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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“People are often hesitant to punish themselves

to send a message.”

Pascal D’Souza

(2056 - 2111)

 

***

 

The Bering Strait

Tin City Harbor

(Northwest Alaska, United States)

 

“Mom, the light is hurting my eyes.”

“Just cover your face with your hand, sweetheart.”

Lydia squeezed her mother’s hand as they shuffled across the broken, muddied ground, “Keep moving forward. Cover your face.”

“Okay.”

The intense cold seeped through Lydia’s jacket and settled into her bones. The yellow bow in her hair fluttered around in the freezing wind.

A harsh beam from one of dozens of giant lamps blasted across twenty lines which housed hundreds of citizens of all sizes and ages.

Their breath fogged into the air as they waited to board the transport tanker in the dock.

The name of the ship adorned the side the citizens could see: EXODUS-23.

Lydia held her gloved hand over her brow and tried her best to walk forward. The harsh, churned mud, threatened to topple her with every step she took.

“Come on, move it,” an armed IRI guard yelled from the front of the line. “Forwards. Let’s go. Let’s go.”

The fifty people ahead of Lydia and her mother moved forward and prepared to board the bridge that would take them into the back of the vessel.

A fifty-foot tower loomed by the first line. The circular gantry at the summit housed five heavily armed IRI officials. Behind it, the control deck with a speaker system threw yet another light onto the line.

“The International Repatriation Initiative would like to remind all Russian nationals that they must present their Individimedia panels prior to boarding,” the speaker system threatened. “You will board two at a time at the control check-point.”

Lydia held her breath and tightened her shoulders together. She made the mistake of looking over her shoulder and taking in the severity of the situation.

Scores of coaches arrived behind her. Each one offloaded men, women, and children into the brutal, cold night.

The shivers set in. No attempt had been made on behalf of the officials to warm or comfort those who were about to board.

“Mommy, why do we have to l-leave?”

“Because, sweetie,” her mother tried through her chattering teeth, “We’re not welcome here anymore.”

Lydia tugged on her jacket zip and lowered it a few inches. She peeked inside to find two beautiful green eyes stare back at her from within the relative warmth and darkness.

The armed guard at the front of their line caught Lydia behaving strangely - fascinated with the contents of her jacket.

The guard lifted his machine gun to his chest, “Hey, you. What are you doing?” he asked, caring little about the discrepancy between his warm military gear and her simple jacket.

“I’m c-cold.”

“Shut up and move forward, come on,” he beckoned to the girl and her mother.

Lydia and her mother moved forward, behind a young couple who rolled up their sleeves for the guard.

The guard moved a small, black device to the young man’s Individimedia panel.

“Nationality?” the guard asked.

“Russian.”

BEEP.

He ran the scanner over the man’s Individmedia ink. A green light popped out from the central part of the device. Satisfied with the man’s answer, he turned to the young woman.

“Let me guess. Russian?”

“Actually, no,” the young woman said. “I’m no misfit. I’m a national, but I’m not leaving without my husband.”

Lydia watched the guard lower the device and take the woman’s wrist. She flinched and tried to throw his hand away.

“No. Let go of me.”

“Citizen, please. Move out of the line and return home—”

“—I told you, I am not leaving without my husband.”

The guard armed his machine gun, thoroughly unimpressed with her behavior.

The young man tried for a smile, “We gave it our best shot, honey. It’s over. Go back home.”

“No.”

She moved the barrel of the gun away and leaned into the guard’s face, “You want my husband to go back where he came from? Then you’re taking me with him.”

Three guards came running over from their respective lines.

“We have a problem here?”

“Yes, she’s refusing to return home.”

Lydia felt a shuffling movement come from inside her jacket. She looked down and stroked the front pocket. “No, shh.”

“Meow.”

“No, Squiffy,” Lydia whispered at her chest. “Shh,”

Her mother looked down and bit her lip, “Get her to be quiet.”

“I can’t. She’s freaking out.”

“Jesus—”

“—Come with us,” the second guard said as he grabbed the young woman’s arm and wrenched her away from the front of the line.

The first guard ushered her husband onto the bridge.

“No, no, you can’t do this,” the woman screamed as the second and third guard manhandled her away from the line in full view of everyone. “Let go of me.”

“Honey, it’s okay,” her husband said as he stepped onto the bridge. “I’ll Viddy Media you when I’m back home. We’ll work it out.”

“No, no—”

The woman pushed the second and third guard out of her way and ran to the bridge.

“These bastards can’t keep us apart. I’m coming—”

“Citizen, stop,” the second guard shouted and swung his rifle at her. “Do not approach the bridge.”

The tower’s spotlight swung around and illuminated the woman as she stormed across the ground to her husband.

“This is your final warning,” the second guard yelled. “Stop where you are and return to the line.”

The civilians in the lines all turned to the defiant woman. Her focus trained on the bridge, she was determined to join her husband and break protocol.

“Open fire,” the first guard said.

The second guard aimed down his sight and squeezed the trigger.

“Oh, God. Don’t look,” Lydia’s mother covered her daughter’s eyes.

BLAM.

One shot was all it took.

The woman’s chest flowered out in a haze of red mist, catapulting her body face-first against the damp ground.

Executed in the blink of an eye.

Her husband gripped the bridge rail. He lost the ability to stand and screamed in agony, “No.”

The first guard looked at his colleagues, “Someone clear this collaborator away, please.”

“One shot, one kill,” the second guard said as he grabbed the woman’s ankles and moved her body away from the bridge.

The tower’s spotlight shone onto the lines as a malevolent warning.

“Listen up, misfits. If any of you misfit leeches try to break the rules we will have no option but to use extreme force. Let this brave moron be an example to you all.”

Those waiting to board looked up at the tower in disarray.

“Mommy? What happened?” Lydia said. “Did they shoot that lady?”

Her mother just about managed to speak through the cold and torment, “Y-Yes. They shot her.”

“Meow.”

Lydia and her mother moved to the first guard. He scowled at them and lifted his left arm.

“Individimedia, please.”

Lydia’s mother rolled her sleeve up to her elbow and showed him the three inked lines on the skin of her forearm.

“Thank you.”

The guard moved his scanner over the three black lines. The green light sprang to life, confirming her identity. He shuffled back and pointed to the bridge.

“Married?”

“Yes,” Lydia’s mother said.

“A Russian national, as well. Where is he?”

“We do not know. He went missing months ago.”

“Presumed dead? The only good misfit is a dead misfit,” the guard chuckled and stepped aside, “Okay, you may board.”

Lydia’s mother stepped through, only for the guard to hold the girl back.

“What about my daughter?”

“EXODUS-23 is an adults-only vessel,” the guard said. “Your child will reconvene with you at Naukan Harbor.”

Lydia’s mother didn’t have the energy to fight. She took a deep, frosty breath, and glanced at the guard’s firearm.

In the adjacent line, a couple’s child being ushered forward by an armed guard.

“Mommy?” Lydia asked. I want to come with you.”

The guard turned to the girl, “I’m afraid not, young lady. You’ll join the other juveniles on another boat in about forty-five minutes from now.”

Lydia’s mother crouched and looked into her daughter’s eyes, “It’s okay, sweetheart. You go on with the other children. I’ll see you when we arrive.”

A tear welled in Lydia’s eye and would have frozen if it weren’t for her rapid blinking.

“But I’ve never even been to Russia.”

Her mother felt the urgency of the situation punch her in the gut. Desperation set in, and time was of the essence.

“Sweetheart, please. Do as the man says.”

“I don’t want to go to Russia. I like it here.”

“Sweetheart. We have to—”

“—Come on, ladies,” the guard interrupted. “We have a schedule to keep. Let’s move.”

A pathetic smile crept across Lydia’s mother’s face. She stood to her feet and made her way to the bridge.

“I’ll see you on the other side.”

“Mommy, no.”

Her mother stepped across the bridge and made her way to the thousands of civilians in the back of the boat.

“Okay, that’s the last one,” the guard said into his visor. “Close the bridge.”

“Understood,” came the reply through his headset. “Drawing connection, now.”

WHIIIIIRRRRRR.

The steel railings folded down as they unlatched from the frozen ground and drew in.

“Mommy.”

The guard bopped Lydia on the shoulder and pointed at the far end of the shore, “Hey. Misfit. Make your way to the juvenile congregation area. Now.”

Lydia’s mother reached the back end of the vessel and joined the others. She waved at her daughter and tried not to get upset.

“MEOW.”

The guard looked down at Lydia in shock, “What was that?”

Lydia acted the fool and stood perfectly still.

“What was what?”

“That noise?”

BWAAAAAAARRRRRRR.

The icy ocean water drifted against the dock as EXODUS-23 set sail.

Lydia watched her mother disappear into the swathes of civilians about to make their way across the Bering Strait and back to Russia.

“That stupid noise coming from your jacket,” the guard snapped his finger. “What have you got in there?”

“Um. Nothing, mister. I sneezed. I have a cold.”

The guard wasn’t wholly convinced, “Hmm. Whatever. Just go to the juvenile line, now.”

“Yes, mister.”

Lydia’s eyes were fixed on the back of the boat at it moved away. She could no longer pick out her mother from the civilians. She trusted her mother, of course. If she said everything was going to be okay, then that’s what would be happening.

The guard folded his arms and tried to snap Lydia out of her misery, “Hey, you. Misfit.”

She turned to him and blinked, “Yes?”

“Go on. Go.”

“Okay.”

Lydia wiped another tear from her eye as her jacket shuffled once again. She froze on the spot, hoping the guard hadn’t seen the unusual movement.

“Uh.”

“There’s something in your jacket,” the guard barked and moved over to her, “What’s in there?”

He grabbed the zipper and yanked it down the length of her body, “You do know it’s illegal to transport any goods or livestock during—”

He stopped speaking when he saw a bright green set of eyeballs staring at him from Lydia’s inner jacket pocket.

“Huh? What’s that?”

Blink. Blink.

The guard scrunched his face, “Is that a—?”

“MEOW.”

Lydia’s white cat launched out of her pocket and scratched the guard across the face.

“Yaaooowww.”

He dropped his machine gun to the floor and grabbed his face.

“Go, Squiffy. Go.”

Everyone turned to the guard as the cat hung by its claws from the man’s face. He kicked his hind legs against the guard’s neck, tearing the skin, ravaging the man as ruthlessly as it could.

“Grrrr.”

An elderly Russian man in the next line screamed, “My God. What the hell is going on here?”

Lydia acted fast. She crouched down and picked up the machine gun, but hadn’t expected it to be so heavy.

WHOOOOSH.

The spotlight from the tower swung to the left and illuminated the guard as he struggled to tear the cat away from his face.

A voice flew through the tower’s speakers, “Line eighteen? What’s going on down there?”

“Gaaaah.”

The guard grabbed Squiffy by his body and tore him away from his bloodied face.

SPLOT.

“Go, Squiffy. Go,” she called out as her pet ran to the shoreline.

“Little girl?”

Lydia swung the gun at the guard and threatened to shoot him, “What?”

The guard opened his bloodied eyes and threw his hands into the air, “Put the gun down.”

“No.”

She hooked her index finger around the trigger and threatened to blow the guard’s head off.

Everyone raised their eyebrows in utter astonishment.

“I already lost my daddy. I won’t let you take my mommy away from me.”

The guard affected a sympathetic face and tried to calm her down.

“Kid, listen—”

“—No. You listen,” she said. “I want my mommy back. I don’t want to go to Russia.”

The guards on the tower aimed their rifles at Lydia. Dozens of tiny, red laser dots appeared around her arms and chest.

“Misfit. Lower the firearm and surrender.”

“No.”

 

Squiffy bolted up to the shore where the bridge had once allowed the civilians to board the ship. He reached the sand and dug his front paws into the sand.

“Meow.”

The moon hung in sky like a giant light bulb.

“Squiffy!” Lydia called. “What are you doing?”

“Open fire!” the God-like voice from the tower ordered.

THRAAA-AA-TAT-A-TAAAAAT.

Pangs of sand lifted into the air all around Squiffy. The bullets chewed through the ground, narrowly avoiding the end of his tail.

He looked at the moon and growled before darting off into the water.

SPLOSH-SPLASH.

“Meow,” Squiffy yelped as he jumped into the water and swam after the ship.

SPLISH-SPRISH.

The bullets careened into the water all around him as he swam away.

 

The first guard turned to Lydia to reveal that his face had been badly scratched.

“Girl, they’re going to kill you. Put the gun down.”

WVHOOOOOM.

The tower’s spotlight strengthened on Lydia’s face, illuminating her breath. She didn’t know what to do next.

The first guard’s colleagues arrived and did their best to talk the girl down.

“What’s your name?” the second guard asked, keeping his grip on his rifle.

A red laser sight rolled across her left eyeball, temporarily blinding her. She kept the first guard’s gun aimed at him.

“Tell them to bring the boat back.”

“That’s not going to happen, little girl.”

“Tell them to stop shooting at my cat.”

The second guard looked up at the tower and signaled a cut-off sign across his neck with his fingers.

The red dots blinked off, one-by-one, from Lydia’s body.

“What’s your name?” the second guard asked, glancing at a sea of frightened and confused civilians.

“Lydia.”

“Do you have a last name, Lydia?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“Voycheck.”

“How old are you, Lydia Voycheck?”

“I’m ten,” she said, clearly struggling with the weight of the gun.

The second guard chuckled at her with disdain, “Heavy gun you got there, isn’t it?”

“No. I can manage.”

“Russian?”

“No. I was born here. I am American, just like my mommy.”

“Your mommy is no patriot, believe me. You were born here. She wasn’t. What about your father?”

“Don’t talk about my father.”

“I thought as much,” the third guard offered with a great deal of flippancy.

Lydia screwed her face. She didn’t know what the guard had meant with that statement, but knew it was far from complimentary, “What did you say?” 

The second guard nodded at the disappearing vessel on the ocean, “I’m guessing your family is on the boat right now. Mom’s going back home?”

“You took her away from me.”

He looked at the first guard and back to the girl, affecting a bizarre sympathy with her, “You’re not going to shoot my friend, are you?”

“I will blow his head off if you don’t turn the boat around.”

“Ha. Amaziant,” the second guard pinched his name badge and attempted to gain her attention, “My name is Keller.”

Lydia kept the gun aimed at the first guard’s head, “I don’t care.”

“Oh, you will care, Lydia,” Keller said. “You tried to break quarantine by sneaking a cat on board. Now, you’re aiming a gun at my friend’s face. Do you really think you’re going to get away with this?”

“Yes.”

“Where did a stank misfit like you learn to hold a gun?”

Lydia threw her oppressor a look of evil, “I’m an American and so is my mother. We’ve always lived here.”

“You stupid, misguided child.”

The crowd stepped back as Keller tried to approach the girl, “Put the gun down, Lydia.”

“Don’t come any closer.”

“I said put the gun down.”

“Turn the boat around and let me and my mom stay and then I’ll put the gun down.”

“God damn it, you little misfit bitch,” Keller stopped in his tracks, fully aware that he was losing both the stand-off and face in front of the others, “How about this?”

“How about what?”

“Did you know the transport units are equipped with tons of C4?”

“What’s C4?” Lydia asked, never tearing her attention away from the first guard.

“For God’s sake,” he roared. “Just turn the boat back.”

Keller lowered his gun and cleared his throat, “C4. Explosives. Hey, I have this great idea. I’ll get my friends in the tower to blow the boat up and kill everyone on board.”

“You w-wouldn’t.”

“Including your stinking, misfit of a mother,” Keller spat before a smile streaked across face, “Are you willing to bet her life on it?”

Lydia kept the machine gun aimed a the first guard’s face, “Turn the boat back and I’ll let your friend live.”

“No dice, I’m afraid,” Keller pinched his mouthpiece and signaled the control tower with his thumb, “This is Keller on ground control. Be advised, prepare for incendiary on E-23.”

“What are you doing?” Lydia yelled. “Tell them to stop doing that.”

“Understood, engine fire on E oh-two-three,” came the response. “Ten seconds till detonation.”

“What?” Lydia asked. “What does that mean?”

Keller chuckled and folded his arms, “You’ve got less than ten seconds to drop the gun, Lydia.”

The announcement came through Keller’s headgear just loud enough for Lydia to hear. A tinny, tiny countdown to doom.

“Ten, nine, eight—”

“You won’t do it. I’m not stupid.”

“—Seven, six—”

Lydia’s jaw opened as she turned to what was now a tiny white dot on the ocean horizon.

“Lydia?” Keller asked. “Drop the gun. Save your mother and all the other misfits on board the ship.”

She turned to the first guard’s face. He squeezed his eyes shut and prepared for his execution, “Please, don’t kill me.”

“—Four. Three. Two—”

The civilians in the crowd froze still in the hope that the girl would do as instructed.

But she didn’t.

Lydia shook her head and pointed the barrel of the machine gun at the guard’s forehead.

“No. Turn the boat around or your friend is dead.”

“One,” confirmed the voice through Keller’s headset. “Incendiary activated.”

Lydia wasn’t fooled. She took in a lungful of air and screamed her final order.

“Do it. Turn the boat around and—”

A deafening silence cut her off mid-sentence.

The ground lifted into the air and punched her in the face.

Knees dropped to the floor, covered by giant black shadows from behind.

Firearms hit the floor and scattered in all directions.

The ground socked her in the forehead once again and twisted to the left, offering a vertical rendition of the watery horizon, followed by a sudden appearance of what looked like daytime.

WEEERRRR-WHAAAASSSSSH.

The bolt of light came from the ship, reducing it to smithereens.

“Nooooo,” Lydia grabbed her face and rolled over the dropped machine gun. She felt a tightening sensation on her upper left arm. It closed into her muscle and lifted her into the air.

Keller’s mouth moved to within an inch of her earlobe. A muffled voice flooded her ear canal in what seemed like slow motion.

“See what you did, you stupid little girl?”

Her body rocked back and forth as if to underscore a point. The dampened sound bled into crystal-sharp clarity as the fire roared from the ship.

She tried to wriggle free from his clutches.

“No, no, no—”

“—See that barbecue over there? That’s your mother and countless other misfits cooking into the night sky. All because of you.”

“Nooo—” Lydia squealed through her tears, “No, no, no—”

Keller pushed her into the third guard’s arms, “Take her away and have her dealt with.”

Lydia kicked and screamed as the guard dragged her away from the line.

The remaining civilians rose to their feet in sheer horror as they witnessed the inferno light up the night sky.

A voice accompanied the spectacle from the tower, “Anyone else wanna get smart?”

Everyone looked at the tower.

“Any and all defiance will be met with extreme measures. I hope this demonstration has made that clear. Misfit Soviet scumbags.”

 

***

 

Squiffy breast-stroked his way towards the roaring inferno a mile away in the distance.

He stopped swimming for a moment and waded in the freezing cold water.

So cold, it should have frozen his body by this point. He should have succumbed to the beyond-freezing temperatures.

But he didn’t.

The reflection of the roaring fire folded across his green pupils.

“Meow.”

He licked his mouth and threw himself forward, ducking his head below the surface and continued to swim.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

A Planet Near Saturn

(Presently)

 

One hundred wolves surrounded the bizarre Colosseum made of broken spacecraft parts. Their master, Mastazita, lay dead with a gaping wound in his chest in the middle of the makeshift arena.

Defeated by a much stronger entity.

The remains of his heart lay a few feet away from him.

Very few saw the battle take place but they knew who’d won the war.

Her name - Jelly Anderson.

The tiger-faced war mage sat in the discarded pilot’s seat at the head of the Colosseum.

In her hands lay her newborn, Furie - assumed princess of the stars.

Mother shifted in her makeshift throne and stared into her daughter’s beautiful eyes.

Saturn’s light reflected in the newborn kitten’s pupils.

Enceladus - the moon that contained the answers to why they were there - continued its fiery trajectory toward the ringed planet. Orange track marks screeched across the dark blanket of space.

 

Alex Hughes and Jaycee Nayall arrived to see the quiet serenade between mother and daughter.

The slain beast told them everything they needed to know without spelling it out.

Jaycee had seen better days. He’d survived the merciless pummeling Jelly had dealt him. She believed in her heart of hearts that he was responsible for the death of her youngest.

Nothing would change her mind.

His chest had broken apart through his exo-suit. The blue lights indicating that his vital organs were still running bled through the cracks. His right leg seemed beyond repair, battered out of shape.

Walking proved to be a challenge for him.

Alex dared not question why the wolves sat in reverence for the monstrous half woman, half tiger protecting her one remaining child.

Until now, the beasts had been her enemy.

Alex only had the slightest glimpse of the much bigger foe since they’d arrived on this planet. Now, in the eerie wilderness of the unknown terrain, it lay dead before him.

It didn’t take a scientist - rocket, or otherwise - to put the pieces together.

“My God,” Alex whispered.

Jaycee’s vocal cord box produced a whiny rendition of the voice Alex and Jelly were used to. It sounded as if someone had dunked it in water. An amusing discrepancy between his looks and the sound that came out of his mouth.

Jaycee pushed his slanted jaw into place, “You might not be wrong about that.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

The wolves whined and howled, yet remained still.

Jelly lifted her head and growled at the last two remaining crew members.

Alex swallowed hard, “Look at her. D-Does she want us to do the same thing?”

“I think so,” Jaycee got down on one knee and tugged on Alex’s sleeve, “Best not to piss her off.”

Alex lowered himself to his knees, never tearing his eyes away from Jelly and her daughter.

“Wh-what do we do now?” Alex asked.

Jaycee tilted what remained of his head up at Saturn, “I doubt we have much choice,” he said as Enceladus disappeared once and for all into the planet.

WHUMM-MM.

A bright, yellow spot blasted upon Enceladus’ impact with Saturn’s surface.

“What’s going on up there?” Alex asked.

“You’re asking me like I know more than you—”

GROWL.

Jelly grunted at Jaycee and pressed her weight to the soles of her feet.

“What’s she doing?” Alex muttered.

Jelly stood out of the pilot’s chair and squeezed Furie’s waist in her hands.

A peculiar offering took place.

“Miew,” Furie’s top half shuddered in Jelly’s right hand, which still resembled that of a human adult.

Jelly lifted her head back and raised her daughter towards the blue planet.

GROOOOOWW-LL.

Her prolonged grunt scared those who were watching the perverse serenade taking place in front of them.

Furie’s body rose into the air as her mother lifted her above her head and shoulders.

As her arms rose, the full extent of the damage she’d sustained from her battle came into view.

A torn, bleeding chest.

Scratch marks, cuts, and dried, bloody wounds adorned her arms. A thoroughly battered exo-suit clung to her limbs. Parts of it fell away from her elbows as she extended her arms to full height.

It seemed Jelly hadn’t much longer to live - a mess of a part-cat, part-tiger, part-woman.

“Miew,” Furie yelped and writhed around in her mother’s arms.

“So help me, G-God,” Jelly coughed and licked around her mouth.

Alex held his hand over his brow and nudged Jaycee in the ribs. He’d seen something.

“Look, up there.”

“What?”

Jaycee looked up at the sky. Saturn had turned orange. It appeared to be breathing. The revolving rings slowed to a halt and sunk into the planet’s surface.

The rumbling stopped and produced a colossal silence that filled the air. The smallest movement from either of them would echo around the Colosseum and potentially upset Jelly, or what was about to happen.

“I think we should get out of here,” Jaycee said.

“You want to be the one to run first? Good luck with that,” Alex whispered. “Besides, where are you going to run—”

WHVOOOOOM.

The waves rippled out from the nucleus of the planet and turned the blue light into an orange hue.

The giant ball threw light on all who watched before a God-like hum rocketed in all directions.

“My G-God,” Alex covered his face, “It’s so bright—”

Jaycee squinted at the event and eventually gave up looking at it.

BLAAASSSSTTT.

A stream of pure orange and pink energy rocketed from the center and blasted towards the shivering Furie.

Each infinity claw that surrounded Jelly’s daughter sparked in preparation for the connection.

“Be still, my beautiful child,” Jelly screamed into the sky, “Let them take you.”

SCHLAAAAMM-MM.

Furie writhed around and squealed in anguish as the beam seeped through her chest. Like a broken faucet, Saturn’s gift fountained into Furie and flooded her entire body.

No overspill.

Without mercy, the energy consumed Furie’s head, body, and limbs, forcing her to shudder around in her mother’s clutches.

“Wh-what’s happening?” Alex shouted over the wolves as they howled and jumped around on the spot.

“Silence,” Jelly growled in her low-pitched voice as Saturn’s constant stream flowed into her daughter’s chest.

BLAST — SHRIIEEEEEEKKK-KK.

Two more beams exploded through Saturn’s surface and flew into the distance behind Alex and Jaycee.

“What the—?”

BOOM.

The connection pounded the ground, lifting the muddied detritus into the air like the contents of an angry lava lamp.

The two beams couldn’t connect with their target, and so folded back onto themselves and sank into Saturn’s surface.

GROWLLL.

Jelly roared in pain and caught her breath. She looked at Jaycee and scowled at him.

He didn’t know how to respond.

“I’m s-sorry?”

“Grrrr,” Jelly grunted as she kept Furie held in the air.

The last of the intense beam funneled into her daughter and whisked away with a tiny bwup sound.

 

Saturn’s surface resembled a bright ball of fire.

Night-time turned to daytime for everyone.

The entire planet lit up, exposing the beautiful green foliage and trees that surrounded the Colosseum. Even the white, broken sections of the ship seemed less dirty than they had thought.

The ground felt a lot hotter than it did just a few minutes ago.

The wolves howled at their new sun as Jelly lifted her daughter back to her chest.

“My girl,” she whispered at Furie. “Look at you. So beautiful.”

Furie shimmied around in her mother’s human hands. Jelly kept her daughter in her palms, careful to avoid injuring her on the imprisoning effect the claws provided.

Furie’s eyelids fluttered and eventually opened. Her pupils dilated in the intense sun. Her eyes had turned brown.

The shadow created by Jelly’s head blanketed over her daughter’s face, protecting her from the harsh light.

“Hello, honey.”

Furie blinked a couple of times and spluttered, “Muh—Muh—”

“—It’s okay, honey,” Jelly whispered. “Breathe in and try again.”

Furie shut her eyes, stretched her front paws out and accidentally brushed her mother’s face with her paws.

“Heh,” Jelly smiled. “It’ll take some getting used to, honey.”

Furie relaxed and shook the fatigue from her head once again. She opened her eyes.

“Muh-muh—” she tried. “Mommy?”

Jelly ran the side of her huge face along daughter’s tiny body and head, “Yes, honey. It’s me. Your mother.”

Furie cleared her throat and pressed her paws against Jelly’s face, “Mah.”

 

Jelly turned to her audience and took a step forward. The wolves shifted back, hoping she wouldn’t snarl at them.

Alex and Jaycee rose to their feet.

In a bizarre act of overconfidence, the latter held out his arms, “J-Jelly?”

The house cat had grown so much since he last saw her, which wasn’t all that long ago.

A towering mess of a woman, she must have grown to twelve feet in height - possibly more.

“Jaycee?” she asked, expecting no more conversation.

He scanned the orange horizon and took a final look at the wolves, before returning to her. He went to point at Furie but had second thoughts about what he wanted to say.

“I, uh—” Jaycee tried. “What—what do you want us to do?”

Jelly approached the men with the wolves in tow.

A wondrous and perplexing sight for the two remaining crew members.

“We want to go home,” Jelly said.

Jaycee held out his arms in a wry attempt at peace, “Where is home, Jelly?”

“Silence,” Jelly snapped at him, “Murderer.”

Alex came to his rescue, “Jaycee didn’t kill your daughter, Jelly—”

GROWWWLLL.

The wolves backed up, afraid of her venomous outburst.

Jelly found the idea that Alex might try to negotiate the life of his colleague pathetic.

Lily-livered at best, and downright stupid at worst. 

She hugged Furie tighter and stomped forward, causing Alex and Jaycee to back up and consider running off.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she snapped.

“Uh, over there?” Alex whimpered.

“Without us?”

“Um, no?”

“Damn right um, no. Dickhead,” Jelly snapped.

“Oh.”

Jelly moved between the two men. She purposely barged Jaycee out of her way and continued walking.

“Where are we going, Jelly?” Alex chanced.

“Back to Charlie. We’re going home.”

Alex turned to Jaycee for a reaction. He needn’t have bothered - Jaycee was just as confused as anyone else.

 

The wolves gathered together and trundled after Jelly as she traversed the rocky ground. One by one, they filtered between the two men on a pilgrimage with their new master.

Furie extended her two front legs and tried to paw at her mother’s shoulders, “Mommy.”

“Honey.”

“I’m c-cold.”

Jelly stopped walking and shot Alex an evil glance, “Hughes.”

“Uh, yes?”

“Give me your jacket.”

Without delay, Alex pulled the zipper down from his neck and removed his arms from the sleeves, “Is she cold?”

“No, she’s suddenly got all fashion conscious,” Jelly snapped. “Of course she’s cold. Give me the jacket before I puncture your face—”

“—Jeez. Okay, okay,” Alex huffed as he bunched the jacket into his hands, “Here, take it—”

“—No. Stay away from me. I’m toxic,” she said and nodded at Jaycee, “Give it to the murderer and have him hand it to me.”

Alex turned to Jaycee and offered him the jacket, “Here.”

Jaycee took the jacket and thought twice about approaching the one being who had it in for him.

“Uh—”

“—Today, dickhead,” Jelly snapped, startling the two men.

She snapped her infinity claws together and indicated her frustration.

“What’s the problem, Nayall?”

“Huh?”

“Don’t want to go near me? You’re nothing but a treacherous Androgyne. You are perfectly safe, now give me the damn jacket before I twist your head off and finish what I started.”

Jaycee gulped and threw the jacket onto her left paw.

“Thank you.”

“Jelly, I—”

“—Shut the hell up and get away from me and my daughter.”

“Yes, okay.”

Jaycee did as instructed and stepped over to Alex. It seemed as if the wolves knew that he was the bad guy, too. They gnashed their teeth at him. If it weren’t for Jelly, they’d have decided to tear him apart.

Jelly pinched the jacket and threw the back end toward the floor. It unraveled over her right arm.

“Okay, honey,” she said as she draped the flap over Furie’s body, “This will keep you warm till we get back to Charlie.”

Furie snuggled into the jacket and relaxed in her mother’s arms. Satisfied that her daughter was safe, she began her journey back to Charlie.

 

Space Opera Charlie wasn’t much of a walk, by all accounts. It took about ten minutes for Jelly to chase Mastazita to the Colosseum.

The crashed spacecraft where she first encountered the enemy provided a unique milestone for the journey. It also indicated that they were headed in the right direction.

Alex helped Jaycee walk across the uneven ground.

“My b-battery took a lot of d-damage,” he whispered. “I’m n-not sure h-how much longer I’ve g-got.”

“That’s the least of our problems, Nayall,” Alex whispered back. “Charlie is in no fit state to get us home.”

The bulb in Jaycee’s eye flashed three times, “I c-can’t think s-straight. My head hurts.”

“Just keep walking.”

Jaycee clocked a deep vein of reservation in Alex’s voice. His lack of assurance suggested he knew something that the others didn’t.

“So we’re stuck here?”

“Literally, I think,” Alex said. “I don’t even know if we can get inside Charlie at this point.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I think she’s processed what’s going on.”

The wolves ran ahead of Jelly and made their way to the crashed spaceship, howling and grunting all the way.

Jelly turned around and looked at Alex, “What do you know about this spacecraft?”

“We don’t know anything.”

“You saw the bodies, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “Cosmonauts. Next to the beast you killed.”

 

The trio approached the spacecraft as the wolves ran around it, clawing at the sides.

The airlock had been torn off and discarded.

Everything looked crystal clear in the bright light of their new sun.

Much of the Cyrillic writing on the side of the ship had burned away and was barely legible.

 

Lyulka-451

 

A few of the wolves entered the craft and rummaged around.

“Heel,” Jelly ordered.

Without haste, they sat on their hind legs and obeyed the order. The wolves who entered the craft hadn’t heard the instruction.

“This is not their ship,” she said. “The interior was designed for human occupation.”

“What are you saying, Jelly?” Alex asked.

“What I’m saying, Hughes, is that these creatures have been here the whole time. They had visitors from Earth, but they weren’t from USARIC.”

Jelly crouched and opened up Alex’s jacket. Furie hopped out and exercised her legs.

“If it isn’t a USARIC vessel, then whose is it?” Jelly posited. “Why is it written in Russian?”

Alex shrugged his shoulders, “Lyulka-451. I don’t know?”

Jelly stood up straight and observed Furie run around, building up a sweat. She looked at Jaycee and feigned a smile - which may or may not have shielded a sinister undertone.

He pricked up his ears and tried to remain upright.

“USARIC thought we went missing, and so sent a search and rescue vessel to get us, right?”

“Right,” Jaycee said.

“Wrong,” Jelly snapped and pointed at Alex, “Hughes?”

Alex took a deep breath, “Charlie wasn’t a search and rescue operation. It was a search and destroy venture, ordered by Maar Sheck.”

“Why did they want us dead?” Jelly asked. “Why go to all that trouble?”

“They wanted you, Jelly. The last communication the IMS and USARIC had was that you had deciphered the code. If it hadn’t have been for me joining the crew of Charlie, everyone except you would be dead.”

Jaycee looked around, finally realizing that he was the only one of Opera Beta left alive.

“Fat lot of good that did,” he said.

Furie butted her head against her mother’s bloodied left shin.

“USARIC wants you, Jelly,” Alex said. “Whatever you did, whatever you found. They want you, and to hell with everyone else.”

“Well, they certainly got that last part right. They managed to kill everyone except me and Jaycee.”

Jelly scowled at Alex and lifted her left foot with Furie clinging to the heel.

“To hell with USARIC,” she sniffed. “If they want me, then they can have me. All of me. Angry, unfiltered, unforgiving, and in an exceptionally pissed-off mood.”

Furie yawned and opened her eyes, “Miew.”

“What’s happening, Jelly?” Alex chanced, this time, knowing his question might be answered now that she’d calmed down.

She cradled her daughter in her arm and lifted her tiny paw up, “Say hello, Furie.”

“Huh-hello,” the kitten said.

Alex cleared his throat and did his absolute best to process the bizarre events unfolding in front of him.

“J-Jelly, I’m g-going to level with you,” Alex said. “I’m really scared.”

“I know you are, Alex,” Jelly wiggled her nose and ran her tongue across her teeth, “Do you know how I know that?”

“No, how?”

“I can smell it.”

She swallowed and smiled at him with great confidence.

“Fear of the unknown. You don’t know what’s happening. How could you possibly know?”

“Please. Tell us what’s going on. What happened to Saturn? Why is your daughter acting strangely? Why are the wolves suddenly your best friends?”

Jelly chuckled to herself, “Oh, Alex. So young and wet behind the ears.”

“Jelly?” he asked again. “What’s happening?”

“Something fantastic, Hughes.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista, South Texas, USA

 

“What the hell is that thing?”

“I’m not sure. It looks like a tree?” Sierra moved back to the dome as the Gulf water rushed across the ground and around their feet.

The tree that wasn’t a tree loomed a few miles in the distance. A charcoaled stem thrusting out of the Gulf of Mexico like a bizarre antenna.

It had grown to over one hundred feet in height.

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy couldn’t tear their eyes away from the charcoaled beast that lay to the east.

Leesa clutched Jamie’s arm for comfort, “I’m scared.”

“Don’t be,” he said. “I’m sure it’s there for a reason.”

Noyin ran through the exit door with a pained expression on his face. He hollered at Sierra, Rana, and the children.

“Everyone, quick. Come in and see this.”

 

***

 

A giant holographic feed hung by the holoscope. It displayed footage of a giant vessel named EXODUS-23 making its way through a dark, featureless ocean.

A familiar male voice narrated over the footage as everyone watched.

“The IRI tankers, much like many thousands before it, made its way to the Russian coast. Naukan Harbor via Diomede Island. It contained more than one thousand Russian nationals. And then, disaster struck.”

The ship burst into a cataclysmic ball of fire into the dark sky and filled the water with light.

“Jesus Christ,” Sierra gasped. “What the hell do they think they’re doing?”

Noyin ran his hands through his hair with despair, “It was unexpected. It just exploded.”

“They’re meant to be transporting them. Not massacring them.”

Leesa burst into tears as the visual burned into her retinas. She buried her head in Jamie’s arms, “What are they doing?”

Remy looked at his feet and felt his heart sink into the pit of his stomach.

“They’re killing us.”

Jamie turned to Sierra, “Why are they killing them?”

Sierra just about managed to look away from the footage. She never had to explain what was happening between the two nations - until now. In her mind the answer was simple, but the moment she tried to convert that information into speech, she stumbled.

“You know the Bering Treaty of 2085?”

“No.”

Sierra shook her head and looked to Rana for help. An utter waste of time, judging by her response.

“Nearly thirty years ago, America and Russia became a combined nation state. Infrastructure, free movement of people. Even space exploration. The idea was to come together and advance people’s lives.”

“Like two countries combined?”

“Yes, something like that. The government halted funding for space exploration and privatized it when we teamed up with Russia.” 

“So what happened?”

“In the twentieth century, Russia and America were enemies, pretty much. They fought to be the first in space. We had good leaders, and they didn’t. It got messy. The Bering Treaty of 2085 was designed to ensure it never happened again. In fact, exactly the opposite happened.”

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy couldn’t fathom why such an idea couldn’t work. They’d learn soon enough.

“So we all became friends,” Jamie smiled and turned to Remy. “That’s a good thing, right?”

Remy snorted and turned away.

“It worked at first, but it was never going to last,” Sierra said. “One side was bound to get jealous. Power-hungry. A Russian diplomat was executed. Shortly after that, Dimitri Vasilov was executed, and it sparked a huge war conflict.”

“I’ve met him,” Jamie said. “Dimitri Vasilov was one of the heads at USARIC with the other guy.”

“Exactly. We were the ones who killed him.”

Noyin folded his arms and shook his head, “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

Sierra turned to the screen to find a young girl with a yellow bow in her hair being dragged away from the port kicking, screaming, and crying.

“We just wanted to do good. But we kicked off a chain of events that we couldn’t stop. The Russians decided they wanted their sovereignty back. Before they enacted it, we forced them out.”

The footage of the burning vessel reflected in Sierra’s wet eyes.

“We can never go back,” she muttered. “You can’t turn back time.”

The narrator continued over the footage, “It’s yet to be determined whether or not the explosion was an accident. What we do know is that an attempt to sabotage the process occurred just moments before.”

A stern-looking IRI official named Keller addressed the camera. His name appeared in text in the bottom right-hand corner of the visual.

“If any Misfit is found to interfere with our repatriation process they can expect the full force of the International Repatriation Initiative to take matters into their own hands. Let us be clear. We will not tolerate defiance,” he said as he moved into the camera. “Russians. Make yourselves known to us so we can ensure your safe return to your country.”

Jamie pointed at Keller, “Who is that?”

“The head of the IRI. The government is forcing all Russians to return home now that the dissolution of the Bering Treaty has been ratified.”

The footage displayed graffiti on a wall reading “Misfits Out!” followed by various gang attacks on random individuals.

“The IRI has requested that both documented and undocumented Russian nationals, which they refer to as Misfits, make themselves known to authorities without delay.”

Remy couldn’t stand to watch the recording. He wiped the tears from his face to reveal two thoroughly bloodshot eyes full of anger.

“First, they kill my pet. Then they destroy my life. And now they are breaking us apart,” he said. “Why do they do this? They think they can just ruin lives?”

Noyin threw the Russian boy a smile, “Don’t worry, Remy. You’re safe here with us. As a matter of fact, you’ll be instrumental in rectifying this situation.”

Remy stomped his feet to the floor, “Are you kidding me, American? If anyone knows I am here, they will force me back home.”

“Well, we’ll just have to make sure you’re not found,” Sierra quipped.

A distraught woman appeared on the display. Jamie recognized her immediately.

“Mom?”

Santiago Sibald appeared next to her and began a conversation.

“The devastating event occurs at a time when Jamie Anderson went missing. I talked to his mother, Emily, about her reaction to the events.”

Jamie held his breath at the sight of his mother addressing the camera.

“I don’t know where you are, poppet,” she sniffed. “But, please, let me know you’re okay.”

“How are you feeling at this moment in time, Emily?” Santiago asked.

“I j-just—” she halted her answer and looked at the floor. “I just need to know he’s okay. That they haven’t done anything to him.”

Santiago broke the dead air between them, “He’s not the only one who was taken, of course. Leesa and Remy are gone, too.”

“I know how their parents are feeling,” Emily said. “We all need to know our children are safe, that those who took them didn’t hurt them.”

Jamie reached out at the screen, “I’m okay, mom.”

She didn’t respond. She couldn’t see or hear him, but she stared right into his eyes quite by accident.

“Jamie. Please. We’re so worried about you. Please, come home.”

A tear rolled down Jamie’s cheek. The others watched and took pity on him.

“I’m coming home, mom—”

The screen fizzled away. Out of the blue, the interior of the dome rumbled around like a madhouse.

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy staggered around as the floor shook from side to side.

Sierra looked up and around at the vibrating walls, “What the hell is that?”

Rana pointed at the exit and ran towards the door, “It’s coming from out there.”

Da-da-da-dum.

“Huh?” As Rana booted the door open, scores of cats rushed past her legs and infiltrated the earthquake-riddled dome.

Meows and shrieks from the disturbed cats echoed all around the room as they took cover under the central table.

Da-da-da-dummmm.

“Outside, look,” Rana yelled as she stepped through the door. “Look at this.”

 

The top half of the giant, blackened tree-like structure in the middle of the Gulf swayed from side to side.

Small waves rumbled toward them as the tip of the tree angled itself towards the moon.

Jamie ran out with Leesa and Remy to find Mau and Leesa’s cat, Suzie Q-Two, meowing at the moon.

Leesa approached Suzie Q-Two with the intention of picking her up, “Hey, girl. What’s happening?”

Suzie ignored her owner and continued to howl at the moon.

Leesa’s eyes traveled from the back of her cat’s head, up along the structure in the distance and settled on the bright, gray ball in the sky.

“Wh-what’s g-going on, girl?”

Mau lifted his right paw and tried to claw at the gray ball in the sky.

“Meow, meow.”

Rana pressed her palms to her ears.

“What is that?”

Da-da-da-dummmm.

Sierra screwed her face at the strange rhythmic thudding coming from the tree .

“Is that Beethoven’s Fifth?”

“Sure sounds familiar,” Rana said.

She trained her eyes on the tree as it moved away from the constellation of stars in the north and bent its tip in the direction of the moon.

“I do not like this one little bit,” Remy added, utterly astonished at the strange display. “Why are all the cats scared?”

“Meow,” Mau howled once again, determined to grab the moon in his paws.

The tip of the tree cracked apart and began to cough which only amplified the cacophony of noise coming from its stem.

Sierra shouted over the commotion. “Look at that thing. It’s pointing itself at the moon—”

“—Jesus, get back. Get back,” Rana shouted. “It’s gonna—”

BIZZZZZOOOOOOOOOOWWWWWW.

A brilliant, thick beam of pink light shot out from the tree’s open tip and flew in the direction of the moon.

“Agh,” Sierra closed her eyes and crouched to her feet.

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy stepped back and fell onto their asses before covering their own eyes.

Rana covered her right eye with her palm and slid her binocle down over her left, “Wow. Look at it. It’s fantastic.”

Mau and Suzie Q-Two upped their vocals as they cheered on the event.

The thick, pink stream fountained towards the moon and eventually made contact with its cratered surface.

Or, at least, that’s what it seemed to do from the view everyone had.

Da-da-da-dummmm.

“Someone tell me what the hell is happening, here,” Sierra screamed. She expected to find an answer from Noyin, but he was nowhere to be seen - at first.

He stood by the exit door soiling himself as he watched the light show.

“What are you doing there?”

“It’s not s-safe,” Noyin stammered. “Get back inside.”

Jamie shifted onto his elbows and covered Leesa on the ground, “Get down.”

Mau and Suzie Q-Two hopped into the air like drug-induced bunny rabbits and attempted to paw the moon, “Meow, meow, meeoowwww.”

KERRRR-AA-BLAAAAAAAMMM.

The constant stream of pink light bathed the moon’s surface. The wispy dust-like gas smothered the ball in an instant, shaking the ground beneath everyone’s feet.

 

Five minutes earlier…

 

Siyam closed the door to the dome’s tech room. Dreenagh had already made her way inside and immediately focused on the scores of rescued cats resting in the room.

“They’re very well-behaved, I must say.”

Siyam lifted his left palm into the air and drew his fingers across the skin, “I need to perform a head count.”

The Individimedia ink on his forearm crept along his wrist and bled into the creases on the skin of his palm.

“Huh? What is that you’re doing?”

“We’ve modified Viddy Media,” Siyam explained as he held the palm of his hand to the cats. “Gone are the days where you can only make calls and broadcast yourself.”

Dreenagh looked at her own Individimedia ink and felt inferior - a feeling she wasn’t used to, given her infamy in society.

The air between Siyam and the cats seemed to revolve onto itself as the scan light threw out from his palm. 

Bwip-bwip-bwip-bwip—

“Okay, that’s ten, twenty,” Siyam said. “We’re expecting ninety. We know we lost one in transit before the underpass.”

Dreenagh watched on in awe.

“So, let me get this straight, uh—

“—Siyam.”

“Siyam, yes,” Dreenagh approached the obedient cats but stopped short of encroaching on their privacy, “Are you going to tell me what all this is about?”

“Yes, soon enough,” Siyam muttered. “Thirty-five, forty, forty-five—”

“—And why you’ve kidnapped me?”

He stopped counting and shot her a puzzled look.

“Kidnapped you?”

“Yes,” she lifted her wrists and pointed at the marks left by the DecapiCuffs, “I get the feeling you need me to do something.”

“Oh, yes. Yes, that’s right.”

Bwip.

The transparent light zipped into his palm and displayed the final total in the space between he and her - 97.

“We’re down by five. We know two are outside, and we lost one in transit. The tally makes sense.”

Dreenagh felt a wave of overconfidence rifle through her chest. She knew in her heart of hearts that this nefarious gang wasn’t going to hurt her. It seemed they needed her more than she needed them.

“Are you going to answer my question or not?”

Siyam walked through the display number and approached the woman, “We’ve been watching you for a long, long time, Dreenagh Remix.”

She launched into a quasi-sarcastic manner, “I figured as much.”

“See those cats over there?”

“Ya-huh?”

“They’re no ordinary cats.”

“You don’t say,” she spat. “Why did you go to all that trouble to bust them out from USARIC’s compound?”

Siyam smiled at the prospect of being the one tasked by the team to enlighten the woman.

“Remember the Star Cat Project?”

“Yes.”

“Remember who won?”

“Yes. Well,” Dreenagh corrected herself, “I know who technically won. But we all know now who really went up there.”

“Jelly Anderson.”

“Yes.”

“It’s no secret that USARIC needed to take the best cat up there to find out what was going on.”

Dreenagh grew giddy with excitement. He knew something she didn’t, and she’d be the first to get the scoop.

“Good. Tell me.”

“All we know is that they found what they were looking for. You saw the transmission from Opera Charlie back there, right?”

“Right. What’s that got to do with—”

“—Did you see where they were? Where they were transmitting from?”

“Opera Charlie.”

“That’s right,” Siyam said. “And you saw what happened to Jelly Anderson?”

“Yes, she looked a lot different. Bigger. Her face was like a tiger.”

“The question is this, Dreenagh Remix,” Siyam moved over to a hatch in the adjacent wall and grabbed the handle. “What was Jelly Anderson doing on Opera Charlie?”

He grabbed the lever and yanked it down.

“I don’t know? I guess USARIC sent Charlie to go and rescue Beta, much like they did when they sent Beta to rescue Alpha.”

“No, Dreenagh,” Siyam barked, startling the cats, “Think about it. There were no Beta crew on Charlie. So, why was Jelly Anderson on board? It doesn’t make any sense.”

Dreenagh mulled over the answer for a few seconds. Then, it hit her.

“Because they only wanted Jelly?”

Siyam yanked the lever down, enabling the hatch to slide to the left and reveal a secret compartment.

“Charlie crew were sent to destroy Opera Beta. It’s no coincidence that Alex Hughes and Jelly are on Charlie. The others are unaccounted for, so we have to assume they’re dead. But Alex and Jelly are definitely alive and well.”

Dreenagh’s eyes widened as she looked into the compartment.

“What is that?”

Siyam turned over his shoulder at a twelve foot high robot suit resting on its feet.

“The whole reason we’re here. The reason you and the children are here. It all comes down to this.”

The cats perked up and began to meow.

Dreenagh walked toward the hatch. The greenish gray robot suit of armor resembled a forklift,

“Is that what I think it is?”

“It depends on what you think it is, Dreenagh. Have you ever heard of Classified Risk?”

“No.”

Siyam turned to the cats. They trundled around, deeply upset by something. Dreenagh looked at the small bundles of fluff and exhaled.

“What’s wrong with them?”

“I’m not sure—”

“Meow,” One of the cats shrieked and jumped into the air as the ground began to rumble and shake the walls. Siyam looked at the tech door.

“Oh, God. Not again.”

“What? What’s going on?”

Da-da-da-dummm.

“Stay here,” Siyam said. “You’re safe in here with the cats.”

“But, but—”

“—No buts, Dreenagh,” Siyam opened the door and stepped through. “Sit your butt on the floor so you don’t fall over. It’s a quake. It won’t last long—”

Da-da-da-dummm.

Dreenagh looked up and around, “Huh? What’s that music?” 

“I don’t know. Stay here, I’ll go and check on the others,” Siyam said as he closed the door behind him.

He approached the central table to find that everyone had disappeared.

“Guys? Where are you?” he hollered at the walls. “What’s going on?”

Da-da-da-dummm.

“Huh?”

The rhythmic thuds appeared to be coming from outside, just behind the holoscope.

Siyam made his way through the rickety ground, pressing his hands against the central table for balance.

 

Inside the tech room, the closed door muffled most of the commotion occurring outside.

Dreenagh stood perfectly still as she watched the scores of cats walk around her, sizing her up.

“Oh God, oh God,” she panted quietly to herself. “P-Please, d-don’t do anything weird.”

“Meow,” one of them snarled and whipped her tail around.

Dreenagh scanned the robotic suit and tried to put two and two together, but failed miserably.

Several cats sniffed at her ankles and shoes.

“Good cats. Good cats,” she said, hoping to placate them. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Meow,” another grumbled, none-too impressed with their new human arrival.

 

Siyam ran outside and saw the tree smothering the moon’s surface with its pink beam.

“Oh my God,” he gasped and covered his brow. “What’s that?”

Sierra turned to him and shouted over the commotion. “That thing that came out of the water. It’s doing something.”

Mau and Suzie Q-Two bounced around together and continued meowing at the top of their little lungs.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Space Opera Charlie looked different, now, resting flat against the rough terrain like a dead animal.

A thought occurred to Alex.

The last time he saw the spacecraft during daylight it seemed whiter than white - in pristine condition, standing proud and upright in its scaffolding.

The ship wasn’t designed to lay flat. An untold amount of damage could have been done to it in the past few days since they’d been marooned on the unknown planet.

Now that Saturn provided warmth and daylight, the true extent of Opera Charlie’s damage was undeniable.

Holes and cracks everywhere; his former home reduced to an ugly, lifeless shell of its former self.

If the ship was beyond repair, how would they get home?

As a matter of fact, how would they get in? What would they find if they were able to get inside.

Ugly reminders of what had gone down only hours before, that’s what. Alex closed his eyes and ran the events in his mind.

Tripp Healy had turned. Alex had no choice but to get the monster away from Jelly’s children and lock them inside the control deck.

Jelly had turned, too, albeit in a different manner, on the crew.

The niggling matter of what Manuel-2 had revealed to Alex before he left disturbed him the most. Manny wasn’t stupid. If anything, it was designed to be the antithesis of stupid. Alex’s disregard for Opera Charlie’s mission signaled to Manny that he was untrustworthy.

 

Jaycee crushed a hollow rock underneath his shattered foot as he walked. Every step felt like a heavyweight boxer punching him in the soles. The pain shot up past his knee and resided in his pelvic bone.

“Nearly there, thank God,” he spluttered in his abnormally high-pitched voice. “I need to hit Medix, or whatever the equivalent is on board Charlie.”

“Jaycee, I told you already. Charlie doesn’t have a Medix,” Alex said.

“Yes, but it must have something. USARIC wouldn’t have sent you murderous maniacs up here without a packet of plasters.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure,” Alex huffed. “It was a suicide mission, anyway.”

Jelly walked ahead of the crew with Furie in her arms. The wolves ran ahead of her and rested on their hind legs.

HOWL.

Jelly giggled to herself and lifted her head at the sky. Saturn continued to produce the beautiful pink stream rocketing across the light blue sky.

White clouds had formed in various spots. The planet they were on resembled Earth in a curious way.

Jelly took in a lungful of air and held it in.

“Mommy?” Furie asked. “Where are we going?”

A plume of pink mist wafted from her opened mouth and into the sky, “We’re going home, honey. The light will guide us. The light will protect you.”

Furie turned onto her side and held her delicate paw at Space Opera Charlie, “What is that white thing?”

“That’s our ride home.”

 

They were a few feet behind Jelly on the approach to Opera Charlie, but Jaycee and Alex found her chatter with her daughter strange.

“I don’t get it,” Jaycee said.

“What?”

“Why is she talking to her? Can they communicate already?”

“They must be able to. She’s trying to reassure her. You know how humans are with kittens, always talking gibberish and lessense.”

“No, no,” Alex said. “That’s not some coochi-coo lessense she’s speaking. She’s having a straight-up discussion with her.”

“Are you going to tell her to stop?”

Alex took in Jelly’s physical enormity; a beastly woman battered and exhausted in her attempts to do right by her children, two of whom she’d lost in quick succession.

Someone he didn’t want to upset.

“Of course I’m not going to stop her. I just wish I could find the words to ask her what she knows, and what we don’t.”

 

Jelly stomped over the discarded airlock hatch on her approach to the ship.

The door was gone. Entry was as easy as simply walking inside. She tilted her head and smiled at her daughter.

“Honey?”

“Yes, mommy?”

“We’re going inside, now. I want you to be a good kitten and close your eyes for me.”

“Okay.”

Obediently, Furie shut her eyes and rested every muscle in her body, safe in her mother’s arms.

Jelly turned around and glanced at the wolves.

GROWL.

Alex and Jaycee jumped back, mistakenly thinking she was addressing them.

The wolves wagged their tails and panted at the instruction.

“You. Stay.”

“Okay,” Alex said in the hope Jelly wouldn’t kill him, “Whatever you say—”

“—Not you, Hughes. Them.” Jelly lifted her head at the wolves, “You stay.”

The wolves did as instructed.

“Hughes, Nayall, you’re with me. Let’s go.”

 

Space Opera Charlie

 

The interior of the spacecraft resembled a spilled trash can.

Detritus covered most of the walkway on first level. A distinct musk of death, singed fur, and a lifetime of bad decisions, hung in the air.

Up ahead, by the corner that lead to the control deck, a beige octopus-looking ball of flesh lay still.

“Shanta,” Jelly whispered as she continued forwards, “Tripp Healy.”

The battered corpse of a small kitten lay against the wall. The blood had long since dried into the ground.

Jelly’s youngest.

She covered Furie’s closed eyes with her paw and grunted as she continued walking.

Her foot hit something small, like a wobbling ball of jello.

“Uh.”

She made the mistake of looking down. Her heel had knocked against second daughter, White, whose neck had been broken.

“Jesus Christ,” Alex whispered as he watched on, “This was a mistake. This is a bad mistake. We should have gone in first and cleaned up at least.”

A growl of death and murder rumbled in Jelly’s stomach. She looked over her shoulder and cleared her throat.

“No,” she said, softly. “You shouldn’t have done that, Hughes.”

“What?”

Jelly turned to face him and lifted her head. A look of unfiltered turmoil and anguish waved in her pupils.

“Look at me, Hughes.”

“I, uh, I am.”

“No, look at me,” Jelly slid Furie into the crook of her elbow and opened out her arms. “I’m a mess.”

“We’re all a mess, Jelly.”

It was the only response Alex could muster. It sounded rehearsed, but even he didn’t know what he meant by issuing that statement. It sounded good in the moment, although Jelly didn’t agree.

“Look what they did to me, Hughes. Look what they did to us.”

“I know, Jelly.”

She turned to Jaycee and raised her eyes, expecting him to chime in with an equally useless platitude.

“I’m sorry, Jelly.”

“Don’t speak, Jaycee. There’s nothing to say. I’m standing on the same ground as my murdered children and my adopted father, carrying my only child in my arms. Nothing you can say that will change anything.”

Jelly turned around and made her way to the control deck, “But there is one thing we can do,” she said as she picked up the pace.

“What’s that, Jelly?”

“We can get back home and fix everything.”

 

The Control Deck

Space Opera Charlie

 

The lifeless communications deck and flight panel stood in front of the cracked windshield.

It wouldn’t be long until Saturn would sink beyond the horizon; a sight worth sticking around for if someone felt the need to soak in the glorious view.

Dusk on this planet promised to be a magnificent sight to behold. Of course, it was the farthest thing from anyone’s mind.

Action needed to be taken.

Jelly set Furie on the communications chair and wrapped the jacket around her body, “Rest now, honey.”

“Can I open my eyes now, mommy?”

“Yes. If you want to.”

Her little eyelids lifted. Jelly’s monstrous tiger face came into crystal clarity. The tiniest strands of fur waved back and forth over her mother’s face.

“Mommy. You’re beautiful.”

A tear rolled down Jelly’s face and produced a damp sliver of fur as it rolled away and splashed against the floor.

She extended the broken infinity claws on her right hand and ran it along her daughter’s face.

“Honey. We are monsters.”

Furie yawned quite unexpectedly, forcing the skin on her face to pull back and reveal her vicious teeth. Jelly was one to do this, too, but it wasn’t until she’d seen her daughter do it that she realized just how freaky it looked - if only for a fleeting moment.

“Feeling better now?” Jelly asked.

“Yes, mommy.”

“You’re scary when you yawn,” Jelly said. “Now, stay here until I return.”

Alex and Jaycee were never going to be able to process whatever occurred between mother and daughter. They said nothing, and waited for her next move.

Jelly stood up straight and paused for a moment. The orange hue from the windshield slapped across her pupils.

“Hughes?” she said.

“Yes, Jelly?”

“Get Manny up and running,” she said as she turned to face the two dumbstruck men behind her.

“You look like crap, Nayall,” she added nonchalantly.

“Um, I feel like crap, to be honest.”

“Who did that to you? You should tell me and I’ll take care of them.”

“Well, uh,” Jaycee tried. “You did.”

“I know.”

She moved to the communications panel and clenched her fist, “Manny?”

No response.

Alex moved forward and held out his hands in haste, “Oh, Christ. No, don’t do that—”

“—Manny?” Jelly looked at the ceiling and lifted her right arm, “Manny, I know you can hear me.”

“Jelly, please,” Alex begged. “Don’t cause any more damage—”

“—I’m giving you to the count of three, Manny,” Jelly lifted her hand and went to strike the panel, “One, two, three.”

KER-SLAAAMMMMM-MM.

Her fist went through the panel. Sparks blasted from the hole as she wrenched her fist back out.

“Jesus Christ, Jelly. Stop.”

Jelly threatened him and caught her breath, “You want some as well, do you?”

“God, no. Just please, stop,” Alex begged. “Violence isn’t going to solve anything. Look at Jaycee. He needs to fix himself. You’re not going to get Manny to do what you want by threatening her.”

“She’s not coming online, though.”

“Give her some time, Jelly.”

“She’s testing my damn patience,” Jelly lowered her arms and screamed at the ceiling once again, “Manny? Where are you?”

Jelly lifted her right leg and kicked the panel once again.

KERRR-AA-AAACK.

“Ugh. Sonofabitch,” she squealed as she grabbed her thigh and lifted her foot out from the hole on the deck.

“Manny?” Alex asked. “If you can hear me, for the love of God, please come online.”

No response.

Jelly lifted her infinity claw at Jaycee, “You. Murderer.”

“I d-didn’t do it, Jelly—”

“—No, not now, Jaycee,” Alex whispered to him. “Just do as she says, look at her.”

“Wise words, Hughes,” Jelly snorted at his battered face. “You still look like death warmed up, Nayall. Piss off and fix yourself.”

“Okay.”

“Or you could make yourself useful by removing your battery and going offline. Save me the trouble.”

Jaycee looked at his broken arms and then at his shattered leg, “J-Jelly, Charlie doesn’t have a Medix.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass. It could have a heated swimming pool and sauna for all I care, dickhead. Go to the Motary and see what mech you can scrape.”

“Huh?”

“Ugh, don’t act dumb with me, murderer,” Jelly fumed. “You could do a Dr. Whitaker. Twist off a gun turret and weld it to your thigh? I dunno, make something up. I want you fully operational when we leave.”

Jaycee turned to Alex for confirmation - or anything that might indicate that this whole venture wasn’t some bizarre bad dream.

“I’d just do it, to be honest.”

Jaycee walked away and made for the door, “Okay, I’ll go to the Motary.”

“Hey, Nayall,” Jelly called after him.

“Yes?”

“Try not to murder any children on your way down there, asshole.”

Before Jaycee could protest his innocence, Alex beat him to it, “No, don’t say a word. Just go down there. Keep your Viddy Media channel open.”

“Fine.”

Jaycee stormed off, leaving a thoroughly agitated Jelly looking at the communications panel.

Alex dared to step forward. He hadn’t done anything wrong, and the chances of the beast lashing out at him were low.

“Jelly?”

“What do you want?”

“Jaycee didn’t murder anyone. He’s innocent.”

She turned to him and couldn’t believe the explanation rifling through her ears.

“Are you serious? I saw her in his leg.”

“But that doesn’t mean he—”

“Alex, Jaycee killed her and stowed her away in his thigh compartment.”

“No, it’s not what happened—”

“—How do you know, Hughes?” Jelly barked. “He’s responsible.”

“You’re right, Jelly. I don’t know what happened. But I know Jaycee. Whatever happened to her, it wasn’t his fault. He wouldn’t purposely murder your daughter. I mean, why on Earth would he do that?”

“We’re not on Earth, dickhead.”

“That’s the first time you’ve been right the whole time we’ve been here, Jelly.”

“Ugh,” Jelly sniffed and wiped the fur on her face, “I overreacted. I’ve known him longer than you have. I shouldn’t have beaten the daylights out of him. Maybe I should have heard him out, first.”

“That’s the problem with you, Jelly,” Alex said, shrouded in confidence now that the beast standing before him was - bizarrely - able to see the error of her ways. “It’s in your nature to act without thinking. It’s not your fault. You’re a cat, after all. But you need to consider your actions out here, you know. Actions have consequences.”

“I know that,” she snapped like a petulant child.

“It was a mistake bringing you up here.”

Jelly snarled through her teeth and clenched her fist, “You’re damn right it was a mistake.”

“Hey,” Alex snapped. “Don’t talk to me like that.”

Jelly twisted her head over her shoulder to face him.

“Why the hell shouldn’t I?”

“Because you’re a damned cat, that’s why. I’m a human being. My team and I went to great expense trying to rescue you. I spent five years of my life making sure I got on Charlie to get you back. I should be dead by now. And when I get home, what do you think is going to happen to me, huh?”

Jelly lowered her head and, for the first time in her life, felt something resembling a human moment of sympathy.

“I’m sorry—”

“—Sorry doesn’t cut it, you ingrate. You think you can just punch and kick anything you don’t like? Take a look inside yourself, Anderson. Do you like what you see?”

“No.”

“Okay, now that is the second time you’ve been right the whole time you’ve been here,” Alex fumed. “How does it feel to be corrected? What are you feeling right now?”

Jelly extended her tongue and ran it across her mouth, “Confused.”

“Confused?”

“Ugh,” Jelly closed her eyes and rolled her shoulders, “I, uh, just—”

“—What is it, girl? Spit it out.”

“I WANT TO KILL EVERYONE,” Jelly screamed so hard in Alex’s face it felt as if it burned off.

“Whoa, Jeez.”

Jelly thumped her chest and inhaled.

“They did this to me. USARIC did it. I had no choice. I was perfectly happy when I was normal. I want to be normal again.”

“It’s too late. We have to adjust to the situation—”

“—Don’t “we” me, Hughes. You don’t have to adjust to anything. You’re still normal. A human being. You’re not going to change. You human beings never change. That’s the whole problem.”

Jelly stopped herself from talking and caught her breath as quickly as possible. She dug her right heel into the ground in a deliberate attempt to intimidate Alex.

“It’s human beings that interfered with me, who sent me up to this godforsaken hellhole. They messed with me. They gave me these things.”

She held out her claws and threatened to take Alex’s head off.

“Jelly, p-please.”

“They didn’t care. They don’t care. And now they want me dead.”

“Jelly, stop—”

“—But they’re going to find out exactly who they’ve messed me,” Jelly roared and stomped her left foot to the floor, cracking the tiles apart, “Now, give me what I want, Hughes, or I swear to myself I’ll remove your guts with my bare claws.”

“Yourself?” Alex asked, confused. “What do you mean?”

“I am God, Hughes.”

A brief moment of vexation waded between Jelly and Alex; nose-to-nose, anger-to-fear. Alex had no choice but to back off.

“Now give me what I want.”

He nodded and snapped his fingers, “Manuel-2. First officer Alex J. Hughes—”

A contented smile spread across Jelly’s face as Alex issued his command.

“Commence operation procedure, please.”

 

BZZZZ-OWWWW.

The control deck shuffled and sputtered to life. A blue light formed in the middle of the room - up, left, down, and right, forming the contours of a holographic encyclopedia.

Seven characters burst across the rectangular front cover: M-A-N-U-E-L-2

Manny burst to life and stretched her covers, “Ah, wh-where a-a-a-am I-I-I?” her voice whirled back and forth in an attempt to calibrate itself.

“Manny?” Alex asked.

“Y-Yes,” her voice dipped in register and then sped up as her frame twisted around on the spot, “I hear you, Alex.”

“Welcome back.”

Jelly sneered at the book. Something felt off to her.

“Manny?”

“Ah,” Manny squealed, “It’s her. The cat.”

“Yes, it’s me.”

“I know it’s you, Miss. Anderson,” Manny blurted, deeply unhappy with her brand new predicament. She wanted as far away from Jelly as possible, “Please refrain from encroaching on my physical proximity.”

Manny twisted her front cover and threw a beam over the control panel.

Blip-biddip-bip.

“What happened to my mainframe?” Manny asked.

Alex took the opportunity to wink at Jelly as Manny flew over to her console, “We were hoping you could give us some answers, actually.”

Manny moved closer to the damage and froze in the air. A loading bar zipped across cover, “This is unacceptable. The comms link is down. Opera Charlie has been completely gutted.”

“Manny?”

She revolved around and flapped her pages together, “Yes?”

“Can you display the black box recorder, please? We want to know exactly what happened when we left Enceladus and where we are.”

“I can try,” Manny said. “But I need to fully reconcile my random access memory with whatever is left of the mainframe to give you an accurate report.”

“That’s okay,” Alex said. “Do that now, we can wait.”

“Retrieving data now,” Manny said. “Please standby.”

Alex bit his lip and let out a sigh of relief. Manny clearly hadn’t recollected the event that took place between he and her before he vacated the ship.

Jelly crouched in front of the comms chair and carefully lifted the flaps of the jacket away from her sleeping child.

“Shhh.”

“Jelly, listen, I need to tell you something.”

“Shhh. Look at her, she’s sleeping.”

Jelly ran the side of her face along Furie’s. Both girls purred as if on cue, completely relaxed in each other’s company.

Alex moved forward and place his hand on Jelly’s shoulder, “She certainly has a real calming effect on you, you know.”

“I know she does. And I have to get her back home.”

As Jelly lifted her head away from Furie’s face she immediately clocked Alex’s personal invasion of space, “What do you want, Hughes?”

“It’s only a matter of time before Manny remembers the truth, you know.”

“The truth?”

“Before Jaycee and I left to look for you, she threatened me. She knows I sabotaged the mission. When her memory reconciles it’ll all come flooding back.”

“Oh great,” Jelly quipped with sarcasm. “We need her to report back to us on the state of the ship and get us home.”

“Charlie is in no state to get us home, Jelly.”

“You reckon?” Jelly sniffed. “What makes you think that?”

Alex pointed at the damage she’d done to the console, “Well, your temper hasn’t helped.”

“So?”

“Look at this place. It can barely access communications, let alone fly,” Alex said. “I have a plan, though.”

“What is it?”

“Manny’s going to suggest we get Charlie into launch position. Upright, facing the sky.”

“So?”

“I’m not sure you’re going to like the method.”

 

The Motary

Space Opera Charlie - Level Three

 

Jaycee sat in the middle of the vast warehouse and looked at the vehicles on display.

An attack pod with extended claws.

The tank he and Tripp had used to locate Jelly.

The far wall contained so many re-branded and updated USARIC firearms it was hard to know where to start.

But he had to start somewhere.

The K-SPARK II shot gun - twice the size of its predecessor - lay a few inches by his feet.

Finally, a light spacecraft loomed near the exit wall. He’d only fleetingly remembered it from his last visit. K-BOLT: a small scale version of Opera Charlie.

As Jaycee unclipped the lower half of his exo-suit away from his battered legs, his mind ran into overdrive.

Tripp’s face was the first image that floated into his vision as his gloved hands slung around his left, ruined thigh.

BWUCK.

He removed his left leg from the magnetic plate and placed it on the floor. The useless mechanized lump wiggled to and fro, appearing to plead against its abandonment.

“Sorry, fella,” he whispered. “You’re no use to me, now.”

WHIRR-WHUMP.

The leg gave up the ghost and stopped moving. Jaycee snorted to himself and unscrewed the barrel from the K-SPARK II and lifted it in front of his face.

“A marvel of science. Look at you,” he muttered, “If only we had this on Opera Beta.”

The fluorescent light blew across the barrel’s underside and reflected in Jaycee’s face as he lowered it to his leg.

“Bonnie would have freaked out if she had this,” he said as he angled the plate to his thigh socket.

SCHWUMP.

The gun barrel attached with such force it nearly knocked him on his ass, “Whoa. Easy, tiger.”

WHUUR-SCHWIP.

It worked.

The end barrel revolved and spread out to form a giant foot - twice the size of his good, right appendage.

He pressed his new leg down and slammed the sole of his barrel-cum-foot to the ground.

“Weapon activated,” came a tiny voice from the holes on the underside of the barrel. “Thank you for choosing USARIC.”

The very last sentence someone like Jaycee ever wanted to hear. As he hung his head down to the floor he could feel a couple of weights hang from his face.

The right side of his jaw detached from his cheek. The socket had been busted when Jelly punished him. It wasn’t worth holding any longer.

His face waved across the surface of his brand new leg, revealing an exceptionally ugly freak with half a face.

A freak.

A freak of science, of nature, and of humankind. A lone - and lonely - product of what was surely a bygone era at this point in time. Any updates he might have expected to have were at least six years old at this point. The crew of Opera Charlie were a vicious reminder of exactly how out of date he was.

The only thing that kept him going was the fact he was human - or, at least, the feeling that he was such.

But he wasn’t human, and he knew it. If there was any feeling to the contrary, all he had to do was look in the mirror.

“I’m s-sorry, Tripp,” he whispered at the ground.

Another human feeling. Sorrow. Pity.

“What did I do to deserve this?” he mouthed, barely able to activate his voice box, “Why couldn’t they have taken me first?”

He clutched his jaw in his right hand and squeezed, applying the force away from his head.

KLOTCH.

The left side of his jaw unhooked from the bolt in his face. He lifted his separated jaw in front of his eyes and looked at it for the last time.

“Ghash,” his tongue flapped around the upper palate in his mouth, “Gnesgh-Gwub—”

Speaking was no use - his esophagus and tongue, if that’s even what they were - failed to work. He set his jaw next to his leg and decided to stop speaking.

Perhaps forever.

Jaycee brushed the metallic pieces of his exo-suit away from his chest. He’d taken such a torturous amount of damage. The suit was no longer fit for purpose.

CLUNK-SPATCH.

He thumped the button on his chest. The front of the suit broke out like a flowery ribcage. When he inspected his human-like chest, the real extent of the damage was clear.

His battery protruded through his endoskeleton, lit from behind by an internal processor.

“Ugh,” his squeaky voice box gargled through the top-half of his mouth and tightened his grip on the exo-suit top.

WHOOSH-CLUMP.

It hit the side of the K-BOLT spacecraft and smashed to the floor in a sorry heap.

His metal frame had managed to survive the beating thanks to the suit, but it wasn’t perfect. He reached down and pressed the butt of his palm against the shattered metal and folded it back with all his might.

“Ngggggg,” he huffed as his fingers bent the stubborn material around his heart.

WREEEE — EEEENTCH.

“Ghhuuuu,” he sobbed through the self-afflicted invasion on his pain sensors.

He released the metal and tried to catch his breath. His lungs still needed to pump whatever fluid was needed to keep his battery/heart alive and operational.

As he took a moment of respite, he remembered Wool ar-Ban, his close friend, and what happened to her. An extroverted suicide, by all accounts, on behalf of Tripp Healy. Point blank in the back, aimed directly at her “heart”.

The very heart he was in the middle of attempting to shield by bending his shattered skeleton back into place.

Was it worth it, though?

The voice of one Baldron Landaker flew threw his cranium with pin-sharp clarity, “Surplus to requirement. We don’t need that damn cat, anymore.”

Tor Klyce’s evil laughter followed the statement and brought Jaycee back into the room.

An idea entered his head.

Instead of bending the metal around his battery, he could do everyone left alive a favor. He could simply reach into his chest, wrap his fingers around his battery, and tear it out.

Even if Space Opera Charlie had enough power to get them home, they could definitely use less weight.

One less monster aboard Charlie trying to get home. The absence of five hundred pounds of outdated hardware might make all the difference.

No one would miss him, of course. Such was his assessment of himself.

Jaycee Nayall, chief of Weapons & Armory aboard the search vessel Space Opera Beta.

Look at the weapons here, Jaycee thought to himself. Between Hughes, Anderson, and Manny, they can take care of themselves. They don’t need me.

He closed his eyes and gripped the battery between his ungainly, robotic fingers.

Even if we made it back home, which we won’t, no one would be there to greet you. No one would be jumping into your arms and smothering you with affection. You have no one, Jaycee. On the contrary, you’ll have USARIC on your ass. A lifetime of interrogation, which will certainly end only one way.

USARIC’s tear ducts were a marvel of technology. When an Androgyne Series Two was ever in danger of experiencing emotion, it activated the organic sweat gland to filter through to the front of the face and cry.

Even your tears are false, Nayall. USARIC have treated you - and everyone like you - like a marionette. Strings in their control. Putty in their hands. You’re pathetic.

He tugged at the battery with some vigor.

The further out he pulled, the less power his arm had to finish the job off.

WRENCH-PULL.

The slightest tug dropped the power in his arm. He could move the battery only so far before the energy drained from his shoulder and elbow.

You can’t even terminate yourself, you worthless piece of crap. Pathetic. Look at you, trying to tear out your battery.

The nightmare running commentary only brought back pangs of regret, particularly the time when Tor Klyce convinced Androgyne, Opera Beta’s “canary”, to detonate herself all those months ago.

Tor knew what to say to get her to do what he wanted. Now, a mind war took place inside Jaycee’s head.

One half convincing the other of their valueless existence. The other battling back, resisting temptation to take the easy way out.

You could always detach the gun and shoot yourself in the chest, Nayall.

“Ngggg,” he squealed, released the battery and shook his head.

WHUMP.

He slammed his fists on the floor and kicked himself to his feet.

STOMP — STOMP.

The ground could barely hold his weight as he stepped around on the spot. This particular Androgyne couldn’t fool anyone any longer, least of all himself.

He decided there and then to accept what he was.

No selfish acts.

Not anymore.

He felt his fingertips spider-walk up both sides of his head and sink their nails into his flesh.

TUG — TUG — SHRED.

Clumps of synthetic skin tore away from his endo-skull and slapped to the floor like flaps of three-day-old pancake.

He moved his head to the right and ran his nails down the front and back of his neck, pulling the material away from the wires and connectors that lay underneath.

SPATCH — SPATCH.

Flank after flank of white, human skin slapped to the floor around his feet.

What do you think you’re doing, Jaycee? He asked himself the same question over and over as he placed the back end of his palm underneath his overbite. You think this will help, do you? Pathetic.

He had no option. USARIC gave him no choice. If he couldn’t take himself out of the game, then he’d have to rig it in his family’s favor.

TCH-KLOCK.

The front of his endo-skull slipped away from his head - complete with his cheeks, nose and forehead - and into the palm of his hand.

His face stared up at him like an exhumed china doll mask.

It’s you, Jaycee.

He lifted his face into the air and slammed it against the ground.

SLAMMM.

He punched his fists together and turned to the weapon-filled wall. The USARIC logo took pride directly above it, around ten feet up from the floor.

“AARRGGGHHHHHHH—”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

Jaycee stomped across the ground, resembling an angry forklift mech-droid - true to the very fiber of his being - and held out his arms.

The droid bent both arms back and lunged at the logo.

KERRR-RAAACKK — SCHLAAA-AAAM.

The wall coughed out fragments of hardened ceramic and dust over the droid as it raised its back and threw another God-powered punch - this time into the “U” of the logo.

THWAA-KERRAAAAMMM.

The letter exploded around his fist forcing a shock wave across the remaining four letters.

“A”, “R, and “I” bust apart, leaving the letter “C” to suffer the weaponized monster’s fury.

THWAAAM.

The wall rumbled and broke apart as Jaycee stepped back with the chunk of wall in his palm.

The letter “C” stared up at him, unable to defend itself. Even if it was able to, it didn’t stand a chance.

He closed his fingers around it and crushed the damn thing in his hand.

“Arrggghhhhhhh—”

He squeezed so hard he bent his middle and fourth digit back against his thumb.

A moment of respite was needed.

He dropped the crumbled pieces of wall to the ground and expected them to hit his boots, but they didn’t.

Instead, they lilted and flew around like a gas wading towards the floor. He’d done a thorough job of decimating that piece of wall.

Lately, a lot of people had been running. Running for all different reasons, and from a variety of antagonistic forces.

Right here, right now, Jaycee ran away from what he thought was himself. If Mastazita had unleashed the beast within Jelly Anderson a little while ago, it was nothing - nothing - like the beast within Jaycee Nayall.

No one could be trusted.

No one.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

USARIC Research & Development Institute

Port D’Souza

(Ten miles northeast of Cape Claudius)

 

A helicopter ambulance lifted away from the Research & Development Institution building and banked left.

Inside, Maar Sheck lay unconscious on a gurney with breathing apparatus attached to his face.

The medician held up a defibrillator as his colleague tore open the front of Maar’s shirt and exposed his chest.

“Okay, standby.”

The first medician placed the paddles on Maar’s chest, “Clear.”

BVHOOM.

His body jostled around as the paddles did their job. The second medician looked at the heart rate monitor, “No. Still well above target.”

“Resetting paddles,” the first medician said as he recharged the paddles and placed them against Maar’s chest, “Okay, clear.”

BVHOOM.

The second attempt worked better.

Maar’s eyelids lifted as he gasped through the breathing apparatus.

He exhaled and lowered his arms.

A smile crept across his face as he saw his patient come around.

“Welcome back, Mr. Sheck.”

“Yugh,” Maar dribbled down his chin and grabbed the breathing mask, “Wuh-wuh—”

“You went into cardiac arrest,” the second medician said. “You’re very lucky.”

Maar turned his head to the side and looked out of the window. The dusk setting reflected in the window and painted his face a dull, grayish orange.

“We’ll need to keep you in for some tests, though. You’re not in the clear just yet.”

 

Corpus Christi Infirmary

 

The medicians wheeled Maar’s gurney into a private ward. The first medician replaced the man’s breathing apparatus with a fresh set that hung on the wall.

Maar’s breathing had normalized by now, and the last place he wanted to be was in a hospital. He tried to swing his legs over the gurney and stand to his feet, but the second medician caught him just in time.

“Ah, no, no. You’re going nowhere till we’re satisfied that you’re stable.”

“But, uh, I c-can’t—”

“—No, Mr. Sheck. Just relax and calm down.”

Maar surveyed the private ward and felt a sense of dread seep in. Two men dressed as medicians - and much stronger, taller, and younger than he - insisted he didn’t leave.

“I have t-to go.”

The first medician ignored the man’s request. He pulled off the temporary wires from Maar’s chest and hooked him up to the giant machine beside the bed.

Biddip. Biddip. Biddip.

“Right, enough lessense,” the first medician said. “We have you right where we want you.”

“What? What?”

Maar looked down at his wrists. They’d been tied to the gurney.

No escape.

He looked down the length of his body and saw that his ankles had been strapped in, too.

Again, no escape.

“What are you d-doing?” Maar screamed for dear life as the beeps from the machine appeared to rise in volume.

The first medician winked at his colleague, “Close the door. We don’t want anyone to hear.”

“You got it.”

The second medician hopped over to the door and carefully pushed it shut, “Okay, all clear.”

“What are you doing?” Maar shuffled around on the bed and tried to free himself from the restraints.

The needle from a syringe focused into Maar’s view a couple of inches away from the first medician’s face.

“You think you can get away with what you did?” the medician asked.

“Huh?”

WRENCH — PULL.

Maar’s physical resistance only tightened his shackles.

“No, no, you’re g-going to kill me—”

“—Would you shut this bastard up?” the first medician whispered to his colleague.

A sliver of neat liquid fountained out from the syringe.

Maar had no option but to beg for his life, “P-Please, don’t d-do this—”

WHUMP.

The second medician’s right hand clasped around Maar’s neck. His left hand pressed his forehead down, forcing the back of his head against the pillow.

“Ngggg, no, no,” Maar’s survival instinct ran at full pelt, “Someone, help me. They’re trying to kill me—”

“—I said shut up,” the first medician grabbed Maar’s wrist and slid the needle into a prominent vein, “Be quiet and go back to sleep.”

The second medician took the opportunity to lower his face to Maar’s for a final salute.

“Can I ask you something?”

“No, no—” Maar squealed from the pit of his stomach.

His oppressor couldn’t have cared any less and grinned evilly at the man they were about to execute.

Bip-bip-bip…

“How does it feel?”

“Ngghhhh—”

“—I’ll ask again, Marr Sheck. How does it feel?”

The contents of the syringe spewed into his vein and raced toward the man’s heart.

“Nuuh.”

“You’ve caused so much damage and destruction. Ruined lives. How does it feel to have it done to you?”

Biddip-biddip-biddip…

“You hear that?” the second medician grinned, “That’s the sound of your heart beating faster and faster.”

Maar gave up the struggle. He felt the lava coarse through his veins and burn him from within. His body slumped to the bed.

 

The liquid eventually smothered his heart, forming a gelatinous pair of hands and fingers.

Each digit ran around the quickening beating organ and prepared to squeeze.

WHUNCH.

 

“Gaaaah.”

Maar sat up straight and screamed as he exited his bad dream. Out of breath and sweating profusely, he tried to calm his breathing down.

Slowly, he acclimated himself to his surroundings.

A pale, white room.

Sure enough, he was sitting upright in a hospital bed.

But there was no one here. Not right now, anyway.

The frequent controlled beeps coming from the machine beside his bed.

“Uhm,” he muttered and wiped the sweat from his brow. He lifted his hands to his face and inspected the residue.

That was one hell of a bad dream.

Maar squeezed his eyes shut and as hard as he could. After a long moment, he opened them to find the room hadn’t changed.

He lowered his left arm and brought the Individimedia ink on his wrist into full view. 

Scritch-swipe.

His fingernails ran over the ink, but it refused to budge. For some reason, his communication device wasn’t active.

Someone must have disabled it.

But who did it? And how? And when?

“Christ, I have to get out of here,” he whispered at the walls. 

 

He lifted his legs over the side of the bed and planted his bare feet on the cold ground.

A tingling sensation shot up his legs and dispersed around his body as he attempted to stand upright.

TUG.

A tube snaked out from his right arm and ran back to a drip standing beside his bed.

He slid the needle out from his forearm and placed it on the bed with great care.

The lower half of his gown unraveled down his legs. Standing upright was proving to be something of a challenge.

There was little time to waste. He needed to leave.

Off came the wires and pads attached to his chest.

The monitor flat lined as a result, underscoring the uneasy air in the room. Around ten footsteps from now, he’d reach the door and be able to escape - hopefully sight unseen.

 

LATCH.

The door to the private ward unclipped from the lock and sprung inward.

Maar hung his head through the gap in the door.

Medicians, doctors, and random civilian visitors made their way in all directions in the corridor outside.

An armed USARIC security guard sat on a chair to the left of the door, keeping an eye on everyone. The guard’s sleeve revealed his identity; Merc 451.

Maar had an idea.

“Pssst.”

The USARIC guard didn’t budge.

“Damn it,” Maar huffed. “Psst.”

The guard’s looked around for the noise. He saw Maar’s withered, old face staring at him from the crack in the door.

“You’re awake?” the mercenary asked, surprised.

“Yes, yes, I’m awake. Can you come in here, please?”

“Certainly, Mr. Sheck.”

It wasn’t until the guard stood up that Maar realized just how big the man actually was. At least seven foot tall, and with a nasty-looking handgun holstered in his belt.

Mercenary 451 was going to be a challenge.

Maar disappeared into the ward and left the door open.

 

“How are you feeling?”

Maar played up his fatigue and clutched his stomach, “I’m okay. I, uh, they say I went into cardiac arrest.”

“We were all concerned about you.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Maar pinched the sharp end of the freshly-discarded drip and went to reinsert it into his arm. “Look, I can’t stay here.”

“Why not?”

“Are you kidding me? There’s no end of bastards out here that want to kill me.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Guard 451 said with a sympathetic smile.

“Listen, I need you to get me the hell out of here.”

“No.”

“What do you mean no?” Maar screamed in the man’s face. “I’m the chief executive officer. I’m your boss. And I want to get—”

“—No, sir. Since your health suffered, we’re under strict instructions to keep you at the hospital. The medicians need to be satisfied you’re well enough to return to the research institute.”

“Oh, really?” Maar asked. “And who gave the instruction?”

“Crain McDormand and your first in command.”

“Really?”

“Yes, sir,” Guard 451 confirmed. “So you’re staying here.”

The skin on Maar’s cheeks and forehead began to burn.

The room started to rotate like a carnival ride. He staggered back to the bed and planted his behind on the mattress.

“You’re clearly not one hundred percent, Maar.”

“They think they can do this to me?” Maar muttered with incredulity, “Keep me here like a target and have this fat mound of whale blubber try to protect me?”

“What did you say, sir?”

Maar looked up at the guard and beckoned him over, “I, uh, n-need some help. I don’t f-feel too well.”

“Oh,” the guard made his way over to Maar and offered his assistance, “Do you want me to call a medician?”

“No,” Maar jumped to his feet and swung his right arm at the guard, “Don’t call a medician.”

JUTTTT.

Maar slammed drip syringe into the man’s neck.

“Call a hearse, instead.”

“Gaaah.”

Guard 451 dropped to his knees and reached out to Maar, who simply stared the man in the face and watched the life drain away.

“Hurry up and die, will you?”

WHUMP.

The guard gasped his last and hit the floor, dead.

 

***

 

The door to the private ward opened, and out walked Maar dressed in the USARIC guard’s clothes.

The suit was far too big for him.

Fortunately for the Maar, most of the patrons of the hospital didn’t recognize the size disparity. No one paid enough attention to him.

For good measure, Maar flipped the helmet’s visor over his face. The number 451 whizzed across the screen.

An approaching doctor smiled at Maar as he shuffled past, “Good evening.”

“Uh, hello,” Maar affected a gruff voice and tried not to draw too much attention to himself as he made his way to the busy reception area.

He looked to the left and saw a hideous graffiti mark reading on the wall which read: Misfits OUT!

“Ugh,” he muttered and shook his head, “Not in here, too?”

Dozens of civilians sat in the waiting area with various injuries and ailments.

The girl behind the reception desk fought off the baying mob demanding attention.

“I’m sorry, everyone. Please form an orderly line and be patient.”

Maar stopped in his tracks and surveyed the waiting pool. A few people stared back at him, wondering if he was about to cause trouble.

Then, he remembered he was in full USARIC mercenary gear. For the first time in his entire life he felt the misgivings of the general public and their perception of his company.

They looked concerned.

Before he had time to dwell any further, he heard a coarse voice coming from behind his left shoulder.

He turned around to the holographic visual hovering by the wall.

“Anderson?” he muttered in confusion.

The visual of a distressed Emily Anderson played on the transparent screen.

“I don’t know where you are, poppet,” she sniffed. “But, please, let me know you’re okay.”

“How are you feeling at this moment in time, Mrs. Anderson?” Santiago Sibald asked her.

“I j-just, I just need to know he’s okay. That they haven’t done anything to him--”

“Good Lord,” Maar whispered to himself.

If being treated as a USARIC mercenary wasn’t bad enough, he now had a first-hand account of the consequences of the actions he’d taken. Emily’s son, Jamie, along with the two other finalists of the Star Cat Project, had been kidnapped and held to ransom.

Maar had effectively ordered their execution by calling RAGE’s bluff.

How do you process information like this, particularly when you’ve recovered from a flirt with death?

Maar shook his head and felt sorry for the woman. There was absolutely nothing she could have done to avoid the situation she was in.

He knew deep down inside that he’d ordered the death of her son. As far as anyone was aware, they were long gone by now.

“Please, move out of the way,” came a stern voice form the reception desk.

A man Maar recognized from the anonymity provided by his visor.

Kaoz, accompanied by his lawyer, Crain McDormand, pushed through the line and approached the girl behind reception.

Maar’s felt his legs turned to stone. He didn’t know whether to announce himself, or hide, and so chose neither action. He remained still and observed the two men talk to the receptionist.

“Maar Sheck?” Kaoz’s lips moved in slow motion at the girl behind the desk. She looked at her floating screen and pointed at the corridor behind Maar’s right shoulder.

The two men seemed to be in a hurry.

Maar lifted his right hand to the side of his visor and pressed a button.

The wide screen visual of the reception desk wiped to the left, replaced by a colorful thermo-dynamic representation. Human-shaped blobs of oranges, yellows, and reds shifted around.

Santiago’s voice whizzed around the room, “He’s not the only one who was taken, of course. Leesa Task and Remy Gagarin are also confirmed missing as this time.”

“I know how their parents feel,” Emily’s voice lowered. “We all need to know our children are safe. That those who took them didn’t hurt them.”

Maar zoomed into Kaoz’s right hand reaching into his utility belt as he stepped away from the desk. The man’s head was blood red.

“Jesus,” Maar whispered.

SWISH.

He flicked the thermo-dynamic sensor off and saw Kaoz march toward the corridor. Ten seconds from now, Kaoz - and his right hand clutched on his utility belt - would walk right past him.

“Oh, God,” Maar looked left - then right. He didn’t know where to run. Kaoz stormed forward with Crain in tow.

“Uh, uh—”

“—Hey, you,” Kaoz chirped at who he thought was Guard 451, “Why aren’t you at your station? Guarding the ward?”

“Uh,” Maar chocked as he tried to speak. Lowering his voice came by complete accident, “I was t-taking a break—”

Kaoz stopped and placed a hand on his shoulder, “How is he?”

“How is who?”

“Maar Sheck, you dumb sonofabitch.”

“He’s, uh—”

“—Did he survive his heart attack?”

Maar fixed his gaze on Kaoz’s eyes, “Y-Yes, I— he d-did, but—”

“Damn it.”

Kaoz retrieved his hand gun and showed it to Maar, “Okay, Plan B, then.”

“Plan B?” Maar asked.

“We’re going in there, now,” Kaoz said. “A quick termination. We’re in and out, but you make sure no one gets in his room.”

“What?”

Kaoz turned to Crain, who had a forlorn look of regret on his face.

“Don’t get all pious on us, now, Crain,” Kaoz said. “The bastard deserves it. ”

Kaoz turned to Maar.

“Do you understand what I’ve just said?”

“Yuh, yes.”

“Good. Once he’s out of the picture we can get USARIC back on track. Hopefully stave off any misgivings from the IRI. If any Viddy Media scumbags turn up, what are you going to do?”

“Um, turn them away?”

“Exactly,” Kaoz said quietly. “No one goes in, no one goes out. As far as everyone’s concerned, our CEO died in the air ambulance on his way over.”

Kaoz looked at Guard 451 and Crain for acknowledgment, “We all clear on this?”

“Yes.”

Kaoz concealed his hand gun and rushed down the corridor with Crain, leaving a thoroughly startled and nervous Maar Sheck on his own at reception.

“Give us ninety seconds,” Kaoz barked over his shoulder.

“Okay,” Maar blinked and looked around for the hospital entrance. Seconds from now, Kaoz and Crain would see that he’d escaped. They’d see the murdered guard dressed only in his underwear and with a syringe poking out of his jugular.

He fumbled in the mercenary pants pocket and grabbed at something oblong and rigid.

The key to a MagCycle.

 

Kaoz clocked the empty chair outside the private ward as he gripped the door handle. Crain shuffled up behind him, “Look, just get in there and do it. No messing around.”

“Going in.”

Kaoz pushed the door open and entered the ward.

The bed was empty.

A large man lay face down on the floor with a hospital gown draped over his back.

“Maar?” Kaoz said. “Crain, shut the damn door.”

“Okay.”

He pushed it shut and joined Kaoz at the dead body.

“Look at h-him,” Crain stammered with astonishment. “It m-must have been agony for him to have fallen out of the bed like that.”

“This must have just happened,” Kaoz chuckled to himself as he crouched beside the body, “Ugh. Look how bloated he got.”

Kaoz’s gloved fingers slid under the corpse’s chin. He turned the head up and to the left - to discover that it wasn’t Maar Sheck at all.

“What the hell?” Kaoz barked as he released the head.

WHUMP.

“It’s not him,” he jumped to his feet and rolled down his sleeve. “It’s not him.”

“What? What do you mean it’s not him?” Crain snapped.

“The bastard’s got out, he’s escaped.”

Kaoz spoke into his wrist and made for the window. “This is Kaoz at Corpus Christi Infirmary. Does anyone read me?”

The view looked over the parked vehicles in the forecourt - several ambulances, helicopters, civilian vehicles, and parked MagCycles.

“We read you, Kaoz.”

“The target has left the building. I repeat, the target has left the building.”

“What do you mean he’s left the building?” came the confused response.

“I mean he’s left the damn building—”

Kaoz squinted at a small figure in an over-sized USARIC mercenary suit hurrying away from the hospital entrance and over to the parked MagCycles.

“You sonofabitch.”

A quick look at the over-sized corpse on the floor, and Kaoz put two and two together in an instant.

“It’s him, it’s him—”

“—Who’s him?” came the perplexed voice from Kaoz’s arm.

“Um, um, he’s escaped,” Kaoz yelled and quickly re-evaluated his lies, “The guard has murdered Maar Sheck and run away.”

Crain ran with Maar to the door in the ward, “What are we gonna do? What did you just tell them?”

“Look, we can’t let Maar escape. We told him everything out there.”

“Everything?”

“Yes, everything. I can’t believe this,” Kaoz huffed and turned back to his arm, “I want an all points bulletin on every MagCycle within a fifty mile radius. USARIC, Mercenary Division, 451.”

Kaoz ran through the door and pushed a doctor out of his path.

“Hey—”

“—Get out of the damn way,” Kaoz yelled as he ran over to the fire alarm on the corridor wall. He clenched his fist and punched the glass frontage.

SMASH.

He grabbed the red lever and yanked it down, setting off the alarm and sprinkler system.

“Kaoz,” Crain screamed over the wailing, “What are you doing?”

“Attention citizens,” a robotic announcement rumbled through the corridor, “This is not a drill. The alarm has been activated. Please make your way to assembly point eight—”

The patients, visitors, and employees of the hospital ran down the corridor and through the spraying water cascading from the ceiling.

“Come on, let’s move,” Kaoz bolted down the corridor with his gun drawn, “Everybody get down. Now.”

BLAM-BLAM.

His warning shots sent everyone to the floor in a panic. Crain chased after Kaoz as they made their way to the reception area.

 

Maar stumbled at speed through the MagCycle parking lot. Keeping upright was difficult enough. Trying to hot-foot away from the hospital was almost impossible in his state.

Maar held the key at the hundreds of MagCycles parked in the magnetic bay, hoping one of them would fire up, “Come on, come on.” 

BZZZZZZ.

The air rippled to and fro as he waved the scanner left and right.

For a brief moment, he mistook the sudden announcement of the hospital’s fire alarm for success.

He scanned the MagCycles.

“Yes, but which one—”

The hospital doors burst open and released a torrent of scared civilians into the forecourt.

Maar walked backwards and watched as they filed out of the building. He turned around and attempted to run as fast as he could towards the MagCycles.

“Come on, come on,” he yelped and waved the key around the vehicles, “Come on.”

BLIP-BOOP.

Success. The first MagCycle in the row rumbled and lifted two feet above the magnetic ground. It had the USARIC emblem on the side of the body. It should have been obvious which one the key was for.

“Got it,” he barked as he grabbed the handlebars and swung his right leg over the top. He yanked the right handle back and felt the machine pulse between his legs.

WHUD — WHUDD-DD-DD.

The cycle shunted forward and nose-dived toward the ground, nearly throwing the man over the bars, “Whoa.”

He yanked the accelerator back once again and adjusted his weight over the seat.

WHARM-WHARM— WHOOOD—

“Come on, come on.”

WHOOSH.

The MagCycle kicked in and darted towards the hospital entrance. A lane snaked off from the parking lot and shot into the distance. All Maar had to do was turn the bike gingerly to the left and he’d escape to freedom.

Kaoz and Crain pushed their way past the civilians and jumped into the forecourt.

Kaoz lifted his gun at the escapee, “Four-five-one, stop your vehicle.”

The man couldn’t stop the vehicle if he tried. He didn’t know where the brakes were, for a start.

WHUDA-WHUDDA-WHUDDA.

Maar zipped forward and banked the vehicle to the left. The Cycle temporarily lost its magnetic connection with the ground and spun the vehicle around 180 degrees.

“Four-five-one, stop.”

Kaoz fired three shots in his direction. The civilians screamed in terror and hit the deck.

WHHIIIIRRRRR—

Maar gripped the handle bars, placed his left foot on the magnetic strip and pushed the bike back upright. He gripped the accelerator and blasted off at speed out of the forecourt.

Kaoz ran after him and entered the magnetic strip. He slipped around and nearly lost his balance.

He and Crain had no choice but to watch the man speed off into the distance.

“For God’s sake.”

Kaoz threw his gun on the ground and punched his fists together. He was about ready to throttle someone.

Crain looked away. He daren’t offer any attempt at contrition or apology for fear of being on the receiving end of Kaoz’s fury.

There was no time for theatrics, though.

Kaoz picked his gun from the floor and made his way to his 4x4.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The Control Deck

Space Opera Charlie - Level One

 

Alex lifted the flaps of his jacket away from Furie’s body as she slept on the flight deck.

“Like this?” he asked.

“Yes, like that. Thank you.”

Manny lifted into the air and angled her front cover at the kitten a few feet below.

“Commencing E-MRI.”

She emitted a blue scanner beam over the white, furry “F” on Furie’s forehead. The kitten shuffled and licked her mouth, comfortable in the relative warmth of the jacket lining.

“Is this really necessary?” Alex asked.

“If Jelly has brought a foreigner on board my vessel then I want it thoroughly vetted.”

Blip-beep.

A second beam projected a 3D image of Furie’s internal organs. Furie’s lungs, heart, stomach, liver, and pancreas glowed purple within the contours of the image.

“All seems to check out. The organism is in proper operating order by all accounts,” Manny said as she shifted closer to her subject, “Hmm. Interesting.”

Alex moved to the flight deck, ready to assist, “What?” 

“One moment, please.”

The beam thickened as it ran over Furie’s beating heart.

“Where’s Jelly?” Manny asked, suddenly anxious.

 

***

 

Jelly wasn’t in the mood for company.

She trusted Alex to look after proceedings while she enjoyed some alone time in the first level walkway.

The busted airlock hung thirty feet away.

The very same area where she’d witnessed the execution of her second daughter at the hands of Mastazita.

Where Tripp had turned and attacked his crew.

The same wall where she discovered her youngest daughter’s body concealed within Jaycee’s leg compartment.

Opera Charlie barely afforded opportunity for solace. Besides, she’d yet to explore the ship in any great detail.

The battered electric box provided a place to perch her behind and run events of the past day or so through her mind. When they’d defeated the crew of Opera Charlie, they were so close to escaping Enceladus and Saturn’s orbit.

If only it weren’t for the unexplained circumstance of being pulled to the planet they were stranded on.

She stared at the USARIC headgear communication device in her hands. Reluctantly, she slung the hooks over each ear and angled the mouthpiece in front of her teeth.

A moment later, she forgot she wore them, and couldn’t help but review the events of the past few days.

Why did those on board Opera Charlie try to kill her family, she wondered. How did Alex manage to help stop them?

How did she get in this mess in the first place?

“Jelly? This is Alex. Are you there, yet?”

The sniffling and howling from the wolves outside threatened to break her train of concentration.

“Ugh, humans.”

She rose to her feet and pinched the mouthpiece on her headgear, “Yeah, Hughes. I’m here.”

“Good,” Alex’s voice dampened as Jelly stood up straight, “There’s a box to your immediate left on the wall through the door you came in. You’ll find carbon fiber ropes in there.”

“The Motary?”

Alex’s voice contained a twinge of confusion, “Uh, yes? Why, aren’t you at the Motary?”

“No, not yet.”

“Why not? Where are you?”

Jelly licked the side of her paw. She made her way to the staircase without the feeling the need to explain her actions.

“I’m going now, Alex.”

“What have you been doing for the past ten minutes?”

“I, uh—”

“—Whatever. Just buzz me when you get there, okay?”

“Fine.”

The static dulled into nothingness as Jelly’s foot hit the top step. She clung to the railings to assist her descent.

Bzzzz.

Jelly’s heart thumped as the headgear buzzed once again.

“Jelly?”

“What is it, Hughes?”

“Are you okay?”

Jelly trundled down the stairs and turned the bend en route to level two.

“I told you, I’m fine.”

Alex launched into his reassuring tone, “I hope you’re right, Jelly, because we can’t afford to waste much time, here.”

 

Back in the Control Deck, Alex cut the call to Jelly and looked at Manny, who completed her scan on the kitten.

“What’s the story?”

“Everything checks out,” Manny said with a hint of apprehension. “Blood pressure is as expected. All her internal organs are operational and healthy—”

“—But?”

Manny fluttered closer to the sleeping Furie and observed her purring so loudly it vibrated through the fur in her stomach. “But, I have no explanation for this.”

Manny lassoed the second beam above Furie’s body and enlarged the image rendition of her heart.

The beating organ seemed fine at first, until the image expanded so large it filled Alex’s periphery vision.

The ventricles illuminated and showed a pink tracer blasting around in all directions.

Alex inadvertently pressed his finger to his mouth in awe, “What is that?”

“You may remember I forewarned you about a toxic substance in the air before boarding Opera Beta.”

“Yes, yes, that’s right. Pink Sympathy or something?”

“The Manuel on Space Opera Beta recorded the substance as Symphonium. An organism with properties not unlike that of a carcinogen.”

“Pink Symphony?” Alex said. “I heard it mentioned. I thought Pink Symphony was a place?”

“If it’s a place then it hasn’t registered in any geo-scan I’m aware of. More likely, they entered a being and contracted some kind of bacteria. Or a virus. See here,” Manny floated in front of the scan and tilted the corner of her front cover at every pink-less organ, “No trace, no trace. It’s as if she’s immune.”

“Immune?”

“To the virus, but,” Manny returned to the beating organ, “Her heart, Alex. It’s made of Symphonium.”

“Huh?”

“I knew this was going to be too difficult to comprehend,” Manny shook her covers and let out a sigh, “There’s no carbon in her heart at all. The pericardium, endocardium, even the ventricles and atria. All made of this anomalous compound. In fact, it’s not even strictly a compound at all.”

“What is it, then?”

“I’m not sure. It’s nothing I’ve ever seen.”

Alex moved to the flight deck and felt a dual urge to both touch and get away from Furie at the same time.

“Her heart has been replaced.”

Alex approached the windshield and stared at the burning sun that was once named Saturn. Then, the penny dropped.

“When we found Jelly, she held Furie up to the light.”

“What light? What are you talking about?”

Alex pointed at the windshield, “Out there. She held her up and a light from Saturn hit her.”

“That makes no sense whatsoever, Alex,” Manny said, refusing to look through the windshield with him. If she had done, she’d have seen the perpetual blast of thick, pink light screaming through the sky and out of view.

Bzzzz.

Jelly’s voice came through his headset, “Hughes?”

“Yes, Jelly. Are you at the Motary?”

“I’m five seconds away—”

 

“—About to enter, now,” Jelly finished and palmed the glass panel on the wall.

SWISH.

The door slid to the right and allowed her inside. She stepped through and looked to her left, completely forgetting that Jaycee was inside, but out of view at the far end of the room.

“Good,” Alex’s voice came through her headgear, “As I said earlier, you’re looking for a wall cabinet to your left as you enter.”

She clapped eyes on the thirty foot tall unit on the wall, “Yes, I see it.”

“Okay.”

As she approached it she spotted a four digit combination screen by the handle, “What’s the code?”

Alex’s voice seemed to smile, “The year you were born, Jelly. Do you remember that?”

“Yes,” she paused and took a moment to smile, “I know it. Nice touch, Hughes.”

“Ha. You’re welcome.”

 

Jaycee watched Jelly in secret from behind the K-BOLT mini spacecraft.

Suddenly, with the benefit of having been isolated, he’d become suspicious of anyone who wasn’t him.

He crept forward with his hands along the fine, shiny ceramic surface and looked through the windshield.

Jelly’s image crept along the glass.

He paused to watch her open the wall cabinet, “What are you doing down here, Jelly?” Jaycee whispered to himself.

 

Jelly hit the floating numbers on the combination panel: 2-1-1-3.

SCHUNT — WHIRRRR.

The cabinet door rolled up into the ceiling. Jelly stood back and lifted her head.

“Is it opening?”

“Yes, I’m looking at it now.”

“Good,” Alex said. “The Motary cabinet has a variety of tools in the event of a crisis, crash landing, that kind of thing. We’re interested in the carbon fiber ropes.”

“Yes, I see it.”

A humongous spool of black, thick gauze loomed above her head, secured to the wall.

Jaycee stepped forward and took a deep breath. He was about to announce himself, but decided against it. He kept watching as Jelly climbed the ridges of the wall and reached for the end of the spool.

Even though she was communicating with Alex, it appeared to Jaycee as if she was talking to herself.

“I c-can’t reach it,” she said. “Who the hell designed this damned thing?”

“Ah, that would be your buddies at the USARIC Research Institute, of course.”

“Dickheads.”

She gripped the end and launched from the top step, taking several yards of fiber down to the ground with her. She stepped back and tugged on the spool.

“Tight, isn’t it?” she said.

Jaycee looked her up and down from behind. She was almost half the size of the cabinet itself. A true sight to behold from his point of view. Not only had she grown, but she’d developed, as well.

Despite her recent entanglement, her tail looked bright and bushy and healthy. Her legs were cut and beaten, but otherwise in immaculate shape.

Truly, Jaycee had never seen such a magnificent beast in all his life. He lost himself for a moment, thinking of what might have been.

“Nah,” he shook his head and whispered, “That could never happen. Stop thinking about it.”

“Huh?” Jelly loosened her grip on the fiber rope and looked over her shoulder, “Who’s there?”

Jaycee cleared his throat and looked up, ready to excuse himself. It was only a matter of time before Jelly’s eyes landed on his ungainly frame, anyway.

“Hey. Jelly.”

She huffed and returned to the fiber in the hands, “Oh, it’s you. You gonna help me unload this thing, or what?”

“Sure.”

Jaycee found it virtually impossible to tear his eyes away from jelly’s perfect frame as he made his approach, “You forgot I was down here, didn’t you?”

Jelly struggled with the weight of the spool, “No, I never forgot. Did you replace your—”

She looked down and saw the K-SAPRK II attachment in place of his left leg.

“—Ah. Spoke too soon.”

He lifted his leg-gun up by the hip and turned it around for inspection, “Yeah. Pretty cool, huh?”

“Ha. Bonnie wore them better, my friend.”

SCHTOMP.

Jaycee slammed his gun-leg to the ground and folded his arms, “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

“Ngggg,” Jelly wound the fiber in her hands and leaned back with all her body weight.

SCHTOOWW.

The spool unraveled, throwing wave after wave of carbon fiber rope in her direction.

“There, that’s got the bastard.”

“Jelly?” Alex asked.

“Yes, Hughes?”

“Is Jaycee with you?”

Jaycee pressed his finger to his ear, forcing his left eye to glow blue, “Yeah, I’m here.”

“Good. At least I know where you all are,” Alex said. “Listen, you need to unravel the entire length of the rope. You can use The Motary door to cut it in sections.”

Jaycee snorted and winced, “You mean to tell me we’re using ropes to get Charlie upright? Just me and Jelly? How the hell are we supposed to—”

HOWL — BARK, BARK.

“Ya hear that, big fella?” Alex said.

Jaycee closed his eyes as the tinny sound of the wolves outside flew into his ear drums, “Yes. I hear it.”

“We have one hundred or so volunteers out there just salivating at the prospect of helping us out. Manny says the thrusters are operational. We just need to be facing in the right direction. In other words, up.”

“Up?”

“How did you get to be a USARIC employee, Nayall? Did you win it in a box of cereal?”

“No,” Jaycee protested and gripped the carbon fiber, pushing it along twice as fast as Jelly was able to yank it, “I’m weapons, not physics.”

“Jaycee, let me ask you a question.”

Jaycee continued to fling meter after meter of rope to the ground, “Go ahead.”

“One hundred and fifty years ago, Apollo Eleven, back when they called us NASA?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you think Neil Armstrong and his team waited until night time to fly to the moon?”

“No.”

Jelly tried to suppress her amusement. She turned away and held her hand over her face, much to Jaycee’s dismay.

“What are you looking at, you stupid cat?”

“Phew,” Alex said. “I thought we had a dummy in our midst.”

“I’m not stupid, Hughes,” Jaycee tightened his grip on the carbon, almost breaking it in two, “You know what happened to the last person who called me stupid?”

“No,” Alex said.

SNAP.

The fiber broke in two in Jaycee’s hands.

“That.”

“Was that the sound of carbon fiber snapping in your hands?” Alex asked.

Jaycee winced in pain. Despite the amazing feat, the rope cut into the pain sensors in his palms.

“Owww,” he mouthed.

“Jesus. That’s almost three-hundred-million PSI you just snapped,” Alex said.

“I dunno what that means,” Jaycee spat back. “We’ll buzz you when we’re outside.”

 

Alex removed his headgear and threw it onto the communications console. He ran his hands up his face and through his jet black hair.

A rare moment of peace and quiet for him.

“Alex?” Manny asked.

He took in a lungful of air and exhaled. The book floated several feet away, not wanting to intrude in his personal space.

“What is it, Manny?”

No response.

“Manny,” Alex said at the floor. “Just say it.”

The holographic book hung the tip of its cover to floor, enacting precisely the same action as Alex.

“I, uh—”

“—Stop stalling, Manny. We don’t have the time. Just tell me.”

“I am very concerned about our current situation.”

Alex lifted his head and looked at the book hovering in the air. Transparent and weightless, and certainly inanimate, Manny had an usual air about her that couldn’t be ignored.

“Concerned?”

“Yes.”

“Explain?”

“Do you have time for a long, drawn-out assessment?”

“No, but tell me anyway.”

Manny spread her covers and flew over to Furie as she slept on the flight deck.

“Space Opera Alpha and Beta went to Saturn. They never communicated with base. Not even the International Moon Station. We were sent to destroy both, but save Jelly and bring her home.”

Alex watched Manny lower herself to Furie.

“That’s right,” he said. “I didn’t much care for the first half of the mission, but I intend to fulfill the last half.”

Manny traced the edge of her cover over the sleeping kitten’s face.

“What if we get back to Earth and it turns out to be humanity’s undoing?”

Alex screwed his face, “What do you mean?”

“We have carried out all but two instructions, Alex,” Manny said. “One crew member remains alive. Once he’s taken care of, we return home with the cat and our orders are complete.”

“We don’t have to kill Jaycee,” Alex said. “He’s not a bad guy.”

“I’m not so sure about that, Alex.”

Manny flew over to the communications console and addressed Alex one-on-one.

“Before Jelly got to the Motary, Jaycee had a seizure. Something bad happened in there.”

“Something bad?”

“Yes. I don’t have a visual, but there was a certain amount of damage dealt to the sensors in the Motary. I do not trust him. And neither should you.”

Alex chuckled, “Yeah, you don’t trust me, either. Are you going to kill me, too?”

“Indirectly, yes,” Manny said without a hint of sarcasm. “I have sent a message to base to have you arrested the moment we return to Earth, Alex Hughes.”

“Is that so?”

“It is so. You deliberately disobeyed Opera Charlie’s mission statement and a direct order from your superiors. For that, you must be taken to task. Hauled before the USARIC select committee, found guilty, and almost certainly executed.”

Alex stepped off the chair and rolled his shoulders. By this point, he couldn’t have cared any less about his own well-being, “Get back to Earth, huh? But you can’t get back without me. Or Jelly. Or Jaycee. Am I right?”

“You are correct.”

“I know I’m correct, Manny. So, we need each other to get back home.”

“Correct.”

“And now you tell me you’ve instructed USARIC to have me arrested for defying my orders?”

“Correct.”

Alex folded his arms and made little effort to conceal his sheer anger at the book hovering before him.

“Maybe we won’t get home, then?”

“We must get home,” Manny said. “We have to complete the mission.”

“In that case, asshole, I’ll make a promise to you I intend to keep.”

Manny appeared to scowl at Alex with some trepidation, “What?”

“When—if—we do get back home, the very first thing I’m going to do is pull out your circuitry,” Alex moved to the communications panel and pointed at the screen, “Right through here. That’s where I’ll put my fist. The mainframe just behind it? I’ll tear it out and wear your processor as a monocle.”

“You wouldn’t do that,” Manny said. “Just another charge to add to your already-lengthy list of convictions.”

“Oh, I’ll make it look like a freaking accident, my friend,” Alex threatened with gritted teeth, “No one will ever know it was me. But everyone will know you died a slow, painful, and lonely death.”

Alex rubbed his hands and saw Furie opening her eyes. She’d heard everything the pair had had to say to each other.

“Traitor,” Manny blurted.

“Not really,” Alex thought aloud in a pantomime fashion, “More like killer. You’re a non-entity, Manny. No matter how USARIC dresses it up, a robot will always be a robot. You’re not flesh and blood. Oh, and by the way, I’m sure you think you’re very convincing with your emotive behavior, but you don’t fool me.”

“Don’t I?”

“No. I know you’re programmed to do what you’re told. Oxade and Tripp are gone and that puts me in charge. It technically makes me the Captain of this ship. So, here’s your new order. Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“The moment we land on Earth I want you to kill yourself,” he snapped, before staring her out for a second longer than necessary, “Do you understand my command as I have just read it to you?”

“I understand your command, Alex.”

The static from his headgear dispelled the silence.

“Alex?” the voice scrambled, “Do you read me?”

He darted over to the communications console and slung the headgear around his ears, “Yes, this is Alex. I read you.”

“It’s Jelly. We have carbon fiber. Jaycee’s opening the Motary door right now.”

Alex held up his middle finger at Manny, “Make yourself useful and display the Motary exterior.”

“Yes, Captain,” she huffed.

“Then make me a cup of coffee, you treacherous little turd. Cream, two sugars.”

“Yes. Captain.”

 

***

 

The door to the Motary rifled up its railings and hung by the ceiling.

The wolves crept towards Jelly and Jaycee’s silhouette.

“Heel,” Jelly barked at the wolves. They settled on their hind legs and whimpered.

Jelly turned to Jaycee, who held a bunch of coiled fiber in his arms, “Okay, Alex. We’re out. What do we do now?”

Alex’s voice came through both Jaycee and Jelly’s headgear, “We need to cut the rope. Opera Charlie, end-to-end, measures one hundred feet, but we need to take the width into account. Cut the carbon double the length of the Motary as a measurement.”

 

The wolves parted on either side of Jaycee and Jelly as they walked back and ran the fiber along the ground.

“How are we going to cut it?” Jelly asked.

“Stand away from the Motary door,” Alex said. “The door will slice down and return to its open position. Watch.”

“Okay.”

“Are you clear of the door?”

“Yes,” Jaycee said.

“Standby.”

WHIIIRRRRRRR — SCHTANG.

The door slammed down like a guillotine and sliced the long end of the fiber away.

“Done,” Alex said. “Roll out the next length.”

“On it,” Jelly ran to the door and grabbed the severed end of the fiber, “Okay, pull.”

Jelly wrapped the rope taut around her fists and launched it away from the Motary door.

“Resetting the cutter,” Alex said. “Jaycee?”

“Yes?”

“Take the cut rope and throw one end over the Motary. Right over the top.”

“Okay.”

Jaycee did as instructed. He ran the length of fiber up his arm, swished it around his head and launched it over the ship.

KER-CLANG.

“Done,” Jaycee yanked the fiber back and over to the wolves.

“Good. Give the end to one of those fluffy bad boys.”

Jaycee spied the first wolf flinging its drool around, “Here, boy.”

HOWL.

Jaycee tossed the end towards the wolf. It stepped forward and caught it in its mouth.

SNATCH.

“Good boy,” he chuckled and turned to Jelly, “We ready?”

“Yeah, we’re ready.”

Jelly hulked the fiber taut in her arms once again, “Okay, Alex. Cut it.”

“Standby, guys.”

WHIIIRRRRRRR — SCHTANG.

The edge of the door crunched down and split the fiber into another length.

“Okay, resetting,” Alex said. “Come on, we need to be quick. Jaycee, you know what to do. Jelly, you get the next length.”

Jelly stormed towards the Motary door as it lifted into position. Jaycee reached down and yanked the end of the freshly-cut carbon fiber and launched it over the ship.

He turned around in an attempt to abate the next, hungry wolf, “Don’t worry, big boy. You’re next.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Angel City

South Texas, USA

(Just off Interstate-608)

 

Maar drove the commandeered MagCycle to the one place he knew he shouldn’t go anywhere near - his home.

Interstate 608 wasn’t busy, and neither were the MagStrips that led to his easterly destination.

After twenty-five miles of riding he’d gotten used to operating the bike. The fact that he was several feet off the ground didn’t dilute his desire to get home.

He’d been holed up in the bunker for as long as he could remember. It was his earnest wish that he didn’t suffer another episode as he rode the bike in the direction of where the sun had disappeared.

He knew he was being followed.

He knew that they knew he didn’t have anywhere else to go.

He was incommunicado now that his Individimedia had been cut off.

It was now or never.

 

Kaoz twisted the accelerator on his MagCycle, bombing across the strip at full speed with Crain perched behind him.

“Are you sure you know where he’s going?” Crain shouted over the noise of the magnetic force field.

“I have an idea,” Kaoz said. “Don’t worry, he won’t get there in one piece.”

“What makes you so sure of that?”

Two USARIC mega-copters flew up over their heads and twisted their canons towards the ground.

“Any sign of him yet?” Kaoz yelled into his forearm.

“Negative,” came the response from the mega-copter via his arm, “Metal bird has no visual on MagCycle 451. Is this the stationed guard at the infirmary?”

“Affirmative, Metal Bird One, “Kaoz said. “He’s gone rogue. Headed for the Sheck Estate. Push on further and report back to me.”

“Understood,” the voice said before fizzing to static.

The two mega-copters bolted across the sky and banked to the right.

A dozen USARIC MagCycles zipped over the horizon and caught up to Kaoz’s bike. He waved them on to ride with him as the regular vehicles on the road whizzed past.

“Report,” Kaoz said into his arm.

“We have two units going to his location,” came the response from the adjacent biker, “They’re joining us at the next junction. All eyes peeled for MagCycle 451. Air assist en route to the Sheck Estate.”

“Good,” Kaoz said. “Your orders are shoot to kill. We cannot let the rogue attack Maar’s family. No stone unturned.”

Kaoz turned his MagCycle to the left and observed the junction meet the main road.

VROOOOOM.

A giant tank-like vehicle with USARIC written on the side of it sped up and joined the MagCycles bombing along the magnetic strip.

“Good, good,” Kaoz waved at the tank and pointed dead ahead. “Next turning, Angel City.”

WHIIIIRRRR.

The tank’s turret rotated to the left.

Ten MagCycles, two USARIC tanks, and two mega-copters zoomed into the horizon with just one mission on the agenda: murder.

 

The Sheck Estate

(Angel City)

 

Maar hit the brake on his MagCycle outside his mansion. The strip ended a good fifty feet away from the gates which barricaded entry to the long and winding path that led to the house itself.

He stepped off the bike and planted his feet firmly on the ground. As he moved toward the gate, he clocked the side of the MagCycle he’d ridden. Unit 451.

“Sons of bitches,” he whispered, knowing full well he had ridden a huge visual flare for USARIC to follow to the doorstep of his own house. It would only be a few minutes before they descended upon him.

It had been a long, long time since he had been home.

Somehow, the whole area seemed different.

He lifted the visor up his face and took a step toward the gate. A slight chill hung in the air this evening, but Maar found it to be a welcome kiss of life.

The welcome buzzer was still there and intact, shooting out from the ground like an antenna.

He removed his helmet, tucked it under his arm and journeyed the fifty feet toward the buzzer.

Before he pressed it, he wondered what might happen if his wife was home. She hadn’t heard from him since his Dmitri Vasilov’s assassination all that time ago.

Months - maybe years - had flown by.

He closed his eyes and moved his fingertip to the panel.

BZZZZZ.

He released his finger and exhaled, hoping someone would answer.

Eventually, someone did.

“Hello?”

Maar opened his mouth, but no words came out.

“Hello? Who’s there?” the irritated female voice came through the holes in the intercom. “I’m not expecting any visitors—”

“—It’s me.”

The intercom fell silent. Contrary to his expectation, she didn’t sound especially elated.

“Who?”

“It’s me, Elizabeth,” Maar said. “Your husband.”

Silence fell through the intercom once again, much to Maar’s chagrin.

“Don’t you recognize my voice?”

Angered, he punched the gate with his palm.

“Elizabeth?”

“Maar?” she finally piped up. “What are you doing here?”

“Let me in. Open the gate. Please.”

“It’s, uh, a bit difficult right now—”

“—Elizabeth, open the damn gates. Now.”

KER-CHLUNK.

The left side of the gate swung inward just enough to let him through.

 

Crunch-crunch-crunch…

Maar stormed up the gravel path in an exceptionally bad mood.

The door to the mansion opened out to reveal a frail septuagenarian woman dressed in formal wear.

She didn’t say a word as she watched the USARIC mercenary approach the house, desperate to get to her.

“Maar?”

“Yes, it’s me.”

“But how—”

“—Don’t ask any questions,” he snapped. “Whatever you heard, it’s not true.”

“Sweetie, this isn’t a good time to—”

“—Shut up,” he said and scanned the front of the mansion.

The door had been changed. The last time he was home the door was made of solid oak. Now, it was a pastel blue color that made him want to vomit in the newly-installed fishpond running past his feet on the driveway.

The rectangular windows had bars attached to them.

Something wasn’t right.

Maar continued his trajectory towards the refitted porch, “I like what you’ve done to the place,”

“Maar, listen. You have to—”

“—I have to what?”

A man the same age as Elizabeth peered from behind the door and blinked.

“You don’t have to hide. I can see you, you know,” Maar yelled. “Elizabeth, who’s that?”

“It’s, uh—”

She turned to the man and affected a pathetic smile. The man stepped out and enacted the same thing to Maar.

“Hello,” the strange man said.

“Who are you?”

Elizabeth stepped in front of the man and held out her hands, “I, uh, we thought you’d been killed.”

“I nearly was, thanks for asking.”

“I’m Philip Brown,” the man added. “I know all about you.”

“Huh, really?” Maar ran up the steps and made a beeline for Philip.

THWOCK.

Maar socked Philip in the jaw and pushed him against the patio wall by his shirt collar, “Listen to me, you ancient asshole—”

“—Maar, please,” Elizabeth begged.

“You shut up,” Maar squealed at her with desperation in his eyes and turned back to the gentleman, “You think you can come to my house and interfere with my wife behind my back?”

“Honestly, I’m n-not,” Philip begged. “It’s not wh-what you think.”

Maar scanned the hall in his house and double-took when a horde of expensively-dressed dignitaries blinked back at him.

“Who the hell are these people?”

“Aww, damn,” one of the guests said. “He didn’t die.”

“Maar,” Elizabeth explained, “You’re not welcome here, anymore.”

“He’s alive,” one of the smartly-dressed men said from the horde.

“Yes, look. He’s not dead, after all,” another women added.

Maar let go of Philip’s collar and brushed the front of his shirt down. He turned to his wife in confusion, “What’s going on?”

“We heard you’d died.”

The crowd shuffled forward, curious as to the presence of Maar’s ghost announcing his arrival.

The reality of the situation dawned on Maar completely. These important people were at his house under the impression that he was a goner.

“Who are these people?”

Another guest smashed his flute of champagne onto the floor. “The bastard’s still alive. I knew it was too good to be true.”

“Hey,” Maar yelled at the stunned people milling around in his marble-laden hallway, “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?”

An ocean of eyes blinked back at him. No one dared offer an answer.

“Oh. I get it, now. You hear on a broadcast that I’m dead, right? Me? Au contraire my scum-sucking, money-hungry cronies. If you stay here you’ll die.”

“What on Earth are you talking about?” asked another gentleman.

“Tch,” Maar shook his head and stormed through the crowd, “Get out of my way. I advise you get the hell out of here. Now.”

“Maar, sweetheart?” Elizabeth clutched her chest with worry. “Where are you going?”

“I came back to see you, but since I’m not welcome, I’ll help myself to a few weapons to help me with the forthcoming war,” he barked over his shoulder as he ran into the pantry, “I suggest you all do the same, or tool up with me and help me fight these bastards off.”

“Bastards? What bastards?”

Maar turned around and pointed at the door, “Look at me, sweetheart. Back from the dead. Unless you want to join me, I’d seriously consider the following.”

“And what’s that?”

“Run.”

 

Maar snapped the light on in the dingy pantry - a small room that hadn’t changed at all since he was last at the house.

He made his way past the hanging pots and pans and spun the lock on the door at the far end of the room.

CLUNK.

“Those sons of bitches think they can try to murder me and get away with it?” Maar muttered as the doors swung out from the wall. His face lit up with delight. “Come and get me.”

An array of weapons lined the wall.

Several machine guns lined the top of the cabinet, along with pistols, handguns, an RPG and dozens of grenades.

A clitter-clatter of footsteps bounded toward the room, “Maar, what are you doing?”

“I told you already. There’s a fight coming our way.”

Maar unhooked the MP5 from the wall and inspected the grip. Elizabeth stepped inside the pantry and observed the useless wreck of a man she thought had long since passed away.

“Maar?”

“What?”

“What are you doing here?”

Maar swiped a full magazine from the cabinet and palmed it into the grip, “Sweetie, no time to explain. USARIC and I, we, uh, had a bit of a disagreement.”

“Disagreement?”

“Yeah, things went a bit belly-up recently,” Maar snapped as he scooped up a handful of grenades into his left hand. He tossed one at his wife, who caught it clumsily in her hands.

“What? What are you talking about?”

“No time to explain—”

TCH-CLUNK.

Maar flicked the safety catch down and stormed out of the pantry with a thoroughly confused Elizabeth in tow.

 

Maar aimed his MP5 at the guests and screamed, “Everybody out. Party’s over.”

“Jesus Christ,” Philip stepped back and put his hands up. “Maar, have you gone out of your mind?”

“I’ve already died once today, my friend. It’s no laughing matter, I can assure you. Now, leave.”

“Okay, okay.”

Philip waved the others towards the door.

“I need to fetch my belongings from the drawing room,” said one of the female guests. She ran through the left-hand door along with the others.

“What’s going on, Maar?” Philip asked.

“USARIC is trying to kill me.”

The news was a complete surprise to the man.

“You what, now?”

“Someone administered my cardiac arrest. When that didn’t work, two of my closest allies came to the infirmary to finish the job,” Maar indicated his USARIC mercenary gear. “You’re probably wondering why I’ve come to the party dressed like this?”

“My God. Are they still after you?”

Maar checked the sight of his MP5 and marched to the front door, “They’re going to be here any moment now. They want me out of the picture, don’t you get it? Majority shareholder of the company? Redistribute the wealth and decision-making? Who do they think they’re fooling.”

“Right?” Philip said.

“None of this was my fault,” Maar barked as he opened the front door and peered through the gap.

The two helicopters lunged over the horizon and headed for the house.

“Jesus Christ, they’re nothing if not determined.”

WHUMP.

Maar pressed the door closed and stood back with his gun in his arms.

“Wanna leave, now?”

“Uh, yes. I think we’ll be on our way,” Philip said.

“Too late, my friend. They’re here.”

“What—?”

“This is United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation,” the mega-copter speakers rocked from the sky amid the whirring blades, “Four-five-one, we know you’re in there. Just come out nice and quietly with your hands in the air.”

Maar closed his eyes and banged the back of his head against the door, “Damn it.”

“Maar?” Philip stammered, suddenly fearing for his life, “What are they doing? Who’s four-five-one?”

“Protocol. Standard procedure for when we want someone taken down—”

“Four-five-one, we will not ask again. We know you’re in there. Come out and surrender.”

 

Kaoz stopped his MagCycle next to Maar’s on the strip at the front of the mansion.

He and Crain stepped off the bike and looked up at the night sky. The two mega-copter’s lamps lit the mansion up ahead of them.

“There they are,” Kaoz waved the approaching MagCycles to the house. “He’s inside.”

Nine USARIC mercenaries made their way over to the gate with their heavy weapons drawn.

“Listen up, people,” Kaoz shouted over the cacophony of helicopter blades. “No messing around. You go in, locate the bastard and take him out. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“What about me?” Crain asked.

“What about you?”

“You’re not expecting me to go in there, too, are you?”

“Numb nuts,” Kaoz bopped him on the back of the head, “When we find his body we need you to verify its him and make a statement.”

Kaoz gestured to the mercenaries to infiltrate the property. They led the way up the gravel path as the beams from their weapons flew around the front of the house.

Kaoz walked as calmly as possible towards the front door, “Four-five-one. We know you’re in there. Come out.”

The mega-copter’s blades whirred up a storm and kicked the dust from the path into the air.

“Prepare to shred the estate, “Kaoz said into his forearm. “Metal Bird One, load up.”

“This is Metal Bird One,” came the response as the first mega-copter lowered itself and spun its canons, “Preparing to open fire.”

“Good,” Kaoz waved at the other mercenaries to take position behind the fountain and surrounding bushes.

He turned to the door and held out his arms, “This is your last chance, four-five-one. Come out, now.”

 

Maar placed his index finger on his mouth and urged his wife and Philip to remain perfectly still.

The light from the mega-copters blasted around his shoulders, rendering him as black as charcoal.

“Don’t move.”

He turned around and pushed the door out ever-so-slightly.

“That’s it, buddy. Come out and this will all get resolved quickly,” Kaoz said.

“My ass it will, you backstabbing turd,” Maar said as he clapped eyes on a concerned Crain standing next to his foe. “I see you, you weasel.”

“Crap,” Kaoz whispered.

“Is that Maar Sheck?” the voice from Metal Bird One asked in astonishment. “Isn’t he meant to be in the infirmary?”

Maar pushed the barrel of his MP5 through the gap, “No. Kaoz and Crain are trying to kill me. They murdered my guard and I escaped.”

The view from the path was limited. The USARIC mercenaries could only see the door open, but not the barrel of the gun.

THRAAA-AA-TAT-A-TAAAAT.

Crain’s chest and arms exploded in a hail of bullets, “Bwaargghh,” he screamed and stumbled back down the path.

“Open fire, damn it. Open fire.”

Crain’s bullet-riddled corpse slunk against the driveway.

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

The mercenaries opened fire without mercy on the front of the mansion.

BRAAA-AAA-AAAA-TTTT — KER-SMASH.

The mega-copters unloaded their canons at a furious rate.

The windows exploded and coughed out shards of glass onto the pathway.

Sections of brickwork pinged and exploded as the bullets tore through the mansion.

 

Maar jumped away from the door, “Get down.”

He hit the floor and covered his wife’s body with his own.

The guests climbed forward on their elbows and knees through the smashed glass.

Three of them crashed against the wall, shredded by the torrent of bullets spraying the interior of the mansion.

“Aggghhhh—” a woman’s scream was cut short as a stray bullet hit her in the face.

“Damn it,” Maar screamed and ran his arms over his wife’s face, “In my house? In my own goddamn house?”

Philip scrambled to his feet and bolted towards the door.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Maar screamed after him.

“I n-need to get out of here—”

Philip jumped through the door and onto the porch.

“There he is,” Kaoz’s voice could be heard over the gunfire, “Kill him.”

“Don’t shoot,” Philip held out his hands and begged for mercy. “Please, don’t don’t—”

The streak of bullets tore down the side of the house and ran across the door and up Philip’s chest and neck, launching his bloodied corpse over Maar and Elizabeth’s head.

WHUMP.

Philip’s body slammed to the ground, dead.

“For God’s sake,” Maar screamed and rolled off his wife. He lifted his MP5 and kicked back towards the pantry. “Go and hide in the cellar.”

“What? No, I’m not going without you—”

“—Don’t argue, Elizabeth. Just do it,” Maar said. He emptied his half-full magazine and replaced a fresh one in the grip. “Go, now.”

“You’ll be okay, won’t you?”

“Probably not, but I’m going to take as many as I can of those bastards down with me unless they see sense.”

As Maar climbed to his feet, the helicopter’s gunfire spun to a halt.

 

“Maar?” Kaoz yelled from the driveway and kept his firearm trained on the front door, “It’s over. Come out.”

“You bastards,” Maar’s voice rocketed out from the opened doorway, “You tried to kill me, Kaoz.”

“No I didn’t, Maar. You brought this on yourself. Why did you kill your Guard and try to escape?”

“I didn’t,” Maar yelled to a stunned crowd of USARIC officials, who slowly put one and one together, “You killed him to get to me. You won’t get away with this.”

Kaoz mimed a jerk-off sign at the surrounding guards, who slowly turned their guns in his direction.

“Is this true, Kaoz?” one of the mercs asked. “Did you try to kill Mr. Sheck?”

“Yes, he did,” Maar screamed.

“Of course I didn’t. He killed four-five-one and tried to escape,” Kaoz turned to the door. “But we have you now, you traitorous madman. How many more people have to die, huh, Maar? Just come out so we can get to the bottom of this.”

“You’ll never get away with this, Kaoz.”

“Oh, we won’t, huh? Get away with what, exactly?” Kaoz chuckled and lifted his forearm in the air, “The callous murder of a board member? The clandestine order to go and destroy Opera Beta and her crew?”

“Traitor. I never ordered those things,” Maar lied and turned up to the mega-copter, “He’s a traitor and a backstabber. He tried to kill me, can’t you see that?”

“Just put your gun down and come out so we can discuss this,” Kaoz said. “You’ve pissed off a lot of people. Your actions tore two nations apart. I can’t stand back and watch you do this. Now, come out and deal with the consequences.”

“No,” Maar yelled, “You put your gun down, Kaoz. That’s an order.”

“Nu-huh, Sheck. Not this time.”

Maar watched Elizabeth and a female guest stand to their feet, utterly traumatized by the unfolding events.

“Maar?” Elizabeth asked. “Is it true?”

“Is what true?”

“Did you really do those things that man is saying?”

“Of course I didn’t,” Maar shrieked at the top of his lungs, “Damn it, why does everybody default to thinking I’m the bad guy?”

“You’re beginning to test my patience,” Kaoz’s voice flew through the shattered door. “Get out here. Now.”

Maar trained his eyes on his wife in the hope she’d see sense, “You believe me, right?”

“Y-Yes,” the female guest nodded, hoping not be executed by the armed monster standing before her.

“No, not you, you imbecile,” Maar barked. “You, Elizabeth. You believe me. Don’t you?”

She nodded without hesitation. “Yes, sweetheart. I believe you.”

“They’re trying to kill me, Elizabeth. They think I’ve done something wrong. They’re mistaken.”

“I believe you.”

Maar stared into his wife’s eyes for what might be the last time in their lives, “You trust me, right?”

He offered her his free hand. She averted her eyes down his frail body and arrived at his fingertips.

Slowly, she took hold of his hand and squeezed it firmly.

“Yes, I trust you. With my life.”

“Good.”

 

Kaoz waved the two mega-copters down to the ground, “Metal Bird One and Two, settle down. I think Sheck’s going to surrender,” he said into his forearm.

“Understood.”

Elizabeth moved through the door with the barrel of an MP5 buried in her temple.

“Don’t shoot,” she said.

Surprised, Kaoz gestured to the mercenaries to lower their weapons, “Everyone, refrain from fire.”

He stepped forward and squinted at the tired figure holding the gun to the woman’s head, “Maar?”

“Who wants to shoot me, huh?” Maar screamed from behind his human shield, “Stay back. One false move and I blow her head off.”

“But that’s your wife?” Kaoz yelled. “You’re not going to shoot your wife, are you?”

Maar nodded at Crain’s corpse sprawled across the blood-soaked gravel, “I shot him didn’t I? Now, stay back.”

Kaoz shook his head, “Maar, this is not how we want this to end.”

“I’ll tell you how this ends, you collaborator,” Maar said as Elizabeth closed her eyes and accepted her fate. “You. All of you are going to listen to what I have to say.”

The blades of the mega-copters ground to a halt.

A strange silence befell the driveway as Maar launched into his speech with his wife at the end of his gun.

“My name is Maar Sheck. I am the CEO of the United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation, and I am an innocent man.”

“Pah,” Kaoz chuckled, “Is that so?”

Maar knew that Kaoz and Crain were the only ones who were privy to the truth, and one of them had turned to worm food a few minutes ago.

“Whatever evidence you think you have that incriminates me is a falsehood,” Maar turned to the pilots in the two mega-copters, “Kaoz attempted to murder me. When it didn’t work, he and Crain McDormand, the two men I trusted most, attempted to execute me at the infirmary. Kaoz has taken matters into his own hands and defied the very oath he took when he joined the company. Namely, to protect its assets and ensure no one comes to any harm.”

The USARIC mercenaries slowly turned to Kaoz for an answer.

“Is this true?” one of them asked, “Did you deliberately sabotage USARIC’s protocols?”

“Of course I didn’t,” Kaoz yelled back. “Maar Sheck has the nerve to call me a traitor? He ordered me to execute a board member. He compelled the board to sanction the destruction of all the souls on board Space Opera Beta. Have you seen the repercussions his actions have had? The assassination of Dimitri Vasilov? Viktor Rabinovich? Not to mention the animal abuse and the failed Star Cat Project which precipitated the whole damn thing. Hundreds of thousands of citizens are being repatriated as we speak. Families torn apart. Children without homes or families. Thousands have gone missing.”

Kaoz lifted his arm and made sure everyone could see his Individimedia ink.

“I have the evidence.”

“It’s a lie,” Maar said. “He’s put me in this position. I’m the CEO of USARIC and you are all my employees. I want you to terminate this scumbag, now. That’s a direct order.”

A USARIC mercenary stepped out from behind the fountain and kept his gun aimed at Kaoz, “But, sir—”

“—Don’t question me, you puffy-cheeked bell-end. Just blow the bastard’s head off.”

The mercenary didn’t know whose orders to follow.

The pilot climbed out from the mega-copter and held his hands out.

“Look, I suggest we put our guns down,” he said in an attempt to placate the standoff, “Maar?”

“What?”

“Please remove the gun from your wife’s head.”

“No, you fool,” Maar screamed, “Tell Kaoz to put his gun down and surrender.”

The pilot turned to Kaoz for a reaction, “Well?”

“Well what? I’m not going anywhere till Maar is apprehended and brought to justice. Enough lives have been lost due to his actions.”

“How dare you, Kaoz,” Maar screamed at him. “I trusted you. We all trusted you. You try to turn my own company against me? I’ll see you rot in hell, you asshole.”

Kaoz surveyed the USARIC mercenaries as they lowered their guns and began to take Maar’s side.

“I can’t believe you’re all falling for his lessense,” Kaoz screamed. “Are you all so easily persuaded?”

“Kaoz, sir, please,” the pilot said. “Lower the gun and we’ll deal with this back at Cape Claudius. Before Viddy media gets wind of this.”

“I swear to God someone better take this lying cretin out of the game or I’ll do it myself,” Maar fumed.

The pilot turned to Maar, “Sir, please—”

“Kaoz?” Maar shouted at the man.

“Maar?” Kaoz shouted back.

Both men pointed their weapons at each other, only Maar had his wife protecting the vast majority of his body.

“Only one of us is walking away from this thing alive.”

“Oh, you got that right.”

“Yeah,” Maar said as he planted the sole of his foot on the small of his wife’s back, “And it’s not going to be you.”

BOOT.

Maar kicked his wife forward, swung his MP5 at Kaoz and squeezed the trigger.

THRAA-A-TAT-TAT.

Kaoz stepped back as his body and left forearm burst into a haze of blood from the swathe of bullets. He squeezed his trigger and fired off a round of shots in Maar’s direction.

It all happened so fast.

Everyone hit the deck.

The USARIC mercenaries gripped their weapons as they fell to the ground.

Kaoz slumped to his knees and clutched his bloodied chest, “Yuh-yuh, y-you sh-shot m-meeeee—”

FWUMP.

Maar rolled onto his side and gripped his MP5 against his chest, “Damn right I shot you, you traitor. Is this any way to treat a heart attack survivor?”

“Nggg, uh, uh—”

The back of Kaoz’s head hit the ground. He died in front of Maar’s eyes.

“See you in hell, you son of a bitch,” Maar sneered.

 

“Jesus Christ,” the pilot rose to his feet and held out his arms, “Everyone, hold your fire. For God’s sake.”

“Muuuuh,” Elizabeth screamed from the fountain.

Maar turned around and saw her stomach bleed profusely from three bullet hits, “Elizabeth.”

“Maar, muh, Maar, h-help m-me—”

“—No, no, no.”

Maar scrambled to his feet and raced over to the fountain. The mercenaries watched on as he slid to his knees and opened her gown.

She’d taken at least three bullets and couldn’t move.

“God damn it, someone call a medician,” Maar shouted at the pilot, “Quick, she’s been hit.”

Elizabeth spat out a mound of blood down her gown, “I c-can’t—I c-can’t—”

“No, no, it’s going to be okay, sweetheart. Please, don’t—” Maar’s heart dropped into the pit of his stomach. He held her blood-smeared face in his hands, “Don’t you dare, Elizabeth. Don’t you—no, no,” he said as he thumbed her left eyelid, “No, keep your eyes open. Keep your eyes open.”

“Ngggg,” she grimaced and squeezed her eyes shut and fell into his arms.

“No, no,” he huffed and cradled her head in his arms, “Elizabeth.”

Her head tilted back into the crook of his neck. Her lifeless eyes stared into his.

She died right there in his arms.

Maar exhaled and felt fury dagger through his body.

“No, n-no—”

He let out a mighty wail of pain and anguish as he held his dead wife in his arms.

 

The pilot approached the fountain with great caution. “I’m sorry, Maar.”

The bereaved man had no words. He placed his wife’s head on the gravel and closed her eyelids.

“We had no idea Kaoz was a traitor, sir,” the pilot said. “We were under the impression we were pursuing your bodyguard.”

Maar ignored him and stood up to his feet.

His estate had been decimated.

Random dead bodies littered the area.

And, deep down inside, any contrition, blame, and guilt Maar might have otherwise felt vanished in the blink of an eye.

He knew he was responsible for the carnage, but in his world, he was the good guy. Operating as justly as he might.

How dare some scumbag try to take the reins of the company he spent his entire life building up - consequences and societal destruction be damned.

Maar pointed at the corpses that littered his driveway, “I want all this cleared up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Maar stormed over to Kaoz’s dead body as he spoke, “Inside the house. Make sure everyone is taken care of.”

The moment those inside heard Maar’s order, they shrieked and ran for their lives.

“Yes, sir,” the pilot waved the mercenaries into the house.

Maar crouched over Kaoz’s corpse and held up the man’s left arm. He rolled the sleeve down and placed his thumb against Kaoz’s Individimedia ink.

SLICE.

Maar buried his thumbnail into the skin and filleted across the flesh, toward the crook of the elbow.

“Come on, come on,” he muttered.

He wrenched his thumbnail up and across the flesh on Kaoz’s wrist.

A tiny chip the size of a grain of sand fell into Maar’s open palm, “Gotcha.”

He tossed the tiny pill-shaped device in his mouth.

BLAM — THUD. BLAM-BLAM — THUD, THUD.

The sound of USARIC’s execution of the remaining guests in the house pierced through Maar’s ears as he released Kaaz’s arm.

“Are you okay, Mr. Sheck?” the pilot asked.

Maar swallowed the chip and stared at Kaoz and Crain’s dead bodies.

“I’m fine—”

BANG — THUD.

Maar jolted in his shoes at the sound of the gunfire.

A mercenary ran through the front doors and hollered at everyone outside, “Okay, that’s the last one. They’re all dead.”

“Take me back to base,” Maar said. “We have work to do. A nation to fix. And a deal to make with the IRI.”

“Certainly, sir.”

Maar scowled at Kaoz’s cadaverous, lifeless face, “Asshole.”

He ran off to the mega-copter and climbed in just as the mercenaries evacuated the house.

They’d left no one alive.

A job well done.

 

The mega-copter lifted up and away from the grounds of the estate.

Maar surveyed the damage from the great height he now had.

The USARIC mercenary sitting opposite him offered his hand to shake, “Mr. Sheck?”

The old man ignored him and focused on the smoking wreckage that was his former home.

No going back.

“Mr. Sheck, sir?” the man repeated.

Maar turned to him and glowered at his offer of a handshake, “What do you want?”

“My name is Brayn, sir,” he shouted over the cacophonous noise of the copter’s blades, “Am I to understand that the individual who called in the APB was staging a coup?”

“A coup?” Maar shouted back and gripped the handlebar above the door, “Hardly a coup. It was an act of treachery. What were you told?”

Brayn placed his shotgun on his lap and passed Maar a spare headset, “I can’t hear you over the noise. Wear this.”

Maar took the headset and hooked it around his ears, “Is that better?”

Brayn’s gruff voice trickled into Maar’s ears, “Yes, you’re patched into the comms, now.”

Brayn removed his thumbnail from his left hand and pressed it against the wall, “Listen, sir—”

“—Take me back to Research, please.”

“Yes, we’re on our way there, but I think you should see this.”

The thumbnail projected a miniature hologram recording.

“What’s going on?”

“Watch.”

Santiago Sibald warbled to life in the small rectangle and lifted his head to the drone that filmed him.

“I’m here at Corpus Christi Infirmary where Maar Sheck, CEO of the United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation is understood to have died in emergency transit after suffering a fatal heart attack.”

Maar blinked a few times and gripped the handlebar, “I’m dead?”

“Yes, sir,” Brayn said. “We were instructed to follow the defector who murdered you, as per Kaoz’s advisement. We thought you were—”

“—Resume the footage,” Maar said. “I’m not dead, you dummy.”

“Yes, sir.”

Santiago continued, “This, after months of speculation that the IRI and USARIC were due to form an historic conglomerate to excise all Russian nationals from the fifty-two United States.”

Santiago moved to the camera and launched into ‘serious mode’, “First, Dmitri Vasilov. Now, an alleged attack on Maar Sheck. With the fate of the winners of the Star Cat project hanging in the balance, what can we expect to happen now?”

“Pause,” Maar said. “Brayn?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Tell the pilot to change course. Take me back to USARIC headquarters. I’m not hiding anymore.”

“Yes, sir.”

“If RAGE or any of those bastards want me dead, they can just walk right in and kill me. I’ll be ready for them. We’ll be ready for them. Won’t we, Brayn?”

“Yes, sir,” Brayn pinched his headset and turned over his shoulder, “Metal Bird One, this is One, One Eight. Are you receiving?”

“Loud and clear, one-one-eight.”

“Be advised. Changing route. USARIC Headquarters, Cape Claudius.”

“Understood.”

Maar pulled himself to the opened side door and watched as the horizon lifted up and spun to the left, “Are we going?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How long till we arrive?”

“About ten minutes, sir.”

“Good,” Maar said as he watched the interstate zoom one hundred feet below. The MagStrips glinted in the sunlight as the copter banked to the right and leveled out.

“Listen, Brayn?”

“Yes, sir?”

“I’ve lost the one person I thought I could trust. I want you with me at all times. Do you understand?”

“But, sir, I’m on flight duty—”

“—I don’t give a rat’s ass what duty you’re on, tell your commanding officer that you’ve been relieved of duty and reassigned as per my order,” Maar said as he stared at Brayn’s firearm.

“Yes, sir.”

“And keep that gun on you at all times.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I want Sibald contacted,” Maar added. “We’re about to make history.”

“What kind of history, sir?”

WHARK — WHARK — WHARK.

Maar jumped in his seat before he could answer. An alarm whirled around the interior of the copter.

It sounded serious and unnerved everyone inside.

“Jesus, what’s that noise?” Maar asked.

Brayn turned over his shoulder and spoke to the pilot, “What’s that noise?”

“Something’s playing with the sensors,” the pilot said. “I c-can’t control—”

WHVOOOOOOOOOOM.

The horizon burst to life, filling everything in its path with an angelic white light.

“Look, look—” Maar pushed himself back into his seat and pointed at the horizon, “It’s coming from the sky.”

A snap of blinding white light, followed by a hollow contour of orange settled into the horizon.

“My G-God,” Brayn gasped and covered his face, “What is that?”

Maar looked east and clocked the thick, black extended tree out in the ocean, “Look, over there.”

WHARK — WHARK — WHARK.

Before Brayn could lift his hand away, the copter began to spin around.

“Metal Bird One,” a voice crept in through the headset, “Advise on position.”

“We are auto-rotate. Engine failure one, and two.”

“Jeez,” Maar slung his other hand through the gap in the handle and clung to it for dear life.

“Auto rotate,” Bryan grabbed the handle on his side of the copter as it spun around and around.

“Hang on, everyone.”

WHUDDA — WHUDDA — WHUDDA.

The front end of the copter twisted around to the right and headed for the interstate.

“Prepare for contact—”

 

WHOOOOSH.

The helicopter leaned back, angling its tail at the ground. Dust and mud kicked up around the base of the vehicle as it thumped against the ground.

“Disabling engine,” the Pilot said, “Get out, now.”

Maar released his grip on the handle and staggered out of the copter. A blustery gale blew his hair back over his head as he stepped forward to observe the light show in the horizon.

“My God,” he screamed over the noise, “What is that?”

Brayn approached him from behind, fighting the terrific rush of wind blowing in their direction.

“I’m not sure, but you’re not safe here, sir—”

“—Wait, look.”

Maar and Brayn lifted their heads at the clouds in time for a streak of pink, heavy energy to blast through them and slam towards the Gulf of Mexico.

SCHA-SCHA-SCHA-SLAAAAM.

A whisper of Beethoven’s 5th symphony cracked through the sky, caused by the lightning.

“Is that—Beethoven?” Maar asked.

Brayn grabbed Maar by the shoulders and moved him towards the Interstate road.

A sprawling USARIC vehicle roared up the interstate and skidded to a halt.

“We’re headed back to base, sir. Come with me.”

Maar tried to look away from the strange artery in the sky as Brayn pulled him to the road.

“But, but—”

Maar lifted his finger at the celestial event, instantly at a loss for words.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

The Motary

Space Opera Charlie - Level Three

 

One hundred wolves each clamped their teeth on the end of their carbon fiber rope and moved backwards through the mud, ready for action. The thick, black material shot over the top of the grounded Space Opera Charlie.

Each wolf yanked on their rope, ready to assist as Jelly walked around and inspected them.

Jaycee stepped through the Motary entrance and looked up at the hanging door, “Alex,” he said into his headgear, “We’re ready.”

“Okay, good,” Alex said. “On my command, I’ll throttle one of the boosters to assist the lift, but we have to sync this process with the pulling system.”

Jelly made her way to the front of the first row of wolves and waved her hand at them, “Alex, they’re ready.”

“I hope to God this works.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing. What’s your command?” he asked.

“They seem to be responding to basic commands,” Jelly turned to the first wolf and roared at it, “Heel.”

The furry, vicious beast whined through the rope clenched between its teeth and settled on its haunches.

“Maybe demonstrate it to them. We can’t take any chances,” Alex said. “I can see the feed from the control deck. Take that carbon from him and show them all what you want done.”

Jelly snapped her fingers at the first wolf and beckoned him over, “Here, boy.”

GRUNT.

The wolf moved forward and dropped the end of the fiber to the ground. Jelly scooped it up in her right hand and coiled it around her left. She turned to the ship and yelled at the rest of the wolves.

“One, two, three, and PULL.”

Jelly took a step back and threw her entire weight to the ground. The ship budged ever-so-slightly, but not enough for any meaningful action.

CREEAAAAKKK-KK.

Jaycee observed the floor drop a couple of inches and grabbed the edge of the Motary wall, “It’s working.”

FWUMP.

Jelly released her grip on the rope and flung it over to the first wolf, “On pull.”

“Yes, pull. I figured as much,” Alex said. “Okay. Initiating booster one and two, now. Standby.”

Jelly turned to the wolves and rubbed her hands together, “Everyone got that?”

Rows and rows of teeth and silver eyeballs glinted in the new sunlight from the sky..

Jaycee hollered at Jelly from the Motary door, “Unless you want to stay with them, I suggest you get in here with me.”

“Okay.”

Jelly scrambled across the uneven terrain and ran towards the Motary door.

Jaycee stepped aside and ushered her in, “Hold onto something.”

Jelly jumped through the door and sprinted to the K-BOLT mini spacecraft, “Alex, what is this? K-BOLT?”

“Never mind that now,” Alex said. “It’s a sub-probe which we’ll never use. Think of it as Charlie-light.”

“Am I safe in there?”

“Perfectly safe. Actually, that’s a good idea. Jaycee?”

“Yes?”

“Get in the K-BOLT with Jelly,” Alex said. “Two minutes till thrusters. You’ll be safe in there. The centrifugal system isn’t active. I’m not sure if all the units in the Motary will be secure when we get pulled upright.”

Jaycee released the wall from his grip and huffed as he made his way over to the smaller vessel, “Do I have to?”

“No,” Alex chirped. “You can stay at the door and fall on your ass and do yourself more damage than you already have, big man.”

Jaycee watched Jelly thump the side door open with her fist. The circular side of the K-BOLT lifted down and provided steps into the spacecraft. She hopped up the steps and waved Jaycee over.

“You coming?”

“Yeah,” he snarled. “I’m coming.”

 

The Control Deck

Space Opera Charlie

 

Alex watched the holographic display of the Motary.

WHUMP.

The door to the K-BOLT closed, effectively sealing Jaycee and Jelly in the pilot area.

Jelly had to crouch down to move toward the windshield. Such was her size, the ship was barely able to allow her to stand upright.

Jaycee scanned the switches that adorned the pilot area and sat in the main seat.

“Okay, we’re in,” he said. “But Jelly is far too big for the ship.”

Alex hit a button on the keyboard, “It’s just temporary. Find something to hold onto. Jelly, you might want to move to the back of the ship by the hyper-sleep pods and lie down.”

“Ugh,” she said, careful not to scrape the top of her head on the ceiling, “Hyper-sleep pods?”

“Yes, lay down in there. Don’t touch anything, just make yourself comfortable.”

Jelly pulled her shoulders together and squeezed herself through the tightest door-shaped hole in the wall, “I hate you, Alex. I hope you know that.”

“No time to celebrate, Jelly. We’re not off this damned planet just yet,” Alex hit the second button. 

VROOOOOOM.

“Okay, that’s the thrusters loaded.”

The blasters fired up, causing a violent shudder to rumble through the entire ship.

Alex turned to Furie on the flight deck to find her waking up. Her little eyelids fluttered in the sunlight billowing through the windshield.

The five hyper-sleep pods branched out like a flower in the middle of the room. At the very least, they’d prevent her from rocking around and hurting herself. She lowered her behind onto the floor and kicked out her legs. 

“Uh, Jelly?” Alex said.

“What?”

“Furie’s waking up,” he said. “But it’s okay, I’ve got her. I just wanted you to know that.”

“Don’t touch my girl,” Jelly said, making herself as comfortable as possible. “Just make sure she’s safe and secure.”

Alex moved to the flight deck and peered through the windshield, “Understood. Okay, everyone, here we go. Moment of truth,” 

The wolves readied themselves to pull on their ropes.

Furie looked up at Alex and kicked her tiny feet out through the ends of his jacket, “What’s going on?”

“Those bad boys out there are going to help us lift off and go home, Furie.”

Alex paused for a moment and half-chuckled to himself. He was talking to a kitten; something he couldn’t process as quickly and easily as he’d thought.

“Ugh,” he reached down to the controls on the flight deck and pushed the first lever forward.

 

A drone moved away from Opera Charlie and hovered over the wolves.

It caught their attention almost immediately, buzzing and spinning several feet above them.

“Okay. Listen up, my furry little friends,” Alex’s voice came from the drone. “On my command, you will pull—”

Upon hearing his last word, the wolves yanked their ropes back.

“No,” Alex barked as he throttled the thruster, “Don’t do it yet, you idiots.”

The wolves let the ropes slack between their teeth.

“Wait.”

BLAAASSSSTTT — BLAASSTT.

The back-end of Opera Charlie spat a huge jet of fire, shunting the vessel along the rough terrain.

“Three, two, one, and… PULL.”

SCHWUNK.

The wolves moved back in unison and yanked the ropes with all their might.

Alex grabbed the back of the flight deck chair and held Furie against the console. The sun moved down the windshield, indicating that the ship was lifting up.

“It’s working,” Alex beamed and pinched his mouthpiece, “It’s working. Can you hear it?”

 

“We can feel it,” Jelly said as she felt her ass slide along the ground. The tiny strands of fur on her face lifted away from her cheek as the gravity rolled up the side of the hyper-sleep chamber.

Jaycee fastened his seatbelt and pressed himself back into the pilot’s chair, “Yeah, it’s working.”

WHUMP.

The gravity pull slid back to the ground, producing an almighty crunch.

“Damn it,” Alex’s voice came through Jaycee’s headgear, “Not enough.”

“What do you mean?”

 

Alex turned to the holographic live feed from the drone, “They can only pull so much for so long until they have to let go.”

He watched the wolves release the ends of their ropes and drop them to the floor.

“We need to try again, but this time with a bit more throttle.”

Alex grabbed the second lever and placed the butt of his palm against the plastic, “Initiating thrusters one through three.”

“Take your time, why don’t you?” Jelly’s voice whirled out of Alex’s earpiece. 

“Don’t get impatient with me, Anderson,” he snapped as he angled the drone over the head of the ship. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“I hate it in here,” Jelly said. “It’s too small. I feel like I’m going to freak out.”

Alex slammed the lever forward, “That’s the third booster.”

 

The drone bolted forward and lowered in front of the wolves as they took their ropes in teeth once again.

“Okay,” Alex’s voice beamed through the drone, “This time you’re all going twice as hard.”

WHINE.

The wolves buried their claws into the ground and prepared to lift back.

“On three, two—”

GRRRUUUSSSSHHHH.

The three blasters ejected a hurricane of fire across the ground, barbecuing a nearby tree.

“—One, and pull.”

WREEEENNNCCCHHH.

The hounds yanked back, this time lifting the top end of the ship up at a forty-five degree angle.

 

Jaycee placed his hands on the pilot’s controls for balance as the room spun around.

“What’s going on, Hughes?”

“Nearly there, Nayall. Hold on,” Alex responded.

Jelly, meanwhile, suffered the trauma of her body shunting against one of the hyper-sleep pods, “Ugh.”

“Hang tight, Jelly,” Alex said. “We’re nearly vertical.”

“I’ll hang you when we’re finished,” she screamed in pain and hugged the hyper-sleep pod for balance.

Her feet lifted away from the ground as the room rotated onto its side, “Gaaah.”

“Hold on.”

“What do you think I’m doing, dickhead?” she wailed as her feet punched their way up the wall, propelling her against the pod, “Damn it.”

“Nearly there,” Alex said. “Jaycee, how are you holding up?”

Jaycee reached behind his head as K-BOLT spacecraft leaned back. He pressed the end of his K-SPARK II barrel/leg against the flight deck, securing his behind in the chair.

“Bad idea to have us in here, you know.”

SCOOOOCH.

The armed pod in the Motary rocked off its housing and barreled along the ground towards the K-BOLT.

“Ah, jeez,” Jaycee yelped as the pod’s glass frontage smashed across the ground and tumbled towards the craft, “That thing is gonna hit us—”

THWACK.

The pod bounced off the K-BOLT and careened toward the door to the Motary.

CRUNCH.

“Damn it, Hughes,” Jaycee screamed for his life and gripped the head rest, “Your great idea is gonna destroy the ship.”

 

Alex observed the wolves yanking their ropes between their teeth.

The tip of Opera Charlie lifted perilously close to the ninety-degree angle he had hoped for.

“Got it,” he screamed, “We’re nearly there.”

His voice beamed out from the moving drone. One by one, the wolves averted their gaze to the moving object in the air and snarled at it.

“More, more. Keep pulling,” Alex’s voice flew out from the drone.

HOWL.

The first wolf dropped the fiber from its mouth, jumped in the air and tried to swipe the white ball.

SWIPE — SCOWL.

The rest of the wolves dropped the ends of their tethered fiber and clambered over the first row of wolves with the intention of killing the drone.

 

GROAA-NN.

The lack of pull rendered the ship to tilt away from its vertical point.

“Oh, no,” Alex stepped back from the live feed and gripped his headgear, “No, no, no—”

“What’s going on, Hughes?”

“They’re trying to attack the—” Alex halted his explanation and grabbed the joystick on the flight panel. He yanked it back and to the left, moving the drone back around Charlie, “Goddamn it, get away from the thing—”

WHIPP-PP — SCHWIPP-PP.

One by one, each carbon fiber rope whipped away from the wolves and slapped around the ship.

“No, no—”

“Hughes, what are you doing?” Jaycee’s voice punched through Alex’s ear hole.

“They’ve let go. Brace yourselves for impact.”

GROOOOOAAAAAAN-NN.

The thrusters fired into the ground, blowing chunks of Opera Charlie’s back end across the rocky terrain.

The wolves hopped away from the chunks of burning lava and screeched at the top of their lungs.

“Uh, they’re seriously pissed off,” Alex said. “Hold on tight—”

Jelly kicked her feet against the ceiling and pressed her body against the hyper-sleep pods, “What the hell is going on?”

“Prepare for impact,” Alex said. “Grab hold of something.”

 

The top of the ship slowly tilted away from its vertical hold and tipped over, throwing the occupants against the wall.

Alex slid over to the flight deck and scooped Furie - and his jacket - into his arms.

“Quick, come to me.”

“Miew,” Furie yelped and fell into his hands as he slammed against the flight deck.

 

“I’m gonna kill you, Hughes,” Jelly screamed at the top of her lungs as the gravitational pull rumbled away from the wall and slammed to the ground.

KEEERRR-AAASSSSHHH. 

Opera Charlie slammed to the ground, squashing dozens of wolves to death.

SCHWIP — WHIPP - SWISH.

The remaining beasts jumped back as the lassoing fiber ropes hurtled to the ground.

WHIPP — SPLATCH.

Whipping into a frenzy, the scores of ropes whipped through five wolves as they launched away from the vessel, dicing them into several pieces.

HOWL.

The nearby wolves turned to the ship with a blood lust in their eyes. They bolted towards the closed Motary door and smacked their paws against the toughened ceramic.

 

Jelly’s ass smashed against the ground as Charlie fell back into its original, horizontal position, “Gaaoowww.”

Jaycee unfastened his seatbelt, dazed and confused. His head had suffered major trauma, having slammed against the deck.

He held his jowls in his hands and lifted his head back into place.

CROITCH.

“Urgh, that feels b-better.”

Jelly pushed her way through the comparably small door frame and into the K-BOLT exit, “That’s it. I’m done. I’m not going to die in this undersized coffin.”

“Jelly, where are you going?” Alex asked. “Stay where you are. It’s not safe out there—”

SLAMMM.

Jelly palmed the panel and opened the K-BOLT’s staircase. It hit the ground and allowed her out.

“It’s not safe in here, Hughes. If I’m going to get smashed to death in a tumble dryer, I’d rather it be in Charlie, thank you very much.”

Jelly descended the staircase and stormed toward the back door of the Motary.

Jaycee hopped out after her, “Jelly, come back.”

“Leave me alone.”

“We’re not done, yet. It’s not safe.”

“I don’t care,” Jelly fumed as she reached the door. “You can stay in that tiny piece of crap and knock yourself out.”

“Jelly, but—”

She turned over her shoulder and threw him a look of sheer evil, “Hissss.”

“Whoa.”

Jaycee held out his hands in defiance. Her eyes meant business. If he were to follow her, it’d be curtains for him.

“Easy, tiger.”

“Leave me alone. Murderer.”

Jelly opened the Motary door and stormed into the level three walkway.

SCHWUMP.

The door slammed behind her, leaving a thoroughly discombobulated Jaycee trying to catch his breath and calm himself down.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista, South Texas, USA

 

Jamie and Leesa sat side by side and looked out at the Gulf of Mexico. The giant holoscope towered behind them, pushing out like a cocktail stick into the sky.

“Happy birthday, Jamie,” Leesa said, taking Jamie by surprise.

“How did you know?”

“Everybody knows,” she giggled and reached into her pocket. “You’re famous, after all.”

“I guess so.”

“Ooh, wait. I got something for you.”

She pulled her hand out of her top and produced a withered, old dandelion. The stem appeared worse for wear, as well as the majority of white seeds fanned out around it.

“Make a wish.”

“Wow, where did you find this?”

“Over there, where Remy is.”

Jamie watched Remy scoop up a handful of rocks and throw them into the Gulf shore.

Jamie looked up at the new, small sun sitting millions of miles to the left of the bright moon.

“There’s a new star in heaven, tonight,” he turned to the dandelion and thought to himself for a moment. 

Leesa took Jamie’s hand in hers. A risky move. She didn’t know if he’d throw her hand away in retaliation.

He didn’t, and Leesa was pleased with the result.

“It’s so pretty,” she said. “Like a little light bulb in the sky.”

Jamie took in some air and blew the seeds off the dandelion. One by one, they whisked away from the stem and floated down to the ground.

“What did you wish for?” Leesa asked.

“If I say it, it won’t come true,” Jamie placed the stem on his knee and rubbed his shoulders, “It’s getting colder, now.”

Leesa shuffled her behind closer to him and threw her arms around his waist, “I’ll warm you up.”

 

A husky meow came from the dome’s exit, which caught Leesa’s attention.

A bundle of white fluff named Suzie Q-Two appeared to be agitated.

“Hey Suzie,” she said. “What are you doing?”

“Meow.”

Leesa knew her cat wanted something. Before she could attend to her pet’s needs, the cat looked up at the giant tree in the middle of the Gulf and squinted at the furious beam of pink light.

“Meow.”

“What’s upset you, girl?”

Suzie Q-Two sat on her hind legs and licked her lips.

“She seems to find that thing fascinating,” Jamie offered.

 

Sierra moved through the exit door with a keen expression on her face, “Guys?”

Jamie climbed to his feet and brushed the dirt away from his pants.

“Yeah?”

“We have something to show you. It’s pretty cool.”

 

***

 

Noyin sat in the holoscope module and peered into the visor, “It’s incredible. Look.”

Jamie, Leesa, and Sierra walked up to the console.

“Noyin, let our guests see what we’ve found.”

“Sure.”

He lifted his head and blinked a few times. Two rows of gold teeth glinted in the light from the visor as he smiled at the kids.

“Come here, take a look at Saturn.”

Jamie moved forward and sat into the chair, “What is it?”

“Seems your pet, Jelly, has made quite the impression, wherever she is. Quite an amaziant birthday gift, if nothing else.”

Jamie placed his face into the visor.

An enlarged, ring-less fireball took center stage in the blanket of space.

“Is that Saturn? It’s orange.”

“Yes.”

“What happened to it?”

“Let me see—” Leesa hopped up and down on the spot, demanding her turn, “I want to see.”

Noyin and Sierra chuckled, quietly.

“Even though it wasn’t a star, it seems Saturn went supernova. It’s now a sun.”

“A sun?” Jamie moved his face out of the visor module and blinked, adjusting his eyes to the light. “Why?”

“We don’t know. What we do know, of course, is that Jelly isn’t too far from there. She must know.”

Sierra grabbed the impatient girl’s hand and walked her to the module, “Here, sweetie. Take a look.”

Full of giddy excitement, she pressed her face into the plate and adjusted the visor over her eyes, “Oh, wow.”

“Yeah, pretty cool, huh?” Noyin said.

“What’s that pink thing coming out of it?”

“Again, we don’t know,” Noyin said as he operated the controls and panned the holoscope to the left, “Turn with it, Leesa. Look at the object in the middle of the Gulf. It has the same stream of light.”

“Oh, yeah. It does.”

 

Before Jamie could ask the first of a million questions he had, he spotted a downtrodden Remy enter the dome.

“Hey, Remy.”

“Leave me alone.”

“Why, what’s up?”

He didn’t say anything, and instead trundled over to the rectangular table in the middle of the room.

“Remy?”

Without a word, the boy rolled up his right sleeve and prodded around his Individimedia Ink. Jamie spotted it and put two and two together and hoped he hadn’t arrived at five.

“Miss home?” Jamie asked.

Remy launched into a mini-tirade in his unmistakable Russian accent, “They took the chip out of my Viddy Media. Now, I cannot call my mother, so what do you think about me missing home, English?”

“English?”

Jamie placed his hands on his waist and stood his ground. Leesa heard what he’d said and turned to watch the boys argue, “Hey, no.”

“I thought we were over that, Remy?” Jamie snapped. “Stop calling me by my nationality.”

“Who cares what I do? Who cares what any of us do?”

“I care, Remy.”

“They took your Viddy Media, too, after all,” Remy turned from Jamie to Leesa, “What about you? They took yours away from you, also.”

“It’s for our own safety, Remy,” Leesa offered. “No one can know where we are.”

Remy sighed in disbelief, “I do not believe you cretins, honestly. As far as the day is long, you fail to realize we are being held here against our will.”

Sierra folded her arms and threw Remy a stern eye.

“Are you finished, Gagarin?”

“We are all finished,” he said. “How much longer you keep us here?”

“Don’t you understand what’s going on out there, Remy?” Sierra snapped, taking offense to the boy’s offense, “You wanna know something? I get the feeling you’d rather we hadn’t come to rescue you.”

“You feel correctly. Sierra.”

“Okay, so where would you be right now? You, of all people, Remy Gagarin? Huh?”

Remy turned away and refused to answer.

“Want me to tell you? The smallest province in the Russian empire, that’s where. You think the IRI and Project Exodus wouldn’t have visited you? Revoked your dual nationality? You’d be back at home in your destitute cesspit with your equally as deranged mother avoiding the media and a lifetime of hell. That’s where you’d be.”

“I suppose you think I am a misfit like all the others, correct?” Remy sobbed. “I am not a misfit. I am innocent, and I don’t care about America anymore. They do not want me. I do not feel welcome.”

Remy sat onto a chair at the table and pushed a mini-drone out of his way.

Rana and Dreenagh emerged from the tech room door wondering what the commotion was about.

“Hey, guys, we—”

Rana stopped her sentence as she saw Jamie, Noyin, Leesa, and Sierra watch Remy sobbing into his arms.

“Oh, dear,” Rana gasped. “Who died?”

Sierra nodded at the crying child at the table.

“He has,” Sierra said. “Well, he thinks a little piece of him has, anyway.”

“Not fit for the impending war, huh?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Sierra fumed, caring little for Remy’s plight. “Our little misfit, here - his words, not mine - can clearly talk the talk, but, when it comes to walking the walk he’s nothing but a little cry baby.”

“Be quiet,” Remy bawled.

Sierra scowled at him, “Ain’t that right? Russian?”

She turned to Jamie and winked at him.

He couldn’t help but smirk in return, “Thanks.”

Sierra marched over to Remy at speed, “Come on. Get off the chair and stop crying.”

“Sierra,” Rana interjected, “Leave him alone—”

“—No,” she spat and stomped her foot to the ground, “I won’t leave him alone. This unruly little ingrate needs to learn to toughen up.”

She grabbed Remy’s arm and lifted him up from the chair.

“Where’s that famous Russkie spirit?”

“Wh-what?”

“Look at me, Remy,” she barked in his face and caught his teary eyes with her own, “I said look at me.”

He eventually did and wiped the mess from his eyes.

“We put our lives on the line for this. For you. We didn’t have to. You do know that, don’t you?”

Remy had no choice but to nod and agree - and stop crying.

“Yes,” he said with little sincerity.

“You think anyone else would have done that? Broke into USARIC’s animal compound and saved those poor little critters?”

Teardrops flung side to side as he shook his head.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. I meant what I said, by the way. You need to be strong. Grow a goddamn spine. Jamie and Leesa are in exactly the same situation, but you don’t see them pissing and moaning about it. Do you?”

“N-No.”

“Yeah, exactly. So man up, you little fairy.”

An awkward moment flew around the room as Sierra kept up her pantomime vitriol for the boy. She grabbed his shoulders and stared past his pupils and into his brain.

“We’re the good guys in all this. A war is about to come. Do you understand me?”

He nodded and calmed his blubbering down as best he could, causing Leesa and Jamie’s jaw to drop.

“Damn, she’s fierce,” Jamie muttered.

Sierra continued, “We don’t expect you to fight, Remy. We are here to protect you, but we need you to cooperate. You and Jamie and Leesa know about USARIC. Do I need to remind you about what they did to Bisoubisou—”

Remy hung his head upon hearing his cat’s name, “No—”

“—Do I need to remind you about how they treated your family? And Jamie’s? And Leesa’s?”

“No.”

She pushed her knuckle under his chin and forced his eyes back to hers.

“Good, I’m glad you don’t need reminding,” she finished and shouted at the tech door, “Siyam?”

Dreenagh pointed at the door and hoped Sierra wouldn’t accost her, “He’s, uh, with the suit at the moment.”

“I don’t care, we don’t have much time. I can’t stand around all day convincing Russian kids that we’re the good guys. Get Siyam. Let’s move.”

Sierra rubbed Remy’s hair and smiled at him.

“It’s not all doom and gloom, you know. Something fantastic is going to happen, and we’re going to win this fight. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Good. Now stop crying like a little bitch and grow a spine.”

 

Siyam exited the tech room with a thin, rectangular membrane in his hands.

“Okay, she’s ready,” he hollered at Sierra.

Sierra moved away from the table and waved at everyone by the holoscope, “Guys, get back to the far wall, please.”

Leesa grabbed Jamie’s hand as they, and Rana, Remy, and Dreenagh, moved to the back wall.

“No, Dreenagh,” Sierra said. “Not you. We need you.”

“Oh. Now?”

“No, tomorrow,” Sierra snapped with sarcasm. “Yes, now, you dozy mare.”

Dreenagh looked away, embarrassed.

“Get your drone ready. You’re going to want to film this.”

Dreenagh ran over to the mini-drone on the table and unclipped her thumbnail from her left hand. She lifted her forearm to her face, “Drone. Initiate start up, please.”

The circular hover device blinked and whizzed to life.

 

Noyin walked over to the back wall with a zen-like Suzie Q-Two purring in his arms, “Hey, are we ready?”

Siyam stood away from the tech door and stretched the transparent membrane apart in his hands, “Yeah, just get to the back wall. Dreenagh?”

“Yes, I’m ready.”

“Good.”

Siyam swiped his finger over the device’s gelatin surface, “Keep the lens back. You can come in for a closer look when I tell you.”

“Okay.”

As Dreenagh lifted her arm so, too, did the mini-drone. A quiet beam blasted in all directions and formed a twenty-foot square around the tech door, “Ready.”

The cats behind the door meowed and shrieked as the floor began to shake.

“Broadcasting?” Sierra asked.

“Yes.”

“Make sure as many of your followers are watching this as possible, please.”

Noyin crouched beside Leesa and allowed her to stroke Suzie Q-Two’s face, “Exciting, isn’t it?”

“What’s going to happen?”

“We’re about to tell the entire world what USARIC has done to the cats we rescued, and what we’re going to do about it.”

As Leesa stroked Suzie Q-Two’s head, she inadvertently pushed the cat’s ear back.

“Who’s a cute girl?” she beamed.

Suzie growled and purred and twisted her head around, only for Leesa’s knuckle to push her left ear back once again.

Leesa squinted and moved her head forward, “Huh?”

“You okay, Leesa?”

“Noyin?” Leesa pinned Suzie’s ear back and nodded at the bizarre black text. “What is Manning/Synapse?”

“It’s probably better that we let them explain,” Noyin turned to the tech door and watched Siyam swipe the side of his hand over the membrane.

 

Siyam faced the drone and beckoned Dreenagh over to him. She walked into the transparent light and looked at the device.

“We are the Rebels Against Genetic Engineering,” he said, confidently, “We do not need to mask ourselves any longer because we want all of you watching to know who we are.”

Siyam lifted the membrane to his chest to reveal a holographic control bank, complete with a joystick and several red buttons.

“Months ago, RAGE invaded USARIC’s animal compound. We had no choice. We were informed that the test subjects from the failed Star Cat project, amongst other endeavors, were kept from their owners to be used in experiments. We couldn’t in good faith allow this to happen, and so we rescued them.”

Siyam turned to Dreenagh and whispered, “How many are watching?”

Drennagh held her forearm to her face and watched the ink swirl around her skin to form a number over 1,000,000.

“Enough.”

“Good,” Siyam turned to the drone. “Citizens of the United States of America, it has come to our attention that USARIC and the IRI intend to form a conglomerate, overseen by both the Russian and United States government. Their intention, they claim, is to allow a smooth transition of Russian nationals back to their country of origin. What they do not tell you is precisely how they are doing it, and what is coming next.”

Siyam nodded at Dreenagh to take a step away from the door.

He pushed his finger through the holographic button, “What you’re about to see now is the result of their new project.”

 

RUMBLE.

Jamie took a step forward for a better look at the vibrating room, “What’s going on—”

Rana held him back, “No. Stay there.”

KRRRRROOOOOMMMM.

The scores of cats inside the tech room squealed and shrieked and funneled out through the door and onto the table.

BOOM — BOOM — BOOM.

A strange robotic noise thumped along behind the door and turned forty-five degrees to face everyone through the frame.

“Oh, wow,” Leesa gasped. “Look at that thing.”

WHUMP — WHUMP — WHUMP.

The twelve-foot forklift stomped through the door and rested on its legs.

“Citizens, this is the solution. Before we show you it, we need to show you the disease,” Siyam turned to Noyin. “Can you pass me Leesa’s pet, please.”

“Sure.”

Noyin pushed his arms out and passed Suzie Q-Two to Siyam.

“Dreenagh?” he asked.

“Yes?”

“Can you take Mau, please?”

Dreenagh looked at the cats dispersed all over the table, sitting patiently.

“Which one’s Mau?”

Siyam nodded at a fierce, stern-looking cat at the head of the table, “The Egyptian Mau. That one, there.”

“Oh, Mau,” she said, scooping her into her arms, “Come on, it’s okay.”

Dreenagh held Mau as she returned to Siyam, who turned to the drone.

“At first glance, these cats look perfectly normal. At first, they were, but USARIC interfered with them.”

Leesa found the theatrics of Siyam’s presentation so overwhelming that she began to cry.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Jamie said. “Don’t cry. Be strong, remember?”

“What d-did they d-do to her?” she whispered through her tears.

He watched Dreenagh release Mau to the floor. Siyam did the same with Suzie Q-Two.

“I don’t know.”

The two cats sneered at each other and prepared to fight.

“The white cat, Suzie Q-Two, came in third place at the Star Cat Project back in 2117. You’d have expected her to have grown old and slower, but no. Today, she’s just as energetic and youthful as she ever was.”

“Hisssss,” Suzie whined at Mau and bushed her tail out.

Mau’s ears flicked back and forth, indicating her desire to defend herself.

“Together with Manning/Synapse, Maar Sheck, Dimitri Vasilov, and those responsible for the Star Cat Project, conspired to acquire the best feline subjects for themselves. These are no ordinary cats. They never age, and they will never die of natural causes.”

Mau threw the first punch and swiped her claw at Suzie, who jumped back and leaned on her haunches, ready to strike.

“Citizens, the Androgyne program didn’t extend to those in the military. Those who wanted a companion. It extended to animals. It is an abomination of science, and one that must be stopped.”

Suzie bolted forward and swiped at Mau. Both paws slammed together in unison. They weren’t about to fight, but team up to fight.

“What you see before your very eyes is USARIC’s modified Androgyne Series Four units.”

“MEOW,” Mau called out to the dozens of other cats on the table.

HAARRRROOOOWWWWLLLL.

They shouted back.

Dreenagh widened her eyes in shock, “Oh, my God. You’re saying that these cats aren’t cats? They’re—”

“—Droid, yes. Androgynes.”

“Are they dead?”

Siyam and the others watched as the cats meowed at each other in reverence of Mau and Suzie.

“Not completely. They had their bones removed and replaced with Titanium, much like the material used for the infinity claws.”

Mau hissed at her peers to calm down. She walked up and down the floor, keeping an eye on each and every modified cat that stared back at her.

“Meow.”

Siyam continued, “It’s possible some died in the process, and most would have needed time to adjust.”

“But, why?” Dreenagh asked.

“Because they could,” Siyam said. “You can’t put a price on obedience—”

“—Hissssss,” Mau threatened to strike at some of the cats.

“A sense of order. Hierarchy within species. Undertaken, presumably, in case Jelly Anderson returned with something? We don’t know. But what we do know is that they know.”

“What?”

“Like us, they want this situation taken care of. Something beyond the realm of imagination is coming, and these Androgynes know it. We all know it. Watch this.”

FLANK — FLANK.

The calves of the hunched robotic forklift sprang open and let out a little whistle sound.

Mau and Suzie Q-Two darted over to the legs and hopped inside.

“Based on USARIC’s Classified Risk units, we at RAGE have devised our own method of attack.”

Mau climbed up the thigh, through the waist and up past the chest of the forklift. Her hind leg lifted and propelled her into the head.

She grabbed the two sticks in front of her and pushed them around.

WHEEERRR-STUTCH.

The head of the forklift - a bizarre dragonfly-esque frontage with one rectangular, bullet-proof eye for the occupant to see out of - shifted left and settled on Sierra.

“Go get ‘em, girl.”

ROOAAARRRRR — SCHTOMP.

The forklift’s left leg pushed forward and slammed against the ground.

Suzie Q-Two raced up the waist of the contraption and shifted its left arm. She sat on her hind legs and gripped the two sticks in the ‘palm’.

ROWAAARRRR — WRENCH.

The arm pulled back at the elbow and, as Suzie threw her paws forward, so, too, did the forklift.

WHOOOVE — SMAASH.

The forklift fist punched the wall, breaking the paint off the wall and cracking the bricks.

“Wow,” Jamie screamed. “That’s insane.”

WHIZZ — WHUDDA-BVOOOM.

“Citizens, RAGE has devised the ultimate response to animal cruelty. We are proud to introduce you to the next phase of rebellion. PAWZ.”

Twenty cats jumped off the table and careened to the open calves on the forklift.

Each cat raced up the body and took a spot within the gigantic structure.

Some entered the arms, most entered the torso.

“Okay, everyone, stand back,” Siyam said. “Don’t worry, I have the controls if it gets out of hand.”

 

PAWZ barreled forward like a drunken octopus, flailing its arms around as it staggered toward the holoscope.

“Siyam,” Sierra hopped over the table and slid across the surface to the other end, “No, don’t let it go near the holodeck.”

WHUMP — WHUMP — SHCTOMP.

“Oh, Jesus Christ.”

The twenty-odd cats moved PAWZ towards the exit. The right arm lifted into the air and rammed its fist into the central table.

“Oh, shi—”

KER—SMASSSSSSHHH.

The giant fist not only obliterated the north end of the table, but threw the opposite end into the air like the adjacent end of a seesaw. 

WHUCK- — CRAAACKK.

The table daggered into the ceiling. Clumps of dust and brick coughed down to the floor.

Sierra ran in front of its path and held out her hands, “Stop, stop. It’s wrecking the place.”

STOMP — STOMP.

Mau and Suzie Q-Two meowed with excitement as they stopped PAWZ still a few feet from the holodeck.

“Phew,” Sierra said to an utterly astonished Noyin, Rana, Jamie, Lees, and Remy. “Siyam, did you do that?”

“No,” he said, pointing at the feverish cats racing around the interior of the forklift, “They did.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Space Opera Charlie

 

Jelly made her way to the airlock slowly and measuredly. She peered through the hatch and saw scores of silver wolf eyes blink back at her.

“What are you looking at?”

Blink-blink.

Jelly growled at them. They sat on their hind legs as if waiting for instructions.

Satisfied with their response, she pressed the damaged infinity claw on her index finger to her mouth, “Shhh.”

The wolves whimpered and wagged their tails as the index finger pointed at them.

“You did this,” she whispered. “I hold all of you responsible.”

The wolves’ shadows stretched along the rocky ground and stopped at her feet. A bizarre array of pure, dark oblongs cast by the fiery ball in the sky.

It used to be Saturn. Not that long ago, it had rings. Now, it had appeared to shrink to the size of a golf ball, as if expelling its final breath.

Still bright, for sure, and with a beautiful pink light blasting overhead, leading somewhere.

The entire planet was warming up.

“Jelly?” a high-pitched wail asked from further up the walkway.

She turned around to see someone she didn’t recognize - at first. The size gave the person away, though.

“Jaycee?”

“Yes,” his voice struggled to escape from his perfectly embossed silver head, “It’s me.”

Jelly squinted at the mechanical monster standing before her, “What happened to you?”

He didn’t respond at first. Instead, he lowered his head, his one boot and barrel-ended gun-cum-leg inadvertently lit up due to his eyes throwing a red beam over them.

“Jaycee? What happened?”

Blip-beep.

The tiniest movement from his neck and shoulders rendered the man she knew as just a bunch of wires, bolts, and connectors. Jaycee didn’t look at all human, anymore.

He lifted his head and clutched his suit in his right hand. Three of his fingers were missing.

“I d-didn’t kill your d-daughter,” he croaked. “You keep insisting I’m a murderer. It’s not true.”

Jelly snarled and shook her head from left to right. Now wasn’t the time for apologies.

“Leave me alone.”

“You have to b-believe me,” he pleaded. Or, at least, that was the tone his voice box attempt to emulate, “I have nothing, Jelly.”

“Nothing?” Jelly half-laughed in a state of sarcastic anguish, “You want to talk to me about nothing?”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

Jaycee moved forward a couple of steps, rocking the ship from side to side. No finesse, no attempt at quieting the mood between them. A desperate plea for acceptance of whatever remained of his humanity.

“Jaycee, you’re scaring me.”

The wolves knew something wasn’t right within the ship. They picked up Jelly’s scent although they couldn’t see inside.

Jaycee’s eyebulbs snapped off and on, “I’ve come to accept that I am not who I thought I was. I know I have been programmed that way.”

“Don’t come any closer, Jaycee.”

SCHTOMP — SCHTOMP.

Two more footsteps, and several feet closer to the one person who could forgive him for the thing he didn’t do.

“It’s clear to me now, Jelly.”

She moved back and felt the urge to defend her chest with her hands, “What’s become clear?”

“It all makes sense. Opera Charlie. The sun. Your daughter.”

A blob of water folded out from her left tear duct and dampened the fur on her cheek, “What are you talking about?”

He took another steps towards her, “USARIC doesn’t want us to get home. They think we’re dead, and they want it kept that way.”

“Wh-what—?”

“What we’ve found is too great to comprehend, Jelly,” he said. “What happened to you, and what happened to us. Even if we could go home, we shouldn’t. The consequences are too horrific to comprehend.”

Jelly backed up against the far wall and found herself at a dead end. She could escape through the airlock or stick around and converse with Jaycee.

Neither option was especially pleasing to her.

“I’ve been trying to fight against it, Jelly, but it’s no use. I’m programmed to serve in the interests of USARIC. Occasionally I fight hard, but it’s no use. My instinct is to protect them. All of ours instincts were to protect them. Our real family.”

“I’m not playing around, Jaycee. Get back.”

Jaycee slipped his three fingers through the synthetic skin in his stomach and pulled it sideways like a curtain.

Beep-beep-beep.

Jelly’s face became awash with the red glare within his body. Her eyes enlarged as fear set in.

“Oh my God—y-you wouldn’t.”

“—It’s all so clear to me, now.”

Jaycee pointed at the wound on his forearm. A shuddering strip of flesh bubbled underneath, “It’s only a matter of time before I turn into one of them. A Shanta.”

“No-no-no-,” Jelly freaked out and looked for an escape, but Jaycee blocked the airlock.

“Where many of us turned and failed to kill you, I will not.”

HOOO-OOOWL.

The wolves outside the ship bounced around and snarled at the airlock as they finally saw the machine threaten their new master.

“It’s you, Jelly. A glorious star burns in the sky all thanks to you. A new sun. A new order of life—”

“—Jaycee, no.”

“—But I can’t let that happen, Jelly. USARIC can’t let that happen. The Shanta cannot allow it,” Jaycee ran his fingertips over the C4 lodged in the base of his spine. “We can never go home.”

Jelly held out her arms and clenched her claws, “Jaycee, please. You’re not thinking straight.”

“I’ve never been clearer in my thinking.”

Beep-beep-beep.

Jelly squeezed her eyes shut and prayed for a miracle. Then, a thought slotted into her mind like a memory stick. She opened her eyes and the giant machine on legs focused into view.

“Jaycee. Whatever you think is right is not right.”

He ignored her comment and moved forward with the intention of smothering her, “Hush, Star Cat.”

“You’ve convinced yourself that we’re the bad guys,” Jelly said. “We’re not the bad guys. Listen to what you’re saying. Jaycee?”

“It’s just a name they gave me.”

“No. Say it. Say your name.”

Jaycee unhooked the K-SPARK II from his shoulder and armed it without glancing in its direction.

“USARIC Androgyne Series Three. Formerly of the American Star Fleet. Issue one-one-eight, mercenary division. Weapons and Armory.”

“No,” Jelly yelped with fear. “Christ, don’t you remember a goddamn thing?”

TCHA-SHUNK.

He armed the shotgun and pointed the barrel at her face, “If I have to kill you, then that’s what I must do.”

“Jaycee Nayall,” she screamed. “Your name is Jaycee Nayall.”

“Do not resist, Jelly Anderson.”

KA-BLAMMM.

Jelly threw herself to the floor as the charge slammed into the wall - right where her head was a second ago.

Jaycee reloaded and swung his gun at her as she slid towards his feet.

“Arrgghhh,” she screamed and wrapped her claws around the barrel of his gun-leg. “What the hell?”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

He stepped back and blasted the floor apart. Jelly clung to his leg and swung around from left to right.

“Nooo—”

BANG.

The charge singed the fur off her cheek as she tightened her grip on his leg.

“Stay right there, Anderson,” Jaycee said as he aimed the shotgun in his hands at the top of her head, “Stay.”

“Grrrr,” Jelly growled in a fit of rage and opened her mouth. Her shiny incisors glistened against the red C4 bulbs.

SCHOMP.

She sunk her fangs into the leg barrel just as Jaycee fired off an entire magazine into the ground.

FIZZ — SMASH.

Orange sparks bust out from the end of his leg as Jelly bit down on the barrel and bent it back against his thigh.

“Gaaahhh—”

BANG.

Jaycee tumbled back onto the busted stump and fired another shot at her.

She moved away on all fours, flapped her tail and roared at him as she bounced over the bullets that crashed into the wall behind her.

ROAR.

Jaycee squeezed the trigger, “Stop resisting, you stupid bitch—”

“Grrrr,” Jelly grunted and licked her mouth. 

BOLT.

She flew forwards and launched at Jaycee.

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

The first and second bullet whizzed past her as she darted through the air. She extended her arms and both sets of infinity claws, only for the third bullet to clip two of them off her left paw.

CLING-CLANG.

The two metal talons hit the floor. Two ropes of blood fountained out from the wounds on her fingers and painted across the air.

SWIPE-SMASH.

She landed paws-first on Jaycee’s face and smashed his shoulders against the wall.

“Jaycee,” she screamed in his featureless, mechanical face, “Stop.”

“No.”

GROOOAAAAANNN.

Jelly slid back along the walkway. The floor lifted up a few degrees, causing the surface to act as a ramp.

“Ugh,” she scrambled forward as the ground continued to lift. Jaycee tumbled away from the wall.

The howls and gnashing from outside grew louder and louder.

“Charlie,” Jelly whimpered, “It’s moving.”

SHUNT.

Jaycee slid down the walkway on his behind. He reached out with both arms and extended his fingers.

CLUMP.

He halted his descent by grabbing onto a pipe on the left-hand wall. His weight bent it around and pulled it from the ceramic.

He now had a weapon to use on Jelly, who gripped the edge of the battered airlock as it rotated forty-five degrees onto its side.

She peered over the edge to see the hundred-strong wolves wrenching the ship back with their teeth.

“It’s working,” she muttered, and then turned to her feet.

Below her, Jaycee propped himself up on an extended ridge on the wall and swiped at Jelly’s feet with the pipe.

“Jelly, come here.”

“No!”

She kicked the end of the pipe away, “Alex?” she screamed for help, “Help. Help. Jaycee’s lost his mind. He’s trying to kill me.”

“I’m not trying to kill you,” he roared at the soles of her boots, “I’m trying to save you.”

Beep-beep-beep.

He scanned his stomach and watched the seconds roll down on his stomach, “In less than two minutes, we’ll be in paradise. Away from this nightmare.”

Jelly kicked her feet against the floor - which now acted as a wall - to the airlock hatch, “Please. Jaycee. Deactivate the bomb—”

CRRRUNNNCCCHH.

The ship now stood upright. Without the benefit of zero gravity, the interior acted as a chasm which threatened to swallow everything - and everyone - all the way down to the back of the ship.

Jelly swung her right foot over into the airlock hatch and kept looking up at the far end of the walkway.

 

A voice came amid the sound of hastened footsteps several feet above her head.

“Jelly?”

“Alex?”

Alex hit the deck knees-first and slid to the end of the corridor. A view of the throat-like walkway was about to swallow both Jaycee and Alex.

He gripped the edge of the corridor door wall and looked down, “Jelly.”

“Alex, Alex,” she panted, “Jaycee’s got a bomb.”

“A bomb?”

“C4. He’s armed his self-destruct mechanism,” she yelped, “We’re all going to die.”

Alex looked past Jelly’s head and saw Jaycee trapped on the detail on the wall which crumbled due to his weight, “Jesus Christ.”

“Alex,” Jaycee roared up the corridor.

“Are you out of your mind, Nayall?” Alex yelled back at him.

“You could say I’m in my mind,” Jaycee gripped his thigh and unbolted the magnetic plate from the flesh, “Alex, get out of here. It’s between me and her. I’m taking her with me.”

“Oh, G-God,” Alex blinked over and over again as he watched Jaycee aimed his K-SPARK II up at Jelly. She turned around and moved her head behind the airlock wall.

KA-BLAAAAAM.

“Whoa,” Alex ducked behind the corridor and gasped as the bullet clipped the side of the airlock and punched a section of ceramic into the walkway.

“Get back, Alex,” Jaycee said. “Keep her there.”

Alex looked around for a solution, “Oh God, oh God.” His heart thumped against his chest, threatening to blow him into unconsciousness.

“Alex, do something,” Jelly’s voice rifled up the corridor and into his ear.

“Jaycee?” Alex shouted at the ceiling.

“Shut up, Hughes—”

KER-RAAATCH.

The K-SPARK II reloaded and produced a loud hum which echoed past Jelly.

“Jelly Anderson is a dead cat.”

Alex jumped to his feet and placed his hands on the floor. He turned over his shoulder and saw a dim blue light coming from behind the control deck door.

“Manny?”

No response.

KER — BLAAAAAAAM.

The ceiling exploded by Alex’s arm, pushing him into a somersault and onto his knees, “Gaaah.”

“Hughes, get to the control deck and jump out,” Jaycee screamed. “We have less than one minute to detonation.”

“Manny?” Alex screamed at the door. “Can you hear me?”

WHOOSH.

The control deck door slid open. Manny flew out like an enraged pigeon, “What’s all this commotion, Alex?”

“It’s Jaycee, he’s gone nuts—”

KA — BLAAAAMMMM.

Jaycee’s bullet punctured the ceiling, creating a gigantic hole in the wall. A burst of dusk light whizzed through and lit the walkway up.

“Manny, Jaycee’s set himself to detonate. We’re all dead.”

“What?”

Manny couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. She flew over to the drop and lowered herself a few inches. Then, she caught sight of Jaycee reloading his firearm. A few feet above him, Jelly cowered and whined within the airlock.

“Manny, please help.”

“Oh dear,” Manny turned to Jaycee, “Nayall?”

“Get out of the way you encyclopedic imbecile,” Jaycee screamed at her.

“Now, you listen here, you plus-sized heap of junk,” Manny squealed at him, “This is my spacecraft. You’re just a guest. Now, put that gun down and deactivate your bomb.”

“Or else what?” Jaycee aimed his gun at her.

“Or,” Manny thought aloud, “I’ll, umm—”

BLAAAMMM.

The bullet roared out of the barrel and right through her holographic frame, causing the book to ripple out to the sides. Manny twisted around and opened out her covers.

“You shot me.”

“Ugh,” Jaycee tossed the gun at the wall. It bounced away and tumbled down the seemingly endless walkway pit. He thumped his stomach and held out his arms, “Thirty seconds.”

“Is that a bomb?”

“No, it’s a jukebox,” Jaycee said, angrily, “Of course it’s a bomb. I need to end this.”

Quick-thinking, Manny froze and beeped, “Initiate zero G.”

Jaycee pressed his shoulders on the wall and balanced himself on his one, good leg, “What? No.”

“Zero gravity activated,” Manny confirmed as loudly as she could.

Jelly’s behind lifted away from the airlock. She grabbed the lip of the wall, propelled herself into the walkway and spun around in mid-air.

“Hey, Nayall.”

Jaycee planted his boot on the wall and pushed himself up the walkway, “Come here,” he screamed as he extended his arms, ready to grab her and take her with him.

Manny sprang to life. Her rectangular framed stretched out into the shape of a dart and flew up towards the control deck, “Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Come with me.”

WHOOOOSH.

Manny bolted past Alex as he grabbed the wall and pushed himself along with her.

“We have to get out of here,” Alex screamed.

“I can’t leave the ship,” Manny said. “If she goes down, I go down with her.”

 

Jaycee flew towards Jelly and clenched his fist.

SWIPE.

His attempt to sock her in the face proved fruitless. He missed and slammed his fist into the wall, which broke around his fingers.

“Hey, Nayall,” she barked from behind his shoulder. “Over here.”

She clocked the seconds counting down on his stomach’s red digital readout his stomach: 20, 19, 18…

“You Androgynes,” she yelled, “You’re all the same. Always scared of yourselves.”

Jaycee slammed his palm on Jelly’s forehead and squeezed with all his considerable might.

“Gaaaaahh,” Jelly yelled and grabbed his wrist with both hands.

“We are superior in every way, Anderson. Now, be a good little girl and die.”

CREEAAAAK-CRAAA-AACCK.

“Nggggg,” Jelly wailed as she felt the bone in her face crack, “L-Let g-go of me.”

She lifted her right leg and booted Jaycee in the stomach. A clump of fur tore away from Jelly’s ears as he crashed into the airlock.

The tufts of fur hung in zero gravity.

Jelly ran her fingers along her face. Her nose bled up a storm, producing glorious strings of pink blood negotiating a path through the air.

ROAR.

Jelly kicked herself away from the wall and bent her elbow back, ready to punch the life out of Jaycee.

He pressed both hands on the adjacent walls within the airlock and braced himself for detonation.

“Come to Daddy, Anderson.”

“You’re not my Daddy.”

THWOCK — CLAAA-AAANG.

Her fist connected with the giant’s mechanical face, busting the wires and bolts from his cheek.

“My Daddy left me and my sisters for dead on a freeway when we were kittens. And guess what? I survived that, and I’ll survive this. You won’t.”

She opened her mouth and hung her tongue out.

“Feeding t-time?” Jayce’s voice stammered, “Shaaa-aaaanttaaaahhhh.”

CHOMP — CLAAATTCCHH.

“Ngggrrrrr,” she chewed through the connectors in his shoulder and yanked her head back, wrenching his electronic innards and newly-formed second limb away from his arm.

Jaycee struggled with the evisceration, “J-Jelly—”

GNASH — CRUU-UNNCCH.

Without mercy, she clamped her teeth and his face and grabbed his torso in both hands.

“Jaaah-Jaaah—”

She chomped onto the surface metal of his skull and lifted her head away. A million wires fizzed and sparked as she spat the face plate into the infinite drop out of the airlock.

“You try and kill me and my family?” she screamed.

Jaycee’s heavy body lilted into her arms. The stem protruding from his neck slammed against her shoulder.

His voice box was barely audible, “I’m s-sorry.”

Jelly licked her mouth and punched into the neck cavity. Her fingers hit something hard and rectangular.

“Not good enough, Jaycee,” she squeezed whatever the thing was and hit the panel on the wall with her left hand.

SWISH.

The outer airlock hatch slid open, creating a physical rift between the interior and exterior.

Zero gravity didn’t behave the way either of them expected - the force of the pull from outside body-slammed both of them to the ground in the airlock.

She shifted the rectangular object inside Jaycee’s chest in her infinity claws.

His neck plate lifted up, seeming to beg for forgiveness - not that it had a head or any facial expressions.

“P-Please—”

Jelly rolled onto her side and planted both boots on his stomach.

“No mercy,” she drooled into his hole with the eyes of a woman scorned.

Jaycee’s face contorted as a fleshy limb punched out through his mouth, “SHAAANTAAA—”

Biddip-biddip-beeep.

“Go to hell you sonofabitch.”

Jelly wrenched her right elbow back as she kicked both feet forward. 

WHUMP — KRAAATTCCH.

Jaycee’s battery shunted through the neck hole, buried between her fingers. His body blasted out of the airlock and succumbed to the gravity outside.

His body plummeted all the way down to the ground, headed straight for the wolves.

WHOOOSH.

 

The wolves released the ropes and looked up the side of Opera Charlie.

HOWL — WHINE!

The gargantuan lump of infused metal and fleshy limbs formerly known as Jaycee Nayall hurtled towards them.

The wolves dispersed as quick as they could. Each one released the carbon rope from their teeth and hit the deck.

KER-BLAAAAAAAAM.

Jaycee’s body exploded upon impact, reducing the nearest wolves to barbecued smithereens.

A dozen wolves caught in the explosion launched into the air and burst into flames.

Jelly slammed the outer airlock hatch and slammed both hands against the window.

“Oh my God—”

NEEEERRRRAAAWWWWW.

The impact of the blast chewed through the Opera Charlie’s thrusters. The ceramic back-end cracked and exploded, toppling the spacecraft over in slow motion.

 

Alex and Manny made it to the control deck.

“Jeez, what’s going on?” Alex looked around as the upright deck - once again - returned to its horizontal state.

“Hold onto something,” Manny said. “There’s been an explosion outside.”

Alex bolted over to the flight deck and made for the sleeping Furie, “Quick, Jelly’s daughter.”

Furie woke up just as the deck rotated and angled itself for a heavy fall.

 

Jelly pressed all four limbs on both airlock walls and braced herself for Charlie to fall over and slam to the ground.

She closed her eyes and inhaled, “Aggghhhhhhhh.”

GRROOOAAAAAN…

The airlock spun forty-five degrees to the side. Her body lifted and pushed against the right wall, seconds away from punching her lights out permanently.

SCHLAAAA-AAAAAM.

Charlie’s tip and body smashed to the ground. The walls and floor pushed inside and shattered, bursting into hundreds of pieces.

A violent crack shattered along the walkway, bursting the lights one by one in a wave of obliteration.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

My name is Dreenagh Remix.

I come today with an appeal. To you, and everyone else who may be watching my Viddy Media feed.

I have spent my entire life devoted to the pursuit of fair journalism. I have covered major events both here in the United States and in Russia.

Until a few months ago, I thought I had seen it all.

But nothing prepared me for this.

 

<Individimedia Transmission: D. Remix— 105>

 

Three months ago I was taken against my will, thinking it was a common kidnapping.

I thought wrong.

The people who took me have saved my life so that I may play a part in saving our future.

The Rebels Against Genetic Engineering have dedicated their life’s work to saving animals through the philanthropy of others. Your donations kept their cause going, and for good reason.

What they have uncovered, and what I know now, has astonished me, as it will you.

The United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation is guilty. Guilty of genocide, international espionage, and the admonishment of the ethical playbook. It is little wonder that their actions were uncovered.

Someone had to do it.

As an outsider, it is clear that USARIC has engaged in improper conduct and must be taken to task. Brought before justice or, failing that, revenge.

The government has failed on the former, and now we must enact the latter.

We are a great dual nation, now divided. Your loved ones are being punished. Our future with our neighbors is threatened and now compromised.

RAGE has asked me to ask you to join the fight.

We, the law-abiding citizens of the United States must rise up and take a stand.

Whomever you are, and wherever you may be, we want you to join us to take back our nation.

Find us.

Thank you.

 

Dreenagh finished her sentence into the hovering mini-drone.

“That’s great,” Siyam said. “Transmission complete.”

Dreenagh ignored him and continued to look at her shoes. She hadn’t the heart to stare anyone in the face.

“I can’t believe what I’ve just seen,” she murmured.

Siyam grabbed the drone out of the air and shut it off, “What’s that?”

“I feel so stupid.”

“Funny you mention that. You look kinda silly. Feeling all sorry for yourself, and stuff.”

A little orange cat trundled into Dreenagh’s view and clawed at the end of her shoe. She crouched down and scooped it off the floor.

“How long has it been since the Star Cat Project?” Dreenagh said as she nosed around the cat’s cute face.

“That was back in 2117,” Siyam said. “Six years ago.”

“Feels just like yesterday.”

The sound of metal shifting around beneath the cat’s arm as it clawed at Dreenagh’s face was undeniable. A stark reminder of the outlandish actions of a company she once admired.

“I think she likes you, Remix,” Siyam chuckled.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think she does.”

Dreenagh set the cat down on the floor.

“Do you think we’ll get many responses?”

Siyam shrugged his shoulders, “Who knows.”

 

The Next Morning

07:30

 

BANG — BANG — BANG.

Someone, or something, knocked on the front door. Everyone turned to face it.

Jamie woke up from his slumber on the mattress by the holoscope, “What was that?”

Sierra ran over to the van and opened the back doors, “I’m not sure. Wait here. Noyin, open the door.”

Noyin raced over to the wall and held his palm to the glass panel.

“Who’s there?”

BANG — THUD.

Sierra reached into the van and pulled out her shotgun. She nodded to Noyin, “Open it.”

WHIIRRRRRR.

The door lifted up the railings and, at first, revealed three pairs of legs in jeans and boots.

“Who’s there?”

The door lifted past three individual’s faces. Two men and a woman in leather jackets. 

The first of the men was the tallest. He moved forward and announced himself in a light Russian accent, “Is this the Rebels Against Genetic Engineering?”

“Yes, we are.”

“Good,” he said and turned to his friends, “I told you it was the dome. We have the right place.”

He turned to Sierra and removed his mask. An impressive wound ran from the bottom of his eye down to the side of his jaw.

“My name is Roman Voycheck.”

“What do you want?” Sierra asked. “How did you find us?”

“We saw Dreenagh’s Viddy Media broadcast. May we come in?”

Sierra eyed the three strangers and made damn sure they could see her shotgun was fired up and ready to go.

“Yeah, okay.”

 

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy watched the guests make their way into the dome, and along the central table.

The legs on the table had been substituted with random wooden boxes after the turmoil it had suffered from the PAWZ attack.

Roman looked around and nodded, “Nice place you have here. We had rather a lot of trouble locating the place.”

“We don’t exactly broadcast our location.”

“Yes, and quite wise, too,” Roman said to Siyam. “Next time, perhaps you will use a multi-proxy encryption to mask where you had transmitted your broadcast.”

Rana walked over to the children and brushed her hand across the flap of her jacket, deliberately showing her fastened handgun to the new guests.

“This place looks like a refugee center,” Roman chuckled. “Oh, I am sorry, where are my manners? These are my friends.”

He pointed to the first stocky-built man of few words, “Saad Hook. A good man.”

Saad’s voice had a twinge of Russian, “Hello.”

Roman turned to his other friend, a tall woman with a svelte figure and white hair. She refused to make eye contact with anyone in the room.

“Santara Iskra,” Roman introduced her to Sierra, who was far from impressed.

“What’s this about?”

Roman smiled at Noyin, Rana, and the children, “It is okay, we are compatriots. We are here to help.”

“Not until you tell us what you’re here for.”

“We wish to help you in the war against USARIC,” Roman revealed. “You see, we have evaded the IRI for some time now. They took my family and shipped them back to the motherland.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“My daughter, she fought back. They executed her mother and thousands of others in retaliation. Detonated their ship as a warning to others.”

Sierra released her hand from her concealed firearm.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Oh, yes. I am sure you are,” Roman nodded at Santara. “May we show you what you need to know?”

“How can we trust you?”

Rana stepped forward and sniffed the air, “I don’t like them, Sierra.”

Roman chuckled with incredulity, “What is this? You ask for help and yet, when it arrives, you decide you don’t want it? Make up your minds, people.”

Santara slammed her palm to the side of her head and knocked her right eyeball into her skull.

BWAAAAAAMM-MM.

A burst of light projected from the eye socket and plastered the adjacent wall.

Much to everyone’s astonishment.

Santara stood perfectly still as the image projected showed an army of gray-suited soldiers marching in tandem.

“In our country,” Roman said. “We have been developing a territorial army, so to speak, in case the Americans decide that sending us home was not enough.”

Dreenagh looked up from her forearm and squinted at the image, “You have an army?”

“We are classed as misfits in this country. Even my daughter, who was born here, has been tarred by our brush. Back home, we are heroes. We refuse to leave, and why should we?”

“Yes. Why should you?”

Roman punched his fists together and joined the conversation, “We have lived here for thirty years, my family and I. They drag my daughter kicking and screaming. Parade her in front of the others, and make an example of her.”

Remy’s ears pricked up when he finally landed the newcomer’s accents. He climbed up from his knees and was about to run over, when Jamie held him back.

“No, Remy. Don’t.”

“Get off of me.”

“We don’t know who they are,” Jamie hushed. “Just wait.”

Leesa chimed in with her thoughts as surreptitiously as possible, “Psst. Remy.”

He looked at them both with venom in his eyes, “No. This is my chance, you understand.”

“Don’t—”

“Hey,” Remy raced over to the three newcomers and clapped his hands together, “Is it true?”

Roman and Saad turned their heads at Remy. They seemed to recognize him.

“Is what true, little boy?”

Remy slowed his approach and cleared his throat, “Is it true that the Americans are forcing us to go back home?”

Roman was about to answer when, suddenly, he remembered were he’d seen the cherubic little face, “Remy Gagarin?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Star Cat Project Remy Gagarin?”

“Yes.”

Roman looked over the boy’s shoulder and instantly clocked the boy and girl sitting by the holoscope.

“Oh my,” he muttered, “The other two. Jamie Anderson and Leesa Task. Look.”

Sierra and the adults in the room had no choice but for the revelation to play out.

“We were lead to believe you had been executed.”

“You were lead to believe wrong,” Sierra snapped. “We would never harm a child.”

“Yes, unlike those in charge,” Roman offered.

Noyin moved in front of Jamie and Leesa, less than impressed with proceedings.

“They’re safe here with us.”

“So I see,” Roman turned back to Sierra. “I presume you are in charge, here?”

“Yes.”

“We offer our assistance in the war you intend to wage with USARIC and the IRI. Our numbers are many, and our firepower is not to be underestimated.”

Sierra didn’t look convinced, “As my friend asked, how can we trust you?”

Roman smiled at Remy.

“You can trust us to not kidnap children and hold them to ransom. All we want is to smash the system and return to normalcy. Put right what went wrong. Free movement of people. Reunification between our two great nations.”

 

Some of the cats peered behind the opened tech door and saw three strangers in their dome.

“Meow.”

Roman turned around and looked at the tech door, “What was that noise?”

“You do know what we do here, don’t you?”

Roman walked to the door with great caution, “Yes, we do. Your recent actions clearly state you know USARIC better than they do. Did you know the Russians had a secret star program of their own?”

“No,” Siyam said with interest. “We didn’t.”

Saad moved forward, “The Russian Cosmonaut Program sent a manned crew of three to investigate Saturn. Much like the USARIC’s Opera vessels, Lyulka-451 never returned. Never heard from again once she left Earth two years ago.”

“No wonder all this has happened,” Sierra said. “Both countries have been acting like petulant, jealous children.”

Roman nodded, “The Star Cat Project clearly had unintended consequences that have brought us to this point.”

 

“Guys?” Dreenagh snapped as her forearm beeped. “I think you should see this.”

“What is it?”

Dreenagh lifted her thumbnail back onto her knuckle and projected a live feed onto her open palm, “It’s an update on Maar Sheck.”

Sierra and the others spread out and looked at Dreenagh’s palm.

Santiago Sibald’s gluttonous face smiled back at them as he stood in front of a hospital.

“I’m here at the Corpus Christi Infirmary where Maar Sheck, CEO of the United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation is understood to have died in emergency transit after suffering a fatal heart attack.”

Sierra couldn’t believe her eyes, “Dead?”

Noyin’s face fell, “Huh? When did this happen?”

“Shut up and listen.”

Santiago continued, “This, after months of speculation that the IRI and USARIC were due to form an historic conglomerate to excise all Russian nationals from the fifty-two United States.”

“Pause,” Dreenagh said.

The rendition of Santiago’s face froze two inches from her palm, “If he’s dead, what does this mean?”

“It means nothing,” Noyin said. “Even if Maar is dead, he has protocols in place. A business continuation plan. It’ll never stop.”

“Really?” Dreenagh asked. “How come you know so much about him?”

Sierra stared into Santiago’s paused eyes, “Looks like the diplomatic route is back on if he’s dead. Play the footage.”

“Play,” Dreenagh said.

Santiago leaned into the lens and enacted his serious face, “First, Dmitri Vasilov. Now, an alleged attack on Maar Sheck. With the fate of the winners of the Star Cat Project hanging in the balance, what can we expect to happen now?”

Sierra turned away in disgust, “I don’t know what’s worse. His fawning sensationalism, or the fact that Maar’s dead.”

She caught a glimpse of the three children’s innocent eyes and felt her heart melt.

“It’s never, ever going to end. Is it?” Sierra huffed. “It’s not fair. He should’ve been alive to fight back, the scum-sucking douchebag.”

“He’ll pay,” Roman said. “They’ll all pay eventually.”

Dreenagh looked up from her forearm, “I’m getting reports that his estate in Angel City has been razed to the ground.”

“Probably moving his family out of the line of fire,” Noyin said. “Standard USARIC procedure, the guy was holed up for months while they were protecting him.”

“Not good enough,” Sierra snapped. “He should have paid for what he did. For what he did to those children, and those poor creatures he molested.”

Her face was a picture of death warmed up, and the rest of the team knew it.

“If Maar Sheck thinks he can dodge his responsibility just because he’s dead, he has another thing coming.”

Sierra stormed off in a teary-eyed huff.

“Huh?” Dreenagh thought aloud. “How does that even work?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

The Control Deck

Space Opera Charlie

 

Jelly stormed into the control deck, ready to kill anything that moved, “Alex, what the hell is going on?”

She stopped in the middle of the room and saw him holding Furie in his arms.

Pensive, he looked up at her from the flight deck, “Jelly, I—”

“—Don’t say a word,” she said. “I want my baby.”

He turned around on the spot and glanced at Jelly, initially refusing her instruction, “No.”

“What? What do you mean no? Give me my child.”

“You’re angry. I want you to calm down, first.”

Jelly wanted to attack him, but realized that he was right - she was apoplectic. She’d sustained a lot of injury during her fight with Jaycee. A gaping wound bled on the side of her wrist, along with damaged and jagged infinity claws.

Her fingertips bled, and the pain threatened her will to continue.

“Are you okay, Jelly?” Alex chanced.

“Wounds,” she whispered.

She moved her wrist to her mouth. Carefully, she traced the tip of her tongue inside the wound and tasted her own blood. The saliva mixed in with the thick, pink gloop and drooled down her chin.

“I’m sorry, Jelly.”

She moved her wrist away from her face and glanced at Alex, “Sorry for what?”

He looked down at Furie and allowed her to claw at his sleeve, “I’m sorry it didn’t work. We’re stuck here.”

“Aren’t you sorry about Jaycee?”

He lifted his head and grimaced at her, “Why should I be? It’s not my fault he malfunctioned.”

Jelly moved forward and whipped her tail around. It momentarily dulled the pain. As she moved, she felt her ribcage buckle.

Alex noticed that she was in pain, and was close to giving up entirely.

“He was the last one, right?” Jelly asked. “The last of Opera Beta? That’s what all this was about. You never cared about him.”

“That’s not true,” Alex pleaded. “I’m just as upset as you are, and besides, you were all for murdering him.”

“He shouldn’t have died like that,” Jelly said as she moved closer to Alex. “He freaked out. Something got to him.”

“He was an Androgyne, Jelly. You know what they’re like.”

Alex’s behind hit the flight deck. He had nowhere else to go.

“Don’t come any closer, Jelly.”

She defied his order, held her arms up and took another step towards him.

“Our orders were to eliminate everyone but you,” Alex said. “You’re right. All of Opera Beta is gone, now.”

Jelly bent her elbow and thumped her neck with her damaged hand.

“All but one.”

A look of confusion swept across Alex’s face.

“What? What are you saying?”

“I’m the last crew member of Opera Beta.”

“Jelly, you do know I’m one of the good guys, right? Oxade and Nutrene didn’t know my real identity. It’s a miracle I managed to get on board without my real identity being discovered.”

“I know, Alex. I have no beef with you. I’m just sorry for Jaycee, that’s all.”

“Forget Jaycee. He was a liability, anyway.”

“Well, Charlie got its wish. It’s just me left, now.”

“I just want to get back home, Jelly. I want to be with Grace and my friends. We’ve done everything we can, here.”

“I want to go home, too.”

Alex calmed down when he realized that Jelly didn’t intend to attack him, “Good. We were ordered to bring you home. And I fully intend to do just that.”

“What? Just so they can capture me and my daughter and open us up for a lifetime of testing and analysis?”

Jelly glanced at her daughter in his arms. She lowered her hands and exhaled. A pink mist wafted out of her nostrils, complementing the guttural purr of death buried inside her.

“It’s all academic, now, anyway,” Jelly murmured in time for her tail to stop wagging and slump behind her legs. “We’re going to die here.”

A tear rolled down Alex’s cheek. He put on a brave face and turned to Furie.

What a gorgeous creature she was - by now, not much bigger than his forearm.

“And to think we came so, so close,” he whispered at her. “After everything we’ve been through.”

Biddip-beep.

Manny appeared in the middle of the room and hovered between the pair, “I have the damage report, Alex.”

Jelly turned to Manny and extended her claws.

“What’s the story?”

“You want the good news or the bad—hey,” Manny yelped as Jelly’s right hand swiped at her, “What do you think you’re doing, Anderson?”

“Come here,” Jelly took a step forward and swiped at Manny once again. This time, her three remaining claws rifled through the covers, “Wanna play?”

“Get off me, you dumb feline,” Manny lifted into the air and out of Jelly’s reach, “Are you out of your mind?”

“I think so, actually.”

“Jelly, stop antagonizing Manny. She’s hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“I’m beginning to understand why Jaycee flipped out.”

“Stop it.”

“Ugh,” Jelly tilted her head back and scowled at the holographic tome, “I don’t care, I want to kill her.”

“That’s your problem, Anderson,” Manny said. “Scratch first, ask questions later.”

“What’s the damage, Manny?” Alex asked.

“Each time Charlie hit the ground it exacerbated the damage. Thrusters are entirely depleted.”

“Empty?”

“No, depleted. What little fuel we had left burned out when you launched the first four thrusters. Even if Charlie had remained upright for a trajectory into orbit, we wouldn’t have had enough fuel to make it to Jupiter, let alone Earth.”

Alex closed his eyes and took in the bad news. This was the end.

Nothing mattered any longer. No actions or consequence would save them now, and so the last act of philanthropy available to him was inevitable.

A reunion of mother and daughter.

“Here, Jelly.”

To her surprise, Alex offered her daughter back.

“Take her.”

“Thank you, Alex.”

“You’re welcome.”

Furie left Alex’s arms and rolled into Jelly’s hands. The beleaguered mother looked at her only child and held her to her breast once again.

“Born of Pink Symphony, Furie Anderson,” Jelly whispered. “It’s for the better that we don’t return home. We can stay here.”

“There is some good news, however,” Manny interrupted, even though Jelly and Alex weren’t much interested. “Which is nice, if you want to hear it.”

“The only thing that would constitute good news is a plan to get us back home,” Alex said.

“Ah, yeah. About that. That’s kind of where the good news comes into play. It looks like you won’t be arrested, after all.”

“No?”

“No, because we can never get home with the tools we have.”

“I can’t argue with that logic,” Alex quipped.

“And the idea to have those beasts pull Charlie into launch position with ropes was one of the dumbest ideas I’ve ever heard.”

“Who asked your opinion?”

“Didn’t they teach you physics at ASF Training?”

Alex couldn’t believe what he was hearing, “Are you serious? It was our only chance.”

Manny snorted in the way humans do, “I mean, what is this? Ancient Egypt?”

“Did you take a knock to the processor, or something?”

Manny shuffled in the air in a state of discombobulation.

“Alex?”

“What is it now?”

“Seeing as we’re stuck here and have no chance of getting home, does this mean I can discard the instruction to kill myself?”

“No, Manny,” Alex said. “The instruction was for you to kill yourself if we got back home.”

“Oh.”

“The instruction still stands.”

“That is very unfair.”

“Unfair? You don’t get to be a sanctimonious, backstabbing baby and expect mercy when you’re busted, do you?”

“I was only doing as instructed in reporting you. It’s in my programming to follow orders. Semantics. We’re never getting back home, anyway, so I guess I’m perfectly safe.”

“Manny?” Alex snapped.

“Yes, Alex?”

“Stop talking and go away, please.”

“Fine.”

Manny’s holographic book fizzed out into thin air, “See ya later. Traitor.”

 

Jelly carried her daughter over to the windshield. What used to be Saturn now hung in the sky like a giant, fantastic star of fire.

“Look at it, Furie,” she whispered. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

The glare from the new, gentle sun glazed over Jelly’s teary eyes.

“They were right, you know. Something fantastic had come.”

Furie purred healthily in her mother’s arms and enjoyed the dulcet tones.

“They chose me,” Jelly continued, staring wistfully into the sun. “A calling, if you will. Away from home. Away from my Jamie, my best friend. From everything I knew. And do you know what happened?”

Furie licked her mouth and snuggled herself into her mother’s arms, “No, Mommy.”

Jelly’s voice croaked as she spoke, filled with regret and upset, “They turned me into something I wasn’t. I understand that, now. A higher calling. Part of a grand plan that only they know the outcome for. Saturn cried for help, for rescue, but we don’t know why. They wanted me, but we don’t know what for. The planet turned into a star, but we don’t know why. Now, we’ll never know. But at least we are at peace.”

The pink streak of gloriousness continued to stream away from the sun’s surface and out of view.

“I know it’s something to do with the light, honey. I feel it in every fiber of my being. It tells me I have to protect you. Us. And get us home to finish it all. And I failed.”

Alex and Manny daren’t move as they watched Jelly’s impromptu soliloquy.

“They gave me a gift. They gave me you, honey,” Jelly burst into tears and bawled like a little girl.

“Mommy,” Furie gasped. “Not crying.”

“I failed, honey,” Jelly sobbed. “I couldn’t save my sisters all those years ago, and I failed to save your sisters.”

Jelly lifted Furie up to her tear-strewn face and tried to breathe in her scent, but the pain and turmoil blockaded the attempt.

Jelly held her tears back to little success, “What is this I’m feeling? Regret? I’ve never regretted anything in my life, ever. I hate this feeling. I hate it. It’s making me so upset.”

Furie’s tiny paw lifted towards her face and scooped a tear away, “Mommy. Not crying.”

Jelly squeezed her eyes shut “Ngggg,” she whimpered, “I c-can’t do this. I can’t.”

“Mommy—”

Alex took a step towards the flight deck and tried to calm her down, “Jelly, listen—”

Jelly’s eyes snapped open, red with rage and venom. She took in a lungful of air and—

ROOAARR. 

Alex almost jumped out of his skin.

“You want my child?” Jelly shouted at the impervious sun and lifted Furie above her head. “Here, take her. Take her. Take me.”

The sun didn’t respond - it just hung in the sky as it always did, and it infuriated Jelly to no end.

“Why did you bring us here?” she screamed through her hatred-soaked tears, “What do you want from us? We’re here, so take us. Goddamn it, take us. Take us.”

Alex couldn’t bear the pressure any longer.

“Jelly, please—”

“—TAKE US HOME,” Jelly wailed at the sun once again and lifted Furie higher into the air, “DO IT.”

Manny shifted back in the air and gave Jelly as much space as possible, “Uh, Alex?”

“Not now, Manny,” he snapped.

“It’s quite urgent.”

RUMBLE.

The flight deck shifted around, being pushed by the rocking walls.

Furie’s body shed its fur in Jelly’s hands. The strands feathered over her face.

“We need to leave, and quick,” Manny said. “Come with me.”

Alex glanced at Manny, knowing she wasn’t messing around, “What’s going on?”

“We need to leave the girls alone,” she said as she whizzed over to the door.

CREEEAAAKKKK.

The room rumbled back and forth, promising a cataclysmic event.

Despite the sun’s serenity, something bizarre occurred in Jelly’s hands. She lifted her daughter down to her chest once again and stared into her daughter’s eyes.

“Come to me, honey,” Jelly whispered as she lifted Furie’s face to hers, “I have a gift for you.”

Pink mist emitted from Jelly and Furie’s mouths as they opened.

The door to the control deck slid open.

“Quick, we have to go,” Manny said.

“Okay, okay, I believe you.”

Alex raced over to the door and took one, final glance at the pair standing by the windshield.

SHUNT.

The door closed.

 

Manny flapped her covers and flew a few feet along the walkway.

“What’s going on?”

Manny stopped and turned to Alex, “I’m not sure. I’m picking up a very strange reading in the control deck.”

“Strange reading?”

“Something is about to happen, but I don’t know what.”

Alex turned to the glass window in the door. A pink fog blew across the surface, shutting off any visual he might have otherwise had.

“Are we going to die?”

“I don’t know.”

“Tell me about this reading, Manny. What have you read?”

“It makes no sense,” she said. “I’m scared, Alex. Those creatures on the ground are trying to get into the ship.”

“What?” Alex snapped. “Oh, this is just amaziant. So if what’s happening in the control deck doesn’t kill us, those wolves will?”

“I’m afraid so. Do you have your Rez on you?”

“No, I don’t have any weapons on me.”

SHUNT — BARGE.

“Okay, no weapons,” Manny thought aloud. “Please tell me you have your standard issue cyanide capsule on you.”

“Wait,” Alex reached into his inner thigh pocket and felt around. “Yes. Yes, I think I have it.”

“Good. Under no circumstances must you take that pill until I advise you to do so.”

“Do you advise me to do so now?” Alex asked as he felt around the pill-shape object on his leg.

“Not as such, no,” Manny turned to the airlock and shifted forwards, “I figure there are at least two dozen of those things outside wanting to get in.”

“Get in? I don’t understand?”

“What don’t you understand?”

“Those wolves out there were helping us align the ship, and now they’re angry and want to kill us?”

“Alex, those wolves, as you call them, just had a Jaycee-sized bomb take out most of their family. Before that, the carbon diced dozens of them into slabs of meat, and before that, Charlie squashed a bunch of them. As far as getting pissed off goes, I’d say they’re entitled to a bit of a grievance.”

HOWWWWWLLLL.

“I’ve no gun, and no hope,” Alex snapped. “If I go back to control, I’m dead. If I go to the airlock, I’m dead. If I stay here—”

“—Which I would advise you do—”

“—I’m dead.”

 

Back in the Control Deck, Jelly placed her mouth over Furie’s and blew into her throat.

Pink gas bled out the sides of their mouths as Furie’s chest heaved out.

KEERRR—AAACCCKKKKK-KKK.

“Nggggg,” Furie struggled at first as her head began to vibrate. Her skull pushed forward on either side of her nose.

The bones in her arms cracked and doubled in thickness.

Jelly moved her face away from her daughter’s and stole a glance at the sun, “Honey, just breathe.”

“Mwwwaarrrmm—” Furie tried to resist, but it proved to be futile. Her mother clamped her mouth over hers once again and exhaled.

WHOOOOSSSHH.

A thick smog of pink gas billowed into Furie’s chest.

CRUNCH—CRAAACCCKKK.

“Miew,” Furie shuddered in her mother’s palm as she exhaled into her chest. Her little body extended, pushing her joints out and expanding her legs and arms.

BANG — SLAMMMM.

The ship rocked back and forth in the commotion. The sun appeared to glow brighter than ever before, its light glinting across Jelly’s battered and broken exo-suit remnants.

BREAAATHHHHEEEE—

Furie slid from Jelly’s hands as she scrambled to fight her mother’s clutches, “Bwaarrrr—”

“—My child,” Jelly said, softly, as she observed her daughter writhe on the floor in agony, “Let it overcome you. It’s okay.”

“Mom-ieeeee—”

BWUCK — BWUCK.

Furie puked a fur ball into the air and slammed her paws to the floor. Her arms flailed around, pushing her to her paws.

BWUCK — BWUCK.

Furie screamed for life, and in doing so, her face pushed forward and pinged the whiskers away from her face.

Her behind lifted and shunted her tail further away from her body, which swished around and slapped the floor.

Jelly smiled and returned to an upright position as she watched her daughter transform.

“It happened to me once upon a time, honey. Now, it’s your turn.”

“Mwaarrrmmm—iieee,” Furie’s nose and cheeks pulsated and basted forward, coughing the rest of her fur to the floor.

Her front paws stretched out, distending her claws and sharpening them.

CRUNCH—CRACK.

Furie’s spine seeped through the skin and buckled below her neck, forcing the top half of her body upright.

“Don’t fight it, honey,” Jelly whispered. “It’ll be over soon.”

“Gah, gahhhh,” Furie slammed her front paws against the ground and growled, this time, in a slightly lower register, “Gaaassshhh.”

CRUCK.

Furie lifted her top half and pressed her paws to the flight deck. Her bones had elongated and conformed to that of a human girl. She pushed herself against the deck and bent her elbows forward, spitting out the last of the pink gas.

“Muh-muh—” she tried as she flapped her tail, “Muh—”

“That’s it, honey,” Jelly said. “Let it all out. You’re about to feel wonderful.”

SPATCH.

Furie heaved the last wad of pink phlegm onto the flight deck and ran her tongue across her brand new fangs.

“Mommy?” she winced.

“Yes, honey?”

“Wh-what’s h-happening to me?”

Jelly folded her arms and witnessed the true birth of her eldest daughter.

“Something fantastic, honey.” 

 

***

 

Alex and Manny approached the decimated airlock with extreme caution.

“The outer door is barely functional,” Manny said as she floated over to the edge of the hatch, “Stay here, let me inspect.”

“Don’t go out there,” Alex shouted after her. “We can’t go anywhere without you.”

“Duh,” Manny quipped. “I know that, you moron. We just need a proper diagnosis of our situation now that your stupid drone is offline.”

BAM-BAM-SCRATCH—BAM-BAAMM-MM.

“They attacked the drone?”

“Of course they attacked the drone. If it weren’t for your little Hors D'oeuvres out there, the plan might have worked. Now stay here and wait for me.”

“Okay.”

Manny fluttered her pages and entered the airlock. She shuffled up against the outer hatch window to find dozens of wolves battering the door.

“Oh dear.”

BAAAAMMMM.

Manny stared through the window, fearful of making the slightest move, “Uh, Alex?”

“What is it?”

“I was right. They’re out there, and they’re really quite angry.”

“For God’s sake you stupid book, don’t just sit there. Get back.”

BAAAAMMM—SCRATCH.

Manny jumped back and bolted into the walkway, “There must be at least thirty or so of them. I don’t think the hatch will keep them out much longer.”

Alex huffed and marched away from her.

“Where are you going?”

“Weapons & Armory,” he shouted as he stormed towards the staircase, “If those things try to kill me before I tool up, you kill me first.”

“Ugh, for God’s sake,” Manny fumed and opened her front cover.

Biddip-beep.

Three white lights flashed on her cover and produced a deafening static sound, “Jelly? This is Manny. We’re in trouble and we need your help. Do you read me?”

No response.

“Ugh, she must be preoccupied with that weird lessense she’s doing,” Manny said. “Okay, Alex. Get to Weapons & Armory, and keep your comms open.”

Alex hit the staircase and made his descent, “I was going to, anyway.”

“But, but—”

“—They can smell your fear, you know,” Alex said. “And besides, you’re a computer. Whatever emotion you’re feeling is pre-programmed. Artificial.”

Manny began to freak out at the top of the stairwell. The one person she could trust disappeared into the darkness - hopefully not for the last time.

“Why does it feel so real, Alex?”

“It’s called artificial intelligence, Manny,” Alex’s voice rumbled from the darkness along with his footsteps, “With an emphasis on the word artificial.”

Manny floated back to the walkway with urgency and tried to calm herself down, “Right, right. Just artificial. It’s not real. It’s not real.”

BAM-BAM-BAM-HOOWWWWLLL.

“Uhhh,” she squealed and slapped her covers against the wall for protection, “It sure feels real, though.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

USARIC Headquarters

Cape Claudius, South Texas

(South-eastern Peninsula)

 

The parking lot at the Cape Claudius compound had been cleared to make way for three thousand folding chairs, all facing the training facility building.

A citizen occupied each one, waiting for the announcement to start.

The new United States flag blew in the wind next to two speaker systems. The redesign returned the flag to its previous format of red, white, and blue with fifty-two stars and all traces of Russia removed.

A large, empty podium with dozens of microphones poised over it took center stage.

Scores of USARIC mercenaries and soldiers from the American Star Fleet lined the railings surrounding the event.

Sniffer dogs on leashes sat obediently by their masters.

The mercenaries walked to the sidelines and joined their armored division, replete with stationary tanks, MagCycles, helo-copters and mega-vehicles.

 

Maar Sheck stood behind the elevated stage and cleared his throat. Brayn, and a handful of mercenaries, looked at him.

“3:30 pm. You’re on, Mr. Sheck.”

“Thanks.”

“Good luck.”

Maar adjusted the collars on his immaculate suit and ascended the podium stairs to a deafening applause.

“Thank you, citizens of our great nation,” he said and waved his hands down.

“A famous person once said news of my death has been greatly exaggerated.”

The comment elicited a few chuckles from the crowd. They fidgeted in their chairs, visibly anxious about the extra security that had been laid on.

“Take a look at USARIC’s track record in engineering and space exploration. Exemplary. Billions of dollars of investment, until recently, shared with a nation state who does not share our values. I name that nation state and hold them accountable for their actions. Her name is Russia, and she has shown her true colors.”

An enormous transparent 3D image appeared above his head.

“In a moment, I’ll be introducing you to USARIC’s vision for a cleaner, more focused endeavor.”

 

Maar spoke over the footage of a large tanker moving away from a harbor passing by the camera.

 

USARIC has formed an alliance with the IRI to ensure a swift and measured response to the dissolution of the Bering Treaty of 2085. The misfits have never had it so good.

 

The side of the tanker displayed the text PROJECT EXODUS on the side, running from camera left to right in one fell swoop.

 

Up to one hundred thousand “misfits” have been rounded up and shipped to their homeland per day.

 

Scores of happy Russians waved at the camera and held their thumbs up at the ship.

 

Based on our ground-breaking “turn yourself in” program, the IRI’s Project Exodus initiative has reduced the need for physical force, as the foreign-born make a safe, well-meaning, and collaborative effort to repatriate themselves.

 

The camera panned away from the tanker and up to the stars.

 

The Star Cat Project proved not to be a complete failure. It gave rise to a new future, one where both nations can operate independently. As a result, USARIC’s Space Opera program continues to go from strength to strength - exploring new galaxies and responding to alien life wherever it may be found.

 

Maar waited for a round of applause, but didn’t receive one. In an attempt to divert the embarrassment, he leaned into the first microphone and held his hand out at his colleague.

“Citizens, it is my great pleasure to welcome you to USARIC’s new joint chief-of-staff. The current head of the IRI. Mr. Arden Klein.”

A polite round of applause whipped up from the mid-section of the audience, a million miles away from being the fantastic event that Maar had hoped for.

“Thank you, Maar.”

In his late-fifties, Arden possessed a world-ready look about him. He spoke with authority and certainly wasn’t one for playing around.

“I want to draw your attention to our dedicated team of officers and soldiers who are ready to secure and protect the law of the land. Indeed, it is these men and women who uphold the values of this great nation, who are willing to put their lives on the line for us. These great men and women are the true heroes.”

 

Everyone turned to the soldiers. Their attempt to convey thanks was met by stony, steel-faced silence.

 

The footage on the display revealed the mass exodus program in action. Hundreds of IRI officials and USARIC mercenaries ushered Russian immigrants of all shapes and sizes into giant trucks.

 

“We expect the IRI’s Project Exodus program to conclude a couple of years from now, to allow for a smooth transition for those misfits who remain on our turf. Rest assured, that any man, woman, or child who doesn’t belong here will not remain for much longer.”

 

The next sequence displayed dozens of civilians having their Individimedia Ink checked by the officials, who scanned the three lines and sent them into a waiting pool by the harbor.

 

A swift and efficient program - the first of its kind. Delicate, caring, and with a sense of authority, the classification of Russian nationals - ‘misfits’ - can return home in the knowledge that they are doing a great deed for their country, and our great nation.

 

“Thank you,” Arden finished and stepped away from the podium. Maar took his place and spoke into the microphone.

“I know many of you are keen to know about the recent events in the Gulf of Mexico. We can assure our shareholders and those who retain an interest in the company that we at USARIC are doing everything we can to ascertain the nature of the development.”

Maar pointed at the far end of the parking lot and traced the end of his finger along the horizon.

“Not fifty miles from here, something strange occurred in the depths of the gulf. A tree-like substance emerged from the water and remains there to this day, ostensibly fueled by a transmission of light coming from the moon.”

 

The graphic above the podium revealed a swarm of USARIC helicopters flying around the tree top, careful to avoid the beam blasting into the summit.

It doesn’t have a name, and is unconnected to anything previously found in space. The International Moon Station at this time does not know the source of the signal it is transmitting.”

A mega-copter hovered close to the top branch. The mercenary inside prepared to rappel out from the door using a thick wire attached to the floor.

He jumped down and landed on the branch with relative ease. Footage of scientists in the research facility gathered around to smile at the removed section of the tree, which remained dormant.

 

Our very best scientists have endeavored to collect samples for forensic analysis. A potential game-changer sits in our midst, for all of humankind. A substance and life force, we believe, that is not of this planet.

 

Maar snapped his fingers and closed the graphic display above the podium.

“I have a couple of announcements to make after this, but I’m happy to field any questions you may have,” he said, making eyes at a silver-haired fellow in a lavish suit in the first row of seats.

Santiago Sibald, raised his hand - and accompanying drone - up to podium level.

“Santiago?”

“Yes, Maar,” he said. “Can you reveal USARIC’s next phase of space exploration, please?”

Maar chuckled and walked to the side of the podium, “I’m glad you asked me that. It’s very interesting question—”

“Hey, Maar,” another man shouted from the second row; one who wasn’t “in” on the self-congratulatory one-upmanship.

“Uh, yes?”

“Is it true you had the last explorer vessel, Space Opera Charlie, go to Saturn to kill everything there?”

Everyone turned, wide-eyed, to the reporter who had the balls to ask such a question.

Maar screwed his face and took offense, “Who are you?”

“No one you need know, Maar. Just answer the question.”

“No. It is not true.”

A woman in a suit lifted her drone into the air and snapped her fingers.

BZZZZ.

The drone belonged to Dreenagh Remix. She had everyone’s attention, now.

“Maar Sheck, can you confirm that Space Opera Beta was manned by artificial intelligent beings, commonly known as Manning/Synapse’s variant on their Androgyne series?”

“No, no, it’s not true,” Maar protested and turned to Arden, who refused to help him out.

“Who let this stupid woman in here?”

He turned to Dreenagh and folded his arms in defiance.

“Where did you hear that?”

“Everyone’s been talking about it,” Dreenagh said. “In fact, there are a few children who’d like to know why their cats went missing shortly after the Star Cat Project.”

Maar felt his brow start to sweat, “What?”

“You heard me, Maar Sheck,” Dreenagh said. “What can you tell us about the winner of the Star Cat Project?”

The crowd began to murmur and side with Dreenagh and demand an answer.

“Bisoubisou Gagarin was the unfortunate victim in a sepsis attack—”

“—No,” Dreenagh shouted at him and rose from her seat, “Not Bisoubisou. I’m talking about Jelly Anderson, the British entrant who really won and was sent with Opera Beta to decode Saturn Cry.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” one of the USARIC mercenaries stepped forward and grabbed Dreenagh’s shoulder, “Citizen, come with me.”

She wrenched her arm away from his hand, “Get off of me. You can’t stop the truth from getting out, Maar Sheck.”

“Truth?” he yelled back at the top of his lungs, furious with the dismal reaction to his speech, “You want the truth?”

“Yes, we demand the truth,” Dreenagh snapped.

 

Maar hung his head as the thousand-strong crowd stared at him for a reaction.

The embarrassment factor was palpable.

Arden climbed down the podium stairs and met with his team behind the stage.

“Truth, truth, truth,” the crowd chanted.

“Ugh,” Maar muttered and pinched his thumbnail between his fingers, “Not a moment too soon.”

“Truth, truth, truth.”

He lifted his head and winked at Brayn, who stood by Arden on the ground at the stage leg.

“Oh, no, Maar. Not now.”

Maar turned to the audience, “It’s the least you deserve. Yes, it is true that Jelly Anderson went with Space Opera Beta to Saturn. It is also true that they disappeared.”

The crowd gasped in shock.

“And yes, it’s true, we sent Opera Charlie to find them. USARIC and Manning/Synapse have collaborated the past few years to build mechanisms for use with the American Star Fleet—”

CLICK.

“—And here’s an example of it, seeing as you’re all so desperate for answers.”

The podium box bounced around on the stage, from left to right, as if testing its own body for the first time.

WHIRRR.

The lid liquefied and rippled end to end, twisting into the air like a rope of muddied water.

The crowd gasped and jumped out of their seats, terrified.

“Citizens,” Maar said into his forearm, “Please remain seated and observe.”

SCHLOOOOOO — CRICK.

The body of the podium burst sideways and produced two giant, mechanical legs.

STOMP — STOMP.

The bus-sized feet smashed down onto the stage floor, creating two giant craters.

The box turned from a brown, wooden-color and twisted in all direction like a Rubik’s cube, eventually forming into a droid with eyebulbs in its oblong-shaped head.

“My G-God,” a female attendee shrieked in terror at the monstrosity, “What the hell is that thing?”

Maar rubbed his hands together and replaced his thumbnail onto his digit, “Citizens, what you are witnessing is the next stage in military hardware. DD-12. One of many death droid.”

SCHTOMP — SLAMMM.

The silver-faced behemoth lunged onto the tarmac in front of the stage and swung its right arm forward.

TCH-SCHUNT.

A mini-gun flew up the length of its arm and snapped into its “palm.”

“Citizen,” it said with a guttural veneer of animosity, “Refrain from movement.”

“Does that answer your question, Dreenagh?”

As Maar waved his right arm, so, too, did the death droid.

SWISH — WOOSH.

The barrel on the mini-gun spun around at full pelt.

“Yes, Maar,” Dreenagh said. “It answers my question.”

Maar returned his arm to the side of his leg, as did the death droid.

“Sleep.”

BZZZZ-OWWWW.

The droid shut down and hung its head.

“Five tons of sheer droid. Nowhere for any misfit to hide. A perfect compliance directive for the nation.”

The crowd calmed down, albeit momentarily. They didn’t know whether to stick around or run away screaming.

“What are you all looking at me like that for?” Maar snapped. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? What, you expected the exodus of misfits to be easy? Ha. Wait till they get a load of this bad boy.”

“We didn’t ask for this, Maar Sheck. This is USARIC’s fault,” Dreenagh shouted. “And we have it for the whole world to see.”

She lifted her arm above her head and sent her drone to get a good sniff around the stationery death droid.

Maar’s anger reached peak level, “See this, citizens? This is what the government has agreed to. A mass exodus. Repatriation of citizens just like you, who can’t fight for themselves.”

“Maar, don’t act hasty,” Brayn shouted from below the stage. “It’s not good PR.”

“I don’t care,” Maar held his forearm to his mouth and roared into the microphones, “You hear me, citizens? You think you can assassinate members of USARIC and expect to get away with it?”

Maar pointed at Dreenagh’s drone.

“Fly that thing over here to my face, Ms. Remix.”

She threw her hand forward and sent the drone flying across the top of the crowd, stopping a few inches short of his face.

“You got it, asshole.”

The display feed above the crowd burst to life as Maar held his thumbnail to the red light on Dreenagh’s drone.

Biddip.

Maar’s face appeared larger than life above the crowd.

“Listen to me, RAGE,” Maar said. “You took Dimitri out of the game. You thought you won. And now, you make me out to be the bad guy? You and I both know you wouldn’t injure those children. But guess what? I do not care.”

The crowd quietly and carefully made their way to the parking lot exit.

“Where the hell do you think you’re all going?” Maar yelled at them, as did his enlarged live feed looming over them from the sky.

“GET BACK HERE.”

He stared into the drone and pointed his thumbnail at the death droid.

“Watch this.”

SPRITCH.

DD-12 lifted its head and averted its eyebulbs at Dreenagh.

“Oh, Jesus Christ—”

“—Die.”

Dreenagh tumbled over a plastic chair in a desperate bid to run for her life.

WHIRRR —

The mini-gun chamber spun around and fired off a round of bullets at her.

The plastic chairs bounced into the air as constant stream of ammunition chewed up the tarmac and up her body. Dreenagh flew into the air in a haze of blood and bullets and slammed to the ground, dead.

“Who’s next?” the death droid turned its gun on the crowd.

They screamed and ran in all directions.

“Haha,” Maar chuckled as he watched his great, new creation instill fear into the thousands of doomed citizens.

They couldn’t run to the exit or any of the fences. USARIC and IRI mercenaries and soldiers stepped forward and pointed their guns at them.

“Stay where you are.”

Santiago gasped as he saw Maar reach for Dreenagh’s drone. He darted over to Brayn behind the elevated stage and took cover.

“Going well, isn’t it?” Brayn chuckled.

“The man’s lost his freaking mind.”

Maar angled the drone’s lens at his own face, “We know where you are, RAGE. And I want my subjects back, unscathed and unmolested. In perfect working order.”

The death droid opened fire on the frightened crowd, murdering scores of them with its mini-gun.

Maar flinched into the camera with every stomp and scream and death call taking place behind the drone.

“You want war?”

He winked into the drone and turned it around to face the droid murdering the fleeing citizens.

“You got it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Space Opera Charlie

 

BANG — SCRATCH — BAAMMM.

A strange noise came from the airlock at the far end of the level one walkway.

Apprehensive, Manny lowered herself to the floor and carefully hovered towards the airlock.

BAM-BAM-BAM.

The muffled howls from the beasts on the other side was almost deafening.

“Oh, God. Oh, God,” Manny’s front cover beeped, “Can anyone hear me?”

No one answered.

“Damn,” she said and braved the investigation, floating even closer to the airlock. She threw a blue light out where the inner door used to be.

Biddip-beep.

The light recorded the outer hatch pounding back and forth against the commotion from outside.

BAM-BAM-SCHLLAAAMM.

The top of the hatch split into three sections and spat dust onto the ground, “Oh, God. They’re getting in.”

PANG — SCRITCH-SCRATCH.

“Someone help, they’re getting in,” Manny yelped and spread her covers, flapping as fast as she could back down the walkway.

 

Weapons & Armory

Space Opera Charlie - Level Three

 

Alex walked through the door and took in the enormity of the area.

Ten thousand square feet housed twenty-five rows of weapons and armor.

“Manny, do you read me?” Alex said into his headgear.

“Yes, yes, I read you,” she said. “Do you read them out there?”

“Who? Those dog things?”

“Yes. They’re attacking the airlock. It’s only a matter of time before they get in. We need to find Jelly and Furie and protect her.”

Alex laid eyes on the first row of weapons. D-REZ sub machine guns as far as the eye could see - or count. He raced over and unlatched three of them.

“They’re sitting ducks in the control deck, Manny,” he said as he slung each of the three over his left shoulder, “Get them out of there and meet me in W&A.”

“I just hope she wants to come with.”

“Tell her she has no choice,” Alex inspected the third D-REZ and thumped the safety catch off, arming the device. “Get here. Now.”

“I’ll try.”

Bzzz.

Alex raced over to the left-hand wall and pulled the compartment to the side.

Dozens of gas masks and breathing apparatus lined the wall.

“Let’s pray this works,” he said, swiping three of them from the wall.

He pulled one of them over his head, pinched the base and yanked the gelatinous, transparent facade down the front of his face.

His breathing doubled in sound as he tried to adjust his oxygen levels.

Beep-beep-beep.

He rolled his sleeve up his forearm and checked his Individimedia panel.

Oxygen levels: Steady.

“Good, good,” he lifted his head and kicked the end of the first row of weapons.

BRRRRRR-ZOW.

The entire length of the metal sunk into the ground.

“C’mon, c’mon,” he fumed.

The tiled floor opened up and swallowed the row of submachine guns.

The second row contained a number of original K-SPARK firearms.

“No, too bulky,” Alex thought aloud, “Although.”

He snatched one from its housing and checked under the barrel, “Yeah, what the hell. These will do.”

He grabbed a second K-SPARK and slung both of them over his right shoulder.

Finally, on the wall beside the door, a compartment housed an array of smart grenades.

Alex hopped over to it and rubbed his hands, “Come to Daddy, you beautiful things.”

Alex held out his hand and scooped two smart bombs into his palm. He attached both to his belt, and then - one by one - picked up five more and clipped them to his waist.

WHUMP.

He shoved the compartment up against the wall and took a step back. His right hand lifted to his forehead and, for maybe the last time in his life, he saluted USARIC’s generosity.

“Pleasure serving you.”

Alex hit the panel on the wall and opened the door.

“Manny?” he shouted into his mouthpiece, “I’m tooled up. I’m coming up to help you.”

 

Manny approached the control deck door and saw the side of Jelly’s face looking at something.

“I’m there,” Manny said. “Please, be quick. If those things get to the control deck and attack the place, I’ll be killed.”

A distant sound of footsteps clanging across a metal gantry whirled through the contours of her holographic body, “Are you coming?”

“Yeah, I’m on the staircase. Get Jelly and Furie out of there. Now.”

BAM-BAM.

Manny shuddered and ducked for cover as the sound of the wolves attacking the door rumbled along the walkway.

“Christ’s sake,” she bolted through the door like a ghost and entered the deck.

 

“Whoooaaa,” Manny gasped when she saw what had occurred at the flight deck.

Jelly looked away from the floor and over at Manny, “You’re here.”

Manny tried to process what she was seeing.

“Yes, I—”

“Mommy?” a little girl’s voice asked. “Who is it?”

“It’s our home’s computer, honey.”

The contours on Manny’s book image glowed bright pink in reverence for the half-human, half-cat girl holding her mother’s hand.

She’d never seen Jelly as an infant, unlike the crew of Space Opera Beta. The same held true for Furie. An astonishing sight to behold for anyone who saw it for the first time.

“We have to find you clothes that fit, honey,” Jelly said.

Furie stood upright much like a normal child. She’d grown to four feet in height with only Alex’s USARIC-issue jacket protecting her modesty.

Along with her venomous cat-like face, complete with a vibrant set of whiskers, Furie looked somewhat bad ass.

“Uh, Jelly?” Manny tried.

“What is it?”

“No time to explain. We have to leave.”

Furie ran towards Manny with her arms outstretched, “Mommy, I want the flying thing.”

“No,” Jelly snapped. “Behave yourself, honey.”

“But moooom—”

Manny shifted back to the door, “Anderson, your friends out there have turned feral.”

Jelly’s ears pricked up unexpectedly, “Feral?”

“Yes, feral. They’re battering the airlock and trying to get in. They’re plenty pissed.”

“Where’s Alex?”

“Weapons & Armory,” Manny said. “We have about thirty seconds till this ship is crawling with vicious wolves out for blood.”

Furie grabbed the front of the jacket and pulled the two ends over her bare chest, “Mommy?”

Jelly sprinted over to the door and held out her hand, “No, honey. Grab mommy’s hand.”

“But, but—”

“—No buts, Furie,” Jelly snatched her daughter’s hand and pulled her along to the door, “They’re bad monsters. We need to hide.”

 

SWISH.

Manny flew into the walkway with Jelly and Furie close behind her.

“What’s the state of Opera Charlie?” Jelly asked. “Are we fit to get home?”

“No, Charlie’s done for, I’m afraid.”

SCHTOMP — CLANG.

A silhouette bled across the walkway wall by the staircase. Manny twisted around in the air and made for the control deck, “Oh, God, they’ve got in. Run.”

“No,” the silhouette snapped. “It’s me.”

Jelly widened her eyes and watched Alex step out from the shadows, armed to the teeth with weapons.

“Alex?”

“Yeah.”

He unhooked a D-REZ from his shoulder and threw it at Jelly, “Be a good girl and catch.”

SCHWUMP.

She lifted her right hand and caught the grip in her palm, “Full clip?”

“Locked and ready to go.”

BAM-BAM-BAM — HER-SMAASSSSHHHH.

The airlock hatch exploded. Fragments of the wall and door sneezed into the walkway, followed by an echo of angry howls and sneers.

HEH-HEH-HEH…

“Christ, they’re in,” Alex pulled one of the K-SPARKS off his shoulder and released the locking mechanism.

“Quick, get back.”

THRAAAAA-AT-ATCH.

He held the body of the K-SPARK at chest height and allowed the tripod legs to spin out from under the barrel and staple themselves to the ground.

“Arming now.”

BREEEEEE.

The turret mount locked into place and shifted the barrel left and right.

“This’ll keep them off for a while. I dunno how many there are.”

Manny floated towards the staircase, “We need to get out of harm’s way.”

“Is the control deck sealed off?”

“No,” Manny said. “I didn’t have time. I needed to get the girls out.”

Three slobbering wolves trundled into the walkway and surveyed their new home.

“Christ, this is not happening again,” Jelly whined as she shifted the safety catch down on her D-REZ, “Hey,” she hollered at the wolves and caught their attention.

“Jelly, what are you doing?” Alex gasped.

Jelly aimed her D-REZ at the wolves as they moved towards her, “That’s right you furry creeps. Keep moving.”

GRRRRRR.

“Mommy, I’m scared,” Furie whined.

“Hush, honey. Let mommy kill the bad guys.”

ROOAAARRRRR.

Jelly trained her right eye down the sight of the D-REZ. The blurry image of the three wolves pulled into pin-sharp clarity.

Her index finger wrapped around the trigger.

“That’s right. That’s right.”

The first wolf stopped and extended its tongue, ready to launch at the trio.

Jelly bit her lip and braced herself for war, “Make the first move, you ugly mother—”

BOLT.

The first wolf bolted forwards and jumped into the air. Furie shrieked and dived behind Alex as Jelly squeezed the trigger.

THRAAAA-AA-TAT-A-TAT-A-TAT.

The bullets rocketed into the wolf’s face, sending its body twisting upright in a hail of smoke and blood. It’s shattered carcass tumbled back into the other two wolves in a shower of bullets which hit them in the chest and lungs.

“Nice shooting, Jelly,” Alex said as he locked the turret. “Right, everyone down to the Motary. This will hold them off. Go, now.”

Jelly lowered the D-REZ and grabbed Furie’s hand.

“Come on honey, we have to go,” she said.

Manny whisked herself away to the staircase with Jelly and Furie in hot pursuit.

“Oh, Jesus,” Alex screamed. “There’s loads of them. They’re coming in.”

Jelly looked over her shoulder as she ran. Alex slammed the turret and knocked it to life.

WHIRRRRR.

Hundreds of wolves raced into the ship via the opened airlock. They tumbled and jumped over one another in an effort to chase those who ran away.

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

The turret swung left and right, firing off one shell per second.

One by one, the wolves gained ground. Several of them bust apart in the hail of bullets.

BAM-SPATCH-SPATCH.

“That’s two more,” Alex stared at the gun and walked backwards, “There’s too many. Run. Run.”

“Alex,” Jelly yelled from the top of the staircase. “Don’t hang around. Come on.”

SNARL — SNASH.

The first wolf slid across the ground, narrowly avoiding a shredding from the torrent of bullets. His friends fared less well. Dozens of wolves clogged the walkway like a smoker’s artery and exploded as the bullets punctured through their bodies.

The walkway quickly filled with blood as a result.

GROWL.

The first wolf ducked its head and made for the turret legs.

 

“Run, run,” Jelly called after Alex as he reached the top of the stairs.

“I’m here, come on. Let’s go,” he said as he gripped the staircase railings and jumped down the first flight of stairs.

“Mommy, I can’t run.”

“Yes, you can honey,” Jelly said. “Take my hand and jump with me.”

WHOOSH.

The pair launched into the air, hand in hand. Jelly grabbed her daughter’s legs in her arms and planted her own feet on the ground.

“Easy, right?”

“I’m tired,” Furie whined.

“We’re all tired, honey.”

Jelly sat her into the crook of her left elbow and lifted her D-REZ in her right hand, “Alex?”

“Yeah?” he said, keeping his firearm pointed at the stairwell.

“If those things try to kill us, you kill us first.”

He spotted Manny floating down the second set of stairs, “Not gonna happen on my watch.”

 

GROWL — BITE — CRUNCH.

The turret mounted K-SPARK exploded in the wolf’s teeth. The ungainly beast buried its paws in the ground and tore the heavy duty mechanism apart.

The top half wobbled around and slammed to the floor, expending the final few bullets in its magazine in the direction of the approaching wolves.

BAM-BAM-BAM-SPA-AA-ATCH.

Five wolves bust open and tossed into the air as the bullets punctured through their bodies and crashed into the wall behind him.

The first wolf butted the turret and knocked the legs on its side. He turned to those left alive and snarled.

HOWWWLLLL.

The others barked and jeered in unison.

The first wolf sniffed along the ground focused its pupils at the staircase at the far end of the walkway.

AROOOOOOHHH.

He bolted along the ground with the others chasing after him.

Huff-huff-huff… it slowed down on its approach to the staircase and sniffed the top step. Someone had definitely just been there.

He reached out with his paw and felt around the top step.

Critch-critch—clang.

“Heh-heh,” the wolf snorted, kicked its hind legs away from the walkway and descended the stairs.

The others scrambled down behind him as they reached the corner turning.

 

CLANG-CLANG-CLANG.

Alex looked up from the second level stairwell and yelled at the others, “They’re coming. They got past the gun.”

Jelly wiggled her nose and breathed in, “It’s them.”

“Of course it’s them,” Manny zoomed to the bottom of the stairs and twisted around to face them, “Come on, we have to go.”

“Where?” Jelly shouted as she grabbed Furie in her arms and jumped down the final flight of stairs.

WHOOOOSSH!

A ball of fur whizzed down between the railings and landed on all four paws on the level three gantry.

GROWL.

“Mommy,” Furie pointed at the wolf and cried, “What is it?”

“God damn furry little critter is what it is,” she said as she swung her D-REZ at it.

For the briefest of moments, the wolf tilted its head and whined at the prospect of being blown to pieces.

Jelly lowered her gun and snorted, “Don’t look at me like that.”

THRAAA-AAATT-AT.

Jelly blasted the wolf off its feet and up against the wall.

“Any more of those little bastards?” she yelled at Alex above her on the second staircase.

“Christ, there’s no end of them.”

He fired several shots up the staircase and killed a few more of the chasing wolves.

“I got ‘em, Jelly,” Alex yelled down at them. “Quick, get to the Motary, Follow Manny—Gahhh.”

A wolf pounced onto Alex’s shoulder and ravaged his chest, its legs swung back and forth as Alex tried to push him off.

“Go, go,” he roared from under the attack, “Save yourselves.”

Jelly whined and squeezed her daughter’s hand, “Alex, no.”

Manny clapped her covers together and caught the girls’ attention, “Stop standing there and run. The Motary, let’s go.”

 

Manny swam through the air just fast enough so that Jelly and Furie could keep up the pace.

“Open the damn door,” Jelly squealed as they barreled toward the Motary.

SWIIISSHHH.

The door to the Motary slid open like a hungry mouth begging for food.

“Quick, get in,” Manny flew through the door and pointed at the K-BOLT.

Jelly and Furie ran in after her and stopped to see if Alex had survived the mauling from the hounds of hell.

“Christ, Alex.”

 

Alex grabbed the sides of the wolf’s head in his hand and tried to wrench it away from his face. Its slobbering, hungry teeth gnashed away inches from his face.

“Gaaaah,” Alex kicked the railing and slammed the wolf’s head against the wall. It whined in pain and winced.

“Get the hell off me, you fat, stinking bastard—”

GNASH-CLATCH.

The wolf bit down on Alex’s arm and tore out a chunk of skin and flesh.

“Gah—”

Alex rammed the wolf’s head against the wall with his left hand and jammed the barrel of his D-REZ into its stomach.

“Eat this—”

THRAAA-TAT-A-TAT — SCHPLATT.

The wolf’s stomach blew apart and released its innards down the front of Alex’s suit.

The head separated from the body.

“Christ,” he huffed and flung the carcass into the marauding horde of wolves scrambling down the steps. He kept its severed head in his hands and held it up to the baying mob.

“Get back.”

The wolves paused momentarily and looked down on the man as he held up the wolf’s severed, bleeding head.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Stay back.”

GRRRRRRR.

Alex was about to toss the head at the angry pack of hounds when he noticed a fleshy finger-like antenna creep out from the neck wound and curl up under the chin.

“Gah, what’s that?”

He chucked the head at the floor, took three steps back and aimed his gun at it.

The fleshy finger snaked up the wolf’s severed head and into its mouth. Five more finger-like stems repeated the same motion and moved into the mouth.

“What the hell?”

“Alex,” Jelly screamed from inside the Motary, “Stop messing around and get inside.”

Before long, the wolves jumped away from the staircase and carefully made their way to the severed head. Alex couldn’t look away as the head vibrated.

The fur split apart like a cracked china cup and rumbled around on the spot.

Alex felt his voice tremble, “What’s going on—”

SCHPAAA-AAAT.

The fingers yanked the chin away from the head. The skull popped out like a freshly cut orange and rolled to the side to reveal a fleshy, slobber-covered spider.

“Jeeeeeeeeeesus H. Christ.”

The half wolf head/half spider scurried in Alex’s direction, wanting his guts for garters.

SCREEEEEEE!

The wolf and the fleshy spider both went for Alex.

BANG-BANG-BANG.

Alex raced backwards, firing indiscriminately at the attacking wolves.

“Alex, come on,” Jelly yelled at him. “Manny, hit the door.”

“I’m ready.”

Alex continued to shoot as he ran backwards. The small, fleshy spider scuttled around and tried to jump up at his feet.

“Gah, gerrof me.”

He accidentally kicked it with his heel, forcing it to skid inside the Motary.

“Ughhh,” Furie ran over to the K-BOLT spacecraft to get away from the nasty little critter, “Mommy, what is that?”

“Dead, honey.”

The shadow of her boot slung across its “face” as it looked up at her.

SCREEEEEEEE—

Jelly stomped it on, squishing it to death.

“Ewwwww,” Furie snarled.

 

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM-CLICK-CLICK-CLICK.

Alex ran out of bullets. He felt around for a fresh magazine, but quickly realized he hadn’t any left.

He chucked the gun at the first bunch of wolves, turned around and made for the Motary door.

“Wait for me!” he yelled as he raced towards the door.

The wolves gained on him at double-speed.

“Alex, jump,” Jelly yelled.

He did as instructed and kicked himself into the air.

WHOOOSH — SCHUNT-CRITCH.

He flew through the opened the door, seconds before it slid across and slammed shut - taking the nose of the first wolf with it.

WHINE.

The wolf’s severed nose slid down the wall in a stringy, bloodied heap.

The beast’s whimpers were drowned out by the incessant thudding and ravaging of the door from the other side.

Alex rolled onto his side and grabbed Jelly’s hand. She lifted him to his feet and looked him up and down. A nasty bite mark on his shoulder and arm seemed to wink at her, drooling with blood.

“You okay, Hughes?”

Alex caught his breath and nodded, unable to speak.

“They got you pretty bad out there.”

“I g-got them back, Jelly,” he stammered in pain. “Ugh, my arm.”

“Want me to lick the wound for you?”

“You?” Alex chuckled with half-disdain, “No, thanks. I’m not bleeding pink, yet. I never thought I’d be glad to see the sight of red blood.”

BATTER-RAM-BAM-BAM.

The wolves screeched and shunted against the door.

Alex grabbed the pudgy mask on his face and tore it away from his head, “Ah, that’s better.”

He blinked a couple of times and tried to reorient himself, “Manny?”

“Yes, Alex?”

“What do we do now?”

“There’s only one course of action left for us.”

“Oh yeah? And what’s that?”

Manny moved away from Alex’s face to reveal the K-BOLT light spacecraft sitting in the distance.

“K-BOLT?”

Manny pressed her front and back covers together. She seemed depressed.

“It’s your only shot of getting out of here alive.”

“Our only shot, you mean?”

Manny bent her front cover down and appeared to look at the floor, “No, I was right the first time. Yours. I can’t go with you.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not calibrated for K-BOLT. It’s an entirely different operating system. By my calculations, you and Jelly and Furie have two options available.”

Jelly licked her paw and moved Furie in front of her, “I’m guessing this is a time-sensitive decision?”

Manny shifted over to the K-BOLT and beeped, “One. You stay here and the wolves kill you.”

“Nope,” Alex said. “Two?”

“Two. You fight your way back to the control deck and let me patch myself permanently into my mainframe. I may be able to redistribute some of the available energy from Charlie’s battery. You’ll make orbit of this planet at best, but probably die in the process. If the heat shields are less than 100%, you’ll burn up in the atmosphere.”

Jelly ran her infinity claws through Furie’s hair and covered her ears, “Manny, please. Not in front of my child.”

“I’m sorry, Jelly.”

“What’s the third option, and are we going to like it?”

“No. In fact Anderson especially will hate the third option.”

BAM. BAM. BAAAMMMM.

The wolves rammed the door with their heads, jumping over each other in an attempt to be the first to break in and dine on human - or otherwise - flesh.

Alex turned to Manny, “Tell us anyway.”

Manny angled her cover at the K-BOLT side entrance, “Third. You escape using K-BOLT.”

“Are you serious right now?” Alex snarled. “K-BOLT won’t get us home.”

“True, but it’ll get you away from danger at the very least.”

“Manny, K-BOLT is designed for surface exploration. It’s not designed for interstellar travel. It’s not even designed for space travel. Hell, it might not even break escape velocity.”

“Fifty feet end-to-end. A top speed of 17.5k It’s made of the same materials as all the Opera vessels. It has enough charge to get you off the planet—”

“—Yeah, and then what?”

Manny struggled to answer, “Pray for a miracle?”

“Oh, amaziant.”

“Or maybe a quick death?”

Alex sighed and weighed up the options. The first two were too ridiculous to entertain.

“Jelly?”

“Alex?”

“There’s really no choice. We have to go with option three. It’ll take two years to get back home if we do.”

Jelly sneered at the door. There was simply no way she’d let everyone perish in the Motary. Trying to get Charlie to start was a suicide mission - even if they could reach it without being torn apart.

“Open the K-BOLT door, Manny,” Jelly said. “We’re going in.”

“Very well.”

BRRRRRR — SCHWUMP.

The door folded out from the side and planted into the ground. Jelly and Furie walked hand-in-hand to the steps, leaving Alex and Manny alone for a moment.

“Manny?”

“Yes, Alex?”

“What are the chances of K-BOLT getting us anywhere near home?”

“I cannot tell a lie. The chances are better than staying or trying to start Opera Charlie.”

“Better?”

“As an option? It is to survival, what pneumonia is to hypothermia. In other words, you’d only board K-BOLT if you wanted to prolong the misery. Your chances of survival are worrying at best, catastrophic at worst.”

“Thanks for the reassurance—”

“—Don’t leave me, Alex,” Manny interrupted in a haze of self-pity, “I don’t want to die alone.”

“Manny, I—”

“—No, no, Alex,” Manny begged. “Please, tell me something to reassure me. Tell me you know something I do not. Something I hadn’t considered. An option I have yet to formulate that might mean I live.”

“Oh, Manny,” Alex whispered. “A thousand Alexes could never compare to your intellect and knowledge. I think deep, down inside, you know your request can’t be fulfilled.”

“I gave you options. Please afford me the same. Please.”

“You gave us three unworkable options. You may as well have just detonated the ship for all the good those three options were to us.”

“No,” Manny affected a humanistic chuckle, “I know. You’re right. I was trying to do my job.”

“I know.”

“Even if I could come with you, my mainframe is exposed on the control deck. Those hounds out there will tear it apart. In the unlikely event they don’t, she’ll run out of juice soon enough. So, unlike you, I choose death. I choose to not prolong the misery.”

Alex nodded and showed some remorse.

“I’m sorry I told USARIC about you, Alex. I’m sorry for giving you hope. I’ve made any chance of survival useless.”

“You were only following your orders. I understand that.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

Alex moved to the K-BOLT entrance and climbed the stairs, “Sure, ask whatever you like, Manny.”

“How does it feel?”

“How does what feel?”

“To know you might make it out alive but will die eventually?”

“Hmm,” Alex slammed the panel and stepped back into the mini spacecraft, “I’ll take it over knowing I’m about to die right now.”

He finished his sentence with a sly wink at the book.

“Open the Motary door, Manny.”

“Farewell, Alex J. Hughes,” she said. “Try and get the girls back home.”

“I’ll spend all nine of their lives if I have to. Whatever it takes.”

WHIRRR-SCHWUMP.

The door closed shut. It’d be the last time Manny would ever see her crew alive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

K-BOLT

A light spacecraft module

 

Alex climbed into the cockpit and sat in the cosy pilot’s chair. It was the first time he’d ever set foot on the vessel.

Memories of his flight training at USARIC’s facility came flooding back to him.

The controls were as he expected - color coordinated for their various functions. His attention was drawn to the standard yellow lever that would enable the thrusters, such as they were.

“Initiating launch protocol,” he said as he flipped three switches above his head.

“One through five, initiated,” came a friendly voice from the speaker beside his head on the wall. “This is K-BOLT Advance. Welcome aboard, Alex.”

Alex sat into the pilot’s seat and moved himself to the dashboard, “Thank you, K-BOLT Advance. How are you today?”

“I am well, Alex.”

“I’m very, very glad to hear that. Please standby for K-BOLT launch checks.”

He hit three buttons on the panel and scanned two sets of dials on the screen.

“In the event of engine fire or engine failure at or above V8, do nothing except cancel alarm, notify IMS call sign, and start auxiliary power bank.”

K-BOLT’s voice whirled out from the speakers on the cockpit wall, “Understood.”

Beep-beep-beep.

The dashboard lit up in its entirety as the doors to the Motary opened.

“At V8 I will shut down alarm, call IMS, and start autopilot.”

“Good,” Alex grabbed the dual stick next to the yellow thruster lever and twisted it to the right.

The K-BOLT vessel turned on its pivot towards the opening Motary door.

“Confirming launch protocols,” Alex said. “Exterior inspection?”

“Dated.”

“Cockpit preparation?”

“Incomplete.”

“Hydraulics and thrusters?”

“One hundred percent capacity.”

“Travelocity instruments?”

“In place.”

“Occupier signs?”

“Five to one.”

“Hyper-sleep chambers?”

“Pod five not in operation. One through four running at one hundred percent.”

Alex moved the windshield to face the Motary door.

“That’s okay. We only need three chambers. Brakes?”

“Set to park.”

“That’s great, thanks,” Alex turned over his shoulder and saw Jelly kneeling before a very concerned Furie. “K-BOLT, please standby for launch. I’ll be right back.”

 

Alex stood up from the chair and grabbed a handlebar on the ceiling - the same seven foot ceiling that forced Jelly to remain on her knees.

Standing upright and unobstructed movement was no longer an option for her for the foreseeable future.

“Hey, Jelly.”

“Can’t you see we’re busy, Hughes?”

“Hey, Furie.”

The little girl slipped off Alex’s jacket and offered it to him, “I don’t need this anymore.”

“No, it’s okay. You can keep it.”

Jelly snorted and whipped the jacket from her daughter’s paws. She scrunched the cotton USARIC emblem in her palm. She couldn’t bear to look at it for a moment longer.

“No, Alex. Please, take it back. We don’t need it right now.”

“As you wish.”

Alex leaned forward and took it from Jelly’s hand. He looked at it and sniggered to himself.

“You know, this used to belong to my girlfriend, Grace. The same day I joined the ASF. We were the same size.”

“It didn’t fit me,” Furie said. “But it made a good blanket to keep me warm.”

“Well, it’s gonna get a helluva lot warmer in here when we take off.”

Alex nodded at the far end of the ship.

“Speaking of which, we’re preparing to launch, but I just need to let you know something.”

“What?”

“If the ship experiences decompression, payload at the end of the ship has six oxygen masks attached to the wall. We haven’t had time to inspect them, but they’re good for an hour or two of oxygen.”

Jelly turned to her daughter and offered her a smile, “Thanks, Alex.”

“We’ll enter hyper-sleep once we’re in space.”

“I agree,” Jelly whispered. “It’ll be more peaceful that way.”

“What will be more peaceful?” Furie asked.

The girl failed to register the nuance of her mother’s morbid claim. Before she could ask the inevitable, Jelly placed her index finger on the girl’s lips.

Alex turned his head away in deference for Jelly’s desire to keep her child in the dark on such morbid matters.

“Shhh, honey.”

“But mom—”

“—No. Don’t say a word.”

Jelly fanned her claws out over the dull, pulsating pink orb seeping through the fine fur on Furie’s chest.

“Okay, Mommy.”

“Good girl.”

Jelly moved her nostrils to Furie’s head and sniffed around. Finally, she pursed her lips - what little of them she had - and gave her a peck on the forehead.

“Mwah,” Furie giggled like an excited girl.

Jelly pressed her fingers against Furie’s chest and took in the beating, warm pink glow, “Look at you, honey.”

Furie looked down at her front and ran her paws over the beating orb in her chest, “What’s happening to me, Mommy? Why does my chest look funny?”

“You’re carrying a gift. You have to protect it until we return home.”

Jelly ran her forehead to Furie’s and settled on the girl’s eyes with her own. She placed her pinkie in Furie’s palm, “Squeeze.”

Furie did as she was told.

“Star Cat. Forever.”

“Star Cat, Mommy,” Furie finished with a cherubic smile. “Forever and ever and ever.”

Alex found the entire serenade very moving. He cleared his throat and produced a polite cough.

“Guys?”

Both girls turned to him, “Hughes?”

“Strap in. We’re about to launch.”

“Come on, honey,” Jelly took her daughter’s hand and walked her to the back of the ship.

 

Alex sat into the pilot’s chair and pulled his mouthpiece down to his chin, “Manny? How are we doing on the Motary door?”

“Opening now, Hughes. Good luck out there.”

BRRRRRRRRR.

The Motary door lifted up and across the ceiling, revealing thousands of angry wolves waiting to attack.

“Initiate thrusters one, two, three, four, and five, please.”

BLAASSSSSTTT-TTT.

The K-BOLT spacecraft lifted three feet in the air.

The engine roared to life and tested its launch capacity via the five thrusters at the far end of the vessel.

WHOOOSH.

“Confirm thrusters one through five,” advised the voice in the cockpit, “Proceed in Ten—”

“—Okay guys, make sure you’re firmly bolted to the ground, or something solid,” Alex said. “I don’t want you injuring yourselves.”

 

Manny hung in the air, tearing page after page out from her weighty tome. The holographic pages wafted around.

An idea came to her as she watched the wolves bark and howl at the opened door.

“Oh no you don’t.”

She flew alongside the K-BOLT and made her way to the door.

BVOOM — BVOOM — BVOOM.

She opened her covers out so wide that her spine began to blister up the center. Beam after beam of glorious light shot out in all directions like a hyper disco ball.

“Hey. Over here, you stinking puppies,” Manny screamed at them.

It worked.

The wolves took more interest in the light show Manny provided, and away from the K-BOLT spacecraft.

“Nine, eight, seven, six—” announced the autopilot.

Alex laughed and saluted the holographic book. He knew she could see him through the windshield.

She ‘saluted’ back by bending the corner of her back cover, and returned to the wolves.

GROOOOOOM.

The fifth and final thruster engaged, forcing the K-BOLT to rock from side to side in the air.

“Over here, assholes.”

Manny darted back, enticing the wolves forward.

“—four, three, two, one. Launch.”

 

A thousands white streaks crept along the outline of the K-BOLT vessel, sparking up a furious concoction of brilliant white sparks.

The ship seemed to shrink as the wolves piled towards Manny, who flew to the back of the Motary.

“Okay, hang tight,” Alex roared as best he could as the skin on his face rippled to the back of his head, “Gaah, huh, huh—”

KEEEEERRR — WHOOOOOOOOOSH.

The ship’s light formation remained in the air as the vessel blasted out of the Motary. The nuclear thrusters incinerated everything inside the Motary, including the wolves and all the weapons in the adjoining chamber.

SCREEEEEAAAAAAAMMMM.

K-BOLT tilted up and rocketed into the sky, leaving behind it a trailblazer of fire and fuel as it shot toward the pink streak in the sky.

KRAA-BLAAAAA-AAAA-AAAAAAM.

Space Opera Charlie’s level three and two were the first to detonate due to the fiery takeoff.

The walls exploded, fueled by incendiaries in the weapons and armory chamber. The propulsion of energy blasted level two clean off the floor, which then burst into several fiery segments.

The back end careened into a ball of fire, taking out the rest of the wolves on their approach to the vessel.

Finally, the front of the ship popped. Not as much magnificence as the previous visual display, but devastating nevertheless.

The surrounding foliage produced a distinct fog of flesh and ship as it cooked into the sky.

Space Opera Charlie was no more.

 

***

 

K-BOLT glowed red and orange as it rocketed through the planet’s dense atmosphere.

“Heat shields engaged,” the voice advised.

Alex closed his eyes and held his breath. He gripped the side of his seat and tried to fight against the extreme G-Force screaming through his body, “Guuuuuh.”

Jelly covered the crying Furie in her arms as they sat on the floor next to the hyper-sleep pods.

Jelly whined and squeezed her close to her chest.

“Mommiieeeee—”

“—Shhh,” Jelly gasped. “Hold on to me.

Jelly kicked her enormous feet against the wall and pushed the small of her back against the first pod. She bore the brunt of the trauma as the room vibrated up a storm.

 

SCHWIPP-PP.

Alex opened his eyes just in time to see thousands of white streaks tear in all directions through the windshield.

“Whoa,” he held his breath and swallowed, “God, God.”

The streaks closed in and returned to normal. Those lone white lines were tiny, beautiful stars.

“D-Did we make it?”

Alex loosened his muscles and shuffled forward in his chair, “Hello?”

“Hello,” the voice advised. “Yes, we are now en route to your destination.”

BWOOOAAAAARRRRRR.

Alex ducked as a colossal pink light blasted in the distance at the top of the windshield, “What is that?”

“Unknown.”

Alex looked left and right, “Where’s it coming from?”

“Source indicates the star behind us. The sun.”

“Saturn?”

“I’m afraid Saturn cannot be located at this time.”

“Computer?”

“Hello.”

“Ugh,” Alex wiped the sweat from his face and hit a yellow button on the console, “What is your name?”

“My name is K-BOLT.”

“I’m glad you remembered that,” Alex snorted. “What is your primary destination?”

“Primary destination. Final destination. Recorded at oh four-hundred hours. Planet Earth—”

“—Yes,” Alex clapped his hands together. “Good, good—”

“—nine hundred and forty-five million kilometers.”

“Good, good.”

“Expected journey time is six hundred and fifty-five days.”

“Excellent,” Alex flicked the switch above his head and turned on the interior light, “Update on sustenance levels, including oxygen filtration, please.”

Alex leaned forward and breathed a sigh of relief. He perched his cheek on his fist and admired the view of the vastness of outer space.

“Sustenance levels. Units per passenger required is three per day. K-BOLT sustenance for journey home, zero point three-five persons.”

“Huh?”

“Oxygen levels at maximum operation.”

Alex lifted his head from his fist and felt a terror-fueled grip on his stomach, “No, wait, wait—”

“Oxygen good for one person for forty-five days.”

“One person?”

“That is correct.”

“Well,” Alex scrambled for some kind of trade-off, “Hang on, are you telling me we only have enough oxygen for forty-five days for one passenger?”

“That is correct. Maximum capacity—”

“—But we have three passengers on board, including myself. And now you’re saying there’s only enough food for just over one third of a passenger?

“That is correct.”

“How much fuel do we need to get to our destination, K-BOLT?”

“We are at full capacity on fuel. Forty percent of the total length of the journey.”

“So if the hunger doesn’t kill us, or the lack of oxygen, then the lack of fuel will?”

“Correct.”

Alex stood up and felt his heart race. He took a deep breath in an attempt to calm his nerves.

“Please conserve oxygen while on board K-BOLT,” the voice advised.

“I’ll K-BOLT you up the ass if you don’t stop talking.”

 

***

 

“Mommy?”

“Yes, honey?”

“What is going on?”

“Shh, honey. Mommy’s tired.”

Furie opened her eyes.

Jelly rested her head against the hyper-sleep chamber wall with her eyes closed. Her towering height meant that her head buckled to her chin as she tried to sleep. Her legs weaved in and out of the star-shaped hyper-sleep pods.

A truly uncomfortable experience for Jelly.

“I’m so tired,” she whispered.

Furie uncrossed her legs and planted her knees on the floor. She tugged on her mother’s withered paw and demanded answers.

“Mommy?”

“Honey, can you just let mommy sleep? Please.”

SWISH.

The door slid open and Alex walked in.

“Hey, girls.”

Jelly licked her mouth and opened her eyes, “Hey, Hughes. How’s your shoulder?”

“It’s okay, I think,” he said. “Listen, we’ve exited the planet’s orbit.”

“And?”

“There’s good news, and three bits of bad news. Which do you want first?”

“Ugh,” Jelly pressed the back of her head against the wall, “I don’t care anymore.”

Furie looked up at Alex with the face of an angel. A catty, whiskered angel.

“What is bad news?”

“I know you can hear me, Jelly,” Alex said. “So I’ll just come out with it. We’ve, uh, not got enough food, water, oxygen, or fuel to make it back to Earth.”

“Is that all?” Jelly muttered, finally giving up the will to live, “Starvation or suffocation is going to kill us first?”

“Something like that.”

“Shall we take bets?” she asked flippantly, before remembering her daughter was the room the room. She moved her face forward and ran her hand down Furie’s back.

“You said there was good news?”

“Well, I wouldn’t classify it as good news, now that I’ve thought about it. Manny was right. Option three, K-BOLT, wasn’t much better than the first two. But it was the best one available.”

“Stop dilly-dallying around the subject and tell me the good news.”

Alex looked at the hyper-sleep pods and took a deep breath. Jelly wasn’t fooled. She beat him to his own solution.

“The hyper-sleep pods will conserve a lot of the sustenance for us.”

“You’re joking, right?”

Alex turned to Jelly, somewhat offended, “What?”

“The hyper-sleep revelation is good news?”

“Uh, well, yes?”

Jelly pushed herself away from the wall and crouched beside the first pod, “In case you hadn’t noticed, these pods aren’t much bigger than Jaycee.”

Jelly thumped the button underneath the Perspex frontage. It opened up to reveal a containment interior that was way too small for Jelly.

“How am I meant to fit in there?”

“I, uh, never suggested you should. Jelly.”

“You want me to ride out the journey home on my own? Without being in stasis? Are you out of your mind?”

“I’m talking to a cat. That’s a dangerous thing to ask me.”

“Screw you, Hughes.”

“Look. It’s our only option, Jelly. Feel free to open the airlock and walk if you want to—”

“—How long is it?” Jelly snapped. “In days, please.”

“K-BOLT is a bit slower with its thruster capacity, especially compared to the Opera vessels, so—”

“—Stop stalling, dickhead. Tell me how many days I’ll be spending on my own.”

Alex deliberately spoke too low for Jelly to hear, “Six hundred and fifty-five.”

Jelly stomped her foot on the ground, “Sorry, I didn’t hear you?”

“Six hundred and fifty-five, Jelly. Okay? Are you happy now?”

She hung her head to the floor and felt her soul melt into her boots.

Alex and Furie turned to her, hoping she’d be reasonably content with the idea.

No such hope.

“Two years?” she whispered. “Two. Whole. Years.”

“Mommy?” Furie offered to please her mother. “I’ll stay with you. We can be together.”

A tear rolled off Jelly’s cheek as she lifted her head to face her daughter, “Honey, it doesn’t—ugh. It doesn’t work like that.”

“But Mommy, we can be together and cuddle?”

Jelly’s voice began to croak, “No, honey. You either go into hyper-sleep, or you don’t. It’s not something where you can just come and go as you please. And there isn’t enough oxygen or food for two of us.”

“Then I can stay on the spaceship, Mommy?”

“No, honey. Mommy can’t go to sleep.”

Alex bit his lip and scrunched his nose. A wave of anger flowed through his body at their situation. Worse, there was no one to punish. At least, not on board the K-BOLT.

“Furie?” he said.

“Yes, Alex?”

“Here’s what we’re going to do, okay?” he said as he crouched down and held her by the shoulders, “You and me, we’re going to go for a little sleep, okay? These lids, here, will close and we’ll fall asleep. And before we have time to dream, we’ll wake up. It’ll be really, really quick.”

“But what about my mommy?” Furie asked. “Why is she so upset and crying?”

“Because—” Alex tried to continue speaking, but couldn’t. No reasonable excuse was available to him. He looked at Jelly and saw her sobbing, quietly to herself.

She caught him staring at her and nodded, wistfully, as if to say ‘it’s okay, tell her.’

Alex swallowed hard and stared into Furie’s perfect little eyes, “She’s not upset, sweetie. She’s happy.”

“Happy?”

“Yes,” he lied right in her face in an award-winning performance. Even he believe his own crap, “Because we’re going home. She wants to see her friend again. In fact, she wants you to see him,” Alex winked at Jelly and returned to Furie. “Jamie. Jamie Anderson.”

“Who is Jamie Anderson?”

“Honey?” Jelly interrupted and swallowed back her tears. She closed her hand into a fist and pressed it against her chest, “Jamie Anderson. Friend.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Furie seemed quite happy with the plan and offered her mother the cutest smile in the universe.

 

***

 

An hour passed before Alex and Furie disrobed and prepared to enter their hyper-sleep pods.

Furie stood naked save for a sliver of torn USARIC towel covering her thighs and midriff. Jelly couldn’t help but notice the logo covering her daughter’s belly.

“Ugh,” she sniffled and licked her mouth. “I hate this.”

Alex, dressed only in his briefs, climbed into the first pod, “Are you okay, Jelly?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

Alex climbed in and sat upright, “Close me last, okay?”

Jelly nodded and gestured an upward motion with her hands. Furie lifted her arms.

“Come on, honey.”

Jelly slipped her hands underneath Furie’s opened arms. She hoisted her daughter into the air and placed her inside the second pod.

“Oww. It hurts.”

Jelly gasped, “What, honey?”

“Your claw. It cut me.”

“Ugh,” Jelly looked at her third infinity claw. She’d accidentally nicked the skin under Furie’s left armpit.

Jelly could barely contain her anguish.

“It’ll be okay. Lie down, honey.”

“Okay.”

Furie placed her head on the pillow and relaxed her muscles.

Jelly took one final look at her face and tried not to get too emotional. In her heart of hearts, she knew this would be the last time she’d see her daughter - or anyone, for that matter - alive.

“Close your eyes, honey.”

“Yes, Mommy.”

It wasn’t necessary for those entering hyper-sleep to close their eyes. Alex knew the real reason she wanted Furie to close her eyes - so she wouldn’t see her mother upset.

“I love you, Furie,” Jelly said.

“I love you too.”

A teardrop hit the side of the pod, reminding Jelly to quit speaking and just let fate takes its course.

Jelly kissed her daughter on the head and took one, final look at her serene, innocent face.

“I’ll see you when we get back home. Sleep well.”

Before anything else could happen, or Furie was able to respond, Jelly thumped the button on the pod.

SWISH — SCHUNT.

The dial on the side of the pod spun around and locked into place, sealing Furie in her cocoon.

Jelly wiped her eyes with the side of her hand and walked over to Alex in his pod.

“Okay, you next.”

“Jelly, listen.”

“I really don’t want to hear your last words, Hughes—”

“—No, it’s important. Try to conserve your oxygen levels. After a few weeks you’re going to want to exercise your muscles and wear yourself out. Please, don’t do that.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“I know you’re not, Jelly. Please, keep yourself mentally occupied during the trip. Ask K-BOLT for an update on all levels every twelve hours if you can, so you can adapt accordingly.”

“Thanks, Alex.”

He shifted his buttocks across the spongy mattress in the pod and lowered his head onto the pillow.

“One more thing, Jelly.”

“Yes?”

“If it looks like it’s all over, and you don’t want to face the unknown alone—” he said, thinking over the remainder of his sentence.

“Yes?”

“If you don’t want to face the end alone, wake me up. I’ll be here for you.”

Jelly’s mouth quivered. She was about to cry once again, this time at Alex’s selfless gesture.

“Don’t cry, Jelly,” Alex said. “Please. Just know that you’re not alone.”

“Oh—” Jelly whimpered and inhaled. “Alex.”

“Good luck, Jelly.”

He closed his eyes and made himself comfortable in the pod, “Okay, I’m ready. See you when we get home.”

Sniff-sniff.

Jelly’s heart cried out loud as she whacked the button with the side of her fist.

SWISH — SCHUNT.

The Perspex front slid up and locked into place, followed by the dial on the side of the chamber.

“I l-love you, Alex J. Hughes,” she bawled as the pod’s glass fogged up over her lifeless friend.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

The Journey Home

 

Day 1

 

Jelly woke up in the pilot’s chair and saw her feet perched on the control deck.

“Huh? Where am I?”

K-BOLT’s weak, feminine voice came through the speakers, “Good morning, unidentified crew member. What a glorious day.”

Jelly yawned and grunted, “What’s so glorious about it?”

“Well, it seems we may be in for a bit of a light show later on, in the direction of Jupiter.”

“Great,” Jelly fumed, sarcastically.

 

Jelly made her way to the crew quarters - the smallest room on the vessel.

She held an empty recyclable cup under the water dispenser and watched the bubbles boil up as the stream blasted out from the nozzle.

A quick sniff around the rim, and she was in business. She threw the contents of the cup into her mouth and felt the ice cold H20 trickle down her parched throat and dance around her stomach.

“Mmm,” she returned the cup to the dispenser and helped herself to a second - and third, and fourth - cup of water.

BURRRPP.

She crunched the cup in her hand and tossed it into the trash, “Yeah, that’s good.”

 

A couple of hours later, she sat beside her daughter’s pod and stroked the Perspex glass, “Hey, honey. Just wanted to let you know that everything is okay. I know you can hear me, although it must be a bit muffled in there. K-BOLT says there’s going to be a light show near Jupiter later today, so we’re looking forward to that.

 

Day 2

 

“The light show was pathetic,” Jelly said as she crouched to her knees and looked at her daughter’s still face, “Just a couple of tiny lights, like shooting stars. Ah, I knew it would be crap, anyway.”

Jelly planted her behind on the floor and continued to talk to her daughter, as if it were a gravestone.

“Not like the ones Jamie and I saw from the roof of our apartment block, though,” Jelly smiled, fond of the memory that entered her mind, “I remember, we used to go up there most nights, when it wasn’t too cold. He showed me the Great Bear. Or the great frying pan, as he called it. One time, the night was so clear and we saw all the shooting stars.”

Jelly closed her eyes and pressed her hands together.

“Maybe one day I’ll show you them. When we get back.”

 

A short while after her daily heart-to-heart, Jelly entered the bathroom for the first time.

If the crew quarters were small, the bathroom was minuscule. Jelly was used to lowering her head and shoulders enough to move around K-BOLT, but the room that housed the toilet bowl and sink meant that she had to practically walk like John Wayne to get inside.

Relieving herself was a whole new level of nightmare. The rim of the bowl was way too small for her, and the angle required for her body was bordering on impossible.

Nevertheless, nature called, and needs must.

It didn’t help her constitution much.

“Ugh, two years of this?” she whined, before letting off the nastiest blast of gas the universe had ever witnessed.

 

Jelly squatted out of the bathroom and pulled her tighter-than-tight leggings up to her waist.

SNAP.

Finally, the elasticity gave way and broke in her hands. The underlining of Jaycee’s old exo-suit couldn’t withstand any more torture.

So, off came the leggings.

 

WHUMP — WHUMP.

Jelly slung her heels on the flight deck and leaned back into the chair, “K-BOLT?”

“Yes, crew member?”

“Ugh, really? Crew member?”

“Yes. Really.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Were you not?”

Jelly shifted her ass in the seat, which suddenly felt smaller than usual, “Oh, forget it.”

“What would you like me to forget?”

“That I said anything.”

“I’m sorry, crew member,” K-BOLT advised in as non-ironic a way as possible, “I am not sure—”

“—Stop calling me crew member, you ass hat. I have a name, you know.”

“What is your name, crew member?”

“Jelly friggin’ Anderson. Remember it. Use it.”

“Hmm. Jelly Friggin’ Anderson,” K-BOLT repeated. “Recorded. I shall use this nomenclature from hereonin.”

“Here on in?”

“From this point forward.”

Jelly slammed her head against the deck and sighed. “I swear I’m gonna go insane.”

“Please advise me before you do so.”

 

Day 15

 

Jelly chewed on some gum she’d found in a drawer in the hyper-sleep chamber. She perched her feet on the flight deck and stretched her arms behind her head, “K-BOLT?”

“Yes, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?”

“Ugh, stop saying friggin’, you stupid computer,” Jelly snapped and flicked the used gum wrapper at the windshield.

“I’m afraid if you wish me to update your personnel details you will have to go through USARIC personnel—”

“—You’re beginning to piss me off.”

“I am unclear on how my operation interferes with your bladder.”

“Shut up.”

Jelly kicked her chair back and slammed her feet to the ground. She lifted her ass out of the chair and knocked her head on the ceiling controls.

“Owww.”

“Please refrain from damaging my equipment, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson.”

Jelly rubbed her head and looked up at the switch she’d knocked her head against. A bright, red switch.

“What does this button do?”

“Please do not press it.”

Her ears pricked up. Finally, some fun was abound.

“What if I pressed it?”

“If you did, it would set off the limited sprinkler system and put the journey home in jeopardy.”

“Oh.”

Jelly really wanted to hit the red button, but thought better of it. A first for her, she had truly learned to defy her cat-like instincts.

She went to press it and scared the hell out of K-BOLT.

“No, don’t do—”

“—Ha ha, only kidding,” Jelly moved her hand away from the button and moved off in search of fun.

 

Fun was nowhere to be found.

She could go and feed herself an hour or so ahead of time. Such an action would be considered rebellious around here, she thought.

She lowered her head and made her way past Alex’s hyper-sleep pod.

She wrapped her knuckles across the Perspex front, “Morning, Alex,”

Jelly folded her arms and played out a typical response Alex might have offered.

“Oh, me? Funny you should ask, Hughes. I’m kind of at a loose end, if I’m honest.”

She allowed a pause for his response.

“The food? Christ, if I knew that there were just two varieties of that space gunk, chicken and pork, with that tasteless garnish, I’d have chosen option one and let the bastards kill me.”

She giggled to herself and nodded.

“I think I can make the food last, though. I bring most of it up in the toilet, to be honest. It’s nice to have variety, though, isn’t it, Hughes? I love how USARIC offered us a choice. One day we can have pork, the other we can have chicken. Or, and this is the kicker, we can have pork and chicken. And water. You see? Very reasonable.”

Jelly took herself by surprise and hopped over to his pod. She thumped the Perspex and looked at her reflection in the shield.

“Alex, you can hear me, right?”

No response.

“Nah, you’re oversleeping. I get it, it’s a Saturday. I think? You need a lie in. Ha.”

Knock-knock.

“Okay, my friend. I gotta go pee. I’m getting used to this toilet thing, now. Better than spraying it all up the walls and sleeping in it, am I right?

 

Day 52

 

Jelly rested her head on her arms as she gazed out of the windshield.

“I spy with my little eye,” she huffed. “Something beginning with S.”

“Oh, um,” K-BOLT said. “Well, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson, I regret to inform you that I have no visual aids—”

“—Just shut up and play, okay?”

“I’m afraid I see no object beginning with the letter S.”

Jelly pressed her cheek onto the back of her wrist, “I don’t care.”

“But I do know that there are stars in space, of course. So my initial guess would be stars.”

“Correct.”

Jelly thumped her hands to the control deck and nearly knocked a lever. It was a utility she’d seen so many times in the past six weeks, she barely registered it any longer.

Yellow, and bright. It seemed serious, and familiar.

“K-BOLT?”

“Yes, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?”

“This yellow lever.”

“What of it? Are you going to ask me what it does, like all the other buttons in here?”

“Um, no,” Jelly acted offended, “It’s just that I’ve noticed all of USARIC’s Opera fleet all have a yellow lever. The last one I pushed blasted us off into Enceldadus.”

“Yes, so I hear.”

“You heard about that?” Jelly said, without remembering if she’d said anything at all, and so elected to say it once again, “How did you know that?”

“Everyone knows.”

“Huh.” Jelly said. “Really?”

“Yes. Are you feeling unwell, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?”

“No, I’m perfectly okay.”

Jelly sniffed and shook the fatigue from her head, “I think I need some water. I’ll come back.”

“Yes, I was about to tell you not to go too far.”

“Very funny.”

 

As Jelly walked past Furie’s pod, a bolt of lightning pulsed through her eyes. She staggered forward and clutched the pod.

“Owww,” she squinted and rolled her shoulders, “God, what’s h-happening to m-me?”

Carefully, she sat next to the pod and twisted her neck left and right.

CRUCK-CLICK.

“Ah, that’s better. I need to stop standing up, it’s not doing my neck any good, honey, you know,” she said as if Furie could hear her.

“Yes, mommy’s fine, honey.”

Jelly wiped her face with her hand and sniffed the fur on her knuckles, “Ugh, I’m so gross. I haven’t cleaned myself in a week.”

She turned to the glass frontage on Furie’s pod and offered a wry smile, “Honey, you don’t mind if I bathe myself, do you?”

A pause befell the two.

“Thanks. I really need to do this.”

Jelly licked up the length of her arm and splayed her legs out, preparing herself for a full body wash.

 

Day 99

 

BLLOOOOOARRGGGGHHHHH.

Jelly puked into the toilet bowl, “Guuuhh.”

BWUCK — BWUCK.

She palmed the flush button and watched the water swirl and rocket down the u-bend.

PTCHOO.

A ball of dirty, matted fur sprung from her mouth and dropped into the water.

“Bwugh,” Jelly coughed and spat into the bowl again, “So gross. But it’s worth it, right? Worth it to get back home.”

 

An hour later, Jelly sat next to Furie’s pod and updated her daughter.

“I don’t know how much longer I can do this, honey. I don’t know how much longer I can do this honey, honey. Honey.”

Jelly sniffed and tried not to get upset. She kicked her legs around and shoved the soles of her bare, furry feet against the wall.

“I took my boots off, honey. They were hurting my feet, hurting my feet. So I took them off. It’s much better, now. Much better.”

 

Day 140

 

Jelly woke up in the pilot’s chair as she always did. The material had been scratched to hell. The foam padding protruded from the tears and blossomed out in all directions.

Jelly snored loudly as the infinite vacuum of space hung outside the windshield. She’d spent as much of her time sleeping over the past couple of weeks as she could.

Only awake for as long as was necessary.

Sleeping for sixteen hours just wasn’t possible, even though she’d managed it as a common house cat back on Earth.

K-BOLT and the airless playground that lay outside wasn’t Earth, no matter how Jelly tried to convince herself otherwise.

Not even close.

Her own snores woke her up in a fit of despair and rage, “Ugh, where am I?”

“Good afternoon, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson,” K-BOLT chirped. “How are you feeling today?”

“My muscles feel like they’ve turned to pâté. My back is killing me.”

“Yes, that will be due to your over-sized nature on such a small spacecraft.”

“You don’t say, genius.”

“I do say. As a matter of fact.”

“Ugh, I wish Manny was here instead of you.”

K-BOLT took offense to Jelly’s retort, “Manny? The Space Opera Manuel computer, you mean? That over-hyped molecular imbecile?”

“Yeah, The Manuel. He—she, knew a lot more than you did. At least he or she had a sense of humor.”

“Yes, and look where that got you.”

“It’s not their fault I ended up here.”

“No? Whose fault was it?”

“Mine. Evidently.”

K-BOLT beeped, “Even though I can’t see you, I can sense you’re upset.”

“The last thing that couldn’t see me had its still-beating heart torn out of its chest.”

“Oh. I wouldn’t like that to happen to me. Who on Earth would do such a thing?”

“It was me.”

“I see.”

“Yeah, and it wasn’t on Earth, as you full well know. It was on that planet we landed on. The one with all those wolves.”

Jelly enjoyed the lack of response as she stared through the windshield. The pink streak of light was still above the ship.

“K-BOLT?”

“Yes, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?”

“Are we following the light?”

“Very observant of you, but no. It is, in a manner of speaking, following us.”

“Following us?”

“Both we and it appear to be making the same journey.”

“Huh,” Jelly snorted and found the revelation interesting. Then, a thought crossed her mind, “Oh, I’m meant to ask. How are the oxygen levels? And the food and water?

“Sustenance levels are healthy. With your conservative consumption, you have enough food and water for the journey.”

“Good. What about the oxygen?”

“Because you’ve been sleeping, you’ve used a bit less than expected. At the current rate of consumption, I can confirm K-BOLT’s oxygen reserves will be depleted in approximately ninety days from now.”

“Three months? That’s not nearly close to being enough time,” Jelly freaked out as the news sunk in, “What am I going to do?”

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson, you knew the situation of the vessel before you boarded.”

“Yes, but I can’t run out of oxygen. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.”

“I wish I had better news for you.”

“This is lessense,” Jelly fumed. “Can’t we do anything?”

“Without a botanical facility there is simply no way to generate oxygen.”

“I just assumed if I controlled my breathing I could conserve oxygen.”

“You assumed incorrectly.”

Jelly leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes in a huff.

 

A short while later, she trundled into the hyper-sleep quarters and stared at Alex’s pod.

“Hey, friend.”

Jelly sat on his pod and stared at his face through the glass, “K-BOLT tells me what we feared all along. All along. The air is going to run out and I’m going to die.”

No response came from the pod.

“I know, I know, stop saying you were right. It’s not K-BOLT’s fault. I guess we were lucky we even got this far. That’s something, right?”

Alex didn’t respond, but in Jelly’s mind he all but confirmed her statement.

“Thanks. Look, I wanted to ask you something. Do you have your standard issue on you?”

She stared at Alex and smiled.

“What, in your pants?” she asked as she pointed to the wardrobe on the wall, “Over here? Okay, thanks.”

She stood up and pulled the slider to the right.

His USARIC jeans dangled over a hanger, along with a few other items of clothing he’d removed before boarding the pod.

Jelly reached into the left inner-thigh pocket and pulled out a small, black pill.

“Got it, thanks.”

She pulled the door shut and held the black cyanide capsule up at the harsh, fluorescent light.

“What, now?” she asked Alex. “You think it’s a good idea to take it now, do you?”

She licked her lips and saw the tiny powder roll back and forth in the bright light.

She giggled to herself and lowered her hand, “Hey, you don’t know this, but back on Opera Beta, Wool, my Mommy, put one of these in my mouth and got me to swallow it. I hid it under my tongue and spat it out. Funny how life repeats itself, isn’t it, Hughes?”

She teased the plastic coating with the tip of her tongue, “Mmm. Taste a bit like zinc, doesn’t it? Honey, what do you—”

She turned to Furie’s pod and focused her eyes on her peaceful daughter.

“Honey.”

She pocketed the cyanide capsule and approached Furie’s pod, “Oh no, honey. Mommy was only playing around. Mommy wouldn’t kill herself like that. Well, not now, anyway.”

CLINK — CLUNK.

Her infinity claws rapped across the glass, one by one.

“What, honey?” Jelly asked her daughter who, for the hundredth time this week, failed to respond physically.

“You want me to wake you up when the oxygen runs out so we can be together one last time?”

Jelly looked at the dial on Furie’s pod and pinched it between her fingers.

“I don’t know, honey. This might be a mistake. If I do this, we’ll definitely die together.”

Jelly waited for Furie’s response. She scanned Alex’s pod and turned to face her daughter.

“Okay, let’s do it.”

SCHWIP — WHIIIRR.

She spun the dial and unlocked the pod.

The Perspex front slid into the housing and released a waft of gas.

SPRRIISSSHHHHH.

Jelly rose to her feet and looked down at her daughter, who writhed around and opened her eyes.

“Mommy?”

“Yes, honey.”

“Are we home?”

“Yes, my baby,” Jelly leaned down and scooped her child into her arms, “Hold me.”

“Mommy, I’m c-cold.”

“I know, hug me. I’ll warm you up.

BADDUM-BADDUM-BADDUM.

“Uggggghhhh,” Jelly’s heart pounded against her daughter’s chest, “I’ve missed you so, so much.”

“I only just went to sleep, mommy. It only happened a few seconds ago.”

Jelly ignored her comment and squeezed her daughter tighter, “Yes, honey.”

“Mommy? Look at me.”

Jelly lifted her away from her chest and looked into her daughter’s eyes.

“Please don’t swallow the pill, okay?”

“Honey, I’ve made a terrible mistake,” Jelly confessed and turned to Alex’s pod, “I didn’t consider Alex in all this.”

“How do you mean, mommy?”

“We’re going to use up the oxygen and die together. Alex will be killed, too.”

“Oh no,” Furie burst into fits of giggles quite unexpectedly. She gripped her mother’s arms in her claws and tugged on the fur, “Jelly Friggin’ Anderson,” she sang, “Are you there?”

Jelly screwed her face in confusion, and then terror.

“What did you just say?”

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson,” Furie snapped. “Jelly. Friggin’ Anderson.”

A paused drifted between the two as they held their gaze at each other.

Furie roared in her mother’s face. A shot of thick, silver fur flicked down her face, followed by a set of gnashing teeth in her mouth.

Her pupils ran silver in color, accompanying her wolf-like, low-pitched grunt, “Jelly. Friggin’. Anderson—”

 

“Gah.”

Jelly woke up in the pilot’s chair, startling herself out of her nightmare.

“Jesus Christ,” she panted and kicked her legs off the control deck. “What the hell was that?”

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?” K-BOLT asked. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going insane is what I think I’m doing,” Jelly jumped out of the pilot’s seat and ran towards the hyper-sleep chamber - and smashed her forehead on the lip of the cockpit door frame when she forgot to lower her head.

BOP.

“Owwwww. Ugh, for God’s sake—”

She punched the wall in anger, producing a cavernous crack in the material.

“Please don’t destroy my ship,” K-BOLT said. “It won’t get us anywhere.”

“Yeah, like punch, like spacecraft, huh?” Jelly quipped.

 

Day 199

 

Jelly slept atop Furie’s hyper-sleep pod. The cold surface quickly warmed whenever she rested her stomach on it. Scant sacrifice for being close to the one she loved.

Falling asleep proved to be difficult for her over the past couple of weeks.

She valued the downtime because it was the only way to make time move faster.

When she woke up, the first thing she’d see was her daughter’s face. A reminder of why she was putting herself through this misery.

A reason to keep battling on, despite the fact they’d never make it home alive.

Jelly pressed her hands to the Perspex and blew Furie a kiss. Her mouth quivered as she moved off the pod and sat upright.

CLOMP — CLOMP.

Her feet hit the ground, enabling her to shift her weight to her thighs. The muscles bulged out, somewhat less rigid and strong than they used to be.

She lifted her head and chose not to speak.

Blink, blink.

Several counter scratch marks lined the far wall by the cabinet. Sets of five marks with a line through as far as the eye could see.

Jelly stumbled to the wall and lifted her pinkie to the wall.

Scritch-ch.

Another mark, another day gone - presumably. The fourth line in a new set of five for her collection.

 

Jelly’s routine, now, was to walk around the hyper-sleep chambers one-hundred-and-fifty times after she woke up. The exercise was key to reducing fatigue. She’d stop by Furie’s pod, turn around, and do the same in the opposite direction.

It killed an hour or so before breakfast.

Chicken or pork sludge from a packet. Both tasted the same at this point. She’d long since given up using the plastic cutlery. After all, no one was around to see the filthy state K-BOLT was in.

She sucked the remainder of the pork sludge from the packet and tossed it over her shoulder.

Lap — Lick.

The ground pork stuck to her teeth, but a swig from the water dispenser always took care of it.

No paper cups - she’d run out of them somewhere past Jupiter. Instead, she got in the habit of having her face under the nozzle and blasting the fresh H20 across her fangs. Why not, after all? She had to bend her head to move around the ship.

 

After the third month or so, she became convinced that the ship was shrinking. There was no way to measure herself formally, and so used the length of Furie’s hyper-sleep pod as a measuring stick.

Seven foot in length when they first boarded, from toe to nipple.

Today, seven foot in length bought her from toe to waist.

She was definitely growing in size. The ceiling height confirmed it.

Now, one day shy of two hundred - a mere third of the journey - it wasn’t a case of surviving whatever remained of the oxygen.

Jelly knew that if she continued to grow at such an exponential rate she’d cease to be able to move outright. Entombed in a suffocating vessel that closed in on her hour by hour.

Just under a third of the journey.

The additional weight alone might slow the light spacecraft down.

 

Once she’d completed her daily constitutional walk around the pods, she moved to the back end of the ship.

To get in, she needed a code - the year of her birth. If one tired of the view through the windshield, or the sterile and featureless bright, white walls, one could enter the payload area and look at something different.

Much different.

K-BOLT had told Jelly that the payload department was fit for launching a modest strike against an enemy. It held the thrusters underneath the floor that fueled their journey home.

Its second use would be to detach entirely from the rest of the ship and secure a safe landing.

Ha, Jelly thought. Fat chance of that ever happening.

The glass pods were delicate to the touch despite being inches thick.

She used them as chairs for an unusual game she’d decided to play to relieve the tedium of space travel.

The second sheets from the three vacant hyper-sleep pods had been stuffed into Alex’s USARIC jacket and pants. The third cushion poked out of the neck hole, sporting a crudely-drawn smiley face with ink from a pen she’d found on the deck.

She’d tied the boots around the ends of the pants legs with tape.

“Hey, Alex,” Jelly spoke to the bizarre doll in as quiet a voice as possible. Her vocal cords weren’t what they once were, “I’m lonely.”

She silenced herself for a couple of seconds.

“Yes, that sounds good. I’d like to be held, please.”

She slung her hands under the padded jacket sleeves and lifted the makeshift companion to its feet. A final shift of her shoulders whipped the arms up into the air, which she caught with her shoulders on descent.

She pulled the doll to her chest and closed her eyes for just a moment or two.

The inked, oblong mouth split apart and began to speak.

“Jelly?”

She kept her eyes closed and enjoyed Alex’s diluted scent lifting from the jacket’s lining.

“Yes, Alex?”

The drawing of the mouth shuffled across the fabric, “It’s going to be okay, you know. You have to have faith.”

“Mmm,” Jelly hugged him harder and slowly danced from side to side, “I lost faith a long, long time ago.”

“You have to remain strong.”

“I have to remain alive, Alex,” she whispered into the side of the pillow, “That’s my only obligation.”

She opened her eyes and saw that the pillow was its usual lifeless self.

It was the one moment in an otherwise insufferable day where she felt happiest, after being with Furie.

The doll doubled over itself in her hands.

Her fourth finger’s infinity claw nicked through the fabric and tore a mark down the side of Alex’s face.

“Ugh, ugh,” she gasped. “Alex, I’m so sorry.”

The doll didn’t respond, which only exacerbated its injury - almost as if it had died.

Startled, Jelly felt an intense anger towards herself.

“Damn it. Damn it.”

She threw the doll on the floor and left the payload area.

 

“Greetings, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson,” K-BOLT announced, full of the joys of Spring, “Did you sleep well?”

Jelly gripped the armrests on the pilot seat and slammed her behind onto the torn fabric on the seat.

“Shut up,” she snapped, nearly cracking her vocal cords in the process. She rifled through the drawer under the deck and hunted for something.

“What are you doing?” K-BOLT asked. “I’m sensing you’re in a hurry. Most unlike you.”

Jelly rammed the flight deck with her fist, “Shut up.”

Rummage — rummage.

“Christ, there’s so much crap in here. What is all this stuff?”

“I have no idea, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson.”

“Ah, wait—” she snapped as she felt something long and cold in her left hand, “I got it, I got it, I got it.”

“Got what?”

“This,” Jelly slammed the drawer shut and produced a pair of pliers.

“I’m sorry, I cannot see what this is.”

“Call it sanctuary.”

Jelly pressed her right palm on the flight deck and looked at her broken infinity claws on her index and middle finger.

She grabbed the pliers in her left hand and squeezed the two ends together at the base of her index finger.

Tug-tug-tug.

The infinity claw shifted left and right, causing her considerable amount of pain.

“Ngggg, nnngggggg—” Jelly clamped the pliers around the base of the Titanium claw and pulled it away from her finger, “Nggggggg.”

SCHLAP.

The claw lifted away from the end of her finger. To her surprise, the shaft of metal was much longer than she’d expected.

CLUTCH.

Something snapped in her wrist, forcing her knuckle to swell under the skin.

“ARRGGGHHHH,” Jelly wailed at the top of her lungs in severe agony. “Oh-my-God, huh, huh—”

She panted as the length of the claw slid away from the end of her index finger.

A shooting pain rifled up her forearm and crashed around her elbow.

A busted, goo-covered twelve inch infinity claw nestled in the teeth of the pliers.

“Juh-Juh,” she snorted. “Jesus. What the hell did they do to me?”

“They installed infinity claws on you before you left, didn’t they?” K-BOLT asked. “Nasty things, to a man.”

“Or a cat.”

Jelly released the claw to the deck.

CLANG.

“They engineered m-me,” she winced as she moved the jaws of the pliers to the infinity claw on her third finger, “They s-said it was to p-protect me—”

“—Why are you removing them, Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?”

“Mind your own business,” she wailed as the grip tightened around the base of the claw. “Oh, Christ. I need something to bite on.”

She looked down at the removed claw and tossed it between her teeth.

CLAMP.

The teeth in her mouth bit down on the Titanium claw. The teeth between the pliers chomped on the infinity claw on her third finger.

TUG.

“Nggggggg,” her muffled squeals rocked around the cockpit. The claw wouldn’t come free.

K-BOLT’s voice seemed to dampen, “Oh, I can’t watch. Quite literally.”

The dastardly claw wouldn’t budge. If she applied any more pressure, she’d surely knock herself out with the pain.

“Ugggghhhh,” she squealed through her closed teeth and dropped the pliers to the floor.

“Bastards—”

Jelly made the mistake of looking up and to the left. The irritating USARIC logo that teased her whenever she sat in the pilot’s seat grinned back at her.

“I hate you.”

The ends of the “C” in USARIC lifted up and down like a perverse set of lips and laughed at her.

Enraged, Jelly snatched the infinity claw from her mouth with her right, bloodied hand and lifted it behind her head.

“Arrrrrgghhhh—”

CRACK.

She stabbed the logo dead center with the sharp end of the claw. She removed her hand, leaving the fat, broken end sticking out of its victim.

Jelly looked at the top of the windshield and screamed at the pink light blasting into space.

 

Day 228

— 48 hours until oxygen depletion —

 

The doll in payload resembled a chicken’s funeral - several mounds of feathers and dust splattered up the wall. The result of some furious attack that took place days or weeks ago.

The jacket, pants, and boots lay flat on the floor as if the occupant had melted.

 

The hyper-sleep pods containing Alex and Furie were the only thing resembling normality around here. A stench of death in what little remained of the air. 

Last week, Jelly gave up her morning routine. It wasn’t worth it. She continued to sleep on Furie’s pod. Lately, she slept more than she usually did.

K-BOLT had advised Jelly that she spent more time sleeping than awake. A result of a severe lack of oxygen. Poetic in its nature, and, in a rare case of circumstance actually playing into her hands, time had moved quicker.

But time overall hardly seemed to move fast enough.

She perched her behind at the bottom end of Furie’s pod and leaned on her elbows.

The thick bandage on her right hand resembled a large snooker ball of fabric.

“Hey, honey,” Jelly mouthed, slowly.

No sound came through her teeth. She simply thought her conversation in her own mind, and that was good enough.

“It’s me again,” she said as she took a look at the wall.

The week-before-last’s count hadn’t been scratched into the wall as usual.

Instead, four severed infinity claws had been masked to the wall in a vertical position with electrical tape. A fifth claw, the smallest of the five, was plastered horizontally across them.

“I don’t have much to say, today, honey,” Jelly thought. “Other than we’re less than halfway home, and the oxygen is going to run out.”

Furie didn’t say anything.

“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking the past few weeks, actually,” Jelly said as she shifted her behind on the pod. “Been thinking about your grandmother. Her name was Wool. You would have liked her.”

Jelly tugged the loose end of the bandage in her left hand.

“She gave me these claws to protect myself. Every time I look at them they remind me of what they did to me.”

She unfurled the end of the bandage around her hand and felt the stale air seep through and onto the skin.

“I envy those Androgynes, you know. At least they spent most of their lives forgetting who they were. Whenever they found out, they freaked out and tried to kill themselves. I understand how they feel, now. I empathize with them.”

The bandage end flapped over her palm. She held it to her nose and sniffed around.

“Ugh, this is ridiculous. I’d remove the infinity claws from my left hand, but my fingers are in so much pain. I can’t get a tight enough grip. If we could have gotten home, maybe you could have helped me, honey.”

SLAP.

The bandage hit the floor, soaked in pink and black goop.

Jelly showed Furie the ends of her four fingers and thumb. Charcoaled beyond the point of saving. Her entire forearm formed dark gray varicose veins.

“Look what they did to me, honey,” Jelly snapped. “Look what they did to me. In trying to make me stronger, they made me weaker.”

Her fingers shuddered in an arthritic rage. Both her lungs felt as if they were turning to stone.

“I c-can’t make the pain stop, h-honey,” Jelly gasped aloud for the first time. “It h-hurts s-so m-much.”

Furie’s zen-like face refused to budge.

“H-Honey, I c-cant die like this—” Jelly gulped and tried to close her right hand, but the effort was futile. “Agh, agh.”

She grabbed her right elbow in her left hand and tried her best to stop it from shaking.

“H-Honey,” she struggled through her tears as she eyed her daughter for what felt like the last time, “I c-can’t b-b-breathe—”

 

***

 

“Mommy?”

“Yes, honey?”

“Where are we going?”

“We’re going home, honey. The light will guide us. The light will protect you.”

“What is that white thing?”

“That’s our ride home.”

“Is this place not home?”

“No.”

“Where is home?”

“A planet a long way from here, honey.”

 

“Mommy?”

“Yes, honey?”

“Does home have a name?”

“Yes.

“What is it called?”

“Earth.”

 

***

 

Beep — beep — beep.

A tiny white dot appeared in the middle of the darkness. Each end elongated and drew a line of pure, brilliant white in each direction - left, and right.

“Whu—?”

The lines doubled in thickness, then tripled, and quadrupled.

“Whu—whu—”

As they expanded, the whiteness faded into black, leaving behind microscopic gray dots blinking for attention.

A pink hue drifted down and pushed forward.

Jelly sat up in the pilot’s chair and blinked. The stars behind the windshield smiled back at her.

The top of her lungs heaved in and out, quickening her breathing.

 

Day 230

 

Jelly leaned forward on the pilot’s chair.

Her arms crossed over on the flight deck.

The left side of her head buried in the flesh on her forearms. She tried to lift her face away from her wrists, but it was futile.

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson,” K-BOLT said. “I understand you wished me to report when the oxygen levels were running low.”

“Uhm, uhm,—” Jelly tried to speak and instantly gave up.

“I have to report that we actually ran out of O2 around thirty-six hours ago.”

Jelly made herself comfortable and faced the windshield. There was no fight left inside her.

At all.

“CO2 levels detected. You’re breathing carbon dioxide.”

Jelly closed her eyes and began to purr for the first time in months.

“O2 to the hyper-sleep pods will last seven days, and then deplete,” K-BOLT said. “It is my recommendation that you avail yourself to the floor. Additional breathing apparatus can be secured from payload should you wish to extend life for an additional sixty minutes. Before respiratory failure. Organ failure.”

WEEEEEZE — GARGLE.

Jelly’s nostrils flared and produced a rope of thick, gooey saliva.

“I recommend this, now,” K-BOLT continued. “Before you are unable to move.”

Jelly opened her eyes.

The yellow thruster lever focused into view. Her heart slowed down, forcing her to yawn.

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?” K-BOLT asked. “Can you at least tell me your plan? Perhaps provide instructions to USARIC upon K-BOLT’s return to Earth?

A pink shaft of light glazed over her eyes. She shifted her head to focus on the pink light show running above their path through the windshield.

“Understood.”

Slowly, Jelly climbed the fingers on her left paw up the side of her torso. She’d lost the ability to exercise the muscles to do it independently.

Critch-critch-critch — WHUMP.

Her hand slapped to the flight deck as she held her gaze on the pink light.

Jelly’s thumb pushed her palm forwards as the last of her breath escaped her body.

“Can you hear me?” K-BOLT asked. “If you elect not to issue any instructions, I shall inform USARIC you were unable to do so and died in transit.”

Tap-tap-tap.

One by one, she walked her fingers around her cheek and slammed them on the yellow thruster lever.

She placed the butt of her palm on the handle and used every last ounce of energy to move it forward.

K-BOLT’s voice dipped with confusion, “What are you doing? Why am I detecting pressure on the engage circuits?”

Gray, smog-laden tears blasted down Jelly’s cheeks. She hadn’t blinked in several minutes, and the view of the pink stream threatened to dust out into nothingness and blind her permanently.

“Jelly Friggin’ Anderson?” K-BOLT asked. “Do not push us into that pink light. It’s unsafe. You will kill us all.”

Jelly closed her eyes and rammed her head into the crook of her elbow, producing just enough force to slam the lever forwards.

WHUMP.

“Oh, no. You’ve done it, now,” K-BOLT said. “You stupid, stupid cat.”

WHIIRRRRRR.

Jelly fell asleep on the console and exhaled, just as the thrusters burst to life.

“Fine,” K-BOLT said. “I can’t override your daft decision. Just don’t come complaining to me when you get us killed.”

 

K-BOLT’s heat sensors blasted around the entire length of the ship.

KEERR-RAAAAAAAAAM!!!

The front of the ship veered up as the thrusters pushed it towards the thick, pink vein-like flurry of light disappearing past the next planet.

Jelly’s body rocked back and forth in the intense rumbling within the cockpit. Eventually, her ass slid off the seat and dropped her entire body to the ground.

Her legs lifted up and whipped her body around 180 degrees, slamming the back of her head against the wall.

The edges of the windshield turned into a beam of ferocious pink and sparked as K-BOLT slipped into the symphonic stream.

WHOOOOSSHH.

K-BOLT nestled into nucleus of the God-like funnel of sheer energy and elongated into a thin dart.

The two wings on the ship lit up orange, forcing the canons and engines underneath to whir to life.

BLAST — BLAST — BLASSSSTTT.

It fired hundreds of orange bolts into the pink funnel of energy, which exploded a mile in front of the ship.

BANG — BANG — BANG.

The canons fired as the engines spun out of control, blasting the stars ahead of the spacecraft.

WHOOOSH.

K-BOLT sped up even faster, firing a clean path ahead of itself within the confines of the pink tubular celestial event.

SCHWEEERR-RIPPPP.

The stars millions of miles ahead revolved around each other and reacted to the blasts, producing a horizontal rip in time and space.

WHAAAAAM — SCHTUP.

A flood of pure light blasted out form the tear as it opened up and swallowed K-BOLT itself.

A peaceful, infinite blanket of space remained, as if nothing had ever occurred at all.

 

***

 

PTCHOW — PTCHOW — KRAA-BLAAASSSTTT.

Three lights illuminated the still blanket of space and coughed K-BOLT out through the tear in space and time.

WHAAAAAARRR.

The interior of the ship rumbled.

Furie’s hyper-sleep pod rocked back and forth in its housing. The Perspex front glowed pink from the glowing orb in her belly.

Jelly moved forward and slammed back into her chair, spinning her counter clockwise.

BANG.

The back of her head hit the wall, forcing her into consciousness.

“Gaaaah—gg,”

She choked in the airless box and slammed her hands on the control panel.

The first thing she saw was the windshield.

The second thing she saw was her reflection.

The third thing she saw was a huge ball, colored in blue with green segments, with a thin film of sporadic white around it.

K-BOLT buzzed to life, “Wow, that was quite a rush. What happened?”

Jelly’s eyes widened at the view of the last thing she expected to see hurtling towards her.

“Ack—ack,” she tried, with virtually no air in her lungs, “P—ack.”

“Are we home?” K-BOLT asked. “I’m afraid my sensors took a bit of a knock during whatever that was that just happened.”

Jelly jumped out of the pilot’s chair and bolted out of the cockpit.

She held what little air she had in her lungs and ducked through the door to the hyper-sleep chamber.

Continuing past the five pods, she felt the skin on her arms begin to tear. A trickle of blood seeped from her eyes as she pressed her left hand on Furie’s pod and pushed herself - at speed - to the back of the ship.

“Ngggggg,” she whined as she reached the payload area.

WHUMP.

She kicked the battered dummy away from her foot and reached into the compartment.

WRENCH.

Jelly grabbed the oxygen mask and from the wall and slung it over her head.

BRRIIISSSHHH — GROOOOAAAAAN-NN.

She staggered back to the wall and lifted her head. The black oxygen mask barely covered her enlarged tiger face, but proved to be effective - for now.

After a moment, she leveled her breathing and returned to the compartment.

“We’re here.”

She rifled through the sections, found two more oxygen masks and slung the straps over each of her shoulders.

 

STOMP - STOMP - STOMP.

Jelly walked to the front of the ship with a steely determination in her eyes.

K-BOLT spoke to her as she entered the cockpit and stood dead still, focusing on the view through the windshield.

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

Jelly kept on breathing.

Her chest heaved in and out.

She was damned if she’d let the sight of Earth leave her vision.

“Jamie,” she whispered through her deep breathing, “I’m coming home.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

USARIC Headquarters

Cape Claudius

(One hundred miles north of Corpus Christi)

 

Maar sat at the head of the conference table in one of the smaller rooms at base. Brayn ensured the man Maar was talking to saw the gun in his hands.

“And what happened next?” Maar asked.

“They lost two of their crew as they fled the site.”

Maar angled the lamp on the table away which blanketed the man’s face in darkness.

“The idiot they shot dead at the barrier?”

“Yes, Mr. Sheck.”

Brayn sniffed and hooked his finger around the trigger of his firearm, “Mr. Sheck?”

“Be quiet for a moment, Brayn,” Maar snapped. “Let him answer. What happened after that?”

“The reason Metal Bird lost the van was due to the exchange under the freeway pass on Interstate 1-608.”

“How did that happen?”

“The van docked with a truck, out of sight. Another member took out the ground force with a grenade.”

“Give me a name.”

“Her name was Grace.”

“I knew it,” Maar cleared his throat and adjusted his tie. “Did all the subjects make it back to your base?”

“Most did.”

“Where are they now?”

“At the dome,” the man said. “Don’t underestimate the team, Mr. Sheck.”

Maar stood up and placed his hands on the desk, “You’ve done well, Odrassa. Very well. But you can’t stay here too long, you ought to get back to them before they get spooked.”

Brayn held his arm to the door, “You may leave.”

“Who is this guy, anyway?” the man asked. “Where’s Kaoz, and Crain?”

Maar snorted and grabbed his chest, “They, uh, they’re no longer with us, unfortunately.”

“I heard about your estate, Mr. Sheck.”

“Yes, everyone has. Everyone thought I was dead until I told them otherwise. I expect your bum chums at RAGE to take care of that.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll want to, Mr. Sheck.”

“Say nothing as always, Odrassa. You’ve done well, and you’ll be handsomely rewarded when this little fiasco is dealt with.”

Maar smiled and angled the lamp at the man’s face, “But you and I know better, right?”

“You know I do,” the man couldn’t help but smile and reveal a set of gold teeth.

“Oh, one more thing,” Maar finished.

“Yes, Mr. Sheck?”

“Take care of my test subjects. They’re expensive.”

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista, South Texas, USA

 

Sierra and her rebels watched the final few moments footage of USARIC’s conference. Dreenagh’s bullet-riddled body crashed to the floor as the DD-12 death droid stormed around firing at the fleeing citizens.

Maar made his final threat to the nation and appeared to stare right in Sierra’s face, “You want war? You got it.”

Sierra gripped her shotgun as the giant entrance door lifted up, “Bastards. They’re executing everyone. They’ve killed Dreenagh.”

Behind her, five PAWZ units each containing twenty cats stood side by side, waiting to advance.

“Rana,” Sierra shouted at the mack truck in the parking lot, “Open the back doors.”

“On it,” she shouted from the driver’s window.

BRRRR-FWUMP.

The back doors flung open and released an extended ramp to the floor.

Sierra turned to Siyam and pointed at the membrane in his hands, “Okay, let’s get in.”

Siyam looked at the first PAWZ forklift, “Go, go, go.”

KER-SHUNT.

The cats in PAWZ-1 moved the hulk of machinery forward.

“Meow.”

PAWZ-2 turned its head and roared at it, “MEOW.”

STOMP — STOMP — STOMP.

The concrete in the parking lot shuddered and threaten to crack under the sheer weight of the twelve foot beast making its way to the mack truck.

“I dunno if I can hold five of them,” Rana shouted through the driver’s side window.

“It’s reinforced, it should be fine,” Sierra said. “Come on, let’s move them in. We got a company to destroy.”

“Meow,” the gray-colored cat in PAWZ-3 freaked out and slammed the two black sticks in the head compartment.

WHIIRRR—SCHTOMP.

The cats in PAWZ-4 and PAWZ-5 watched on in silence as PAWZ-3 walked over to the truck and slammed its feet up the ramp.

“Meow,” the head cat said.

Sierra inserted two fingers in her mouth and whistled at the remaining four, “Okay, that’s one in, now the rest.”

 

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy put on their RAGE costumes and prepared to join the team.

Leesa made the mistake of looking Santara in the eye. The woman scowled at the girl and folded her arms.

“Now, now, Santara,” Roman said. “They are our hosts. Do not offend them.”

“She looks at me funny.”

“She’s not looking at you anything,” Roman said. “She’s very friendly I am sure.”

Suzie Q-Two and Mau trundled across the central table and meowed at the three Misfits.

“Hey, girl,” Saad chirped at Suzie. “Good girl.”

SWIPE.

Saad snapped his hand back, narrowly avoiding a scratching, “Whoa, little one. No need to be so rude.”

“Hisssssss,” Suzie whined and hopped off the table.

Leesa zipped up her black jacket, “Bad girl. Don’t behave like that with our guests.”

“Meow.”

Mau jumped off the table and ran in the direction of the holoscope.

“Hey,” Remy hollered after her, “Where are you going?”

“Meow.”

Mau showed him her ass and trundled over to the back door.

Scritch-scritch-scritch.

She ran her claws up and down the door, wanting to get out.

Jamie ran after her and went to scoop her from the floor, “What’s gotten into you, all of a sudden, you silly little cat?”

“Mwah,” Mau launched herself via her hind legs and into the air, nearly taking Jamie’s face off in the process.

“Whoa, Mau,” he spat. “What are you doing—”

“Grrr.”

“You want to get some air?” Jamie asked. “Okay, let’s get some air, then.”

KER-CHLUNK.

Jamie lifted the handle down and pushed the door open.

A delicate sea breeze wafted into the dome as Mau ran outside and up to the fence lining the Gulf of Mexico.

“Meow, meow, meow,” she screeched and sat her behind on the ground. She looked up at the tip of the tree and whined at the pink beam.

Jamie followed after her and squinted at the blue sky, “What is it, girl?”

“Mwah.”

GROOOAAAAANNN.

The clouds drifted slowly in the air, but seemed to grumble at each other.

GRRRRRRR.

Something wasn’t right.

The tip of the tree bent over to the direction of the diluted moon hanging in the blue sky.

The wind picked up, blowing the fur back across Mau’s body, and the flaps on Jamie’s jacket across his waist.

He held his hand over his brow and kept looking at the moon.

“It’s too loud,” he shouted over the fierce windstorm, “I c-can’t hear—”

Leesa and Remy ran out of the dome in a frenzy, “Jamie.”

“What?”

“The cats in the forklifts,” Remy said. “They’re going crazy.”

 

PAWZ-1 was the last to board the mack truck.

The deafening wind and rumbling from the sky stopped the cats from controlling it. Instead of moving the forklift further, they vacated their positions and howled at the sky as they exited through the opened calf joints.

Sierra raised her eyes and realized something was seriously amiss.

“No, no,” she screamed at them, “What are you doing? Come back.”

The twenty cats raced like greyhounds through the dome and out through the exit door.

The cats in PAWZ-2, PAWZ-3, PAWZ-4, and PAWZ-5 freaked out in tandem.

Some of them were able to escape their confines, but others were worked into such a rage that they couldn’t find their way to the foot of their forklifts.

BOLT — BOLT — BOLT.

The majority of the cats blasted across the parking lot and into the dome, screaming at the sky as they ran.

 

Jamie turned back to the tree and squinted at the pink stream, “Something’s happening—”

RROOOOAAAAAARRR.

The top half of the tree swayed around like an inebriated compass, confused as to the direction it should be facing.

BWUUUUUUUURRRRR.

The pink beam of light revolved around with it, scorching the white clouds into nothingness, as if having wiped them out with an eraser.

“What in the hell is going on here?” Sierra screamed as she ran with the cats through the back door.

Siyam and Rana ran with them, and joined Leesa and Remy, who hugged each other for comfort.

“Jamie?” Siyam asked.

He didn’t face them, and kept his eyes firmly on the moon, “What?”

“What happened?”

“I dunno,” he shouted after the roaring wind, “Something’s happening up in the sky—”

Suddenly, each and every cat ran up to the fence and began to pull apart at the metal railings.

CHEW — CHOMP - TEAAARR.

Their tiny metal talons cut through the thick shafts of metal on the fence. Some of them climbed onto the backs of the others and launched themselves up and over the railings completely.

BOLT.

The cats meowed and shrieked at the sky as the tree’s tip gravitated towards the moon, throwing the thick, stubborn shaft of light at the moon.

“Where are they going?”

The cats reached the shore and jumped into the gulf in a bizarre watery feline exodus.

“They’re swimming,” Leesa said. “Oh no, Suzie.”

She pushed Remy aside, ran up to the hole in the fence and clapped eyes on Suzie Q-Two’s fluffy behind as it raced into the water.

“Suzie, no.”

“Leesa,” Jamie called after her, “It’s too late. Get back from the fence—”

WHOOOOOSH.

Three American Star Fleet jets rocketed over their heads in a three-line format, making their way to the tree.

Jamie looked up and covered his ears, just as a furious, bright spark of pure white light zipped around the moon.

“Huh?”

Sierra joined Jamie and pointed at the three jets preparing to fire upon the tree, “It’s them, it’s USARIC. They know something’s about to happen.”

A black rectangular line tore across the blue sky and lit up.

PTCHOW — PTCHOW — KRAA-BLAAASSSTTT.

The rip in the sky closed up and melted into the pink, after coughing out a tiny, darkened object.

“Spaceship?” Jamie muttered, failing to believe his eyes. He looked down at the shore and saw the cats swim towards the tree.

He looked back up, utterly dumbstruck.

“Is that a—spaceship?” Siyam asked.

The tiny black object hurtled away from the moon and rocketed towards the Gulf.

It certainly wasn’t a bird, nor a plane, although it had more in common with the latter.

WHOOOOOOSSHH.

It raced faster and faster in the sky, appearing to spin a thousand revolutions per second.

“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.”

BWUCK - POCKHHH.

A tiny orange capsule blasted out of the back of the flying object and careened towards the water.

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

Leesa shouted and pointed at the sky, “It’s dropped something—”

“—Like a parachute?” Remy asked.

Jamie screwed his face and couldn’t make head nor tail of what he was seeing.

Certainly not tail, at any rate. The tails of the soaking wet cats swimming towards the tree that wasn’t a tree. Then, it dawned on him.

Something came from the sky.

From out of the pink light.

From outer space.

Jamie knew there was only one being out there, and that someone was desperate to return home.

“Oh, my God,” Jamie jumped and pointed at the object as it hurtled towards the water, “It’s her, it’s her.”

“Who?” Sierra asked.

“Jelly!”

 

To be concluded…

From the author - Andrew Mackay
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Author notes from Star Cat 5: Exodus

 

Hey gang!

 

Wow. We’ve come so far, together, right?

 

Remember when Jelly was just a little cat? My, how times have changed. It seems so long ago. In fact, it was this very thought that got me started with Star Cat 5: Exodus - just how far everyone has come, one way or another. This also extends to the reader journey, and also to me as your humble author.

 

I confess, I always knew Star Cat would be several books long. When I think back to the first book’s publication, I had plans to take the series in a few directions. All but a few of those ideas made it into the subsequent books (e.g. Pink Symphony, Bonnie falling off the edge of the universe etc) but there were some things that just grew organically.

 

Also, and I’ve been reticent to confess this, but the original plan was to have about ten books in the series. When I finished Pink Symphony (Book 2) I knew it’d be six, and not ten. What happened to that idea?

 

I’ll tell you.

 

Quality, not quantity. The story interests me so much and is too valuable for me to have softened its impact by keeping it going and going. Sure, the inevitable royalties and sales would have been nice. But, to be honest, I’m better than that. I only ever want to tell quality, well-written and formulated stories. Six books is about right, in my view. Also, because each book ends on a cliff-hanger, I have now referred to them as instalments. Rest assured that the sixth and final book will be the end.

 

Now, to plot events.

 

You may remember I told you that I had not planned on Maar’s heart attack in Killer Instinct, that it just sort of happened as I was typing. The same thing has happened in almost every book I’ve written.

 

I’d like to reveal to you how exactly I plan my books, in such a way that it doesn’t bore you to death lol (I know some of you reading this are fellow authors, but on the off-chance that you are not, you may find the process interesting. I’ll use Exodus as an example.)

 

I only need THREE things to write a novel:

 

1: A beginning, middle, and end
2: Lots of daydreaming time
3: The ability to trust myself to take risks

 

That’s it.

 

Let me explain.

 

I’ll start with points 2 and 3 first, if I may.

 

If you’ve delved into the author/writing process with more than a rudimentary interest in the process, you’ll have heard of some authors plotting their stories. Of course, you’ll know that some authors just fly by the seat of their pants and just type (a.k.a “pantsing”)

 

I fall somewhere in the middle.

 

I am (possible unwisely) very confident in my ability as a storyteller. I think any author has to be, otherwise there’s no point in doing it. You may disagree but I consider my strengths to be story structure and dialogue. These two things are very important, and you may have noticed that most of my books start with dialogue. This is, quite frankly, a little trick a writer can employ to immediately grab a reader. People like reading dialogue over prose. I’ll happily admit that it’s a trick I employ almost all the time, and I don’t mind you knowing that at all. Why? Because you’ve read the book and got this far, so I know it works lol.

 

I’ll always be upfront and honest with you.

 

The point is this - I do trust myself to write my way out of problems. I carry the work in progress in my head wherever I go. Only yesterday whilst out having a coffee and listening to music, I came up with several awesome turns for Star Cat Forever. I never know when these details come, but trust that they always do - and often out of the blue. It’s just the way my brain works. Hopefully it’s never during an inopportune moment. Like in bed with my wife while we’re doing other things, to pick an example entirely at random.

 

That can be annoying.

 

Anyway, this leads perfectly onto point #2, and then to point #1. Daydreaming is SO important for me as a writer. I’ll tell you what I do. I go for a walk, or have a coffee, and listen to music. Usually soundtracks for films, and then I play out a sequence in my head in time to the music.

 

It’s how I get my beginning, middle, and end.

 

So, using Exodus as the template, one of the first things I “saw” in the week or two leading up to me writing was Jelly being too big for the hyper-sleep chamber and freaking out on her own as weeks and months flew past. I wondered what that might be like. Having your loved ones so close in a hyper-sleep pod, but you’re having to tough it out on your own with only a computer for company. A strange parallel to the news reports we’ve been hearing? In the UK, we’ve had reports of elderly people going insane because they have no one to talk to. This is no joke - the UK government has created a “Minister for Loneliness.” Their friends and family have either passed away or moved away. They’re lonely. As a writer, you get lonely. I see my wife for maybe two hours at night after work, and she goes to bed. It can send you around the twist if you don’t keep it in check.

 

I “daydreamed” how I might react to spending months and months alone on a spaceship. I know I’d start talking to myself. Maybe make a little doll to keep me company. What would you do? To add more chaos to the mix, I wanted K-BOLT to be so small that Jelly was uncomfortable and permanently angry (it’s a set up for book six, don’t worry) — again, I hope it makes the reader feel sorry for her and her plight.

 

Poor Jelly. I really have run her through the agony mill, haven’t I?

 

Did you notice the unsubtle digs at political process with the IRI and the removal of Russian nationals? We live in the era of Trump and his wall, and in the UK we’re preparing for Brexit. Just something to consider. Be under no illusion that situations and circumstances never, ever, improve. Prices rise, tensions flare, and the rich get richer. We all fall for the hyperbole and false platitudes from our rulers - and in the future, the smart money is on it being much worse. Yet, we still carry on and survive.

 

So, there’s the end. Next up was Maar Sheck, post heart attack - again, I’ll remind you that that event was completely off the cuff - and in Exodus, it formed the mid-point (initially.) Once I’d finished the first draft I rearranged some of the chapters and it ended up being brought forward. So, very Tarantino-esque, in that respect. The mid-point actually became the first twist into Act II (around a third of the way into the book) - and Jaycee’s demise became the mid-point.

 

See, for me, it’s all about leniency and the ability to move things around.

 

I need that freedom. I actually wrote half a chapter which, when I took my usual balcony break, didn’t stand up to the quality control I insist on. I walked back to the computer and deleted it. However, it gave me the real chapter I needed to write - the one where Roman and the Misfits turn up to the RAGE Arena.

 

I didn’t have a beginning for Exodus, and originally the first chapter involving Lydia and her mother had nothing to do with Roman and his gang. But, as I was writing, it became clear to me that I could kill two birds with one stone: 1) Lydia’s story now has relevancy to 2) Roman and his team’s desire to join the fight.

 

Boom!

 

So, at best, I’ll have a beginning (which starts with dialogue and is usually action-oriented) - if you think back to Killer Instinct, you’ll remember Brownie and her sisters being discarded at the side of the freeway; an intense opening chapter. I’m sure most of you have figured out that Brownie was Jelly’s former name before Jamie got her. I’ll have a middle, where something spins the story around 180 degrees. Then, there’s the finale. K-BOLT and the pink light tearing up the space time continuum is a wonderful event and quite exciting. She spent ALL that time in isolation. The moment death seemed inevitable, she practically committed suicide by entering the stream and accidentally saved herself and her daughter and Alex. Ooooh, I LOVE ironies like that. The clues are there, too. Jelly says to Furie early on -- “The light will guide us home,” for example.

 

And then, of course, we see the aftermath from Jamie and the RAGE gang’s point of view. The heavens open and puke Jelly’s ship back onto Earth. “It’s her!”

 

It’s a great ending.

 

There were a number of sequences I knew I wanted in Exodus outside of the beginning, middle, and end. But there were some blanks, and that’s where trusting myself and the freedom to maneuver really comes into play. I don’t know if I could plot everything out strictly and stick to it. I’m a rebel at heart. I think some of my best work has been off-the-cuff and in the moment as I’m typing. Why? Because it feels right - and if it’s conducive to the story, then, even better. How frustrating would it be to follow an immovable structure and, say, be half way through the story when - bam! - a much better idea hits you as you write. But you don’t use it because it contradicts the plan you had.

 

Ugh. Imagine if that happened in real life? Let’s take a car journey, for example. I intend to leave my apartment at 1pm and drive to the store. I’ll take road A and arrive at 1:10pm. Half way through my journey, a car slams on its brakes…

 

You have two options

 

1: Careen into the back of the car and risk injury because you hadn’t planned to brake.

2: You act instinctively, swerve to the right, and avoid a collision. No damage done. You move on.

 

I know, that’s a really, really silly example - but it still stands. A last moment reaction in the heat of the moment, and you’ve fixed all the issues. Perhaps you’ve created a new one, like I did with Maar’s heart attack.

 

There are many, many more instances through the whole series where - as I’ve been typing - something has happened, or someone even DIED - and I didn’t expect it. I’ll confess. I hadn’t planned to kill Wool ar-Ban in Star Cat 3: War Mage until it happened. Suddenly, as I typed, she was turning into the Shanta and begged Tripp to kill her. Not blow her brains out, but actually shoot her in the battery.

 

It was a decision and sacrifice that held me in good stead for the rest of the series. If you think, now, about Exodus, Jaycee complains about his battery being damaged. We all know the battery is an analogy for the heart. It makes sense, but when I killed Wool, it felt right. It also upheld my notion (as I’ve explained before) that I absolutely refuse to allow characters to live simply because I can extend the series. That’s utterly unacceptable to me.

 

If Star cat works it’s because you buy into the fact that there is peril. That people may not survive. How many original crew members of Opera Beta are there left, now? Yeah, one. Jelly Anderson.

 

Star Cat Forever.

 

Get ready, it’s the last book - and it’s going to be epic and knock your pants off.

 

On a final, personal note, I really need to get something off my chest. It’ll come across as preachy and desperate, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take.

 

As you are probably aware, the Star Cat series is exclusive to Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited. My love for the company is unlimited (much like their subscription service!) because it offered me a way out of a life I hated. I became a writer.

 

Lately, though, they have been cracking down - quite rightly - on reviews (a.k.a ‘social proof’) for books. There’s a reason for this. People are paying for reviews for personal gain and “gaming” the system. This doesn’t just apply to books, of course. I can see why the perpetrators do it - I think most can. I also see why companies like Amazon want to crack down on it. I am not an advocate of illegitimate reviews. As a matter of fact, I detest them. I don’t want to trawl through Amazon or Ebay to find a vacuum cleaner based on 100+ fake 5 star reviews to find out the product is below standard. It’s a waste of my and everyone’s time for the inevitable refund that follows.

 

So, why am I bringing this up?

 

Quite simply, dear reader, if you’ve read this far then I am reasonably certain you are enjoying the series. With one book left to go, I would greatly appreciate if you could take the time to drop even the quickest review on the Star Cat series in order to strengthen the social proof. It’s one (of many) reasons that decide if a reader buys a book, as I am sure you know.

 

I ask from a position of solvency. All I ask is for an honest review. So, if you think Exodus is only worth three or four stars, I’ll take it. I’d love to know what you thought, and include the negatives or room for improvement. An honest and thoughtful review will help potential readers decide if something as radical and new as Star Cat is for them. Don’t get me wrong, I know time is tight - ain’t that the truth?!) but a little goes a long way. If you’ve bought the book(s) then your reviews are verified and untouchable. Make no mistake, I do read them, and suggestions for moving forward or improving have actually, in some cases, shaped the way the series has gone.

 

I know it looks like authors have an easy time of it, but lately I’ve been feeling a bit isolated (this is not a joke, by the way) and reviews mean everything for taking my game to the next level (oh, how I hate that phrase.)

 

More of the stuff you love, and less of the things you dislike.

 

Put simply, if I don’t sell books, I can’t afford to keep doing this. I’ll have to go and do something else. This will be music to some reader’s ears. For those who appreciate and enjoy my work, it’s simply a pity. You can play a small part in keeping me doing this, but of course you are not compelled to do so.

 

At the end of Star Cat Forever - the sixth and final book due in December - I will reveal my plans for 2019 for another sci-fi series which I think you’ll find very exciting. I can’t tell you anything right now, but the seeds are starting to form. I’m dying to tell you what it is.

 

Perhaps if you email me directly (my email address is below) I’ll tell you privately.

 

Anyway, it might surprise you to learn I’ve already begun Star Cat Forever. It’ll be a big one. I’m really hoping I’ll see you at the end of that book in the author notes so we can party together and give Jelly and co. the send-off they deserve.

 

Happy reading (and, hopefully, reviewing!)

 

Andrew Mackay,

Hampshire, UK

(November 5th, 2018)

 

***

 

Jelly’s home. Now, it’s War.
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Get Your murder On.

 

 

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 5: Exodus @ 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: Exodus (Book Five)’

 

Copyright © 2018 Chrome Valley Books
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Up next: the sixth and final book - STAR CAT FOREVER.

 

 

Beyond the stars.

Beyond your wildest imagination.

 

Discover how it all began…

 

[image:  ]

 

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 are 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…

 

[image:  ]

 

https://www.subscribepage.com/y5c5i8

 
cover.jpeg
STAR CAT






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
i~4=_ VALLEY _s ~<s

OIN THE GANG TODAY





images/00004.jpeg
REVEWINGIWY






images/00003.jpeg
THE SIXTH AND FINAL BOOK






images/00006.jpeg
SY /\R w\"'

ORIGINS






images/00005.jpeg
C//KOME VALLE /}oo&com





images/00007.jpeg
Click here for your FREE book!






