-is it y-you?”

The helmet tipped forward and back in a nodding motion.

Jamie’s lips quivered as his voice croaked, “Wh-what d-did they d-do to you, girl?”

The yellow eyes snapped to darkness for a moment, then shone once again.

Jamie tried his luck, and lifted his right hand up to her.

Jelly lowered her visor and appeared to consider the offer, but didn’t move.

“P-Paw, girl. Gimme paw?” Jamie cried. “P-Please?”

Her helmet shifted to the left by a minute degree. A switching noise emitted from the black carbon connecting helmet to her devastated chest armor.

The armor on her left hand folded away as she pressed her enormous, claw-less index finger into his palm.

He wrapped his fingers around the fur and cried harder at the violent wound where her claw might have been.

“I’m s-sorry, girl,” Jamie said through his tears, “I d-didn’t m-mean any of this—”

A sound of snapping carbon above his head prevented him for apologizing. The sides of Jelly’s helmet folded back onto itself, and slid into the side compartment in her chest armor.

Finally, the visor slid away to reveal a bloodied, bleary-eyed tiger face. A giant scar scorched down the side of her face. Her left eye swam in a sea of infected, yellow fluid that slung down her furry cheek.

“Jamie,” she said, softly.

The boy released her hand and fell to his knees and wept into the tarmac, “I’m sorry.”

Jelly showed little in the way of emotion. Her nose wiggled against her will, wanting to get closer to the boy.

The metal on her armor squeaked as her head lowered down to his.

Sniff-sniff.

The action startled Jamie for a moment. He looked up to see her nostrils expand as it took in a lungful of his scent.

Her eyelids slid down and remained shut as she enjoyed the scent. The chest plate on her armor bulged as her lungs inflated through a deathly sound of gurgles wafting out of her nostril.

Jamie didn’t dare say a word.

Jelly opened her eyes on him and opened her mouth to reveal three missing teeth.

Before he could move, her tongue slid down her chin, curled at the end, and drifted across the top of his head.

Lick… lick… lick.

Jamie took a deep breath and felt the warmth from her tongue as the taste of his hair seeped onto her tongue.

The ground rumbled due a bizarre purring coming from her chest.

Lick-lick-lick.

Jamie closed his eyes and tried for a smile as the coarse, mattress-like muscle folded around his head.

Jelly brushed the tip of her nose on the side of his face, enjoying every single second.

“Wh-what happened to you, girl?”

Jelly licked her mouth and pulled her head back. It was a question that threatened to make her heart explode.

“Girl?” Jamie tried again.

Jelly patted the tip of her mini-gun against her chest, several feet above Jamie’s head.

Jelly squeaked like a little girl. “Look at me. Look what they did to me.”

“B-But—”

“—E-E-Everyone w-wants answers, Jamie,” Jelly continued. “I’m i-in s-so much p-pain.”

“What happened?”

“I’m so t-tired.”

Jamie blinked hard, squeezing the tears down his face, “I’m s-sorry.”

Grrrrrr.

Jelly slammed her left fist to the ground in anger.

“Stop saying you’re sorry. Stop saying it.”

“B-But I am—”

“—You’re not sorry,” she growled. “You gave me away.”

Jamie exploded with tears once again, demanding a chance to explain himself.

“It wasn’t my fault—”

“—You. Jamie Anderson,” she grunted and held back her tears, “You gave me away. My mother took me away in that damn cage,” she grimaced with emotion and almost lost the ability to speak, “I, ruh-ruh, r-remember it like it was y-yester-d-day.”

She lifted her left finger to her face, but it was too big to wipe the tears away.

“How c-could you d-do that to me?”

“I didn’t know—” Jamie fumbled through his upset for an answer to a question he never thought he’d need to answer, “I was only five y-years old, and I—”

“—And you thought I h-h-had what it took?” Jelly screwed her mouth with disappointment as Jamie nodded in agreement, “Yes. We both did, d-didn’t we? And l-look where we’re at now.”

“I’m sorr—”

Jelly punched the ground once again with her left fist. The impact rattled the truck from side to side.

Rana gripped the door handle and steadied herself, “Jeez.”

Jelly pinned her ears back and widened her pyramid-shaped eyes at Jamie in a threatening manner.

“You say you’re sorry one more time, I’ll—”

“—You’ll what?” Jamie asked.

Jelly leaned back on her knees and coughed a rope of blood down her chin.

“There’s nothing left to say.”

She glanced at the detonator and went to reach for it when a shower of sparks roasted up the back of her armor.

“Nggggg,” Jelly howled in pain as the mask reformed over her head.

The shattered visor slipped down her face as she felt a million dots of fire roast through her armor.

 

A giant droid operated by Maar stormed its way through the reception area and unleashed a stream of armor-piercing bullets in Jelly’s direction.

“Get ready to curl up and die, you little bitch,” Maar screamed through the head compartment as he yanked on the gears.

He squeezed the trigger on the two sticks and unleashed a second stream of bullets.

“Haha,” he yelled as the Kozhikode unit crunched through the window, pulverizing it pieces.

“Jamie, get down.”

Jelly covered Jamie from the bullets. 

Each burst chewed through the armor and rifled up between her shoulders blades, tearing the material in two.

Jelly winced as she felt the bullets punctured through her fur.

“Nggggggg.”

Jamie looked at the two yellow dots behind the pure black visor, “ Girl, please.”

“Jamie, run,” she said. “I have to go take out the trash. I’ll protect you. Now, run.”

She widened her arms and shifted her behind to the left to stop the stream of bullets getting past her.

Jamie wouldn’t move.

The onslaught of certain death didn’t seem to assuage his temperament in the slightest.

“Ngggggg, don’t just stand there. G-Go—”

“—I love you, girl,” Jamie tried.

Jelly grunted at the boy as he waited for the same sentiment to escape her visor.

“Love is the answer, Jamie,” she grunted in agony.

“Huh?”

“Love is the answer,” she howled. “I love you, too. Now, go.”

He nodded, spun around and ran as fast as he could, away from the giant tiger-shaped shield protecting him from the bullets.

 

“Jamie,” Sierra barked. “Over here, quick. Get to the van.”

Roman, Remy, and Leesa hurried them over to the front of the van as Jamie watched Jelly raise to her feet and turn to face her new oppressor.

“Goodbye, girl,” Jamie whispered.

Sierra waved him along, “Come on, let her finish this.”

 

Jelly turned to the truck. A strange groan came from the driver’s seat behind the busted steering wheel.

Rana coughed a flap of blood down her chest, “Juh-Juh—”

Jelly grunted and held her mini-gun arm in front of her chest.

Rana’s chest had opened out like a flower, exposing her breast bone.

Rana struggled through her last gasps for air, “Awwww,” she wailed, “I’mma-a, muh, muh, b-been h-h-hit.”

Jelly kicked her left heel to the ground in anger as the bullets washed across the side of her gun.

“P-P-Please? Juh-Juh—” Rana begged. “K-Kill m-me—”

The Kozhikode stopped firing and launched into a jog, heading straight for Jelly.

“—Hey, Anderson,” Maar yelled into the microphone hanging from the head compartment. “Say night-night, you dumb pussycat.”

 

Jelly bent her elbows, tilted her head back, and wailed into the pink-coated night sky.

“Arrgghhhhhh.”

The two thirty-foot machines raced towards each other, ready to destroy.

Kozhikode lifted its right arm and pushed itself forward. Its fist connected with Jelly’s helmet, pushing her visor across her face.

She tumbled across the floor.

“You murderous little rodent,” Kozhikode announced via the speakers in its chest plate. “Come here and get killed.”

Jelly slammed her right foot to the floor, creating a vast ocean of cracks rippling across the tarmac.

Kozhikode stormed over to her with its left arm raised above its head. Maar held his left hand above his head and karate-chopped it down to his feet.

Kozhikode enacted exactly the same action. Its left hand sliced down through the air and smashed the top of Jelly’s helmet.

The visor exploded, revealing her face.

The top of the helmet jutted down, the dent pressing on top of her skull.

“Ugghhhh.”

She staggered to her feet and tried to remain upright as Kozhikode returned for more.

Maar lifted his right leg and kicked forward.

Kozhikode did the same, booting Jelly in the chest and flinging her against The Arena’s entrance.

“Goddamn Star Cat,” Maar screamed into the mouthpiece, which turned his voice into an electronic rendition of death. “I’m gonna erase you from history.”

Kozhikode’s chest plate opened out and allowed two canons to push through. One by one, they fired off a round of bullets, which screamed through the air and exploded off Jelly’s legs, taking much of the armor away with them.

Jelly toppled to the side and crunched the ground on impact. She lifted her mini-gun at the approaching mechanized weapon bolting towards her.

“Ugh, ugh,” she howled as she yanked on the trigger.

A succession of rapid clicks indicated that the chamber had run out of ammunition.

She squeezed the second trigger and blasted a grenade in Kozhikode’s direction.

It hit the machine on its left shoulder, blasting its arm to the ground.

“Yaargghh,” Maar screamed as the green beam that had smothered his left arm snapped to black. “You’ve already cost me enough money, you dirty little tramp.”

Kozhikode trampled across the ground and fired another round of shots at Jelly. The bullets crashed into her waist, breaking her armor away from her stomach.

The shards of heavy carbon crashed around her feet as her suit broke away.

Jelly pressed the cracked end of her mini-gun to the ground and pushed herself into the prone position.

She pounced and ran forward, throwing her right shoulder in front her face.

The two machines collided in a haze of sparks as her shoulder armor daggered into Kozhikode’s chest, forcing it to tumble ass-over-head six times on the ground.

Inside the control center, Maar slid against the magnetic plate and dropped to his behind.

“Ugh, really? Now?”

He climbed to his feet and planted his shoes on the sensor. Kozhikode did the same two seconds later, to find Jelly storming towards him.

She growled, jumped in the air and bent her right knee.

Kozhikode ducked as Jelly performed a scissor kick. Her foot pulverized the side of the machine, slamming it sideways to the ground.

Maar tumbled around the control space. His shoulder slapped against the ceiling.

“Ah, damn it,” he said as he lifted his feet above his head and pushed his feet to the plate.

Kozhikode’s legs splayed out, spun around like a propeller, and folded over its head.

Both its feet smashed the ground, and flipped its body upright.

“Okay, okay,” Maar screamed. “Let’s do this.”

Jelly hit a button inside the spent, broken mini-gun with her right hand. The feel of a clicking action rifled up her forearm as she swung at Kozhikode.

The mini-gun darted away from her armored wrist and flew through the air.

Kozhikode tried to duck to one side, but was too late.

The mini-gun slammed into its waist, pushing it back against The Arena entrance.

Kozhikode smashed through the glass frontage and tumbled over the fountain, mowing down the statue of Pascal D’Souza. Jets of water blasted in all directions, soaking Kozhikode.

Streak of electric thunder exploded underneath the machine as it blasted into the air and landed on its feet.

“Ah, I feel great,” Maar yelled. “Come here for a murdering, you prissy little bitch.”

Kozhikode booted the splintered statue into the wall and launched itself as Jelly bolted in its direction.

The two met at the fountain.

Maar lifted his right arm and went to punch Jelly, who used it as an opportunity to throw her hands out and launch into his chest.

She rammed into its neck and wrapped her arms around its enormous width. Both she and Kozhikode crashed through the reception wall and onto tarmac grounds.

Kozhikode rammed Jelly in the helmet as she smothered him.

“Nggggg,” she huffed.

She rammed her armor-covered knee between the machine’s legs, forcing it across the ground.

Kozhikode slammed its elbows to the ground and pushed itself upright. Barely a dent showed on its front. The machine, and Maar inside, had a lot of fight left in them.

“Come here,” Kozhikode yelled at the exhausted, beaten Jelly as she staggered to her feet.

Balance for her became a worrying issue.

Her armor had all but torn away, much of her singed fur and wounds exposed to the nasty, smog smothered grounds.

“Yaaaooowww,” Jelly groaned and doubled-over in pain. She clenched her left hand and felt the tip of her last remaining infinity claw pressed into her forearm like a syringe.

She ran forward and threw a punch at Kozhikode, who side-stepped in time for her to miss and run screaming into the side of The Arena.

Kozhikode walked backwards, crunching its feet over many of the dead USARIC mercenaries.

Maar clapped his hands together with glee, forgetting that the droid he was in replicated the same movements.

Kozhikode slammed its bus-sized hands together three times. The almighty sound was beyond deafening.

“Jelly friggin’ Anderson,” the machine roared in its peculiar-sounding voice of death, “How do you like me, meow? Hah.”

The back of Kozhikode’s right leg against something small, forcing the machine to topple over like a drunken wind-up toy.

Jelly planted her feet on the ground and focused on the device that had bought her some time.

The detonator.

“No,” she grunted.

Rana pressed her hand to her bloodied chest and shrieked, “Oh n-no y-you d-don’t,” she gasped.

Kozhikode stomped over to the detonator and grabbed it in its right hand.

“Ooh, what do we have here?” Kozhikode roared in its ungainly voice, “A detonator?”

“Noooo,” Jelly screamed.

She ran at speed towards him as Kozhikode’s thumb lowered onto it.

“Come and get it, you stinking rodent,” Maar yelled from inside the machine.

Rana used the last of her energy to slam the accelerator to the ground.

The tires screeched to life, pushing smoke into the sky.

“L-Let’s see how you h-hold up-p agains-st eight-hundred pounds of torque, a-asshole.”

The truck rolled forward and picked up speed as Rana gripped the dashboard and yanked her body forward.

Kozhikode hadn’t seen the truck careen towards him from behind. He settled on Jelly making a run for him from The Arena.

“That’s right, that’s right. Come get your dinner, pet,” Maar said as Kozhikode’s shadow blasted up the ground and shrouded Jelly on her approach.

The machine twisted its head around to its shoulders and saw the truck speeding towards it.

“Huh?”

Rana’s eyes rolled into the back of her head. She slumped, dead, against the accelerator pedal.

Jelly quickly veered away from Kozhikode as the front of the truck rammed into its body.

The machine’s head slammed onto the hood as the truck bolted past Jelly and into the Arena reception area.

The tires bounced off the statue of Pascal D’Souza, forcing Kozhikode up and into the ceiling.

The detonator bounced out of its hand, flew into the air, and blasted the last remnants of glass of the window as it hit the ground outside.

The rest of the truck careened through the far wall and rolled into the auditorium.

 

Brayn and his men turned to face the commotion coming from the side door beside the stage.

“What was that noise?” a mercenary asked.

“I dunno, it sounded like—”

The front of the truck smashed through the wall and crunched its way through the rows of seats, finally shunting to a halt beside the stage.

“Umm,” Brayn said. “Stay where you are and cover me.”

He jumped over the scattered seats and opened the passenger door of the truck.

Rana lay dead in the foot well, crumpled in the fetal position on the gas pedal.

“Keep an eye on the door,” Brayn screamed over the sound of the reception crashing down the front of the building.

“This can’t be good.”

 

Kozhikode brought itself to its feet as it looked at the grounds.

Jelly’s foot landed by the detonator.

Her right hand pushed through the screw joint for the mini-gun and gripped the detonator.

Kozhikode paced over to her and prepared to strike her across the face, putting her out of the game once and for all.

“Give me that.”

“Come and get it.”

Maar growled from behind the bulletproof visor and held out his right hand, “Give me it.”

“Sure.”

As Kozhikode reached her, she lifted her right arm in the air and swung it down to the machine’s head.

The trigger stabbed through the visor, arming the detonator. Jelly slipped her thumb over it and kept it held down.

Maar ducked and held his arms over his face, as did Kozhikode.

“What are you doing?”

“Nggg,” Jelly whined as she rammed the corner of the detonator into the chink in the visor.

The crack blasted out, creating a mini vortex of air inside the control. She swung the sharp end of the device across the front of Kozhikode’s face, pushing the glass away.

He didn’t notice the green lights inside the magnetic panel snapping to black.

Maar stomped his foot on the ground, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I said I was going to kill you,” Jelly growled.

“Oh, really?”

Maar lifted his right arm, expecting Kozhikode to do the same.

It didn’t.

Jelly yelled at him as her helmet unfastened up her face. Instead of folding into the chest plate, it clanged against her shoulder and hit the ground by her left foot.

 

A genuinely terrifying vision of anger looked directly at Maar inside the head of the machine.

“Huh?”

He sliced his arm down again, confused as to why the machine wasn’t moving.

“Goddamn Indian technology.”

A giant, lone infinity claw lifted up in front of his face.

The one attached to the equally-as-large middle finger.

“Oh, hey. Hey,” Maar shrieked as he backed up against the control center wall in Kozhikode’s head.

The fear of God birthed inside the pit of his stomach.

“That’s my claw,” he screamed. “That’s USARIC property.”

“You want it back?”

Maar fought off the urge to soil himself and put on the last ever show of faux confidence afforded to him.

“Actually, yes. Give me it back. This instant.”

She unfolded her left hand. The sharp end of the five-foot-long infinity claw pointed right at his face.

“Oh, shit.”

Maar gulped in terror. He knew this was the end and took himself by surprise when he suddenly winked and chuckled at Jelly in as friendly a way as he could muster.

“Umm. Jelly. Haha,” he feigned a note of sincerity in the misguided hope that it might calm her down, “Uh, now, look. Would it help if I said I was sorry?”

Jelly thrust the infinity claw through his chest like a shish kebab skewer. The sharp end punctured through his ribcage, past his spine and jutted out between his shoulder blades.

“Ngggggg,” Maar choked as a fountain of blood escaped down his suit from his lips, “Gwwuurrrr.”

It didn’t take much effort for Jelly to lift her hand in the air, taking the screaming, impaling Maar Sheck in the air.

He grabbed hold of the claw with both hands as it twisted vertically toward moon.

Maar kicked his legs and groaned. He tried his best to remove himself from the claw. Every attempt to kick away made matters worse. He slid down the length of the razor like a warm slab of cheese on a stick

“Grrroigh,” he gurgled as blood blasted out of his nostrils.

Jelly found the sight of her dying prey stuck halfway up her infinity claw fascinating.

Sniff-sniff.

Maar went limp. His hands moved away from the sharp rail shooting into his chest and dropped to his sides.

“Juh-Juh—Jelly—”

“—What is it. Dickhead?”

“Puh-puh p-please, p-please—”

“—Kill me?” she snapped, finishing his sentence as she recounted Rana’s request.

“N-Naawwww.”

Maar burst into tears, much to Jelly’s delight. She didn’t know if it was tears of pain or regret.

Perhaps both?

“N-No, put m-me down,” Maar pleaded as a swarm of blood bubbles escaped his shaking, purple lips, “P-Please?”

Jelly smiled and obliged the man begging for his life.

“Okay.”

She lowered her claw to the ground, making damn sure Maar slid along to the tip of her infinity claws.

“Gaaooowwurrggh.”

His toes touched the ground, even though he had three feet of infinity claw sticking out of his back.

He tried to kick himself back and push his impaled body off the end of the claw.

“Actually,” Jelly snapped. “I’ve changed my mind.”

Maar’s eyelids lifted in horror, “Whhuh, wh-whuh—?”

She lifted her claw up again, forcing Maar to slide down the length of her infinity claw once again.

“Gwwwuurrrr,” Maar screamed his last as his eyeballs turned up and locked into the back of his head.

Maar’s body slumped as the razor on her claw crunched through his ribcage and sliced clean through his heart.

The very last thing he heard was Jelly’s pure, undiluted fury.

“Go to hell you son of a bitch.”

She flung her left arm in the air, catapulting his body off the end of her infinity claw and into the night sky.

ROOOAARRRRR.

Maar’s corpse somersaulted in a frenzy of blood at the summit of his trajectory. It twisted around, and plummeted head-first towards the ground.

Jelly slid her face into its falling path as Maar’s corpse hurtled towards her mouth.

CHOMP.

Jelly bit down on his body and dropped herself on all fours. She kept the detonator’s trigger held down as she swung the body around in her mouth like a dead mouse.

Maar’s top half hung out of the left side of her mouth. His lower half hung out the other side.

Grrrrrrr.

She looked around and spotted a gray van with hundreds of cats and her human friends looking back at her.

She dropped Maar’s body to the floor and leaned on her hind legs.

GROWL.

 

Sierra turned to the others and held out her arms, “I think we better get out of here.”

“Good idea,” Roman said. “Oh wait, what about Rana?”

“She’ll catch up with us,” Sierra said, knowing that there was a chance Rana had been killed.

She didn’t know for sure, though, and that’s all that mattered right now. Roman and the rest of the team weren’t going to convince her otherwise.

“Everyone in the van,” Sierra said and turned to the cats. “That includes you guys.”

“Meow,” the cats raced to the van as Jamie opened the back doors.

“Wow, look at them.”

“I got this, my friend,” Roman said.

He ushered the cats in as Jamie took a few steps forward and squinted at the giant tiger staring at him half a mile away through the devastation.

“Hey, girl.”

He held up his hand and gave her a wave, hoping she’d respond.

 

Jelly couldn’t wave back. Her thumb held the trigger down on the detonator.

She wiggled her nose and grunted.

“Goodbye, Jamie,” she hushed through her physical and mental turmoil. “Friend.”

The cats and humans in the distance hopped into the van, leaving Jelly alone with a dead Maar Sheck on the ground under her chin.

She licked her mouth and lifted her ears as the strength from her body subsided.

Her beating heart pumped slower and slower as her fresh wounds continued to bleed.

Something felt wrong on her left hand. The last remaining infinity claw had crumbled away from her middle finger.

Maar’s corpse lay beside the shards of Titanium clanging around his feet.

“Huh. Oh, it’s y-you again,” she whispered, feeling the power drain from her vocal cords.

A careful choice of words, considering she knew it could be the last time she’d ever speak.

A loud commotion and cries of anguish came from within The Arena as she moved her face over Maar’s body.

Her body felt like a dead weight. The shooting pains in her broken vertebrae and numerous bodily wounds threatened to floor her there and then.

Jelly’s eyelids lowered. Instinctively, she faced the battered area and grunted.

“L-Let’s f-finish this.”

She lowered her head to Maar’s corpse. Her mouth closed around the length of his body and picked it up.

CHOMP.

Her razor sharp teeth imprisoned through his chest and waist.

Jelly trundled towards the battered Arena, leaving a thoroughly devastated battlefield of carnage and machinery behind her.

 

***

 

The stench of gasoline and death drifted up Jelly’s nostrils as she carried Maar’s body through the destruction the truck had caused inside The One Arena.

The walls had collapsed, breaking away the rooms on either side of the beaten corridor.

One by one, she pressed her front hands forward as if they were paws. It felt good to be on all four, once again.

She pressed her stomach to the ground and stretched her limbs, shaking the fatigue away from her muscles. It only reduced the dull pain that gnawed at her body for a moment.

But every moment counted.

“Damn it,” Brayn’s concerned voice shot out of the door, “Where’s our ride outta here?”

Jelly lowered her head and grunted as the blood poured from her wounds.

“We better get out of here,” a man’s voice cried from the giant arena a few meters ahead of her.

“No, stay here. We don’t know what happened out there,” Brayn snapped back. “Keep your weapons drawn. If she gets in here, we’re dead.

They had that damn right, Jelly thought to herself, as the sound of the voices drowned into nothingness.

She felt her chest scrape against the ground as the energy in her muscles subsided. In danger of hitting the deck at any moment, she closed her eyes and utilized every last vestige of energy to push herself forward.

“Meow,” she whimpered as her eyelids slunk down.

 

And then, in the semi-permanent darkness, she heard a voice that kept her going.

“Jelly?” a man’s voice asked, confused.

“Yes, mister.”

The response came from someone she knew. A little boy named Jamie - all those years ago.

A scorch of light formed in the darkness as she felt the ground crunch beneath her four feet.

It was almost as if she were back in the Quad with her friend.

“Funny name for a cat, isn’t it?” the technician asked, as the contours of the featureless face looked into her eyes.

WVHOOOOOM.

A rendition of beautiful stars formed the shape of Jamie’s face and drifted into the center of the darkness.

“She’s named after my favorite film.”

“Ah, Star Jelly?”

She shook her head and opened her eyelids, throwing the sound from her ears.

 

Brayn wandered into her sight as she crept into The Arena.

The lights snapped on, throwing a heavenly light onto the shiny black stage surface.

WVHOOOM — WVHOOM - WVHOOOOOM.

“Oh, Christ,” one of the five mercenaries shuddered and held his gun at the tiger as she trundled into the room.

Brayn pinched the side of his visor and leaned forward. He recognized the dead man hanging in her mouth.

“Is that… Mr. Sheck?”

Whine.

Jelly paused and settled on her haunches.

“I th-think it is.”

Brayn trained the end of his gun at her face, “Easy, now. Anderson. Drop the body to the floor.”

She duly obliged her oppressor and released Maar’s corpse to the ground. His behind hit the floor first, quickly followed by his flailing limbs.

Brayn took a careful step forward, “Stay.”

Jelly growled and sniffed around her neck and chest. She pressed the tip of her tongue onto her bleeding wounds.

Biddum-biddum-biddum.

Another mercenary paced alongside the crashed truck and stepped over a battered audience seat. He kept the sight of his gun square between her eyes.

“Jesus, look at her. She’s all messed up.”

Brayn snorted at Maar’s corpse and slipped his finger over the trigger.

“You did a good job, Anderson.”

Jelly ignored him. She lifted her behind and swished her tail around.

“Oh, no. No, you don’t.”

The glare from the stage lights drifted across her pupils. She tried to purr, but her internal engine had given up the ghost entirely.

“What’s that in your hand, girl?”

Her right hand vibrated as her thumb kept the trigger held down.

“What is that?”

WHUMP.

She slumped against the ground and whined in pain.

Her eyelids lowered once again, squeezing out the intensity of the stage lights.

The last thing she saw was the first row of seats and the stage where she once displayed her skills all those years ago.

 

WVHOOOM — WVHOOOOOM.

Two deadened pangs of sound shot around her head.

“Welcome to Combat,” announced a dramatic female voice.

The whoops and hollers from the crowd rifled over the music as the stage lights blasted to life. “There will only be one winner… who will become USARIC’s Star Cat?”

Suddenly, Jelly found the energy to climb onto the stage.

“Hey, where are you going?” Brayn’s voice followed after her. He could put a bullet in the back of her head for all she cared.

The adulation from the crowd spurred her on as she walked through the ghost of her former self on the left side of the stage.

Four-year-old Jelly inspected her new gloves. Stupid, little infinity claws, as she meowed at her foe - a Russian Blue named Bisoubisou.

“Meow.”

“Grrrrr.”

The two apparitions ran towards each other and fought. Tiny little creatures, goaded by the electric cage surrounding them.

Grunt —grunt.

The ghost of the cats turned to pixels, and then to dust, as Jelly made her way to the corner of the stage.

She turned around and settled in the corner by the torn curtain.

“Jelly, Jelly,” the cacophony whirled around her head from the crowd.

Seconds later, the chants turned to distant echoes.

 

A transparent, ghost of a woman ran through the stage door.

A medician.

Someone Jelly knew well.

“Oh, God,” a voice dampened into the ground and tumbled towards Jelly’s paws. “She’s bleeding. We need to get her to medical now.”

The voice of Gunnar Kane, the compère of the Star Cat Project, grew concerned amid the chaos from the crowd.

“Everyone get back. Now,” his voice twisted into a stream of white smoke and puffed in all directions, seeping into the air.

Wool ar-Ban took the injured Russian Blue in her hands and, for just the briefest of moments, looked in Jelly’s direction.

“Mommy?” Jelly’s voice escaped from her mouth five seconds before it moved.

Wool didn’t respond.

She carried Bisoubisou through the door in haste and disappeared into a contour of dust.

“I’m s-sorry.”

A whine rumbled deep within her chest as she felt something cold and circular press against her forehead.

She fought so hard to lift her eyelids. They crawled up her eyeballs to reveal the long barrel of a gun.

Brayn had the barrel of his gun pressed between her eyes.

“Go to sleep, pet.”

Jelly relaxed her body and curled up in the corner of the stage.

Her heartbeat slowed to a halt.

The intense agony subsided as she placed her head across the length of her arms and expelled the last of her oxygen through her nostrils.

“Good girl,” Brayn said. “Don’t worry. It’ll be nice and quick. You won’t feel a—”

Whump.

Jelly passed away.

The knuckles on her right hand hit the stage floor. Her thumb slid away from the trigger, which lifted up and out like a knife through butter.

Click.

Brayn’s face turned to sheer terror when he spotted Jelly’s fingers open and reveal the detonator. The strength in her thumb subsided, threatening to release the trigger.

He turned to the truck and put two and two together - far too late.

“Oh, shit,” he yelled as he made for the auditorium door. “RUN. RUN.”

“What?” one of the mercenaries screamed.

 “The truck,” he squealed, “It’s gonna—”

 

The Arena building loomed in the night sky. The front was destroyed, but the dome and much of the structure remained intact.

It wouldn’t last much longer.

A flash of light whipped from within like a camera exposure, and then—

KERRAAAAA-BA-BA-BA-BLAAAMMMMMM.

The Arena exploded, reducing everything inside it to nothingness.

The windows shattered across the length of the walls, which blew apart. The dome rocked around before cracking into several thousand pieces which sprang in all directions.

As the building expanded and busted apart, the second crate in the truck exploded, pulverizing the ground beneath it and destroyed whatever remained standing.

The dome’s underpinning crashed into the ground, taking whatever was underneath it at least twenty feet closer to the Earth’s core.

USARIC’s ground cracked apart, throttling anything that stood nearby, smashing it to dust.

The entire spectacle lit up the night sky.

 

***

 

The gray van hurtled along the empty freeway.

It had no destination other than far, far away from the war zone.

Sierra gripped the steering wheel, thinking about where they might be headed.

Perhaps she could cross the border with her tribe.

Roman sat next to her with Lydia resting against his shoulder. He stared through the window at the spectacular fireworks show taking place at the USARIC grounds.

“Would you look at that. It’s amaziant.”

A cavalcade of light blasted across the horizon, lighting up the occupants of the vehicle.

Sierra cried hard for perhaps the first time in her adult life. So many had given their lives. There were no words.

Only action.

“We did it, Handax. Rana,” she whispered and took a deep breath. “We beat them. I, uhm,” she croaked, unable to think of a way to finish her sentence.

Sierra thumped the steering wheel and let her emotions get the better of her.

“WE DID IT,” she bawled, half elated, crying like a child. “We beat them. We beat them.”

Roman lifted his arm and hugged Lydia, who did precisely the same to Bobbie as she rested in her arms.

“Hey, girl.”

Purrrrrr.

 

Amelia and Remy sat side by side at the back of the van and marveled at the beautiful firework display of destruction.

“That it,” she cleared her throat, “I’m the last of them.”

“Last of them?” Remy asked.

“The Misfits. The IRI have gone down with the bastards, now. I’m not so sure where that leaves us.”

Remy knocked her shoulder and grinned, “You’re not alone.”

He slipped his hand into hers and squeezed it. It was a gesture Amelia appreciated. Neither could be sure of their safe return to their family.

 

The orange fire bounced off a bead of transparent liquid trickling down fine cracks nestled in smooth skin.

The skin belonged to Jamie.

He peered through the window near the front of the van and stared at USARIC’s destruction, “Wow.”

Leesa lifted her head to watch with him.

“It’s over, Jamie,” she whispered.

“I know.”

The girl sidled up to him and gave him a hug.

Scores of angry cats pounced over the van’s seats. It was as if they were cheering at the sight of the devastation.

“Meow, meow, meow.”

Jamie wiped his tears put on a brave face. He ran the back of his hand over Leesa’s brow and took her in his arms.

The tumultuous events of the past few weeks and months replayed in his mind. 

He couldn’t stand to look at the horizon any longer. The pink beams continued to throttle east and west from the middle of the gulf.

 

The road was a long and bumpy affair, shaking the occupants from left to right.

No one seemed to notice.

The cats sat perfectly still in the middle seats, unperturbed by the furious sounds and movements of the van.

It was a weird sight to behold. Each and every one of them battle-hardened, and appeared to be reflecting on what had happened.

Remy caught the pointy ears of a cat he had come to know well during the course of the past few days.

An Egyptian Mau.

“Meow,” she said as she flicked her ears back and looked at the back window.

“Hey, girl,” Remy said. “What’s up?”

“Muuuuuuh.”

She raised her right paw at her reflection in the back window. Remy turned around and giggled.

“There’s nothing there, you silly thing—”

“—Meow,” she said, interrupting him.

The boy shook his head and pretended to sigh, “Oh, okay, if you want a cuddle. Come here.”

Remy moved from his seat and opened his arms, intending to scoop her up.

“Mwah,” Mau shrieked at the back window. The other cats turned around and burst into a frenzy.

Remy’s face dropped as he caught the urgency in Mau’s eyes, “Huh?”

SMAAASSHHHHH.

The back window shattered. A pair of arms dressed in USARIC mercenary gear burst through and grabbed at Amelia’s shoulders.

“Gaaaahh,” she squealed and moved forward, taking the mercenary with her. He pushed his feet on the seat and buried his gun in her head.

Roman, Jamie, Leesa, and the cats froze still. They dared not move for fear of something terrible happening.

“Turn the goddamn van around,” the Merc screamed, “Or I’ll blow her brains out.”

Sierra gripped the steering wheel and continued along the path at speed.

“I said turn the van around, or your friend gets in the face,” the merc screamed and pulled Amelia in front of his chest.

“Okay, okay,” Roman said. “Whatever you want. Don’t shoot.”

Sierra clocked the mercenary’s face in the rear view mirror. A shaft of light bounced from the bottom of the mirror, which drew her attention to someone reaching into their belt.

“Remy?”

The boy held out his left hand and tried to placate the mercenary, “It’s okay, we are turning. Please put the gun down.”

Sierra bit her lip and slammed on the gas, keeping her eyes on Remy’s fingers wrapping around the grip of his firearm.

“Damn it,” the mercenary grunted, “If you don’t turn this van around you’re—”

Sierra’s foot shifted to the brake pedal, “Remy. Now.”

SLAMMMMM.

The van’s tires screeched to a halt.

Amelia flew forwards, away from the mercenary, leaving him exposed. Remy retrieved his gun, swung the barrel at the man and blasted him in the shoulder.

BLAMM — SCHPATT.

The mercenary released his gun and crashed against the seat.

“Ugh, ughhhh—”

Remy lowered his gun, astonished that he’d saved the day.

“Oh, w-wow,” he whispered as he watched the mercenary squeal in agony.

Roman swiped the discarded firearm from the floor and aimed it at their bleeding foe.

“Why don’t you take a seat and let us do the driving, asshole?”

“Yeah, tough guy,” Remy barked.

Sierra licked her lips and chuckled to herself. She hit the accelerator and drove the van along the freeway once again.

“Nice work, comrade,” Roman said to the boy. “Maybe we can use you in future.”

Remy blinked and shook his head away at notion of guilt.

“My pleasure.”

The pair chuckled as they cocked their respective firearms and pointed it at the bleeding mercenary.

“P-Please. Don’—”

“—Shut the hell up,” Roman screamed. “You’re gonna sit there nice and tight and bleed.”

The mercenary held up his one, good arm in surrender - much to the elation of the two Russians and everyone else in the van. 

 

I don’t think anyone would ever believe my story if I told them.

 

Jamie averted his gaze to the speeding road dead ahead through the windscreen. He couldn’t believe what he’d just seen.

“I don’t think anyone would believe any of this if I told them,” he spat, unsure if his voice was loud enough for anyone to hear.

Leesa winked at Remy, “Hey, take a look out the back make sure there aren’t any more of them?”

“Yes, very good idea,” he said.

 

Jamie felt a hand slide across his knee. If he had turned to his right, he’d have seen Leesa smiling at him.

Instead, he just had to settle on her head resting against his shoulder.

As the road markings ran and disappeared under the van, time seemed - for a change - to speed up. They were safe, for now.

And, still, Jamie found it hard to recollect anything that had happened. He looked out of the window and saw his past roast into the night sky and shrink out of sight.

Hopefully, out of mind, too.

The future was uncertain, for now.

 

Would you have believed me if I told you? Probably not. It’s an incredibly strange story.

But take a good look around.

Tell me. What do you see?

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

A young man’s mouth hovered in front of the black ink on his forearm. As the words drifted from his lips, his voice repeated and echoed through the thousands of citizens watching in the distance.

“I’ll tell you what I see,” the lips moved as he continued to speak, “A level playing field. Hope.”

The crowd remained perfectly silent, raptured by the words the man produced.

“A place where all of us can coexist peacefully, and make the world a better place. Now, I ask you. Look to the future. What do you see?”

 

The United Kingdom

— Chrome Valley, Northwest London —

 

A giant sand pit.

A young girl played with her British shorthair cat in their backyard. She giggled and pulled her dress over her knees as her cat used it as a trampoline.

Purrrr.

“Oh, Liddy,” she giggled, “You’re so silly.”

 

Could we possibly have foreseen what would come next? I don’t think any of us could have comprehended the results, least of all me.

 

The girl looked up at the sky and covered her face. One giant sun lit up her face.

Next to it, a second, smaller sun, providing additional warmth.

Liddy stood up on her hind paws and meowed. She walked over to the perfectly rendered sand castle and scraped her claw along the detail, etching a portcullis into the front.

“Mwah.”

“Haha,” Liddy giggled and squeezed the oxygen mask next to her leg.

“Good work, girl.”

“Food,” Liddy snapped.

The girl jumped to her feet and pressed her breathing apparatus to her face. She took a lungful of air and skipped towards the house.

“Okay. You want fed? Let’s go get you something to eat.”

“Yeah, I think I’ll try the chicken medley today,” Liddy said.

 

Citizens in their millions watched the USARIC War of 2124. After we recovered from the devastation, I think we knew it all made sense, somehow. When the structures in the Gulf, Yellow Sea, and the Mediterranean left, all we know is that they were connected by the strange, pink energy force. They had something to do with the way things are, now. Unexplained, of course. Nevertheless, its effect is recognized the world over.

 

South Korea

— Seoul —

 

A train pulled into the station and rolled to a halt. The doors slid open and released the commuters in their morning rush to get to work.

Men, woman, and children piled onto the platform and made their way to the escalators.

 

Can you imagine? There was once a time when we didn’t understand what the three antennae produced. It was so obvious, all along.

 

The commuters reached into the bags as they hurried along the platform.

One by one, they pulled out oxygen masks and strapped them to their heads.

 

Without the gift of our second sun, we would die. But, much like everything in life, we learn to adapt.

 

A female commuter exited the train station and walked into the double light from the two suns. She removed her mask and looked at her forearm - 08:52.

A crowd of kittens rolled around on the ground beside the taxi shelter.

One of them, a beautiful Persian, hopped to its feet and clawed at the woman’s legs as she raced along the concourse to a waiting taxi.

The Persian raced ahead of her, and inserted its paw in its mouth. She whistled at the vehicle and caught the driver’s attention.

The lady smiled and reached into her bag. Out came a packet of treats.

The Persian widened its eyes at the packet, “Mmm, jellies,”

The woman presented the cat with the treats and rubbed its head, “Thank you.”

“Yeah, gimme the sweets.”

The Persian sniffed around the packet and chewed the end open, forcing the candies onto the ground.

 

Self-sufficient? To a fault, I’d argue. But one cannot survive without the other, and it’d be foolish to suggest otherwise.

 

The other cats bolted over to the Persian and tried to score a few blobs of candy.

Persian stood up straight and held out her front arms.

HISSSSSS.

The cats backed up, afraid, and lowered their heads in shame.

“Mine,” Persian barked and returned to her well-earned treats.

The young lady climbed into the back seat and shut the door.

A pair of pyramid-shaped pupils appeared in the rear view mirror, “Where you going?”

“Oh,” the lady said in Korean. “Jeong-Dong, please.”

“Nice,” came a croaky, meow-infused voice from the driver’s seat. “Hold tight.”

A beautiful Burmese slapped its paws on the steering wheel and looked into the foot well.

A younger cat rolled around the accelerator pedal and rammed its claws onto the rubbery surface.

“Hey, you.”

“Yeah?” the younger cat asked.

“Hit the gas, we’re going to Jeong-Dong.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Dunno,” the Burmese said. “She’ll give us a cuddle when we get there. Now press the accelerator.”

“Okay.”

The taxi rolled forward and joined the road, blaring its horn.

“Come on, move.”

 

I think it’s a small price to pay. After all, what gave us the right to dominate the planet? We got away with it for thousands of years. It wasn’t fair. Today, we appreciate what we have, and that’s no bad thing. We often forget who’s in charge, I’m sure you’d all agree.

 

Italy

— Rome —

 

Dusk fell in the horizon, creating a beautiful orange and pink hue in the sky. The rays of light hit the side of the Colosseum, creating a spurious brown effect on its structure.

The young man took a seat on a brick wall and pointed at the sky, “It’s time. The sun’s going down.”

“Okay.”

The girl sat next to him, reached into her belt with haste, and took out a thin strip of plastic.

 

A torrents of kittens bolted out from the entrance to the Colosseum, funneling around the security guards’ legs.

“It’s time, it’s time,” the first kitten, a pointy-eared Sphynx yelped. “The sun’s going down.”

“We know,” the man yelled back at her as he unfolded the thin, gelatinous strip in his hands. “But thanks for the heads up.”

A Manx trundled up beside the Sphynx and tilted its head at the man, entirely unimpressed with his attitude.

“Hey, dickhead.”

The man quaked in his boots. He hadn’t meant to annoy any of the kittens.

No one did.

“I’m sorry?”

Manx yawned and licked its teeth, “Sorry?”

“Yes, I don’t know what—”

“—Hey. You wanna turn into a damn spider and have us kill you?”

The spongy plastic sealed around the man’s ears, nostrils, and mouth.

“No,” his muffled voice spread across the plastic.

“Then don’t be a dickhead,” the Manx spat. “Just wear your mask like a good little human. It’s nearly night time.”

 

Where would we be without our furry little friends paving the way for us? No more war, no more destruction. Our efforts are focused on providing a life for them. A life of luxury, but of excitement and thrills, as well.

 

The man stood up from the bench and took his girlfriend’s hands in his. They hugged in front of the giant structure.

“Pah,” Manx said. “Look at them.”

Sphynx flicked his ears rapidly and ducked his head, “Really. They should get a fricken room.”

 

The United States

— Minneapolis Two —

 

Dawn.

A giant truck sped past a restaurant. A cartoon of a happy girl with a breathing mask accompanied the name of the company.

 

Second Sun Oxygen.

Don’t get caught in the dark.

Recharge your family’s cartridges today.

 

The restaurant owner walked through the door and stretched his arms. The light from both suns filtered from the building on the opposite side of the road.

 

We know now that Saturn protects us humans from whatever the pink gas is. When night falls, I think it does us good to get fresh oxygen, anyway. It’s a small price to pay for harmony. Isn’t it? I’m sure none of us would have it any other way.

 

The restaurant owner removed his oxygen mask. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the warmth of the light spreading across his face.

“Ah. Beautiful.”

He opened his eyes and shrieked in terror at a bundle of extended limbs lying dead on the other side of the road.

An Abyssinian pawed at one of the twelve tentacle-like extensions and meowed.

Grrrrrr.

“Hey, girl,” the restaurant owner said. “What are you doing?”

The Abyssinian pushed the empty oxygen mask with its nose.

“Girl?”

The cat pricked its ears and shot the man a look of disdain, “Cartridge is empty. He didn’t make it.”

“Huh.”

“Yeah,” Abyssinian said. “A real shame.”

“I’ll, uh, go and call the removal guys to come and take it away.”

“Yeah,” the Abyssinian grunted. “You do that.”

 

The United States

— New Los Angeles —

 

Amelia stood at the front of a classroom giving a talk to a group of young children. She pointed at the spinning hologram in the middle of the room and smiled.

“Do you want to meet my friend?”

“Yay,” the children chuckled with excitement.

Their teacher, a black and white Persian, settled on the desk and licked her mouth, “Okay, children. Be quiet. Let the nice human speak.”

 

Now that the Bering Treaty has been reinstated, we’ve learned to live and work together. One step closer to global unity. We must never forget how far we’ve come. We must spread the word far and wide.

 

Blanchard appeared in the middle of the room and waved at everyone, “Hey, guys.”

“Hello,” they said.

“I have a story I’d like to tell you,” he said as he walked around the sitting children, “A tale beyond the stars, and beyond your imagination.”

“Wow,” they gasped.

“Hand up those of you whose parents are not Americans?”

Half of the children raised their hands.

“Interesting,” he said, impressed. “How many of you have heard the term Misfit?”

No hands went in the air.

“Uh, excuse me. Blanchard?” the Persian said.

“Oh. Yes?”

“Misfit. That’s my name.”

Amelia and Blanchard giggled.

“It’s a nice name,” Blanchard said.

His transparent hologram sat with the children and started the story. One of the children, a blond haired boy named Andy, tried to touch him but his hand waved through the image.

“Well, you’ll never believe this,” Blanchard said. “But, a few years ago there were something called state border checkpoints…”

 

The United States

— North Texas —

 

Sierra, now in her thirties, lifted a carry case out of the back of a truck.

She stared at the cages lining the walls. Hundreds of cats purred back at her.

 

It’s amaziant to think that the Star Cat Project started the war, and that it provided the answers, as well.

 

She closed the doors and thumped the side.

Roman stopped the engine and stepped out from the driver’s side.

The side of the van displayed a cheerful logo reading HART, accompanied by a happy, cartoon cat snuggling up to a cartoon face of a man with blue hair. The company name rolled underneath the logo.

 

HART

Handax Animal Rescue Team

 

Roman met Sierra at the side of the truck and looked inside the cage at the front of the carry case.

“Hey, girl.”

The cute bundle of brown fluff blinked at him and purred.

“Ready to meet your new owner?”

“Miew.”

 

It may not be a perfect world. The natural order of things, evolution, seems to have reversed its pecking order. But some say we’re one step closer to peace.

 

A front door opened to reveal a withered old man. Roman and Sierra smiled at him.

He looked at the carry case and saw a cute nose poking through the bars.

“Here she is,” Sierra said.

Roman lifted the case and popped the front open. The cute brown kitten hopped into the old man’s arms.

His face lit up with glee.

“Oh, my,” he said. “Thank you so much. She’s adorable.”

Purrrrrr.

Sierra and Roman smiled as they watched the old man make a silly fuss of the kitten in his arms.

Shuffle-shuffle — wag-wag — huff-huff.

Sierra squinted at the end of the corridor, “Oh, who’s this?”

“That’s my dog, Hanny,” the old man said.

“Oh.”

He released the brown kitten to his feet. She whipped her tail around and stared at the dog.

Hanny’s eyes squinted, perturbed by the kitten’s presence.

BARK — BARK.

The kitten dug her claws in the carpet and bushed her tail out.

“HISSSSSSS.”

Hanny fell to his chest and whined, surrendering entirely.

“Yeah, that’s right,” the kitten chirped. “You got a new friend, now.”

Sierra giggled, “Aww. I think they’re going to get along just fine.”

 

Six Years Later

 

The International Center for Exploration

Cape Anderson (formerly Cape Claudius)

— South Texas, USA —

 

An eighteen-year-old Jamie Anderson continued to speak at the podium as the huge, orange suns set in the horizon.

“Speaking of evolution, I guess it’s fair to say that without USARIC we would never have evolved. We don’t know the truth behind the Opera mission. Alpha, Beta, or Charlie. But it’s fair to say that we’d never have the future we now have without them. And without one special crew member who won the right to join them back in 2117. It seems so long ago, now.”

The crowd smiled back at him.

To his mind, their silence meant that they largely agreed with what he was saying.

“Now, space exploration has been renationalized. And not before time. We all have a stake in our future.”

Jamie held his hand out to the brand new ICE complex that surrounding the concourse.

Two new buildings, and several aircraft hangers.

He pressed his fingers against his chest and ran them over his name badge.

 

J. Anderson - SpaceWalk Division

 

Jamie’s colleagues at ICE looked from the side of the stage with pride. Jamie gave them the thumbs up and returned to the audience.

“It is has been a privilege to assist with ICE’s new center for excellence. A task several years in the making.”

Jamie looked into the crowd and waved at a twelve-year-old girl in the front row.

Her name was Jojo.

Her mother, Emily, and stepfather, Tony, sat with her and beamed proudly at the young man behind the podium.

“Hey, Jojo,” Jamie’s voice boomed across the seats, to the amusement of the audience.

The girl smiled coquettishly and buried her head in her mother’s arms.

“Ugh, everyone’s watching,” Jojo said.

“It’s okay, poppet,” Emily whispered. “Don’t be shy.”

She faced her son behind the podium and beamed with pride as he spoke.

Jojo squinted at the covered thirty-foot high structure next to the stage.

“Mommy, what do you think it is?”

“I don’t know, poppet,” Tony hushed at her. “Let your brother speak.”

“Okay.”

 

Several drones whirled around above the heads in the crowd and captured everything Jamie was saying.

“We’ve gone to great pains to build over our past. In this case, literally. We will never, ever forget the events that took place here six years ago—” Jamie said, before stopping himself to think.

He felt the ground vibrate, but he knew it was all in his head.

“I, uh—” he stopped and swallowed. “Even now I can still feel her. In my mind and my heart she’s never left.”

“Say her name,” roared a member of the crowd.

“Yeah, do it, Jamie,” yelled another.

Jamie sniffed and swallowed. He couldn’t bear to speak the name they wanted to hear.

Not just yet, anyway.

“Ugh, this sucks,” he muttered as he lifted his head up to a pregnant woman sitting in the front row.

The sight of her face made him smile.

“Hey,” he whispered, softly.

The girl ran her right hand over her baby bump and waved at him with her left.

“Hey.”

The woman’s name was Leesa Anderson. She and her husband hadn’t decided on a name for the child yet.

As Jamie chuckled through his tears, he felt a pulling sensation at the hem of his pants leg.

“Huh?”

He looked down to see a cute Burmese tug at the material.

“What’s up, girl?”

“It’s time, Jamie,” the Burmese said as she nodded at the horizon.

“Oh.”

He turned to the crowd, “Everyone, it’s time.”

The Burmese hopped onto the podium and stood on her hind legs and slapped her front paws together.

“Everyone, get your masks on. Come on, come on.”

Each crowd member, including Leesa, Emily, and Jojo, smeared a wet substance across their nose and mouths.

The substance hardened across the lower half of their faces as they took out their oxygen pips and bolted them to their lips.

Jamie released his mask and took several breaths.

“Thanks, Brownie.”

“Hey, you’re welcome,” she quipped. “Must be a real pain in the ass when the sun stops protecting you from that pink stuff, huh?”

“Nah,” Jamie said. “We’re used to it.”

Brownie nodded and planted her front paws onto the podium, “Good, because you’ve got no choice.”

Brownie purred up a treat as she ran the side of her face on Jamie’s Individimedia Ink.

Purrrrrrr.

“Maybe later you’ll give me a cuddle?”

“Of course,” Jamie giggled.

“You’d better,” Brownie half-threatened, “Or I’ll pull that stupid thing off your face while you’re sleeping.”

A hundred cats darted out from around the podium and approached the giant, covered structure.

“Meow, meow, meow.”

“Okay, okay,” Jamie said.

“Hey,” Brownie roared into Jamie’s arm. Her voice blasted out from the drones and surrounding stage speakers, “You guys. Behave yourselves.”

Brownie clanged her claws together and threatened.

“No, sit down and shut up.”

The cats all sat down and shut up.

Brownie poked Jamie’s wrist with her claw and nodded at the statue.

“Huh?”

“Look, I’m not being funny, Jamie. But can we unveil this stupid thing so we can go home and get some dinner? I’m starving, by the way.”

“Yes, good idea.”

“Good. Hurry up.”

Brownie hopped off the podium and raced over to Leesa in the front row.

“Hey, girl,” Leesa’s voice muffled through her mask.

“Yeah, whatever. Pick me up.”

“Okay.”

She lifted Brownie under the arms and plonked her on her lap.

“Do my head.”

“You are a demanding little one, aren’t you?”

“Whatever. Just do it.”

Somewhat put-out, Leesa stroked the back of Brownie’s head a bit too hard.

Purrrrr.

Brownie loved every second of it.

 

Jamie slipped his fingers around the plastic handle on the cover that shrouded whatever lay beneath.

“One of the last things she said to me before she gave her life for the sake of mankind has always stuck with me. A credo, that, as it happens, was shared by the late, great scientist of our time, Pascal D’Souza.”

Jamie closed his eyes and took a deep breath, hoping he wouldn’t burst into tears.

His lips quivered. His hands shook.

He opened his eyes and gave it his best.

“Love is the answer.”

The crowd erupted into a frenzied state of excitement and inspiration.

“Woohoooo!” they screamed. “Love is the answer.”

“Citizens of the United States,” Jamie said, happy he’d held back his emotion, “Our Russian allies. The moment we are all here for.”

The crowd held their breath in unison.

The drones shuffled forward and fired off a rifle of lights, taking pictures and video of the covered structure.

“In out gratitude, may I present to you ICE’s tribute to the one, uh, cat, who changed the universe as we know it.”

“Say it, Jamie,” Jojo squealed and clapped her hands together.

The crowd erupted in a frenzy.

“Say her name. Say her name. Say her name.”

Jamie glanced at Leesa, who joined in with the chants. “Say her name. Say her name. Say her name.”

“—Say her name,” a Russian voice blasted from the second row. Jamie’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets as he laid eyes on the boy.

One Remy Gagarin, who grinned at Jamie and held up his fist in solidarity. The Russian boy’s astonishingly gorgeous mother, Vera, winked at Jamie and licked her lips.

Invigorated, Jamie gripped the plastic and yanked his arm back.

“Citizens,” he screamed with pride through his oxygen mask and, “I give you, Jelly Anderson.”

 

WHUP.

The covers flapped away, catching the awe and inspiration of everyone who saw what was underneath.

“Oh, wow,” Emily burst into tears and covered her mouth, “I d-don’t believe it.”

Jamie hopped off the stage to a rapturous round of applause and unadulterated adulation.

A thirty-foot-high gold statue of a tiger with Jelly’s face towered over them.

Confident, determined, and steely-eyed.

Streaks of light folded over the statues perfectly formed detail.

The rendition was near-perfect.

Jamie tilted his head to the stars that began to form in the black sky.

A constellation of stars formed the face of a cat, and glimmered down at him.

“Watch over us, girl,” he whispered.

The stars in the constellation twinkled subtly, as Jamie ran his eyes to the base of the statue and read the etched text on the granite.

 

Jelly Anderson

Earth’s First Star Cat

2113 - 2124

“Love is the answer.”

 

The End.

From the author - Andrew Mackay
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Author notes from Star Cat Forever (exclusive to the e-book version of this title)

 

Dear reader,

 

Well, this is it. The end. As I promised. The sixth and final book. I even put it on the cover lol

 

It’s virtually impossible for me to know if Star Cat Forever (SCF) wrapped it all up and satisfied you. I guess the only way I’ll ever know is if you email me, or leave a review. Or both. And I encourage both - more than you could possibly know.

 

I’ve always known how the series was going to end.

 

I’ve known since halfway through writing book two. It was clear to me that when Jelly was transforming that there could only be one way to end it. She keeps evolving, and learning, and so on till she simply has nowhere else to go. I don’t know how many of you thought she’d actually live to tell the tale. Knowing the very, very end (I.e. SCF) helped pave the way and set the mood for books 3, 4 and 5, though, so that’s something. I also knew that each book had to leave the audience wanting more.

 

I knew with SCF I sort of wanted to leave the reader wanting a little bit less. That’s why it’s so bombastic and action-packed. If there’s another book out there like SCF get in touch with me and let me know. I’d love to read it.

 

Of course, I didn’t know absolutely everything when writing book 2. There are a few additions that naturally worked their way into the story, the main one being the whole IRI angle. Here, in the UK, we’re going through Brexit and it’s causing a lot of problems for reasons far too intricate and irrelevant to go into here. The fallout from it is fascinating, though. I know a lot of readers may be wondering what on Earth (or elsewhere) this has to do with cats and space. Well, one of the main themes of Star Cat has always been about “fitting in” and “learning” - which extends to society.

 

Even though it’s not explicit, I think we know - or at least I do in my mind - that Pink Symphony is the driving force behind what eventually happens at the end. It’s a natural substance that has chosen cats to be the leveler back on Earth. Why? It’s probably better left to your imagination. It could so easily apply to a series called Star Dog (believe me, I considered it lol) or Star Chimp or Star Octopus. I quite like that last one. No, no, don’t tempt me.

 

You may know that I usually ask my advance readers (i.e. those who get the book, and for free, before release - if you want in, just email me) what they think is going to happen in the next book. Overwhelmingly, at the end of Exodus (Book 5) the two things they wanted to see were:

 

1: Jamie and Jelly reunited, and

2: Maar Sheck meeting an especially nasty demise

 

Almost no one wanted an explanation of Pink Symphony lol - and that’s just as well because, frankly, I don’t have one. Or, rather, I do - and the focus is on the effect. Look at all the talking cats making demands and stuff. I didn’t want to overplay it, but surely you can think of a few scenarios you’d like to see. The Colosseum at Rome turned into a giant play pen. Or maybe the Leaning Tower of Pisa covered in horse hair and used as a scratch post. Or something.

 

It’s a bit Planet of the Apes, in that respect. DD-12 is a bit Star Wars and RoboCop. The Shanta is a bit like The Thing. Jelly pretty much becomes a Transformer in the last third of the book, and like Godzilla towards the end. Pretty cool, huh? I was on a podcast recently (called “Sci-Fi Shenanigans” if you want to search for it) and mentioned that Star Cat was a sort of “greatest hits” of all the sci-fi I love. And it genuinely has turned out that way.

 

There’s one particular sequence in SCF that I really love. It’s the bit where Jelly is sucked into The Processor and kitted out in her new armor. It feels as if she’s been turned into a God. It wasn’t until I went through the first draft before sending it to Ashley, my editor, that I realized in fact that it’s at that moment she dies. The machine beats her up, but the armor keeps her alive. When she falls out of it after meeting Jamie, she’s dying - and she knows it. The very fact that she knows she’ll die gives her the venom and anger to smash USARIC up once and for all. (Proper cat, really.)

 

I’m not too proud that I can’t admit I was in tears writing the second-to-last chapter. A part of me was dreading it. Literally, I was in tears as I was writing Jamie and jelly’s reunion. I visualized that image - of her in the giant armor suit, kneeling before her ex owner. She’s all unrecognizable. Jamie is stunned, and of course he’s older, so she just about recognizes him. I didn’t know what they’d say to each other and simply trusted my instinct (my KILLER INSTINCT, if you will lol)

 

It was by far the best approach. I know both characters so well, so I knew how they’d respond to each other. I think it’s the mark of someone who, at the very least, knows what they’re doing. Have a bit of faith in yourself as an artist and roll with it - and change it during the first edit if you must.

 

Little of it changed, actually.

 

Then of course Jelly becomes a martyr. I am very happy I managed to make that work. The mini-drone acting as a flea to annoy her. But, later, she crawls into a corner and just fades away. She picks Maar up in her mouth like a trophy. I think back to the cats I’ve had in the past who used to come in with (hopefully a dead) mouse or rat in their mouths and offer them to me as a trophy (as we called them.) It always happened when it rained, too. Rarely when the weather was good.

 

Did you dig Maar’s death? Were you screaming “YES!” when she impaled him on her last infinity claw? I dunno about you, but that satisfies the hell out of me. Sliding him back and forth, playing with him like a cat does with a mouse. I saw many of my cats do that - playing with their prey. Sooty, a cat I had when I was a teenager, did that with a mouse. Then he flung it into the air and caught it in his mouth. He’d pick up whatever was left and trundle around with it in his mouth, making this silly “mwaaaarrrr” noise.

 

Bless him.

 

My nerves were shred to hell when I finished, and I needed a couple of days away. Star Cat has been an emotional roller coaster for me. I wrote to satisfy myself - believing it to be the best way forward. If I can satisfy myself, then the reader will be satisfied. 

 

What’s next? I’m glad you asked.

 

I’m planning to stay in the same universe, as it happens. A continuing series called THE USARIC METHOD - set ten years before Star Cat, and before USARIC has turned bad. Tripp, Jaycee, Wool, Bonnie, Haloo, et al will return doing their thing. It’ll be an ongoing thing like Star Trek. One book, one adventure. Make sure you claim your free book (Star Cat: Origins) if you haven’t already. It’ll get you on the mailing list. And follow me at Amazon so you’ll never miss a new book.

 

Anyway, that’s Star Cat put to bed. I hope you enjoyed Star Cat Forever. It’s 105k words, if you can believe that. It took fourteen days to write the first draft, if you can believe that lol — I’m hopeful that if you got this far you’ll be compelled to tell others about the series. By far the most helpful way to do that is for you to leave a review on all the books. There will be two trilogies shortly, as well as the complete series.

 

Please do leave a review - and also, please email me. I’d love to hear from you.

 

Happy reading - and, of course, STAR CAT FOREVER!!!

 

Andrew Mackay,

Hampshire, UK

(December 15, 2018)

 

***

 

If you enjoyed this book I’d really appreciate a review on Amazon.

As you know, reviews are very important to an author and their potential buyers.

Just a few kind words would be great. Thanks!

 

Star Cat Forever @ Amazon
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I love to hear from my readers! Please write to me… I will respond :)

Email: andrew@chromevalleybooks.com

Facebook: facebook.com/chromevalleybooks

Twitter: @Andrew_CVB

 

To stay updated on all new releases please follow me at Amazon.

Click here.

 

‘Star Cat Forever (Book Six)’
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Up next: The USARIC Method.

 

 

Beyond the stars.

Beyond your wildest imagination.

 

Discover how it all began…
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Star Cat: Origins

 

Young Jamie Anderson’s world is turned upside down by tragedy.

 

But a new character is about to enter his life and change it forever.

 

A little cat named Jelly.

 

USARIC is preparing a mission that will change history.

And perhaps even the future.

 

There’s a contest coming … to find the first cat in space.

 

Wonder, beauty, and something fantastic are about to enter Jamie’s life.

 

Star Cat: Origins is the prequel to the groundbreaking sci-fi series.

 

It all started here…
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https://www.subscribepage.com/y5c5i8

 

 

The party has only just started.

 

Sci-fi, horror, humor, crime… your favorite author writes them all!

 

[image:  ]

 

Follow author Andrew Mackay at Amazon today.

 

Click here.
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