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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Chrome Valley

United Kingdom

(Nine Years Ago)

 

No one knew the old man’s name.

No one cared to know it.

He seldom left his house, but today he had to. A goal had to be achieved - and quickly.

He clutched a cardboard box in his arms as he crossed the main freeway that separated Chrome Valley’s east and west side.

Crossing all six lanes was a perilous endeavor.

Still, he managed to do it, narrowly avoiding the speeding cars and the two MagStrips - flat, magnetic paths that ran on either side of the ‘slow lanes’ in each direction for Magnetic Levitation Cycles to travel on.

He put one foot in front of the other slowly, seeming to care little about whether he was struck by the traffic or not.

An oncoming driver had to swerve into the middle lane. Thank God no one occupied it or else the two vehicles might have collided.

This very thought flew through the man’s head.

It made him smile, and then peek inside the cardboard box.

The traffic drowned out the squeals and meows coming from under the flap. A lot of the commotion inside the four walls escaped through three pricks at the top of the box.

“Shh,” the man said.

He lifted his head, closed his eyes and stepped right into the traffic.

Several car horns blared around him in the light breeze as he continued forward.

The driver of a white SUV slammed his brakes and horn at the same time. The man expected the bumper to crush his legs, after which one of two things might happen.

One, the rest of his body would follow and crumple to the ground. The blunt force trauma would crush every bone in his body and kill him instantly - trampled to death under its wheels, or…

Two, the hood of the SUV would launch him into the air. Perhaps his right elbow and arm would shatter, but at least it would cause the requisite amount of damage.

As it happened, neither of these eventualities occurred.

The car skidded to a halt to within an inch of the man’s knees. The driver rolled his window down and screamed a colorful array of obscenities as the man moved through the final lane to Chrome Valley’s east side, near the cemetery.

“Oi, mate,” the driver yelled. “What the hell do you think you’re—”

He stopped speaking when the man opened his eyes and stared him out.

A wave of anxiety fell across the driver’s face, “Jesus Christ, mate. Are you okay?”

No response.

The man staring at the driver was withered and old. No wonder he was slow to walk. He could barely hold the cardboard box held in his arms.

The box shuffled as the two men stared at each other for a response.

Finally, the driver got the creeps so bad he decided to back his SUV into the angry traffic jam that had formed behind him.

“Okay, okay. Never mind.”

The old man walked over the MagStrip, his heels clunking against the shiny metal, before traversing the verge that led to Waddling Gate Cemetery.

But he didn’t make it that far. That wasn’t the point of having left the house.

As the cars whizzed in all directions at ridiculous speeds, the man surveyed the area and took in a lungful of fresh, Chrome Valley air.

“I had no choice,” he whispered in his withered, old voice, “Please forgive me.”

He crouched to his knees and set the cardboard box on the verge, a few inches from the MagStrip.

SCHWIP. SCHWIP.

The man lifted the flaps of the box out and, for a brief moment, avoided having to look inside. He turned his head around and clocked the tiny conker tree at the corner of the cemetery, hoping above hope that he himself would end up in those grounds sooner rather than later.

Three tiny kittens clawed at the side of the opened box in an attempt to jump out.

The box was too big for that, though. For them.

“Miew.”

A brown kitten squealed at the top of her tiny lungs. Her orange eyes grew at the towering man looking away from her.

Attention, damn it. Attention.

“Miew.”

The man caved in and looked inside the cardboard box. He stared at the brown-orange kitten and suppressed the urge to cry.

“I’m sorry, Brownie. I thought I could do it, but I can’t.”

Brownie tilted her head and displayed the sort of look that might melt butter - a gorgeous light-brown face, beautiful orange eyes, and a shiny coat to die for.

“I’m sorry, girl.”

She lifted her head up as the man stood to his knees. To the kitten, he seemed to grow a thousand feet tall in the space of three seconds.

“Miew,” Brownie squealed after him.

The man wouldn’t be returning, though. Instead, he walked down the road that snaked around to the cemetery, and out of view - forever.

 

Brownie pawed the box and kicked her little legs up the side, but it was no use - she was too small to get out.

The thunderous roar of speeding vehicles and gas fumes antagonized her to no end.

Her heart began to pump quicker than she’d ever experienced until now.

She felt her chest contract and squeeze her lungs and heart.

Brownie released her paws from the cardboard and hit the deck, ass-first. She nearly injured her tail in the process, but she possessed a strange kind of instinct that might protect her from danger.

As she righted herself back to her four paws, she caught sight of her siblings cowering in each of the far corners.

The youngest had a darker coat than Brownie, and sported a white stripe across her head.

The “middle” sibling was the same color as Brownie, only she had a pink nose.

The pair were frightened, and ever-so-slightly smaller than their big sister.

“Meow,” the brown-orange kitten squealed at them.

Proof that tone and delivery is everything, any human being watching the event unfold might have interpreted the kitten’s cries as ‘we gotta get out of here.’

Escape wasn’t preferable, but a necessity.

Brownie crept to the end of the box and focused her eyes on the vast section of cardboard between her two siblings.

“Miew,” she dug her hind paws into the soft, brown surface.

Her two front paws crept forward as she arched her back and wiggled her jet black nose, ready to launch.

“Miew,” she warned the others to let her through. She flapped her tail and felt her survival instinct fire up.

BOLT.

Brownie darted across the box and tucked her chin to her chest.

BWAAMM.

She flew into the side of the box head-first. Her shoulders crashed into the side soon after. The impact forced the opposite end to tilt up.

For the briefest of seconds, the edge she’d hit folded over enough for her to see where they were.

A dangerous playground full of death machines speeding in all directions.

Her two siblings slid up the side of the cardboard box, but weren’t strong - or able - enough to escape.

All three of them slid back to the floor as the cardboard box returned to its original position.

What the three kittens couldn’t have known was that the box had moved a few inches toward the road itself.

The only clue they had were of those darned horns and engines being louder.

 

Brownie snaked around the middle of the middle of the box in a bid to find another way out.

Then, she stopped and lifted her ears.

Something was about to happen. Brownie couldn’t quite put her paw on what it was, in both a literal and figurative sense, anyway.

Wharm-wharm-wharm.

A peculiar noise grew louder and louder.

Brownie sprang into action without hesitation. She raced toward her two, frightened siblings and held out her paws with the intention of covering their bodies.

But, before she reached them…

WHUDDA-WHUDDA-WHUDDA-SMASH.

The sky swung from above and disappeared under the box.

The gravity in the box slid up the wall, taking all three kitten with them, and then—

FLING.

The three of them flew out of the box completely.

A MagCycle whirred to a halt, hovering over the magnetic plate.

The driver flipped the hypervisor up her face and eyed the battered box, “My God. I hit something.”

She removed her white helmet, stepped away from her MagCycle, and saw a small shower of kittens - three of them - land paws-first on the road.

NEEAAAWW.

Several cars tore around the three kittens, blaring their horns.

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” the woman ran up the length of the magnetic track and held her hands out at the approaching cars. None of them could care less if they hit any of the fluffy obstacles directly in front of them.

“No. Stop,” she screamed.

“Miew,” the youngest of the three kittens shrieked from the fast lane.

The woman ran to the edge of the three lanes. Crossing any of them was a very dangerous prospect, “Oh, God. No.”

NEEEAAAWWW.

Brownie hopped out of the fast lane and into the path of an oncoming car. It clipped the end of her tail, shaving a few strands of brown fur into the air.

“Miew,” she wailed and focused on the cyclist’s face.

“Don’t move,” the woman shouted over the speeding cars. “Stay where you are, I’ll rescue you.”

Brownie turned around to see her youngest sibling with the white stripe across her head frozen solid in the fast lane.

“Maaoooww,” she ordered and lifted her paw.

The tiny kitten couldn’t move.

WHOOSH-NEEAAAWWW.

Brownie closed her eyes and turned away. She didn’t want to witness the impact, and waited for what felt like an eternity for the soul-crushing sound.

Brownie opened her eyes to find her sister had avoided the impending crash.

No sign of any carnage - the white bundle of fluff had disappeared, presumably escaped a million miles away from the road.

“Miew,” Brownie called out for her, to no avail.

The cyclist kept an eye on a gap in the traffic, “Hey, kitten. Wait, wait.”

Brownie turned around and saw her middle sibling hit the central verge and nestle between the railings for safety.

“Okay, there’s a gap coming,” the cyclist yelled as the final car darted whooshed past her face.

“Okay, now. Run. Come to me.”

Brownie turned to the kitten with the pink nose safely between the railings in the central road reservation.

“Meow,” Brownie yelled at her to come out and run with her to safety.

Pink Nose still wouldn’t move.

“Grrr,” Brownie snarled.

Instead of running to the safety of the cyclist, she darted in the opposite direction and jumped against the central reservation railings.

Her claws slung over the top rail, forcing her to swing under the metal and land beside her sister.

Pink Nose patted Brownie’s face with her paw, “Meow.”

“Miew,” Brownie slapped her sister on the side of the face and pushed her onto her side.

Pink Nose growled and flipped to her feet, ready to smack ten bells of hell out of her sister.

Brownie lowered herself to her haunches and bushed her tail, ready to fight.

The woman yelled at the pair from the MagStrip. “What are you doing? Now’s not the time for fighting.”

 

Pink Nose trundled forward, never tearing her eyes away from Brownie’s.

“Miew.”

Pink Nose swiped at her older sister and missed. She bounced forward and under the railing by accident.

NEEEAAAWWWW.

“Meow,” Brownie grabbed Pink Nose’s behind and yanked her out of the path of a speeding car.

“My God. These kittens are insane,” the cyclist muttered as she spotted a large gap in cars coming their way, “Get over here, now.”

Brownie screeched in Pink Nose’s face, forcing her paws to quake with fear. She slid her head under the railing and kept an eye out for the woman’s instructions.

“Okay,” the cyclist said, trying to time the approaching gap.

ZOOM-SWISH-SWISH.

“Okay. In three, two, one—”

The last of the cars sped past Brownie’s nose as she dug her paws into the cement.

“Now.”

“Meow,” Brownie nudged Pink Nose’s behind.

Both of them tore across the freeway.

SWISH-ZIPP-NEEAAAWWW.

Brownie and Pink Nose ran apart, ducking and diving the last of the cars scorching across the three lanes.

“There’s a gap. Go, go, go,” the cyclist yelled and pointed at the MagStrip, “Here, now.”

Brownie bolted forwards and launched herself into the air.

A car appeared out of nowhere doing more than seventy miles-an-hour. It clipped Brownie’s haunches and tossed her around in the air.

SLAMMM.

Brownie landed on the magnetic cycle strip, paws first. Her maternal instinct kicked as she spun around and looked for her sister.

Pink Nose was stranded in the middle lane with cars zooming on either side.

“Miew.”

Brownie stepped forward and shrieked at Pink Nose to stay absolutely still.

“No, don’t go near the road,” the woman bent down and scooped Brownie into her left arm, “It’s dangerous. Don’t worry, she’ll make it.”

“Miew,” Brownie threw her paws in front of her face in a futile attempt to rescue her sister.

The siblings locked eyes for what would turn out to be the final time.

Pink Nose wailed as an oncoming car rocketed toward her.

“Mwaaaah,” Brownie tensed in the woman’s arms. The shuddering in her limbs and chest wouldn’t abate, “Miew-miew-miew.”

The cyclist shifted Brownie into her right arm. The woman’s Individimedia ink on her left forearm came into view.

“Hello? I need help, quick.”

NEEEAAAWWW-ZOOM-ZOOM-SWISH.

Brownie twisted around in the woman’s arms to see the cars whizz past her stranded sister.

“Miew.”

She dug her claws into the woman’s right arm and pushed her head forward. Her eyes widened as an oncoming Mack Truck blared its horn, about to take her sister out of the game forever.

It all happened so slowly.

Pink Nose was there one second, and gone the next.

Brownie’s tongue hung from her opened mouth in shock.

The traffic noises bleached out to nothingness and everything went quiet.

Brownie was alone, now, and she knew it. Her eyes followed the side of the Mack Truck as it shot off into the distance - with a tiny, pink-nosed kitten clinging to its back bumper.

“Maaaoooowww,” Brownie hollered after her sister, who clung to the back of the truck for dear life, and out of her life forever.

The cyclist screamed into her Individimedia, “Are you on your way?”

“Yes, we’re the white van on the road by Waddling Gate,” came a male voice through the pin pricks in the cyclist’s wrist, “Can you meet us there in thirty seconds?”

“Sure.”

The cyclist swallowed hard and consoled Brownie as best she could, “I’m sorry. There wasn’t anything we could do.”

“Miew.”

Brownie tucked her head into the crook of the woman’s elbow, trying to fight anything and everything she could find.

“Hey, hey,” the woman protested. “Be careful with my suit.”

“Miew,” Brownie sunk her teeth into it and tried to play with the woman.

“You’ve had a busy day. My God, you were so lucky to not get hit,” the cyclist said.

She stared at her MagCycle hovering over the magnetic lane.

SCREEEEECH.

A white van’s tires kicked up dust as they locked into the brake position.

The cyclist cradled Brownie and ran across the verge, headed for the van.

“Don’t worry. I’ve called for some help.”

Big, black lettering on the side of the white van read:

 

P.A.A.C.

People Against Animal Cruelty

 

A tall, good-looking man with blue hair jumped out of the passenger side and spotted the cyclist approaching the van.

“Hey, are you the girl who called?”

“Yes, I am.”

“My name is Handax Skill. What did you find?”

“The animal rescue team? Thank God,” she said, indicating a terrified Brownie in her arms. “I found this one, but the other two—”

“—How many altogether?” the man with the blue hair asked as he took Brownie from the woman, “Let me look at her.”

The woman sniffed and choked up, “There were three. But the other two didn’t make it.”

Handax expected the bad news. Instead of joining in the guilt, he focused his attention on Brownie’s face. In particular, her eyes.

“How you holding up, girl? Huh?”

He pressed his thumb against her forehead and looked into her eyes.

“Beautiful creature, aren’t you?” he whispered and looked up at the woman. “How did you find her?”

The woman pointed at the battered cardboard box and burst into tears.

“It w-wasn’t my f-fault. I hit it. Someone must have l-left it there deliberately.”

Handax’s face fell, “This is terriful.”

He turned to Brownie who, by now, had seemingly forgotten about the absence of her siblings and made herself comfortable in his arms.

“I’m sorry. Would you mind coming with me to the van so we can record what happened?”

“N-No,” the woman sniffed, “That’s fine.”

 

The pair walked across the verge and arrived at the back of the van. It had been parked next to the tiny conker tree hanging next to the entrance to the cemetery.

Brownie stared into Handax’s eyes as he opened the back of the van with his free hand.

Various tools of the trade lined the walls inside the van, partially covered in white sheets.

Cages.

Benches.

An assortment of utilities that, to the untrained eye, might have been weapons of some description.

The van driver, a black man, leaned over the seat and hollered at Handax through the back of the van.

“You rescued her?”

“Yeah,” Handax released Brownie into the back of the van and reached for an empty cage, “But the other two didn’t make it.”

“Where are they?” the man asked. “Should we go and get them?”

“No, Moses. Let’s get this one back to base and have her processed. Get her rehoused as quickly as possible.”

Brownie trundled around on the spot and finally looked up at Handax’s face.

He scrunched his face and stroked the top of her head, focusing his eyes on the tiny conker tree, “Who did this to you?”

“Miew.”

“Look at you, you beautiful little thing,” Handax smiled affectionately at Brownie, who ran the side of her face along the back of his hand.

“Don’t worry, sweetie. We’ll find you a nice person to look after you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Chrome Valley

Presently…

 

A slender woman in her late twenties pointed through the black-tinted window from the back of the stationary van, “There he is.”

Her fingertip traced along the glass, following what looked like a young boy turning around the corner of the cemetery.

“There, just past that conker tree.”

The boy continued down the path. It was Jamie, carrying his backpack, and minding his own business. He brushed past the tree and paid no attention to the jet black van parked on the side of the road.

A stocky man sat opposite the woman, feeling his patience begin to dwindle.

“Sierra?”

She removed her finger from the window and stared at Jamie, “He looks so sad. So lonely.”

“Sierra?”

She turned back to the man, snapping out of her daydream, “Yeah?”

“Is it him, or not?”

“How should I know, Noyin? I’d say the chances are good, but we need to be sure,” Sierra thumped the back of the driver’s seat, “Rana, start the engine.”

“Okay.”

The van’s engine fired to life as Jamie walked past it. He was on the verge of looking over when, out of the blue, a flurry of school children swarmed him from behind.

A chubby boy with a double chin cackled with his excited friends, “Ugh, there’s Lame-y Anderson. His cat lost the competition,” he yelled just loud enough for the occupants of the van to hear.

“Yeah,” an over-excited schoolgirl joined in the merriment, “A giant loser, just like her ugly owner.”

“Lame-y Anderson, Lame-y Anderson,” all the kids chanted in unison as they ran off around the corner.

Jamie muttered something in return, but the occupants of the van couldn’t hear it.

He turned into the same corner and made his way down the Waddling Gate Cemetery road.

 

The van rolled behind him.

Sierra gripped the back of the passenger seat and glanced at the driver, a young brown-skinned woman with long, black hair.

“Rana, keep the gas at a steady ten, okay?” Sierra said. “We don’t wanna spook him.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

Rana clutched the steering wheel and spotted Jamie looking over his shoulder as he sped up along the sidewalk. He wasn’t spooked quite yet.

“There’s no way he’s gonna voluntarily get in the van.”

“You don’t say,” Sierra returned to the back seat and slipped her gun out from her belt.

Noyin looked up at her and chuckled, “Tough love?”

“It’s for his own good. Those vultures are about to descend on his family.”

Sierra clutched the door handle and prepared to open it, “Rana, roll up alongside him. Don’t use the horn. I’ll talk to him.”

Rana looked at Sierra in the rear view mirror, “We’re nearly there. But what if he runs off?”

Sierra flicked the safety catch down on the side of her gun.

“He won’t run off. Poor kid will be too scared,” she turned to her accomplice in the back seat, “Noyin, put your balaclava on.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

He rolled the cloth down the front of his jet black face and took a deep breath, “If he runs, he’s mine.”

Sierra pulled the balaclava over her yellow, shoulder length hair, “He’s ours, not just yours.”

 

Jamie continued to walk, hoping the van would overtake him and disappear forever.

A quick glance at the Individimedia ink on his forearm showed the time: 8:10 am.

Jamie looked over his shoulder and squinted at the van’s windshield. Its darkened, limousine effect prevented him from seeing the driver.

Rana squinted at the boy’s face. It felt as if he looked her dead in the eyes.

In actuality, Jamie could only see the cemetery trees reflected in the windshield.

“Damn. He’s seen me.”

Sierra clutched her gun and set it down on her seat, “Doesn’t matter. As long as the drones and cameras don’t see you, we’re fine.”

“No, it’s freaky,” Rana added. “He won’t stop staring at me.”

Noyin stomped his feet to the ground, “Who cares? He’ll know what’s up in ten seconds, anyway.”

Sierra turned to Rana, the ends of her yellow hair streaking down from the fold in the back of her balaclava, “No use in prolonging the misery. We’re here to take him, not scare him.”

Rana hit the gas and rolled the van alongside the boy. Noyin and Sierra held the bars on the interior of the van.

“You got it,” Rana turned her head to Jamie through the passenger window and slammed on the brakes, “Do it.”

Sierra took a final glance at Noyin. His big, brown eyes were his only recognizable feature under the black cloth.

“Here we go. Let’s hope we have the right brat.”

Noyin placed his left hand over the top of his gun, “Stop stalling. Do it. We have a plane to catch.”

 

SCHWUMP.

Sierra slid the side of the van open. She grabbed the lip of the door and held her masked head out.

“Jamie Anderson?”

He blinked at her, trying to process the fact that his worst nightmare had come true. The van had been following him. Worse, the occupier knew his name.

Jamie’s heart jumped in his throat.

His guts churned away like an angry food mixer, threatening to floor him via his weakened knees.

“Ugh, don’t mess me around, you little turd,” Sierra huffed, “Are you Jamie Anderson?”

“Who’s asking?”

“It’s him,” Noyin yelped from behind the door.

On the verge of tears, Jamie scrunched his face at Sierra.

She lifted her gun and placed it on her lap, “Jamie?”

“P-Please leave me alone.”

“Jamie Anderson?”

“My mom told me never to speak to strangers.”

Sierra lifted her gun and traced her finger along the barrel, “I know it’s you, but I need to be sure. What’s your date of birth?”

Jamie recited the information she wanted to hear, “March tenth, twenty-one-twelve.”

“Yes, it’s you all right.”

Jamie’s skeleton turned to stone, “What do you want?”

Sierra slid across the seat and patted the vacant space next to her, “Get in.”

What little lubrication remained in Jamie’s mouth turned to sand. Speaking was going to be difficult. 

“Wh-what?”

“I said get in the damn van,” Sierra secured her grip on her gun and threatened to point it at him.

Rana yelled from the driver’s seat, “Stop flirting with him and get him inside before someone sees us.”

Jamie’s jaw dropped at the sight of the gun. His backpack slid down his left arm and landed in both hands.

Sierra took a deep breath and stared at the boy, “Jamie, I mean it. Get in the van.”

Jamie didn’t respond.

He froze on the spot, wide-eyed with terror.

“Earth to Anderson?” Sierra lifted the gun, but didn’t point it at him, “You have to come with us. Or I’ll shoot—”

A palm rammed against her shoulder, pinning her to the back of her seat.

“—God damn it,” Noyin stepped forward and ducked his head under the door frame, “Get in, Anderson, or you’re dead.”

Jamie’s eyes widened at the gun, “I d-don’t—”

“—Shut the hell up and get in. Now,” Noyin yelled.

Jamie took a deep breath, startled beyond tears. Then, out of the blue, he yelled at the masked man, “No.”

WHUMP.

Jamie threw his bag at Noyin’s face. It bounced off the man’s face, sending him tumbling over Sierra’s lap.

BANG.

Noyin squeezed the trigger and accidentally fired a shot across Sierra’s face. The bullet tore through the roof and into the sky.

“God damn it,” Rana threw the stick shift into reverse and hit the gas. “Are you trying to get us busted?

“You nearly took my face off,” Sierra pressed her fingers along the tear in her balaclava, “My cheek. You hit my cheek—”

“—Relax, you’re fine. It’s just the material,” Noyin said.

Noyin pointed at Jamie as he climbed over the giant gate to the cemetery, “He’s getting away.” 

“I can see that,” Rana backed the van up onto the sidewalk and spun the steering wheel.

CRASSHHH.

Noyin and Sierra flew against the back of the van as the door slid shut and locked.

“Rana, be careful, for Christ’s sake,” Sierra climbed to her feet and collected her gun from the floor. She palmed the underside of the grip and inspected the barrel for damage.

A flashing white light zipped up the side of the gun barrel, indicating that it had been armed.

“Don’t let him get away.”

“I’m way ahead of you,” Rana shifted into drive and pressed her foot down on the gas.

Jamie swung his body over the top and jumped away onto the grass.

“Hold onto something,” Rana screamed as the van crashed through the entrance gate’s iron bars.

“Comeback here, you little shi—”

CLANG-SMASSSHH.

Both gates smashed against the electrified fence as the van bolted down the tiny, graveled path, in pursuit of the young boy.

 

Noyin climbed to his seat and kicked Jamie’s backpack across the floor, “That little bastard.”

He slid the side door open and watched the boy race through the wet grass and around the headstones.

“Hey. Shut up,” Sierra grabbed the overhead door handle and aimed her gun at the boy making his escape through the cemetery headstones, “He’s scared. You would be, too.”

“He’s a brave little terror, I’ll give him that.”

“Yeah,” Sierra aimed down her sight and focused on Jamie’s back as he ran. His body bopped up and down as he ran through the wet grass.

“Damn it. I can’t get a shot.”

“You won’t have to if these stones don’t slow us down,” Rana said as she floored the pedal.

“Huh?” Sierra looked over her shoulder at Rana, “What are you talking about—”

TCHLOCK-CRASH-CRASH-SCHPAAANG.

The van mowed down the first three headstones in the cemetery, speeding after the fleeing child.

“Oh, God,” Jamie panted and puffed as he weaved in and out of the headstones, “Please, no.”

The black van’s headlamps snapped on, illuminating Jamie’s back. A giant, black-face of death with angry teeth, in the boy’s eyes.

In a few seconds, it’d turn the entire cemetery over and swallow him whole.

“Jesus.”

He turned to the front and continued to run, jumping over the occasional headstone like an Olympic hurdler.

Sierra gripped the ceiling handle and placed her foot at the lip of the van.

She swung her gun at Jamie and fired three shots.

SCHWIP-SCHWIP-SCWHIP.

Each bullet missed him. Two of them hit the headstones he’d just passed, which made him run even faster.

“Someone, please. Help me,” Jamie screamed, his voice rumbling through the eerie scene, “They’re trying to kidnap me.”

“Damn it, Jamie,” Sierra yelled form the van, “Stop running. Don’t make me shoot you—”

TCHLOCK-SCHTAMM-SCHTAMM.

The van careened through three headstones, in pursuit of the boy.

Bits of stone and mud pinged off the side of the van as he hurtled through the cemetery grounds, smashing through three more headstones.

Sierra held her body out through the open door and armed her gun, “Jamie?”

“No, leave me alone,” he yelled and burst into tears, “I want to go home.”

“You can’t go home, Jamie,” Sierra shouted over her shoulder to Rana, “Step on it.”

“I am stepping on it, you stupid woman. I don’t wanna leave tire marks all over this damn place.”

“Oh no, he’s making for the trees. We’re gonna lose him,” Rana quipped and pointed at the fence lining a large forest.

“Shoot the little turd, man. We can’t let him escape,” Noyin said.

“No, no, no,” Sierra swung her gun at Jamie’s back and took serious aim, “Jamie, stop running. This is your last chance.”

“Leave me alone,” he wailed back and continued to run at speed toward the fence.

The van crashed through the last few headstones, kicking up a slew of mud from under its spinning wheels.

Jamie launched himself at the fence and threw his arms in front of his face.

TCHLANG.

His fingers slipped through the railings. He made his ascent as quickly as he could, but his wet shoes kept sliding off of the wet metal bars.

Rana slammed on the brakes as hard as she could.

SCREEEEEECH.

The van swiveled around and crashed into the same fence Jamie had climbed onto. It rattled back and forth, swinging him from side to side.

It wasn’t enough to send him to the ground.

Sierra hopped out of the van and gripped her gun in both hands, aiming at Jamie’s back as he continued to climb the extraordinarily high fence.

“Jamie, it’s over. Stop it.”

“I want to go home.”

Sierra raced forward and stood a few meters away from the fence. She aimed her gun at him, “Look at me, Jamie. Can you see what I’ve got in my hand?”

Jamie stopped climbing and looked over his shoulder to find a strange woman in a balaclava pointing her gun at him.

“Please d-don’t sh-shoot me.”

“I won’t. Just get down and we’re all good.”

Jamie thought the offer over for a second. He looked at the top of the fence. Only one, final push would send him over the top - and away to freedom in the trees.

“Jamie,” Sierra snorted. “Don’t even think about it.”

He squinted at the top of the fence. It came into sharp focus, begging him to grab it and hoist himself over the top to freedom.

Noyin joined Sierra and held out his arms, “Jamie?”

“No.”

The boy decided to escape. His fingers grabbed the top railing and pulled the rest of his body up along the metal.

“God damn it, Anderson.” Sierra huffed and squeezed the trigger.

SCHWIP-KA-JUNT.

The blue bolt fired from the barrel and hit Jamie in his left buttock.

“Gaaahhh.”

Every muscle in his body turned to ice, forcing him to slump chest-first over the top of the fence.

His eyelids slammed shut.

Noyin clocked Sierra’s look of regret, “Hey, you had no choice,” he said as he ran up to the fence and held out his arms.

Jamie’s body slipped away from the railing - and right into Noyin’s arms.

“Oof. Gotcha.”

The unconscious boy snored in Noyin’s arms.

A few spots of rain hit the man’s face as he made his way back to the van.

“Those blasters really kick ass, right?” Noyin chuckled as he stomped his way through the wet, muddied ground, “Rana, we got him.”

“Good,” she leaned over the front passenger seat, “Get him in the van. We gotta get out of here.”

Noyin reached the back of the vehicle and laid the passed-out Jamie across the back seat. The spots of rain weren’t enough to wake him up from his slumber

“Sleep well, my friend,” Noyin said, and then turned to Sierra, “Hey, let’s go.”

She stood by the fence, lost in her own world. Her arm hung down by her thigh, barely clutching the stun gun.

“Sierra? Come on, we have to get out of here.”

“What have we done?” she whispered, just loud enough for Noyin to hear it.

“What are you talking about?”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“What’s she doing, now?” Rana asked, impatiently. “We don’t have time for this lessense.”

Noyin thumped the side of the van. “Come on. Don’t get all social justice on us now, man. We gotta get out of here before we’re spotted.”

Sierra sniffed and wiped a tear from her cheek. Or was it a raindrop? She didn’t care.

The rain came down like an angry lecture, soaking anyone stupid enough not to have covered themselves.

Sierra pinched the bottom of her balaclava and tore it off her head. Eventually, she looked at Noyin and Rana, and then at Jamie’s shoes hanging out the side of the van.

“We’ve done the right thing, haven’t we?” Sierra blurted through her tears.

Noyin took pity on her. He stepped aside and held his hand out at the van, offering her in, “You know we’ve done the right thing. Now, please. Get in before this place is swarming with cops.”

Sierra was reasonably satisfied with his response. She traipsed through the mud and hung her head in shame.

The pair climbed into the van.

Noyin stepped in after her as Rana switched on the engine.

Sierra took a moment to analyze Jamie’s cherubic face, “I’m sorry, Jamie. We couldn’t not do it. We’re not the bad guys, I promise.”

She ran the back of her wet hand across his face.

Noyin gripped the van door and prepared himself to slam it shut, “Hey, Sierra.”

“What?”

“You’re right. We’re not the bad guys, so don’t start getting all maternal now. We don’t have time.”

Noyin pulled the door across its rails as the van reversed away from the railings, taking most of the wreckage with it.

He smiled at Jamie and winked at his colleague, “We’re not the bad guys, Anderson. USARIC are, and we’re gonna make sure they never forget it.”

SCHLAMM.

The door shut as Rana performed a handbrake turn and drove the van to the cemetery entrance.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

USARIC Data Point

Space Opera Charlie

Location: Vicinity of Saturn

Year: 2122

 

Control Deck - Level One

 

WHOOOSH.

The thrusters blasted at full capacity.

Space Opera Charlie tried to escape Saturn’s orbit with little success.

Alex felt around his mask, ensuring that it remained secure around his neck.

Tripp held Jelly’s newborn in his arms as he looked at Saturn through the flight deck windshield.

The floating screen above the flight deck displayed the back-end of the ship.

The wreckage from Opera Beta hung in space like a streak of garbage; hundreds of thousands of segments of what used to be home provided a reminder of just how screwed the remaining members were.

“Beta’s gone,” Tripp walked over to Alex and offered him the kitten, “They’re all—”

“—Dead,” Jaycee added. “All of them.”

Alex took the kitten from Tripp’s hands.

She meowed and opened her eyes for the first time. The light from the ceiling in the control deck blinded her temporarily, causing her tiny body to shudder. It was at that point Alex noticed a tiny ‘F’-shape  made of white fur on her forehead.

“Uh, what am I meant to do with her?” Alex asked.

“Guard her with your life.”

Anxious, Tripp found it difficult to tear his eyes away from the kitten’s face.

Manuel II - or Manny, as the crew of Opera Charlie called her - hung in the air, awaiting orders.

“Manny? Tell me we’re moving,” Alex said.

“Hyper-thrusters currently engaged,” she said in her monotonous tone, “They’ve ten percent damage, however.”

“Enough to get us back home?”

Manny didn’t have an answer.

 

As if on cue, a disturbance came from the back-end of the deck.

Jelly sat against the wall in an immense amount of pain. She clutched the side of the communications deck with her claws and hoisted her hips forward, “My baby is coming.”

She closed her eyes and squealed, in desperate agony due to the labor pains.

“Another one?” Tripp ran over to her and held out his arms, “What do you need me to do?”

“Leave me the hell alone,” Jelly squealed and clutched the console edge, “Nggggg.”

“Excuse me, Tripp?” Manny sprang to life, “I’m afraid I have some good news and bad news.”

“What is it? Give me the good news first.”

“The thrusters are engaged at ninety-two percent. We have a better-than-good chance of making it home.”

“And the bad news? I mean, apart from Charlie about to acquire a litter of kittens?”

Manny projected a holographic image in the middle of the deck.

Opera Charlie’s escape from Saturn had slowed down, perilously close to being pulled back, “We may not leave Saturn’s orbit intact.”

“Oh, great.”

“Maximum capacity on the thrusters, please,” Alex looked at Manny as he comforted the kitten in his arms.

“We can’t outrun a black hole, Hughes.”

“Is that what that is? A black hole?”

“It resembles one. It’s not fully-formed yet. I’ll take my chances on outrunning it and not sticking around to find out.”

Manny threw a holographic projection of the engine’s view of Saturn. It folded out in the middle of the room and showed the giant planet shaking around like a blender at full speed.

“I’ll maximize the capability, but there are no guarantees. The force is threatening to pull us back in,” Manny said.

“Just do it. Full throttle.”

Jelly huffed and puffed. Her belly glowed a hot pink through her exo-suit top. She strained her stomach muscles and kicked her heels against the ground, “Oh, God. It’s coming, it’s coming.”

Tripp, Jaycee, and Alex looked at the holograph footage of Saturn as per the view from the back of the ship.

“If you believe in God, now’s the time to pray,” Tripp said, quietly.

Jelly’s firstborn shuffled around in Tripp’s arms and meowed for the first time in her young life.

“Wow, she’s started to speak—”

BLAAAAAAAAM!

The hyper-thrusters blew at full pelt.

“I would advise anyone not currently screwed to the ground to take hold of something,” Manny said with all the casual grace of a grocery store announcement.

“Muh, muh,” Jelly kicked her legs around and stomped her feet against the ground, “Oh, it hurts. It hurts so bad—”

SPRRRIIIIISSSSHHH.

Thick, clear liquid blasted down Jelly’s thighs and splashed against the floor.

Tripp crouched to his knees and held her waist, keeping his eyes fixed on her groin.

“Jelly. Crouch down.”

“What the hell do you think I’m doing?” Jelly snapped and bent to her knees, “Oh, Jesus.”

Perplexed, Alex sat into the flight deck chair with Jelly’s kitten cradle along his left arm, “I can’t believe what I’m seeing.”

“No kidding,” Jaycee stomped back to Alex, allowing as much space as possible for Jelly’s impending delivery, “She’s already had one.”

“Ngggggg,” Jelly yelped as her stomach bulged in and out. She squeezed her abdomen muscles tight and tried to fight the pain, “Uggghh.”

Tripp lowered his head and raised his eyebrows, “Uh, Jelly?”

Angry, she ridiculed the very man who was trying to help her, “Ugghhh,” she seethed, “What is it, dickhead?”

“I can see a sort of sack trying to push out,” Tripp shuffled closer and placed his hands under her groin. “All you have to do is push—”

“—All I have to do,” Jelly huffed in extreme agony, “Is kick you between the legs and bite your head off. Leave m-me alone.”

Jaycee couldn’t not look at the proceedings. He could barely get any words out, “I th-think I’m gonna be sick.”

“Sick? Big man like you?” Alex asked. “The simple act of giving birth brings you to your knees, does it?”

Alex looked at the kitten’s dark brown face once again. This time he noticed a distinctive ‘F’ mark on her forehead.

“Miew,” the kitten whelped for the second time in her life.

She lifted her shuddering paws in front of her face and stretched her forearms in front of her face.

Alex smiled at her, their eyes meeting for the first time, “Feeling better, huh? Stretchy-stretchy?”

“Miew,” it whined once again and relaxed in Alex’s arm. He knew it was only a matter of time before the treat of releasing fatigue would manifest in a desire to jump and run around the ship.

“Not yet, sweetie,” Alex nodded at Jelly as she produced the kitten’s baby sister at the far end of the deck, “Look. Mommy’s giving birth.”

Jelly splayed her knees out as far as she could and pushed once again.

Tripp turned his palms up, ready to catch whatever was about to drop, “Do it, Jelly.”

“Arrgghh, shut up,” Jelly clenched the control deck and pushed once again, “Miew.”

Manny flapped her pages together in an attempt to catch everyone’s attention, “I hate to interrupt your valuable time, gentlemen, but I seriously advise you to hang tight.”

“Not yet, Manny,” Tripp shouted over his shoulder, keeping a stern eye on the sack squeezing out from between Jelly’s legs, “Can’t it wait—”

“—Sure,” Manny huffed in her sarcastic tone, “I’ll tell Saturn to slow down a bit, shall I?”

“Since when did USARIC issue their autopilots with a sense of humor?”

“When the manned crews on their expeditions lost theirs,” Manny quipped.

“You’re not funny, Manny.”

“I beg to differ, Tripp Healy.”

Jelly scraped the tips of her infinity claws along the surface of the communications deck, “Ugghh, someone shut that freaking book up. I’m trying to have a baby, here.”

“Hey,” Manny complained, “Be careful with the paintwork.”

“Shut up,” Jelly strained herself and scowled at Manny through her huffing and puffing.

“Nearly there,” Tripp said.

“I d-don’t n-need you to help me—”

WHUMP-SCHPLATT.

A goo-covered sack dropped into Tripp’s palms.

“Got it,” he said as he balanced it over his fingers , “What do I do now?”

“Nggg,” Jelly squeezed her eyes shut once again, still in pain, “I d-don’t care, just go away.”

The dark sack wobbled around in Tripp’s hands. He turned to Jaycee and Alex to find them staring at him in disbelief.

“Don’t look at us,” Jaycee said. “You’re the, uh, midwife?”

“Huh?”

Tripp turned to the sack just in time to see a tiny, white paw puncture through the skin from within.

The little claws opened the filmy material out like a busted, soft egg shell. A shivering, white-colored kitten with its eyes shut lay inside.

“My G-God,” Tripp whispered, “Jelly, it’s—”

“—Gaarrggghhh,” she growled in pain and crouched down once again, “They keep coming.”

The more Jelly growled, the more the ship shifted from side to side. At least, that’s how it felt to the crew. The thrusters ran at maximum capacity, trying in earnest to push away from Saturn’s orbit.

“Jaycee, man,” Tripp shouted. “Come here and take the little one. I think she’s gonna unload again.”

“She won’t be the only one,” Manny said with a degree of flippancy. She floated up to the windshield and tilted her covers to the super-massive swirl of God-like pink-and-purple light forming over Saturn’s surface, “Whatever that thing is out there, it’s trying to pull us through.”

 

BRAAAAAM-BRAAAAAAM.

Opera Charlie progressively lost the battle for escape. The last of the thrusters burst to life in a mostly-futile attempt to get away from the giant hole in space.

BURRR-BUURRR.

The nuclear thrusters blasted at full-throttle. The pull from the giant proved to be greater than the capacity to escape.

“That’s us at maximum levels, now,” Manny said. “I’m not joking around, anymore. Hang on to something—”

“—Wait, wait,” Tripp passed the white kitten to Jaycee and turned back to Jelly, “How you holding up, there, girl?”

Jelly heaved and threw Tripp a dirty, evil glance, “Ask me that one m-more time and you’ll get my knee in your nose. Just make sure my babies are safe.”

“Okay, okay.”

Tripp stood up straight and immediately lost his balance. He tumbled sideways and crashed against the communications console, “Jesus Christ, what was that?”

Manny shuffled next to him with an ‘I told you so’ look to her pages, “Yeah, you know that attempt to outrun Saturn I told you about?”

“Yes?”

“Yeah, that,” Manny said. “Now, will you at least attempt to protect yourself while we try to escape?”

Tripp scanned the white kitten in Jaycee’s arms, “What are you gonna do?”

“Uh, what?”

Tripp pointed at the kitten in his arms, “I said what are you gonna do?”

“Well, I was gonna ride it out with you guys?”

“No. Not you, you idiot. I mean what are you gonna do about that kitten? The other one is safe with Alex.”

Jaycee looked at it the white ball of damp fluff in his arms, “Oh. Uh, I have an idea.”

He thumped the side of his thigh and opened the compartment. Two dumb bombs from their escape from Beta were nestled safely inside.

Jaycee brushed away the filmy remnants and lowered her into the compartment, “You’ll be safe in here, pet.”

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Tripp screamed. “You can’t put her in there with the bombs.”

“Why not? It’s perfectly safe.”

“What if she claws at the pins?”

“Don’t be stupid,” Jaycee huffed. “Do you really think I’d put a kitten in there if I thought it was strong enough to pull the pin from a grenade?”

“Don’t ask me questions like that,” Tripp spat. “It’s unfair.”

“What’s that meant to mean—?”

“—Ugghhh,” Jelly fell to her knees in pain and hung her head in front of her chest, “Who cares? J-Just let him do it, Tripp.”

Jaycee placed his boot on the deck, ensuring his thigh was horizontal. He lowered Jelly’s second-born into the compartment. A nice, comfortable fit.

“It’s not for very long, little one,” he said.

The dirty, white kitten opened her eyes just as the compartment slammed shut, catching a brief glimmer of Jaycee’s big, scary face.

“Miew.”

Jaycee took a seat next to Alex and fastened the belt over his shoulders, “Better strap in, Hughes.”

Alex pushed himself back in the chair and handed the brown kitten to Jaycee, “Yeah. Hold her for a second.”

“You got it,” Jaycee took the kitten and, much like Alex had done, immediately noticed the white “F” on her forehead, “Huh. Cute.”

Alex strapped himself into the chair and clapped his hands together, “Ready to die? Jeez, look at that thing.”

 

WHHAAAAARRRRMMM.

Even though the mysterious circle of light blowing out in front of Saturn couldn’t be heard, it could certainly be felt through the ship’s interior.

It wouldn’t stop growing… and growing.

“I estimate approximately sixty seconds to impact,” Manny advised.

“Update on the thrusters, please,” Tripp said, keeping his hands close to Jelly’s legs.

“Fuel depletion is imminent. We gave it everything we have, I’m afraid.”

“That’s it, then?” Tripp asked without much surprise, “We’re all dead?”

“Eighty percent chance of imminent, death. Yes. Please remain seated.”

“I’m not seated,” Tripp yelled at her and pointed at Jelly, who was in danger of dropping a third baby at any moment, “Can’t you see we’re busy?”

Jaycee hollered at the communications console, “Tripp, seriously. Jelly can look after herself. You need to get strapped in. We can’t have you injured.”

Tripp shook his head in a way that suggested he was selfishly lamenting his luck, “Ugh—”

“—Ugh,” Jelly squealed out loud and gripped the flight deck. She turned herself around, pressed her belly against the edge and bent over the console, “It’s c-coming.”

Tripp sprang into action. He dropped to his knees and arrived between Jelly’s thighs, “Okay, I’m ready.”

“Initiating power-down,” Manny advised nonchalantly. “Thrusters disengaged. See you on the other side, if there is one. Good luck, everyone.”

Alex placed his arms on the console and covered the brown kitten with his chest, “Shhh. It’ll be okay.”

Jaycee gripped the arms on the side of the chair and watched the hole spread out across the windshield. “Goddamn USARIC. They have a lot of explaining to do when we get back home. Good luck, guys.”

WHUMP-SCHPLATT.

Jelly dropped her next sack into Tripp’s arms.

“Got it.”

“Oh, God,” Jelly screamed at the top of her lungs, “I feel like I’ve just taken a dump the size of Neptune.”

“Guys, get down,” Alex roared from the flight deck as a flood of light lit up the interior.

The glass panels, shiny surfaces of each deck, the floor and walls all roared with light.

SCRREEAAAAAAAMMMM.

The hole enveloped the entire windshield and swirled around like froth in a freshly-stirred cup of foaming coffee.

“Whoa,” Tripp’s feet lifted a few inches from the ground before he rocketed back-first against the windshield.

He released the sack in mid-air.

CRRASSSSHHH.

Tripp hit the wall shoulder’s first, followed by the back of his head.

CRACK.

His eyes shut, forcing him into unconsciousness. The side of his jaw slung down his neck, exacerbating the wound he’d sustained from his suicide attempt back on Pink Symphony.

WHUMP-WHACK.

Tripp hit the deck along with the sack. Jelly kicked herself away from the communications panel and threw her arms out in front of her face with the intent of catching her third child.

“Nooooo,” she squealed, as the light from the swirling circle of light spun around faster and faster.

The falling sack rocketed toward the ground in ultra-slow motion.

Her elbows hit the ground as she twisted her body upright.

The sack enlarged in her eyes, falling closer and closer to her face. Her claws appeared on either side of her eyes as she attempted to catch it.

But before she did, she became entirely blinded by the wonderful white light…

 

The back-end of Opera Charlie pulled away from its mid-section. The whole ship elongated like a stretched piece of chewing gum toward the swirling hole in front of Saturn.

The fireball that was once Enceladus blasted toward the giant planet’s surface from several hundreds of thousands of miles away.

The middle of the ship pulled away from the front, streaking like toothpaste across the twinkling stars, seemingly absorbing some of them as it bled out towards the hole.

SCHWIPP.

Like a camera flash, the entire event was over as quickly as it started.

Opera Charlie disappeared, leaving behind a relatively calm and serene vacuum of space.

It was almost as if they had never been there.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

The black van joined the main freeway on its route to west London.

Jamie clutched the sides of his seat and watched the scenery and other cars whizz past his window.

Sierra tapped the back of the driver’s seat, “How long till we get there?”

“Dunno. With this traffic, maybe thirty minutes,” Rana said.

“Good,” Sierra held her gaze on her young captive, “Anderson?”

Jamie didn’t want to look at her. His weak reflection stared back at him through the passenger window. Several cars rolled away as the van sped up.

He caught sight of a young woman driving a red car. Behind her, a little girl looked through the window and momentarily clapped eyes on Jamie.

He pressed his palm to the glass and considered begging the girl for help.

“It’s not worth it, Anderson,” Sierra grinned at the boy’s temperament. “They can’t help you, now.”

Frightened and upset, Jamie turned to her. His arms and legs wouldn’t stop shaking.

She offered him her hand to shake, “I’m Sierra,” she pointed to her male colleague, “That’s Noyin, and this is Rana who’s doing the driving. Nice to meet you.”

Jamie stared at her hand, deathly afraid to touch it.

“What? Not going to shake my hand?”

Jamie squinted at her face. He noticed a bizarre lotion on her skin which, under the light of the van, rendered it shiny and reflective.

Noyin smiled, revealing a row of gold teeth, “Hey, Anderson.”

Jamie mustered up the courage to say something to Sierra, “What’s that stuff on your face?”

Sierra scratched the goop on her chin, “Oh, this? Nothing for you to worry about.”

Jamie calmed down and settled on the fact that if they wanted him dead, they’d have shot him already.

“Who are you?”

“I told you, my name is Sierra—”

“—I don’t mean your name,” Jamie spat and wiped the tears from his eyes. “Why have you kidnapped me?”

Sierra turned to Noyin for an answer she knew he wouldn’t offer. She tried for a smile and folded her arms.

“Well, you’re not going to shake my hand.”

“No.”

“We haven’t kidnapped you, Jamie. I know it looks like we have, but we haven’t.”

“Where are we going?”

“We can’t tell you,” Sierra said. “It’s for your own safety—”

“—Damn it, you shouldn’t have let him wake up,” Rana bleated from the driver’s seat, “He’s a liability.”

“Be quiet,” Sierra kept her eyes on Jamie’s, “Anderson?”

“What?”

“You’re perfectly safe with us. In fact, you’re much safer with us than you are at school, or at home.”

Jamie pretended to look at his lap and feign an air of self-pity. Little did his captors know that he was checking out the door handle. He moved his fingers across his lap and grabbed the handle, ostensibly for balance as the van rocked back and forth.

“When we get to where we’re going, we’ll tell you everything.”

Jamie shifted across the seat and sidled up to the passenger door.

“What are you doing?”

“I want to go home,” Jamie said. “I’m scared.”

Noyin chuckled, “Aww, bless his little cotton socks. The boy is scared.”

“Stop playing with him,” Rana shouted from the driver’s seat. “Just tell him what’s going on. He’s gonna find out soon enough.”

Jamie’s nostrils twitched. He was on the verge of crying. The scenery whizzed past at great speed. The cars in the other lanes blasted past the window.

Outside the slow lane, the MagStrip housed a number of hovering MagCycles speeding even faster than the van.

“I want to go home. Please take me home.”

“No, Jamie. I’m afraid we can’t do that.”

“I want to go home,” Jamie gripped the door handle with his right hand, but averted Sierra’s attention with his left.

“No, Jamie. Listen—”

CLICK-SCHUNT.

Jamie pushed the door open and jumped out of the car.

“Jesus Christ—” Sierra bolted forward and threw her hands in front of her face, “Jamie.”

WHOOOOSH.

Jamie clutched the door handle, swinging back and forth on the opened door.

“Agggghhhh,” he screamed as the tips of his shoes grated against the road. 

Noyin pushed himself out of his seat and reached out to him, “Anderson, take my hand.”

“What the hell’s going on?” Rana looked over her shoulder and gasped, “Oh, for God’s sake.”

She slammed on the brakes.

The van’s tires screeched along the freeway, grinding the van to a sudden halt.

A MagCycle zoomed towards Jamie hanging from the door, “Ahh, no!”

Noyin grabbed Jamie’s hand and pulled him into the van.

The cyclist couldn’t slow down in time.

WHUDDA-WHUDDAAAA-SMASSSHHH.

The front of her MagCycle smashed into the door and whizzed into the air like a fat ninja star.

The cyclist lost control of the bike.

The underside of the cycle slid away from the strip, lost its magnetic connection, and slammed into the ground. The cyclist yelped as she went over the bars and hit the verge.

Scores of cars screeched to a halt behind the van and blared their horns.

“Damn it, Rana,” Sierra returned to her seat, “Drive. Now.”

Noyin pressed his elbow against Jamie’s chest, forcing him into his seat, “Bad move, Anderson.”

“Let go of me,” Jamie screamed.

“He’s hysterical, he’s flipping out,” Rana slammed her foot on the gas and spun the wheels of the van, “Do something.”

Sierra grabbed her stun gun from the vacant seat next to her and held it to Jamie’s forehead, “Anderson?”

“No, no, no, you’re going to kill me—”

“—Shut up.”

He screamed through his tears as he tried to fend off Noyin’s attempts to pin him to his seat. The boy’s efforts were going to be futile. He slumped in his chair and closed his eyes.

“Please, don’t shoot me—”

“—I said shut up,” Sierra lifted the stun gun away from his face and turned to Noyin, “Roll his sleeve up.”

“What?”

“I said roll his sleeve up,” Sierra spat. “We have a flight to catch and I’ll be damned if he kicks up a fuss before we get there.”

“Okay, okay,” Noyin grabbed Jamie’s left arm and rolled the fabric on his shirt along his forearm.

He stared at Jamie’s Individmedia Ink, which blinked and beeped back at him.

“Someone’s calling,” Noyin said. “Who is it?”

Jamie slowed his breathing to a near-halt, “My mom.”

“Nu-uh, not today,” Sierra pushed the end of the stun gun against the ink on Jamie’s forearm, “Sorry about this Jamie. You’ve given us no option.”

She bit her lip and hooked her index finger around the trigger.

Jamie’s eyes widened with utter terror, “No, no, p-please—”

SCHJUNT-ZWIPP.

The stun connector daggered into his arm and delivered several volts into his arm. He slumped back in his seat and passed out before sliding into Noyin’s lap.

Sierra took a deep breath. She took a moment to look at his face and evaluate her actions.

Jamie began to snore. 

“I hate that they’ve made us do this,” she returned the stun gun to the passenger seat and sat back into hers. Noyin didn’t know what to do with the passed-out child on his lap. He looked at Sierra for some reassurance.

She took offense to his crap-eating looks.

“It wasn’t my fault. He tried to escape.”

“Sure. You did what you had to do. Right?”

Sierra wasn’t completely on board with his assessment, but needed to confirm her actions for the sake of her own sanity, “Right.”

 

Bedfont Air Force Base

West London, United Kingdom

 

The huge, mesh gate slid across and allowed the van to roll up to the booth beside the barrier.

Rana slowed the van down and rolled down the window, “Hey.”

The security guard stepped out of the booth, and noted the registration plate.

“You’re late.”

“I know, we had a bit of trouble,” Rana nodded at the side of the van and its missing door.

The security guard noticed the young boy snoring in the passenger seat, “Who’s that?”

“None of your business,” Rana said. “We have a scheduled take-off at nine forty-five.”

Sierra and Noyin smiled at the security guard like a pair of busted puppies, “Hi.”

“That’s just weird.”

The security guard took a paper from Rana’s hand and allowed them through, “Whatever. Have a good flight.”

 

The van crossed the landing strip, passing a dozen stationary aircraft at the edge of the field.

Rana pointed at a jet plane at the end of the runway, “We’re here. Are we waking Anderson up, or keeping him tame?”

Sierra smiled at Jamie’s sleeping, angelic face.

“No, we’ll let him wake up naturally. Let’s get on board,” she turned to Noyin, “Are you okay to carry him?”

He looked down at the kid and felt around his legs and arms, “He’s light enough. We’ll be fine.”

“Good. I don’t want to have to zap him again,” Sierra said as she climbed out of the van, “I’m not sure his puny little body can take much more punishment.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Control Deck

Space Opera Charlie - Level One

 

Jelly felt calm and at peace. The darkness didn’t disturb her in the slightest. She’d woken from her sleep but had yet to open her eyelids.

Silence.

What a crazy dream, though.

Something about a spaceship going through a vortex, scuppering their chances of getting back home once and for all.

Clink-Clunk.

The tips of her infinity claws hit something just as hard and cold as she was lying on.

She shifted her shoulders around which caused a grating sound right behind her ears.

“Huh?”

Her claws crept up her sides, along jagged sections of unfastened exo-suit.

Something wasn’t right.

A sliver of dulled light sliced across the darkness, revealing a blurred vision of swinging things.

“Uhm, uhm,” she croaked and coughed as the slit across the darkness expanded vertically. A bleary visual rendition of a place she knew reasonably well focused into view.

An oblong object peered from the right-hand side and looked into her face. It began to speak, but the voice was too dull and muffled to be understood. It appeared to be asking a question judging by the tone and brevity of the delivery.

“Whum? Whum-Bwar-Fwuhn?” the voice appeared to ask.

Jelly closed her eyes and shook her head.

Then, she opened her eyelids as wide as possible.

The ceiling whizzed up past her head.

The communications panel tilted into view and waved from side to side.

“Whum?” the voice morphed into crystal clear familiarity, “Whu—are you okay? Jelly?”

“Ugh, my h-head,” she muttered and sat upright on the ground, “Wh-what happened?”

“It’s not good, pet.”

Alex’s voice blasted through her right ear like an intense migraine.

She grabbed her ears and screamed, “Yaaooow. Miew.”

“Oh,” Alex grabbed her shoulders and examined her face, “Sorry, Jelly. How are you feeling?”

She moved her paws away from her head. Her eyes averted to his and then to the remains of the flight deck.

Space Opera Charlie appeared to be dead.

The emergency lights were on, as was the communications panel. Beeps and whirs from the mechanism underscored the intense feeling of unease.

Then, Jelly remembered where she was.

She grabbed Alex’s wrists and yanked him forward, suddenly feeling a mere quarter of the half-cat, half-woman she was used to.

“My babies—”

“—Yes, don’t worry, they’re—”

“—Where are my babies? Take me to my babies.”

Alex adjusted his face mask and offered her his right hand, “Here.”

She slammed her palm into his and rose to her feet. It took her a second or two to adjust to the awkwardly-angled ship.

It sat at a peculiar degree.

Most of the detritus, including shards from the shattered windshield, had slid across to the right of the deck and collected against the wall.

“Ugh, what happened?”

“We don’t know,” Alex stepped back and pointed at a perfectly still holographic encyclopedia suspended in the air, “We’ve asked Manny to run a sit-rep. We know we have oxygen for the time being.”

“Miew,” a tiny voice came from behind Alex’s bent arm. A brown kitten with a white “F” on its forehead.

Alex looked down with her and smiled, “Don’t worry, she’s perfectly fine.”

Jelly yawned. The fur-laden skin on her face stretched back, briefly showing her sharp fangs. Alex gasped - for just a split second, during Jelly’s facial stretch, she looked like a vision of utter hell and destruction.

“Jeez,” Alex said. “Warn me when you’re going to do that.”

She licked her mouth and swallowed, “Why?”

“You look scary when you yawn.”

“It’s not my fault,” she held out her infinity claws and nodded at her daughter in his arms, “Give me her.”

“Sure.”

Alex passed the kitten to her. She slid her right paw over her left and lifted the sleeping kitten up to her face.

“Miew,” it yelped, softly, as Jelly’s cheek pressed against hers.

Alex watched in wonder as mother and daughter shared a moment together. Jelly’s nostrils flared, pushing her whiskers out, as she inhaled her daughter’s scent.

“I love you. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I’ve lost too many people I love, and you’ll never be one of them.”

Alex couldn’t help but smile. The sight was rather touching. He cleared his throat and dared to break the connection.

“What are you going to name her?”

Jelly rubbed her nose up and down her daughter’s face and inspected her paws for signs of damage or defects.

Everything was well in that respect.

Jelly focused her eyes on the kitten’s forehead, “F.”

“Eff?” Alex repeated with confusion.

Jelly turned to Alex. She still couldn’t see his face properly through his gelatinous mask, “Where are my other babies?”

“We don’t know. Jaycee has your second child, I think. I’m not sure where your youngest is.”

“Take me to him.”

 

***

 

Jaycee hadn’t wasted any time since waking up an hour ago after they’d landed. He was furious about not having any answers.

So, he did what any USARIC chief of weapons and armor would do - he ventured into his new spacecraft and located the armory.

On Space Opera Charlie, USARIC Weapons & Armory was a modest unit located on the third level. Modest insofar as it took up the entire level.

Close to ten thousand square feet of arsenal.

Jaycee marveled at the set up.

Rows and rows of every USARIC-issued firearm imaginable.

Jaycee stomped forward along the first of twenty-five rows like a kid in a toy shop with an unlimited gift card.

“Holy Moly.”

He didn’t know where to begin. He lifted his left forearm to his face and pushed his thumb across the ink on his wrist, “Tripp, man. Come in.”

“This is Tripp. Jaycee, is that you?”

“Yeah. Charlie’s laid on some serious party tricks, here. Level Three. You gotta see this.”

“See what?” came the response from the pinpricks in Jaycee’s wrist.

“You’re never gonna believe me if I tell you.”

“Oh shi—” the connection dropped out for a few seconds as Tripp spoke.

Jaycee reached the end of the chamber and unhooked a giant shotgun from the hooks. A serious-looking, dark-green shotgun with a tripod mount and dual-end barrels.

“Oh no. No, no.”

Jaycee set the huge device to the ground and took a step back. He inspected the side of the barrel and smiled as he read the inscription.

“K-SPARK II?” Jaycee rubbed his hands together, shaking the sound from his wrist.

“Jaycee?” Tripp blurted, his tone of his voice intimating that he was close to freaking out, “Oh, no. We’re screwed. I can’t believe this.”

“What’s up, my friend?” Jaycee kicked the foot-long lever on the side of the K-SPARK II and armed it.

What looked like a thick, blue vein lit up and shook the turret around, preparing to fire.

“Oooh, not yet. Not yet—”

“—Jaycee, man,” Tripp’s croaked, “Get to the airlock on Level One, now. Don’t tell the others.”

Jaycee took the command seriously. He kissed his fingertips and planted them on the side of his new toy, “Wait up for me?”

The K-SPARK II lilted, performing a subtle ‘nodding’ action and slipped into pause mode.

Jaycee turned around and hightailed it out of the chamber, “Did you say Primary Airlock, Level One?”

Tripp answered without haste, “Yes, yes. I don’t know what to do. Christ, I—”

“—I’m coming. Whatever it is, wait for me,” Jaycee lowered his wrist and ran through the door.

 

STOMP-STOMP-STOMP.

Jaycee’s boots slammed up each step that took him to the first level of Opera Charlie.

He gripped the rail and hoisted himself up in a mad dash to find his Captain.

“Tripp?” he hollered as he reached the final step and turned the corner, “Where are the damn signs on this ship?”

No indication of any levels or directions from one area to the other.

The ship wasn’t big enough to waste money on signage.

Jaycee bounded through the walkway and slowed down, taking in the clean surroundings.

Just one, long cylindrical tunnel led to what surely should be the flight deck and control room. If only he’d taken more care in remembering how he’d gotten to the second floor.

A three-pronged fork in the central walkway would take him back where he’d come from, or to Tripp at the airlock. Worse, it might lead him right into Jelly and Alex at the control deck.

He looked left, and then right, unsure of where to turn.

Then, he heard a sniffing sound coming from the second turn.

“Is that you?” Jaycee asked and peered around the bend, “God, I hope it is. I can’t find anything on this damn ship.”

“Yeah,” Tripp’s voice came from the far end of the second walkway, “I’m here.”

Jaycee glanced at the remaining walkway and pursed his lips, taking care not to alert anyone other than Tripp to his presence.

“Hey, what’s up?”

He turned another corner and reached the Primary Airlock. Tripp stood in front of the shattered, bloodied hatch in a state of near-catatonia.

“What the hell happened to—”

Jaycee stopped speaking when he saw clumps of thin film slung over the shards in the first airlock hatch. A string of blood slid down towards the floor.

“I d-don’t know wh-what to do,” Tripp said, on the verge of tears.

Jaycee squinted at the object laying across Tripp’s palms and gasped.

“Oh no.”

Tripp nodded, shaking tears from his eyes.

For the first time in his relatively young life, Jaycee had no words. He didn’t know how to react.

“I can’t even—”

“—What are we going to tell her?” Tripp whispered. “We can’t keep it from her, can we?”

“Can’t we?” Jaycee tried, hoping to avert certain catastrophe.

“Of course we can’t,” Tripp spat.

Enveloped in a state of shock, Jaycee stepped forward and decided to get the inevitable out of the way. He needed to see it up close and personal.

A dead kitten. Its torso lacerated in three sections due to its impact with the inner airlock hatch.

Now he knew what had caused the damage.

“It must have happened when we crashed.”

Jaycee’s heart turned to stone, doubled in weight and crashed through his lungs and into the pit of his stomach.

Jaycee mustered up the courage to speak, “What do we do?”

“That’s what I asked you.”

“I dunno, you fool,” Jaycee screamed back, before adjusting his voice, “I’m not a dead cat expert.”

Tripp lowered his hands and covered the ball of fur with his left hand, “You wanna take this and go back there and show her what happened to her baby?”

“Hell no. Who knows how she’ll react?” Jaycee asked, hoping his paranoia wasn’t shared by his Captain.

“On this occasion, I’m pretty damn sure I know what her reaction will be.”

“No arguments here. She’ll kick ten bells of crap out of us.”

Scratch-scratch-scratch.

A muffled ‘meow’ came from Jaycee’s crotch. He and Tripp looked down at his groin in confusion.

“What the hell is that?” Tripp asked.

Squeak-critch.

“You didn’t take Landaker’s genitals while you were at it, did you?”

“Of course I didn’t. Don’t be stupid,” Jaycee shook his head and double-took, “No, wait. It’s Jelly’s second kitten.”

He thumped the catch on his thigh.

WHUMP.

It opened up and revealed a shivering cat clutching at one of the dumb bombs.

“Whoa, whoa. No,” Jaycee slid his glove under the kitten’s back and tried to lift her out, “That’s not a toy, little one.”

“We told you about those damn grenades.”

It sank its teeth into the pin, trying to get back to the comfort of Jaycee’s thigh compartment.

“Come out of there, you little—”

TCHING.

The pin came free in the kitten’s mouth as Jaycee lifted her out. He and Tripp looked at each other in terror.

“Oh dear.”

Tick-tick-tick…

“Damn it, you idiot,” Tripp yelped and pointed at Jaycee’s thigh compartment, “Get it out of there. Please tell me it’s a smart bomb.”

“Uh, not as such, no,” Jaycee pulled the red dumb bomb out and observed the lights appear on the side. “Can’t be reversed.”

“Great,” Tripp yelped, “So if Jelly doesn’t kick our asses, the grenade will.”

Jaycee looked around the airlock for an answer. In fifteen seconds’ time, the grenade would reduce the entire first level to smithereens.

SCHLAMMM.

Jaycee thumped his glove against the airlock panel, “Leave it with me,” he said, pushing the kitten into his right hand.

SWISH.

The first hatch slid up and allowed Jaycee inside, “Give me a moment.”

“Hurry up, for God’s sake,” Tripp barked. “Be quick, we don’t know what’s out there.”

SLAMMM.

The first hatch slid down as the outer hatch pushed up.

“Bon voyage,” Jaycee tossed the grenade out of the ship, taking the opportunity to glean where they were.

Nothing but darkness and rocks. A few trees loomed in the distance. Before the outer hatch shut, a cool breeze drifted into the airlock proper.

Tripp waved at Jaycee, “Quick, get back in.”

Jaycee stepped into the ship and let both hatches shut.

“Well?”

“Well, what?” Jaycee took a look at the kitten in his hand, “Taken care of.”

“What was out there?”

“Dunno. A few rocks. We’ve landed somewhere.”

“The atmosphere didn’t suck you out of the ship, so I guess we’re safe,” Tripp lifted the dead kitten over to Jaycee. “What are we going to do—”

BOOOOOOOOM.

An explosion occurred several feet away outside the ship, making it rock from side to side.

“Better out than in, eh?” Jaycee offered to swap his kitten for Tripp’s. “Let’s swap, I have an idea. One that’ll keep the peace and get us back home without being killed.”

“Miew,” the dirty, white kitten struggled to free herself from Jaycee’s hands as he passed her to his Captain.

A familiar female voice rumbled from the far end of the walkway, “Tripp? Jaycee? Where are you? Ugh, why are there no signs here for Christ’s sake?”

“Damn. She’s coming,” Jaycee took the dead kitten into his hands with extreme haste, “Quick, give me it.”

“What are you going to do?” Tripp nodded as he passed the dead kitten to Jaycee.

“Trust me.”

 

Three Minutes Earlier…

 

Alex typed away on the keyboard at the comms deck, “Manny? This is First Officer Alex J. Hughes of S&D Space Opera Charlie. Do you read me?”

“I read you,” the holographic book remained static in mid-air above the flight deck.

“Awaiting sit-rep on Opera Charlie. Geo-location, geo-data. Can you confirm?”

“Completing final report, now, Alex. Standby.”

Jelly paced around the deck with great impatience. She swished her tail around and scowled at the stupid holographic book.

“Are we home?”

Alex punched more commands into the computer and looked up at the giant screen, “I don’t think so, Jelly.”

A flood of green-transparent text rolled up the middle, representing the code, “We’re definitely not on Earth, that’s for sure.”

“What are you doing?”

“Two things. Booting up Charlie’s drones. See if we can get an idea of where we are. I want Manny to report back on our specific location if she can.”

Jelly sat into the flight deck chair and released her firstborn to the ground, “Okay, honey. Have a bit of a play around. Get it out of your system.”

Alex cast a wry eye at Jelly’s boots as he typed on the keyboard. He was very curious, as was Jelly, as to where the kitten would want to go.

Instead of scrambling around she sat back on her hind legs and meowed at Alex.

“She’s quite the cutie, huh?” he chuckled.

Satisfied that her daughter was safe, Jelly sat back in the chair and stretched out all four limbs, “She’s perfect.”

“You thought of a name for her, yet?” Alex asked.

Jelly watched her daughter race around the floor after her tail.

“Not yet,” Jelly slapped her knees with her paws and beckoned the brown bundle of fluff over to her boots, “She’s full of energy—”

The kitten fell to her side and attacked her own hind legs in a fit of rage, “Miew.”

“She’s certainly feisty, I’ll give her that,” Alex said.

Jelly looked at the white ‘F’ on her daughter’s forehead, “Feisty?”

“Yeah. As you say, full of energy. A bit mischievous.”

“Hmm,” Jelly clapped her paws together and caught her daughter’s attention.

The kitten lifted her ears, confused as to what had created the startling clapping sound.

Jelly turned her paw up and offered her daughter a helping paw, “Come here. Feisty.”

“Miew,” the kitten squealed and tried to attack her mother’s paw.

“Ah, nah-nah,” Jelly pulled her paw back. “Stop being so angry.”

Schwip-swipe.

The kitten threw her arms forward and took a few swipes at Jelly’s paw, “Control your anger, honey.”

“Miew.”

“Come here, silly,” Jelly leaned over and scooped the kitten in her arms, “Let me look at you.”

The kitten wouldn’t relax in her mother’s arms. A permanent expression of anger ran across her face as she exercised her forearms against her mother’s bosom.

“You’re furious aren’t you? What’s gotten you so upset?”

The kitten’s claw scraped against Jelly’s exo-suit breastplate. Then, she calmed down and purred.

Jelly stared into her daughter’s eyes, “Furie.”

“Huh?” Alex asked.

“Furie. I’ll call her Furie.”

“Not furry?” Alex suggested.

“No,” Jelly moved her arms back and forth, trying to get Furie to fall asleep. The hour-old kitten had run herself ragged.

Exhausted, the girl closed her eyelids and nestled into her mother’s arms. And then—

BOOOOOOOM.

The entire flight deck shunted back and forth. The lights dipped and flashed back on.

Jelly and Alex looked up at the ceiling. The kitten opened her eyes and clung to her mother for security.

“What was that?” Jelly asked.

“That didn’t sound good at all,” Alex snapped his fingers, “Manny?”

The holographic book appeared above the flight deck and threw a beam of light into the middle of the control deck, “Standby. Nothing to be overly concerned with.”

Alex turned to the projected image. The exterior of the ship buzzed to life against the darkened, rocky background.

“Is that us?”

“Yes, we’re grounded,” Manny advised. “Location unknown at this time.”

“You mean to say we have no idea where we are—”

An orange and white blossom of light flared at the corner of the image, shaking a few silhouetted trees behind it.

“An explosion. Approximately fifty yards from Opera Charlie,” Manny advised. “Clearly unsafe to go outside, despite the atmosphere readings.”

“What are they?” Alex asked.

“Twenty-one percent oxygen. The closest match to Earth I’ve encountered.”

Jelly released her daughter to the flight deck and stood up to her feet, “Where outside Opera Charlie?”

“Primary Airlock, Level One.”

Jelly stormed towards the control deck door, “I’ll take a look on my way.”

“Where are you going?” Alex asked.

“I want to find my other children.”

“Come straight back, Jelly,” Alex returned to the live holographic feed in the middle of the room, “We don’t know what’s out there.”

“Yeah, I know that,” Jelly palmed the panel on the wall expecting the door to slide open, “Huh?”

Bop-bop-bop.

She pressed her digipad against the glass again and again, but the door refused to open.

BZZZZ.

“What the hell?” Jelly spun around and shot Manny an evil look, “Why won’t the door open?”

“You don’t have authorization, Miss Anderson. You’re a guest on the ship, and have no control—”

“—No control, huh?” Jelly snarled and clenched her claws, “You sure about that?”

“Quite sure, yes,” Manny explained. “Only First Officer Alex Hughes and assumed Captain Tripp Healy have authorization for navigation between levels.”

Jelly threatened to punch the glass panel, “You do know who’s in charge here, right? Or do you want me to remind you?”

“Jelly, no. Don’t do that,” Alex gulped, knowing that Jelly would smash the wall down if she had to, “Uh, Manny. Issue navigation clearance to Jelly, please.”

“You want me to issue clearance to a cat?”

Jelly snarled at the floating book and pulled her elbow back, ready to cause some destruction.

“Yeah. I’d just do it, really.”

“Very well,” Manny beeped three times and tilted her covers. “Authorization granted to Miss J. Anderson. I don’t have a record for anyone, or anything, named Jelly.”

Jelly slammed her paw against the panel.

Success. The door slid across and offered her a way out.

“You won’t have a record at all if I rip your head off and puke down the neck hole, dickhead.”

Jelly stormed off in a huff, somewhat relieved that she had been afforded the opportunity to assert her authority - what little she had of it, anyway.

Manny sprang to life and flew over to Alex, “Hughes?”

“Yes, Manny?”

“Is she always like that?”

“I don’t know. I’ve only just met her.”

Manny wrapped her front and back covers together and turned to see Furie licking her private parts on to the flight deck.

“Like mother like daughter, huh?” Manny posited.

Furie looked up at the book with a ‘what are you looking at, bitch?’ expression on her face.

Manny spun around and flew into a huff, “Huh. Charming.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The Anderson Household

Chrome Valley - United Kingdom

 

Jamie’s mother, Emily, paced around the kitchen in a state of extreme concern. Her five-year-old daughter, Jolene, sat at the table eating her breakfast. She knew something was wrong but chose to ignore it.

“What do you mean he’s not there?” Emily spat into the Individmedia ink in her forearm, “Where is he?”

A stern voice came from the pinpricks in her wrist, “He didn’t show for tutorial, Mrs. Anderson. We were hoping you could shed some light as to why.”

“No, no,” Emily began to panic, “He left home like he always does, just before eight. Are you sure he’s not at the school?”

“He’s missed first period. He didn’t show up to registration, either.”

Emily turned to Jolene, who smiled back as best she could, “Mommy? Where’s Jamie?”

“Mrs. Anderson?” the voice asked. “Are you there?”

Before Emily lost her mind entirely, her attention was drawn to a cacophony of small buzzing sounds coming from outside the kitchen window.

“Mrs. Anderson?” the voice asked once again, “I’ll have security check once again, but I think we may have to call in the police and report him missing.”

Emily ignored the call and approached the window to find hundreds of drones whizzing around the garden, all trying to get a glimpse through the window.

“What in the name of—” she muttered in confusion.

“Mrs. Anderson?”

Emily lowered her arm and turned to the hallway.

BANG-BANG-BANG.

Someone knocked on the front door, startling Emily and Jolene.

“Mrs. Anderson, are you there?”

She ran back to the window and saw dozens of vans enter the road and make their way to the front garden. Jolene burst into tears and dropped her spoon to the table.

“Mommy, I’m scared. What’s going on?”

The incessant buzzing sounds grew louder amid the roar of engines and shuffling of feet coming from outside.

Emily pulled the curtains shut and thought about her next action. She stared at her daughter’s frightened face, “Jojo?”

“What’s happening, mommy?”

Emily pinched the girl’s shoulder and ran into the landing, “Don’t move. Stay right there.”

“Where are you going?”

“Mrs. Anderson?” her forearm spoke once again, “I think our connection has—”

Emily swiped the ink with her forefinger, cutting the call off. She approached the front door and saw three silhouettes fold across the frosted window, “Oh, God.”

BANG-BANG-BANG.

Angry, the shadow knocked on the door, “Mrs. Anderson?”

She clutched her chest and tried to stop her heart from exploding.

“Mommy?” Jojo called from the kitchen.

Emily looked over her shoulder and whispered, “Stay there, poppet.”

She turned to the door once again and moved toward it, very slowly. She extended her arm and grabbed the handle.

CLUNK.

The door opened.

Dozens of suited reporters lined the front garden amongst hundreds of flashing white lights from their cameras.

The buzzing whirled around her head as the drones lowered for a good look at her face.

A man with silver hair shoved his wrist into her face and wasted no time in speaking to her, “Santiago Sibald, Mrs. Anderson. Can we speak to Jamie?”

Emily gasped.

A woman moved forward and waved her drone down in front of Emily’s face, “Mrs. Anderson, what do you know about the Star Cat Project and Jelly Anderson’s involvement with Opera Beta?”

“No, no,” a flood of sweat fell down Emily’s face. She stepped back into the hallway in a daze of terror.

“Is it true Jelly Anderson murdered the winner, Bisoubisou, and went in her place to decode Saturn Cry?” asked another journalist.

WHIZZZZ-SMASSSH!

Two drones collided in the air and exploded. The bits of metal twisted around and hurled toward the floor, hitting the patio on the doorstep.

A dozen reporters ran into the front garden, trying to pull the sensational scoop from under their rivals, “Mrs. Anderson, can you confirm Jelly Anderson was the first cat in space?”

“What really happened at USARIC?” asked another.

“Uh, uh,” Emily began to hyperventilate and continued to step back along the hallway. In her petrified state, she’d forgotten to close the door, “L-Leave us—”

“Can we speak to Jamie, Mrs. Anderson?”

“N-No, no—” Emily stepped back and ran into the kitchen. Jojo had moved out of her seat and hid behind the refrigerator.

“Jojo, poppet,” Emily barked. “We have to go. Now.”

“Mrs. Anderson?” Santiago’s voice echoed down the hallway landing, “Will you come out and speak to us? Citizens demand answers.”

Emily’s maternal instinct kicked in. She lifted Jojo out of her chair and marched her to the front door, determined to stand her ground.

“Ah, Mrs. Anderson, you’re back,” Santiago said. “Citizens demand answers.”

Emily cleared her throat and gripped the edge of the door. She looked at the commotion and refused to speak until they died down.

“I have nothing to say. Get off my property, please.”

“Not good enough, Mrs. Anderson,” Santiago said on behalf of the silent reporters. “You do realize that this revelation has had massive consequences—”

“—No, it’s not my fault. None of this is my fault,” Emily went to close the door, “You’re disturbing me and my family, and you’re trespassing on private property—”

Santiago placed his foot by the door to prevent Emily from closing it, “Mrs. Anderson, we want to speak to Jamie.”

That particular question tore Emily’s heart in two. How did Santiago know Jamie had gone missing? There was a chance that he didn’t know, though, and Emily knew it. She had to test him.

“He’s, uh, at school.”

Jojo buried her face in her mother’s arm and continued to cry, “Mommy, I’m scared—”

“—Shh, poppet,” Emily shot Santiago a look of evil. “Why do you ask?”

“The two owners of the runner-up competitors have been reported missing.”

The floor in the hallway began to rock from side to side for Emily. A feeling of burning lava traveled up her arms and legs, “No, no—”

“—We tried the school already,” Santiago’s voice slowed and turned into a miasma of noise and muted sounds, “But he wasn’t there, and think he might—”

Emily’s muscles tightened around her bones like a snake smothering its prey. She lost the power to keep her head up. The hallway floor lifted into the air and slammed against her knees, “Noooo.”

“Mommy?” Jojo pushed her mother’s shoulders, “I’m scared.”

The buzzing from the drones buzzed into a long flat line. The hubbub from the reporters wound down and became one, incessant garbled engine sound.

Emily slumped on the floor and felt her whole world crumble around her.

Santiago stepped back and waved his drone down to knee-level, capturing the image of Emily’s suffering at the news that her son was definitely missing.

“I think actions speak louder than words, here,” Santiago pulled the drone to his face and spoke into the lens. “One in Russia, the other in the United States, and now Jamie Anderson. It seems someone - or something - wants answers…”

 

Somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean…

 

The jet plane flew across the ocean at thirty-thousand feet.

Sierra’s thumbnail projected a holographic feed of Santiago’s report in the middle of the aircraft.

“… wants answers, and will stop at nothing to get them,” Santiago smiled and pointed at the weeping Emily.

Jamie moved forward in his seat with shock, “Mom?”

Sierra folded her arms and found the report difficult to watch, “Look at him with his white teeth and stupid, silver hair.”

Rana chuckled, “Ha. Yeah.”

“Smug douchebag.”

“Hot douchebag, though.”

“Ugh,” Sierra winced. “Really? Sleeping with the enemy. Makes me wanna vomit.”

Santiago continued with his report, “As we approach the five-year anniversary of USARIC’s ground-breaking Star Cat Project, the questions are inevitable. What really happened? Who, in fact, joined the crew of Space Opera Beta? Moreover, just who knows what the hell is going on? Stay tuned to Viddy Media channel one-one-eight to find out more—”

“—Okay, that’s enough,” Noyin clapped his hands together, “Get rid of him. I don’t want to see his stupid face.”

Sierra snapped her fingers and grabbed her thumbnail from the arm of her seat. She clipped it back onto her thumb and turned to Jamie for a reaction.

Rana ran her knuckle across her cheek and collected up a sliver of transparent goop, “Speaking of which, I need to get this stuff of my face. It’s starting to harden.”

She walked out of the cabin and made her way to the restroom at the back of the plane.

“Be quick. We’re due to land, soon,” Sierra turned to Jamie and sized him up, “You see that report, Anderson?”

Jamie attempted to process the information from the replay, “Yeah.”

“We got to you just in time.”

A million questions bubbled in Jamie’s mind, “What—who?”

Sierra felt her patience drain away.

“Imagine if you had been at home, or at school. They would have swarmed you.”

“But, but—”

“—Jamie. They know,” Noyin said. “Everyone knows.”

“Knows what?”

“That Jelly went to Saturn with Opera Beta,” he huffed. “Are you really that slow?”

Jamie leaned back into his seat and closed his eyes, “I can’t believe this.”

“Well, you’d better believe it, young man. It’s a fact.”

Jamie slammed the armrests, “This isn’t my fault. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Noyin stormed over to Jamie’s chair and gripped the armrests, “Listen to me, you little turd.”

Jamie yelped as his oppressor’s face moved closer to his, “No, don’t hurt me—”

“—Do I look like someone who would hurt a child?” Noyin fumed, taking great offense to the boy’s allegation.

“Y-Yes?”

Sierra let Noyin release his anger with the child. Anything to speed up the friend-making process.

“You’re an ingrate,” Noyin barked at Jamie. “We’ve gone to all this trouble to protect you, and you’re—”

“—You kidnapped me. Took me away from my mom and my sister and my dad.”

Noyin chuckled evilly, “He’s not your real dad, though. Is he?”

“How do you know that?” Jamie looked at Noyin’s big arms imprisoning him in his seat, “Get off of me.”

He lifted his knees up and booted the man in the chest, pushing him across the cabin.

“Ooooph.”

“You don’t know jack about my real dad.”

Jamie jumped out of his seat and ran over to the cabin door. Then, he remembered where he was - thirty-thousand feet above the fluffy, white clouds.

“Ugh, you asshole,” Noyin recovered from his attack and pointed at the cabin door, “What are you gonna do? Open the door and try to escape again?”

Jamie looked through the window, mournfully.

Sierra held Noyin back with her arm, “Okay, that’s enough. Look at him. He’s scared out of his mind.”

In that very moment, Jamie climbed out of childhood and stepped into adolescence.

He had little choice in the matter.

Emily had borne the brunt of both her and her son’s actions five years ago. There was no question it had landed Jamie in serious trouble. As he looked at his captors, he wondered who’d go to the trouble of snatching him and transporting him what surely must be thousands of miles away?

No escape.

No answers.

No time to pity himself - not anymore.

Jamie turned to Sierra with immediacy, “Tell me what’s going on?”

“Okay, Jamie,” Sierra turned her left forearm up and pushed the ink around her skin, “You wanna know what’s going on?”

“Are you really that slow?” Jamie spat with sarcasm.

Noyin frowned and shook his head.

“Yes, I want to know what’s going on. I want to know why you’ve kidnapped me, and where we’re going.”

Sierra held her Individimedia Ink in front of Jamie’s face. The ink swirled around to form of a man in his thirties.

A chiseled jawline, and with bright blue hair.

“You know who this is, don’t you?”

“It’s Handax Skill,” Jamie nodded. “I know him.”

“Shortly after your real father died, your mom got you Jelly. Handax delivered her to you. Some rescue kitten, or other.”

“Yes, I know him. He checked up on her from time to time.”

Sierra lowered her arm, “Past tense, Jamie. You knew him.”

“Huh?” Jamie asked, puzzled, “How can I knew him? I know him—”

“—He’s dead, Jamie,” Sierra affected a very serious tone as she sat into her seat.

“Dead?”

“Murdered,” Noyin thumped the cabin wall with frustration, “Him, Leif, Moses, Denny. All dead. All gave their lives fighting for the truth.”

“Huh? Who are they?”

Sierra offered Jamie a seat opposite hers, “Sit down, Anderson.”

He obliged the woman, careful not to bang his leg on the table that separated his seat from hers.

“A couple of years ago, Handax and some of the People Against Animal Cruelty broke into USARIC’s animal compound.”

This was news to Jamie. Exciting news.

“Why?”

“Because, Jamie, sometimes big companies do bad things,” Sierra explained. “A few years ago, one of USARIC’s commanders, a guy named Tripp Healy, discovered that the household cat was responding to something called Saturn Cry. A distress call sent from Saturn. The discovery was a complete accident.”

“How did he find out?” Jamie asked.

“We don’t know for sure, but it’s not important. What is important is that USARIC decided to hold a contest to find the best cat for the task. And I think you know who that was, right?”

“Yeah,” Jamie whispered.

Sierra held her hands out, hoping Jamie would take them, “Take my hands, Jamie.”

He chewed over the offer, and eventually relented. He slipped his fingers across her palm and saw the sincerity in her face.

“A couple of years ago, Handax and three of his team broke into USARIC’s animal compound. They believed the bosses there were abusing the animals. They wanted to stop them.”

“Did they?”

“Get in, go everywhere, steal everything,” Sierra continued, “That was their mantra. Yes, they found what they were looking for.”

“What did they find?”

“Unbelievable,” Noyin walked away from the pair and shook his head, “Cavorting with the perpetrator. Why don’t you two get a room?”

“Hey,” Sierra barked at him and squeezed Jamie’s hands, “Someone around here needs to show Jamie a little empathy right now.”

Noyin pointed at Jamie’s face and huffed, “Who, him? You want me to empathize with this little brat? He’s the whole reason we’re in this mess.”

“It’s not his fault,” Sierra spat back and shooed Noyin away before returning to the young boy.

Jamie smiled at her, at once realizing she genuinely wasn’t the bad guy in all this.

If she was, it was a damn good act.

“What did they find?” Jamie asked.

“They found Bisoubisou’s body. They found most of the runner-ups in the enclosure. They hadn’t been returned to their owners.”

Jamie’s hands lilted in hers. She knew the information would kick him in the gut, but now was the time to grow up and face the facts.

Jamie became upset, but found the strength within to remain mentally intact.

“All of them?”

“I’m sorry, Jamie,” Sierra smiled as politely as she could. “One of Handax’s friends, Moses, absorbed as much information as he could from the animal compound data bank. We managed to retrieve quite a lot of it, but it was scrambled. USARIC killed all our friends, including Handax.”

“USARIC killed them?”

Sierra looked at Noyin. He stared back at her with a small grin, acknowledging her success in winning the boy around to their side.

“Yes, Jamie. They did,” Noyin offered.

“It’s taken our team a long, long time to decode the data that was sent from Moses’ data transfer,” Sierra continued. “About a month ago we made a fantastic discovery.”

“What did you find?”

“We’ll reveal what we found when the time is right. After we’ve issued USARIC our ultimatum.”

Jamie squeezed her hands in solidarity, “Do you know where Jelly is?”

“Yes. USARIC sent another ship to go and get them. One of our team went with them, but the crew of Space Opera Charlie don’t know his true identity.”

“Really?” Jamie jumped in his seat and let go of the woman’s hands, quite to her surprise. It was clear to Sierra that Jamie might have gotten the wrong end of the stick.

“Jelly’s alive?”

“Yes, but we don’t know what happened to Opera Charlie, yet. We’re waiting to hear from Alex—”

“—Oh, wow,” Jamie hopped onto his seat, his inner five-year-old making a wild reappearance, “I knew it. I bloody knew it.”

“Get off the seat, Jamie.”

“Bloody?” Noyin said. “Those damn British and their stupid words.”

“Jamie, listen. There’s so much more you don’t know. And you’re not going to like much of it.”

Noyin rolled his shoulders, “Ain’t that the truth.”

Overjoyed, Jamie calmed down and took a deep breath. Finally, someone knew that the love of his life was definitely alive - in his mind, at least.

“Where is she?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Primary Airlock

Space Opera Charlie - Level One

 

“Where are you?” Jelly yelped as she bolted down the walkway, on the hunt for Opera Charlie’s Primary Airlock.

She’d forgotten, for a moment, that she wasn’t on Space Opera Beta for a moment.

“Tripp? Jaycee? Ugh, why are there no signs on this stupid ship?”

Jelly turned a left corner quite by accident and saw both men huddled together.

A wave of suspicion fell across her face as she approached the pair. They acted strangely, almost as if caught red-handed.

“There you are,” Jelly huffed. “Manny said there was an explosion outside. What’s going on?”

“Miew,” the white kitten called out from Tripp’s arms, allowing him to change the subject.

“We, uh, have your baby, Jelly,” he said. “Jaycee took care of her.”

“Give me her,” she held out her paws and took her second daughter in her hands.

The two men smiled as they watched Jelly sniff around her baby’s belly. Tripp caught sight of the bloodied and smashed inner airlock hatch and slid in front of it to obstruct Jelly’s view. He looked at Jaycee’s thigh compartment and bit his lip.

“We heard an explosion, don’t tell me you guys didn’t hear it,” Jelly lifted her head and glanced at Tripp, who held his gaze at Jaycee’s leg, “Why are you looking at his genitals?”

“Huh?” Tripp looked up at Jelly and cleared his throat. He stepped back against the hatch, “Explosion?”

“Yes. Fifty yards from the ship.”

Jaycee moved aside, forcing her to look away from the busted inner airlock hatch.

“Oh, okay. We wondered what that noise was. We heard it, too.”

Jelly turned to Tripp and slid her baby into the crook of her elbow, “Healy? Shouldn’t we go out and investigate?”

Tripp couldn’t have acted more guilty if he tried. Jelly could see in his face and general demeanor that something was seriously amiss.

“Well, uh, we’re just waiting for Manny to come back to us with a report—”

“—Why are you sweating, Healy?” Jelly squinted and moved her face closer to his, “You seem hassled by something.”

Tripp shook his head and felt his skull heat up. Had Jelly busted him? Was it worth the risk to tell her the truth and risk getting killed?

No, as it turns out.

“I’m n-not hassled, Jelly. I just don’t feel too well.”

Jelly looked him over and wiggled her nostrils around his face, “You look fine to me.”

Jaycee cleared his throat, wanting to interject, “Tripp?”

“Yeah?”

“Maybe we should just tell her?”

Tripp’s face fell as Jelly’s curiosity piqued. He hung his head in shame and moved forward, revealing the bloodied, broken hatch window behind his head.

“What happened to the door?” Jelly shoved Tripp out of the way and sniffed around the shards of thick glass, “Blood?”

“Look, Jelly. There’s no easy way to tell you this, but—”

“—But what?” Jelly’s heart began to thump. The scent from the blood wasn’t that of a human. “Tell me, Healy.”

Jaycee nodded at his Captain, “It’s for the best, mate.”

CREAK.

The walkway rumbled slightly, but not enough for the crew to notice. The lights shimmied off and on for a brief second - again, unnoticed by all concerned.

Jelly lost her patience as Tripp stumbled over his decision to tell her what she needed to know, “Tell me. What do you know that I don’t?”

“Now, don’t get angry,” Tripp said. “But, when we crashed here, we—”

CRREEEAAAAAAAKK.

The walkway rumbled again, this time twice as loud and violent. The walls shook for three seconds. The cause of the commotion was occurring outside.

“What was that?”

BZZOOOOOOWWWW.

The lights snapped off in a split-second. The emergency strip lights snaked down the sides of the walkway, offering little in the way of light.

“Power’s off,” Jaycee said as the airlock lit up from inside. “Manny? Alex?”

“They can’t hear us,” Tripp scanned the ceiling.

THUD-BOOOOOM.

“Jesus,” Tripp flinched and looked over his shoulder at the airlock, “What the hell was that?”

The walls vibrated like pneumatic drill.

Jelly clutched her daughter to her bosom for protection.

“Miew,” the kitten squealed, frightened out of its fur.

“Shhh, honey,” Jelly whispered. “Mommy will look after you.”

RUUUUUMMMBBLE-SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP.

“Guys?”

A tinny voice came from Tripp’s wrist, “Opera Charlie Team. Does anyone read me?”

Tripp lifted his Individimedia to his face and stepped away from the airlock with the others.

“Yes, Alex? This is Tripp. Something’s happening down—”

“—I know, I know,” Alex interrupted. “There was an explosion outside about two minutes ago.”

“Yes, we know.”

“There’s something approaching Primary Airlock One.”

Jaycee unhooked his Rez-9 from his belt. Tripp spotted him and grabbed his wrist.

“No, wait,” Tripp spoke into his forearm, “What do you mean something approaching?”

BOOM-BOOM-BOOM.

The ship rocked back and forth, followed by a heavy gurgling noise, like that of a congested air passage trying to breathe.

“It’s big. According to the drone, there’s more than one of them. I advise you seal off the walkway and get back to control till we figure out what the hell is going on—”

A God-like grunt reverberated along the walkway.

Then, a sound of sucking, which morphed into a deafening, guttural sound.

“Mah-shta-zee-tah.”

Vicious-sounding animal howls flew through the shattered airlock glass and into the walkway.

“We gotta get out of here,” Tripp yelled.

“No,” Jelly roared.

Tripp and Jaycee reached the end of the walkway and yelled after Jelly, “What are y-you doing?”

She remained by the airlock, not wanting to escape. If anything, she wanted to investigate the source of the commotion even further.

She lowered her head, and held her baby up at Tripp.

“Take her.”

“What?” Jaycee blurted, keen on getting as far away from the event as possible, “Are you crazy?”

“Yes,” Jelly whined as her ears flicked.

“Mah-Shta-Zee-Taaaaaah,” the voice from outside bellowed, this time conforming to the intense draught blowing in through the airlock window.

SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP.

The walkway shunted forty-five degrees to the left, turning the floor onto its side. The shift in gravity forced Jaycee, Tripp, and Jelly to slide against the far wall.

“Something’s out there,” Tripp spat. “It’s attacking the ship.”

“You don’t say,” Jaycee quipped with sarcasm and laid eyes on Jelly once again.

She stepped toward the airlock and peered through the window, “Hissss.”

“She’s seen something,” Tripp hollered after Jelly, “Don’t go out there—”

“—Take care of her.” She hurled her daughter up the walkway, knowing Jaycee was adept enough to catch her.

The kitten tumbled through the air, rocketing towards Jaycee’s open arms.

WHUMP.

Jaycee caught the kitten and yanked Tripp by the arm, “Okay. Let’s go.”

“What about Jelly?”

They both turned to the airlock. The door was open, and Jelly had walked through.

“She can look after herself, I guess. Curiosity seems to have gotten the better of her.”

“Jelly, don’t go out there.”

She turned to him and scowled, “No. I want to go out.”

Tripp turned the corner and tried his best to keep upright walking along the slanted floor, “Alex, this is Tripp. Are the comms still down?”

“Until Manny gets us the diagnostic report, yes. Where are you?”

Tripp glanced at the kitten in Jaycee’s arms as they made for the control deck, “We’re on our way without Jelly.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s gone out to investigate.”

“What? What do you mean investigate?” Alex asked. “She can’t go out there on her own.”

Tripp reached the control deck and opened the door, “Yeah. You wanna come down here and stop her?”

 

Alex looked up from the comms deck to see Tripp and Jaycee walk in. He dropped the keyboard and marched up to them.

“What do you mean she’s gone to investigate? Why did you let her go out there on her own?”

“You try telling her not to and see how it pans out for you,” Tripp said. “She’s still a cat, remember.”

“And we all know what curiosity does to them” Jaycee huffed.

Alex saw the white kitten in Jaycee’s arms, “I see she’s safe and sound?”

“For now,” Jaycee lowered the white bundle of fluff to the ground and let her run free. She hit the deck and spotted her sister, Furie.

“Hiss—”

“—Hissss,” the white kitten returned fire, giving as good as she got.

Jaycee watched the two kittens square off ten feet away from each other in the middle of the control deck.

“Shall we leave them in here to fight it out?”

“Wait, wait. They’ve just met,” Tripp held him back and hushed his voice. “Let’s see what happens.”

The white kitten trundled closer to Furie, careful not to get too close, and froze.

Furie trained her eyes on her younger sibling and flapped her tail. A distant whine came from her belly as she sized up her opponent.

Alex shook his head, “We don’t have time for this, guys—”

“—No, Alex,” Tripp nodded at the girls on the floor, “Wait. Watch. I’m not sure they’re going to fight.”

White tested Furie’s temperament by throwing her left paw forward and scraping the floor.

Furie shuffled forward cautiously. She wasn’t about to back down anytime soon.

“Grrrrr,” White retracted her arm, somehow managing to startle herself. She half-expected her new foe to attack, but found the lack of action even more scary.

“Miew,” White shifted to the side, getting a good look at Furie, who enacted the same movement.

The two kittens circled one another, slapping their tails against the ground.

“Hissss,” Furie’s tail bushed out, threatening to pounce.

White reached Jaycee’s leg quite unannounced and bopped her head on his shin.

“Whoa,” he said. “Be careful with that head.”

White looked up and wiggled her nose at him. Something seemed wrong, “Miew.”

“What do you want, little one? Mommy’s not here.”

Without warning, White jumped up at Jaycee’s right knee and clawed at his exo-suit.

“Maaooww.”

“Hey, get off,” Jaycee complained.

Tripp and Alex chuckled as they watched White attack Jaycee’s leg with her paws.

Alex covered his mouth, embarrassed on Jaycee’s behalf, “Aww. Seems she’s made a new friend.”

“Meow,” White added, hopping from her hind legs in an attempt to climb up Jaycee’s leg.

“What are they doing?” Tripp asked as Furie wandered over to Jaycee’s left leg and sniffed around.

“How should I know? They’re trying to scratch my suit off.”

“Miew,” Furie hollered at her sister and shook her head. White scowled and pawed at Jaycee’s knee once again.

Furie sprinted over to her sister and tilted her head up to Jaycee’s face, “Hissss.”

“Okay. They’re creeping me out, now,” Jaycee said.

“Meow,” Furie batted White away and pushed her across the floor.

The two kittens engaged in a tussle, clawing and pawing at each other.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Alex barked at them. “Stop that.”

“They really don’t like your leg, Jaycee,” Tripp said.

“Must be the suit.”

He was greeted by a dual-hiss from both kittens. They eventually calmed down and slumped to their sides, exhausted.

“Like mother like daughters, huh?” Tripp asked.

“In the sense that they’re insane? I’d say that assessment is spot on,” Jaycee added.

 

***

 

Opera Charlie had landed somewhere unknown. A barren, rock-covered wasteland surrounded the ship.

GRUNT.

A shuffling came from within the trees a few yards away from the ship.

SHUFFLE.

“Heh,” a low-pitched grunt came from behind the bark. “Mah-shta-zee-taaaaaah.” 

LAP-LAP.

A pair of yellow eyes formed in the darkness accompanied by a loud snort.

The pyramid-shaped retinas closed.

A row of razor-sharp, silver fangs spread under the bulbous eyes like an accordion.

The beast grunted and scraped the ground. It pushed forward through the foliage by the tree and growled with anger.

“Whuh,” a much bigger beast shuffled forward and prevented the beast from exiting.

The smaller beast looked into the sky.

Saturn seemed to float like a blob in a lava lamp against the dark blue palette of space. A fireball tore a streak of pink and purple across the canvas of space, headed straight for the giant Goddess.

The shaft of light bled up the face of the beast.

A jagged contour of a skull resembling a wolf. Its silver fangs reflected the light from Saturn.

“Grrrr,” it took a step back and sidled up to its master, who remained in the darkness.

SCHWIP.

The beast’s lengthy tongue hung down its chin as it turned to face Opera Charlie.

The outer airlock hatch slid up.

“Grrrr,” the beast lowered its body and scowled at the image unfolding a hundred feet away.

 

Jelly had to lower her head and shoulders in order to exit Opera Charlie’s outer airlock hatch.

Her left boot was first out of the ship and hit the soft, muddy ground.

She straightened her back and rolled her shoulders, finally free from the height constrictions of the airlock.

No one seemed to be around.

Unaware she was being watched, she took another step forward and inhaled.

“Grrrrr,” the beast wanted to approach her, but the master in the darkness wouldn’t let him forward.

“Muh… schta,” the voice said. “Zee-tah.”

The beast whined as it felt a carpal ball from a much larger paw run across the top of his head. The creature whined and closed his eyes shut - it knew what was coming next.

One by one, four razor sharp talons rolled down the front of its face. It found the paw from its master comforting, but knew he was not to make his presence known to the foreign entity exiting the new toy that had landed on their turf.

“Mashta,” its master grunted into its ear and removed his paw from the creature’s face, “Heh.”

Both beasts, small and large, shuffled back into the trees and made themselves scarce.

 

Jelly lifted her knee and wiggled her foot around before exploring the vast wasteland before her.

She sniffed three times. The undeniable stench of death filled the air. Her ears twitched against her will.

Saturn seemed to smile down on her from hundreds of the thousands of miles away in the sky.

She clutched her chest in reverence at the magnificent sight and stepped forward.

Jelly had gotten used to Jaycee’s exo-suit hand-me-down. Despite being a clear six inches taller than him, the gear fit like a glove.

She was armed and ready for anything coming her way.

Or so she thought.

Jelly exercised her infinity claws before walking off and exploring her new environs. The air was as breathable as it had been back on Earth. It was quite unlike Pink Symphony, which had a decidedly metallic taste.

As she moved forward and stepped over the rocks, she saw a smoldering patch of black on the floor. Next to it lay a discarded grenade shell.

“Huh?”

She crouched down to inspect the battered, smoking red shell.

“A dumb bomb?”

Why on Earth - or any planet, for that matter - would a dumb bomb have exploded outside the ship? How could it have happened here?

A quick glance at Opera Charlie from the distance filled the blanks in her mind.

The ceramic surrounding the airlock hatch had been the result of a battering. Scratch marks up and down the sides of the exterior door she’d walked through only moments ago.

Curious, still, was whatever had caused the damage to the airlock had also managed to push the ship forty-five degrees onto its side.

It made Jelly scan the horizon in haste. Something was definitely out here, and she knew it.

Jelly Anderson faced a choice.

She could turn back to the safety of the ship and await good news.

The second choice was more enticing, though - investigate further and try to find answers on her own.

She couldn’t live with herself if she returned to the ship without a thorough rummage around. That, and her catty instincts compelled her to stick her nose in where it might not be wanted.

The beautiful view was too welcoming to refuse.

Haze from Saturn’s glare formed over the horizon, creating a serene and calming visual effect. If Heaven existed, it might have looked like the view Jelly had.

Full of energy and confidence, she extended her arms and prepared herself for a new adventure.

 

Crunch, crunch, crunch.

The ground cracked as she walked over it. Remnants of dried mud jumped up at the side of her boots. Keeping one’s balance proved to be something of a challenge around here.

The only available light came from the giant planet hanging in the sky. It cast eerie shadows along the ground from the surrounding trees and voluminous rocks.

Then, something shone in the distance. Something white and lopsided. It seemed so out of place given the cadaverous nature of the setting.

WHUMP-WHUMP-CRACK.

The knee-high rocks busted apart like charcoal as Jelly sprinted along them. They weren’t quite as strong as they appeared to be.

Jelly stood seven-and-a-half-feet tall but she didn’t consider herself especially heavy. The ground confused her. It was like walking through a discarded bonfire.

The white object in the distance grew larger the closer she got to it. It seemed to have wings, diving nose-first into what looked like a series of miniature trees.

The foliage drifted around in the gentle breeze that brushed past Jelly’s shoulders as she continued to towards it.

BZZZZZ. SHHHHH.

The sound of radio static emanated from the white thing stuck in the distance. An undecipherable dialog followed before being swamped by the hiss it produced.

 

There it was.

A crashed spacecraft.

It wasn’t from USARIC’s fleet.

Strange writing adorned the side of the ship.

No one was around, but that strange hissing noise continued to rumble from the shattered door.

“Miew,” Jelly sniffed around the front and peered inside the shattered windshield. A blood-covered pilot’s seat hung towards the ground.

She placed her infinity claws on the side as she walked around to the open side door - not so much ‘open’ as absolutely decimated by something - or someone.

A bizarre squeal came from the radio inside, as if trying to tune itself to a frequency where someone may hear the call. The voice was unintelligible. It didn’t sound American or English. If anything, it had a distinctly eastern European bent to it.

Jelly hoisted herself in through the door, quenching her curiosity. The back cabin was a disaster area; shattered bunk beds, broken up and twisted around the metal housing clamped to the ceiling and floor.

The walls had been pulverized beyond recognition.

The pilot area didn’t fare much better.

The glass had cracked out like a cobweb. A fight had taken place, and the passengers evidently hadn’t survived.

But where were they?

A pool of dried-up blood lay where the pilot’s seat would have been. The holes in the floor suggested that the seat had been torn away.

The area was large enough for two or three human beings, if, indeed, they were human at all.

 

Jelly reached the pilot control bank and analyzed the main levers.

All of them were covered in blood, and clearly built for the size of a regular human hand.

“Huh?”

Jelly moved her paw away from the gore-soaked controls and felt a rush of anxiety tear through her body.

BOOM. BOOM.

The ship rocked from side to side in an instant, throwing Jelly back-first to the wall.

SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP.

Jelly could just about make out a shape moving out of the light; a disgusting snoring sound moving in time with the footsteps.

Then, a hungry slavering sound like that of a dog reverberated through the walls.

“Oh, God,” Jelly began to hyperventilate as she felt the walls start to close in and trap her, “I gotta get outta here.”

The lights dimmed, slightly, and snapped shut.

SCHWUMP.

“Uh, uh,” Jelly felt her mouth turn to sand. She panicked and closed her eyes.

GROOOOWWWWWLLLL.

She held her breath, daring not to make the slightest movement or sound.

Stupid Jelly, she thought over and over again. There she was, as usual, treading into waters she didn’t know. Her own mortal curiosity may prove to be her undoing if she wasn’t careful.

Her mind flew into overdrive, curtailed by something entering the spacecraft with her.

 

A single sliver of light from Saturn pierced through the windshield and folded across the wall, offering little in the way of illumination.

GUG-GUG-GUG-GUG-GHUUG.

The sound of throaty breathing flew around her head as she squeezed her eyes shut. Hopefully, whatever had entered the ship would get fed up and disappear soon enough.

Jelly didn’t have any concept of prayer, but if she had, she’d be reciting one over and over again in her mind.

Her nostrils flared at the unmistakable scent of something she truly hated. A particular type of animal. She couldn’t see it, but she knew what it was.

And it wasn’t feline.

The shuffling from whatever had entered the ship stopped for a moment and continued its investigation. A pungent stench emanated from his body.

BARK. HOWL.

The cries were of wolves, or large dogs - sounds Jelly knew all-too well, but hadn’t heard in years, and hoped never to experience again.

No such luck.

SHUFFLE-SCHTOMP.

“Uh, uh, uh,” the pit of her stomach whined.

She kept her shoulders pressed firmly against the pilot cabin wall, lamenting the moment she stupidly trapped herself inside.

She should have known better.

Then, she made the mistake of opening her eyes.

Instead of seeing an empty cabin, a row of silver teeth streaked across her field of vision.

The creature faced her…

GUG-GUG-GUG-GHUUG.

It closed its eyelids over its pyramid-shaped pupils and held its gargantuan, ugly face a couple of inches in front of hers.

The pit of Jelly’s stomach whined once again.

It came from her vocals chords, and she knew it; it just felt like it had come from the depths of her stomach.

Her eyes widened at the sight of the creature in front of her. Its head hung down due to the sheer size of its frame. The beast’s shoulders scraped along the ceiling as it moved toward her, confused by Jelly’s presence .

The thing opened its eyelids and stared into her face.

One ugly creature.

Rows and rows of teeth, and urine-colored pupils that shut sideways. Jelly clocked sections of the ship’s exterior fastened around its arms and torso.

Finally, it whipped its furry tail against the flight deck, causing the plastic facade to crack and break apart.

“Huh-huh-huh,” Jelly kept her breathing to a minimum, but it was no use.

The creature sniffed around Jelly’s face. She looked in any direction but the beast’s, as far away as possible from its terrifying eyes.

Four silver talons on each paw could ravage her to within an inch of her life.

The beast snorted and snored as it moved closer to her. Each step forward rocked the ship, further antagonizing her.

“P-Please, d-don’t—”

GROWL.

The beast lowered its arms and tilted its head as it screamed a blast of pure energy at her face.

It shut her up in an instant.

Why wasn’t the creature tearing her apart? A fractured image of several howling wolves in their dozens swam across the cracks in the windshield.

Even if she escaped the ship, she’d get mauled to death by the beast’s cohorts outside.

GUG-GUG-GUG.

The beast sniffed around the wall, taking its time to arrive at Jelly. She extended her infinity claws, ready to strike.

Saliva roped down between its teeth, its hound-like nose inch in front of her own.

She winced and pressed the side of her face against the wall in a state of delirium.

It sniffed around, unsure of what was squirming in front of it.

Jelly held her breath in utter silence. Her heart thumped against her ribcage. The beast couldn’t hear it, though.

She looked the thing right in its soulless eyes.

“Huh,” she whispered. “You c-can’t see m-me?”

THCLAP-TCHLAP-GULP.

The beast pulled its head back a couple of inches and swung its tongue over its teeth. Jelly squinted at the beast as it tried to lift its head and stand up straight. It was unable to due to the height of the ceiling in the cabin.

Jelly licked her mouth and repeated her view, “You can’t see me—”

“—Muh-shta-zee-taaah,” it growled in its low-pitch voice of death.

Jelly wasn’t happy. She wanted out of there and back to the safety of Space Opera Charlie.

She clinked her infinity claws together on her right paw and had an idea.

“Let’s see if you can see this,” Jelly slid her right elbow up the wall, making sure it created a sickening sound like nails on a chalkboard.

SCREEEEEEEEE.

“Heh,” it growled, moving its head from the side of her waist and up the wall along with her claws, “Muhhhh-shtaa—”

“—That’s it, big boy,” Jelly whispered, “Mastazita, huh?”

“Heh,” it finished at Jelly’s arm’s length, half a foot away from her head. It balled its paws like a fist and raised it up to its chest, ready to kill.

“Muh-shta-zee-taaaaah,” it growled once again.

Jelly tightened her right paw into a ball, “Come, kill it.”

THWUMP-CLANG.

She thumped the wall with her right paw.

ROOOOAAAAARRRRRR.

Mastazita threw a punch at Jelly’s fist. She moved it away just in time to dart out of the cockpit.

THWAAA-SMASSSSSHHH.

Jelly bolted down the landing area of the ship and made the mistake of looking back at the cockpit.

“Oh, Jesus Christ.”

Mastazita wailed in pain and grabbed his right arm with his left paw. He’d punched a massive cavity into the wall with such force, it rocked the ship upright against the ground.

SLAMMMMM.

Jelly didn’t stick around to find out just how much of a killer Mastazita truly was. She approached the ship’s frame without looking, and prepared to pull herself outside and make a dash for Opera Charlie.

She turned around and was about to launch out of the ship, when she held herself back and had second thoughts.

Dozens of angry, blood-hungry silver wolves growled at her from a few feet below, wanting her for dinner.

“Oh my God,” Jelly clung to the door, faced with a choice.

Stay and get mauled by Mastazita, or jump and risk being mauled by the wolves.

And she had about five seconds to decide which course of action to take.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista, South Texas, USA

(150 miles south of Corpus Christi)

 

The view from the back of the car offered a dank, barren road that had seen better days.

Jamie knew he wasn’t in the United Kingdom any longer. The road markings were all different.

The populace of the area was certainly less dense than he was used to.

The area was something of a shanty town - decrepit houses, closed stores, and litter everywhere. Next to no sign of human life. It was a depressing sight for Jamie, who’d managed to shake off the initial anxiety of being taken against his will.

“Where are we?”

“Not far from where Jelly won the Star Cat Project.”

“We’re in America?” he whispered against the window. His breath fogged up the inside.

 

A few minutes later, the car emerged from the trees and made its way toward a dome-shaped building.

Dingy, gray walls prevented the eyesore from catching the attention from anyone who made their way across the grounds to the shore line.

“Is that an ocean?” Jamie shuffled forward and pointed through the windshield, “What is that?”

“That’s the Gulf of Mexico, my friend.”

“Wow. It looks really nice.”

Sure enough, the sparkling blue water was breathtaking. The water was as serene and calm as the bright blue sky, and not at all like the feeling in the back of the car.

“Okay, we’re here,” Rana rolled the car to a stop by the entrance to the dome. “Now, Jamie, I need to forewarn you.”

Sierra and Noyin exited the car.

Jamie turned to Rana, “Forewarn me? What does that mean?”

“Give you a heads up.”

“Oh.”

“You may recognize some of the people you’re about to meet. So, no freaking out, okay? We need you to remain absolutely calm and do as we say.”

“Okay.”

“Good. It’s important you help us so we can help you.”

Jamie wasn’t convinced by Rana’s attempt at sincerity. He climbed out of the car and was immediately struck by the fresh sea air drifting up his nostrils.

“Come on,” Sierra said. “This is your new home for a while.”

He took a deep breath and joined Sierra and Noyin as they made their way to the dome.

 

***

 

The dome’s mechanical door lifted up the wall. The gap was big enough to fit a tank - maybe even a train.

“Here we are,” Sierra said to Jamie. “This is where it’s all going to happen.”

Jamie walked in with her and looked around the huge complex, “Wow.”

A long, rectangular table took center stage in the middle of what resembled a colossal warehouse.

The curved ceiling loomed fifty feet high above their heads.

A shiny black van sat immediately to the right.

To the left, a bank of antiquated computers and data banks full of wires and cables. The heat generated was quite intense, as well as the sound from the processors.

A dug-out section housing a gigantic telescope sat at the far end where the ceiling extended in the direction of the ocean.

“What’s that?” Jamie asked.

“That’s the holoscope,” Sierra continued walking and pointed at Jamie’s backpack. “Take that off and come with me.”

“Okay,” Jamie slipped his backpack off his shoulders and grabbed it in his hands.

 

A tall, black man grinned at her from the other end of the table, “You made it.”

“Yeah, Siyam.”

“My man,” Noyin ran up to Siyam and bumped fists with him, “I see they got you babysitting again?”

“Yeah. Grace and I needed a bit of a rest after that whole business with the cats and the helicopter.”

“How are the kids getting on?”

“They’re fascinated by the holoscope,” Siyam looked at two children playing with the telescope controls, “They kicked up a fuss at first, but they’re fascinated with the toys.”

WHIIRRRRR.

The giant telescope rolled slowly to the right as the young girl tilted the joystick in the same direction.

“Hey, kids,” Siyam hollered at them. “Stop playing around and say hello to our new intake.”

 

Jamie placed his backpack on the elongated table in the middle of the room. Sierra tipped the bag upside down and emptied the contents.

“We had a cursory check in the van to make sure you weren’t carrying any weapons or dangerous items.”

“You went through my bag already?”

“Yes, but we need to take a closer look to see that you don’t have any tracers on you.”

“I don’t.”

“You’re not lying to me, are you?”

“No.”

“Okay, good. Let’s see what we have here—”

“—Sierra?” Rana made her way to the main wall behind the table, “Are we good to record, yet? We’re all present and accounted for, right?”

Sierra rifled through the random objects on the table that had fallen out of Jamie’s bag, “Get your BeeGee on, and get ready.”

“Okay.”

Rana snapped her fingers and held her hand at the wall, “Let’s hope USARIC votes the correct way.”

The wall broke up into tiny oblong shapes and rearranged themselves into a dark surface. Four letters in a bright, white font emerged on the new surface of the wall.

 

R.A.G.E.

 

The door to the side wall opened. A tall, shapely woman named Grace exited with a purring Egyptian Mau in her arms.

“Hey, you’re back,” she said.

“Hey, Grace,” Rana focussed on the formation of the text on the black wall, “How are the critters holding up?”

Grace held Mau up to her face and let her lick her brow, “Ah, you know. Commandeer a car, crash a helicopter, and then have us rescue them. Good times.”

TWITCH-WHIZZ.

Mau’s infinity claws twitched back and forth as her purring intensified. She liked Grace a lot.

“Miew.”

Grace smiled at Jamie, “Hey, Anderson.”

“Huh? How do you know me?”

“I’m the one who called you,” Grace said. “You can thank us later for coming to your rescue.”

“I thought I recognized your voice.”

Rana made a face at Mau, “Aww. Look at her. She’s having a fun time. Aren’t you, you cute little thing?” she said before trying to cozy up to the cat.

“Hissss.”

“Whoa, easy tiger,” Rana said.

“She’s just been fed, so she’s a bit wily,” Grace said. “They’ve chewed through that chicken liver pate like no one’s business.”

 

Jamie looked at the end of the table to see Siyam talking to the young girl and boy.

“Who are they?”

“Never mind that, let’s concentrate,” Sierra opened a plastic container and sniffed the contents, “What’s this, Anderson?”

“My packed lunch.”

“Packed lunch? You mean like a lunch box for school?”

“Yeah, why? Do you call it something different?”

Sierra popped the lid open and sniffed inside.

“Peanut butter?”

“Yes. I never got to eat it,” he said, before deciding to finish his sentence, “Someone kidnapped me.”

“Not kidnapped, Anderson.”

Sierra slid the box away and grabbed the next item from the table - a thin, transparent screen.

“Saved. Rescued. Whatever you want to call it.”

“I’ll call it kidnapped.”

“Don’t get clever with me, Anderson. You may be Jelly’s owner, but she’s not around to protect you. Remember that.”

Sierra thumbed the screen and booted the device. She bent it back and forth in her hands, “Cute thin. Make and model?”

“Attwood, Series Seven-Hundred.”

“Sky capacity?”

“Fifty-six terabytes.”

“Fifty-six? Didn’t your mom spend any of the prize money on a decent thin?”

“Don’t talk about my mom like that.”

Sierra folded the screen in half and busted it into two, “Attwood? It’s junk. I hope you backed up all your homework to the sky, right?”

“Of course I did. It’s on perma-backup,” Jamie watched as the screen crumbled like sand in her hand. “Why did you break my thin?”

“Are you kidding? Attwood junk comes installed full of Traceware. We can’t have anyone trace you here. It’s not safe.”

“Oh.”

“We’ll have to take care of your Viddy Media, as well. Is it on?”

Jamie rolled up his sleeve and saw three inked lines along his forearm, “No. On standby.”

“Keep it that way for the moment. We’ll be removing the node from your arm, shortly. Don’t worry, it’s relatively painless.”

Something caught Sierra’s eye next to the lunch box. A tiny necklace reflecting the light from the bulbs on the ceiling.

“What’s that?”

“No, give me that,” Jamie reached over the table and snatched it before Sierra could, “Stay away from it. It’s mine.”

“What is it?”

“None of your business.”

Sierra held out her hand, “Anderson. Hand it over.”

“No.”

“Hand it over.”

“You’ll break it.”

“I won’t break it if I don’t have to,” Grace quipped. “Give it to me.”

“Why?”

“Do you want me to break your fingers?”

“No.”

“Then hand the damn thing over. At once, please.”

Jamie opened his palm and stared at the necklace. A plastic, orange-colored telescope pendant had been attached to it.

“I won’t ask again, Anderson.”

He sighed and held it across the table for her to take, “Fine. Please be careful with it.”

“Very cute,” Sierra smiled at it as she hung it above the dull light emitting from the table’s surface, “How long you had this?”

“My mom gave it to me when—”

Jamie stopped talking and ducked his head, trying not to get upset.

“When she got you Jelly?”

Jamie nodded, afraid to speak.

Sierra sighed and felt sorry for the boy, “Huh. Jamie?”

He looked up and wiped a tear from his cheek, “My mom gave it to me after my Dad died. And she got me Jelly after that. Happy now?”

Sierra smiled and winked at him. She handed the necklace back and nodded at his side pocket, “Sure. Keep it on you. Make sure you don’t lose it.”

 

“Well, guys,” Siyam strutted his stuff and danced toward the table with the young girl and boy in tow, “Lookie what I found playing by the holoscope.”

Sierra waved at the two kids, “Hey, guys. This is Jamie.”

The girl and Jamie held their gaze at each other for way longer than necessary. Both kids were about the same age as Jamie.

“Anderson?” the girl asked, suppressing the urge to explode with excitement, “Jamie Anderson?”

He recognized her West coast American accent and high intonation immediately, “Oh, God.”

Her face seemed familiar, as well.

Sierra chuckled, “Jamie, this is Leesa Task. I think you guys have met, haven’t you?”

“Leesa?” Jamie gasped. “Star Cat Project Leesa?”

“Star Cat Project Jamie Anderson? Jelly Anderson?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jamie adjusted to the five year addition to her face and frame, “But, you’re so… big, now?”

She smiled coquettishly at him, ”So are you.”

Jamie bit his lip and smiled at Sierra, who grinned back at him.

“And I think you know this guy, too.”

“Huh?” Jamie turned to the young boy’s thick, black eyebrows and pale face.

“Anderson,” the boy said with no hint of amusement. His Russian accent was as clear as day, “Your cat killed my cat.”

Jamie’s eyebrows nearly lifted over his forehead, across his scalp and down the back of his head.

That Russian accent, albeit deeper and huskier than he’d remembered.

“Remy?”

“Yes, it is me,” he said. “I knew they were bringing another owner, but I never would have guessed in one million years it would be you.”

“But, but—” Jamie failed to comprehend the meaning of this impromptu reunion, “Why?”

“I do not know. English.”

Remy jumped onto the table and made a dash for Jamie, “Jelly killed my baby Bisoubisou, and now I am going to kick you in your asshole.”

“Agh, no,” Jamie ran away from the table as Remy’s ass slid across the surface.

“Come here, English.”

Remy’s legs swept the lunch box off the edge and onto the floor, before jumping onto the ground and running after Jamie.

Jamie backed up against the van and held out his hands, “No, no, it wasn’t my fault. Leave me alone.”

Sierra clapped her hands together as Remy ran up to Jamie and grabbed him by his short collar, “Hey, Gagarin.”

“What it is now, stupid yankee?”

“Don’t call me that, you cocky little comrade,” Sierra said. “Us Americans beat your commie asses in 1991 and ended the cold war, and I’m all for doing it again right now. Unhand Jamie.”

Remy slammed Jamie against the van and snarled in his face, “This is not concluded. Jamie Anderson.”

“Let go of me,” Jamie grabbed Remy’s hands and threw them away from his neck, “Ass-face.”

“Shut up, English. I’ll kill you.”

“Hey. No one’s killing anyone,” Rana shouted at the pair from the black wall, “Not yet, anyway. Now, stop feeling each other up and get over here.”

Siyam chuckled to himself and shook his head, “That’s right, Rana. You tell ‘em.” He produced three circular slabs of metal from a compartment in the table and slung them down his forearm.

“Bring them over here, we only have a few minutes.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Keep your Black Gold on.”

 

Leesa ran her hand over Mau’s head. Grace looked down and smiled at the girl, “She likes you, I think.”

“She’s a good girl.”

Mau ran the side of her face along the back of Leesa’s hand and purred up a storm.

“Where did you find her?”

Grace sighed, “It’s a long story. A little while ago, my friends set her free from USARIC. She ran away and escaped with the others. She managed to get the others away to safety.”

“Really? Wow.”

“Yup,” Grace smiled at the cat in her arms, “USARIC killed my friends when they tried to rescue them.”

“Why?”

Grace affected a wry smile, “Because, Leesa, I’m sorry to say that the world isn’t only full of nice people. There are bad ones, too.”

Leesa scrunched her face and tried to digest the information, “Are USARIC the bad guys?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. Actually, scratch that. They are the bad guys. No doubt about that.”

 

 Siyam held up the three metal discs - twelve inches in width, and with a hole in the center big enough for a human’s neck.

“Okay, can everyone under the age of eleven please make your way over to me.”

Sierra waved the kids over to Rana at the black wall, “Just over there, please.”

Remy, Jamie, and Leesa reached Rana and Siyam, desperate to know what was about to happen.

“Okay, guys.” Siyam unclipped the first disc and held it up to them. “These are called Decapidiscs.”

“What it is?” Remy asked.

“Come here, comrade,” Siyam joked in a crappy Russian accent. “It’s pretty cool. Here, I’ll show you.”

Remy huffed and stepped forward.

“Turn around.”

Remy turned his back to Siyam, who slid the disc around the boy’s neck and left the catch unopened.

“It’s known as a compliance unit. Don’t worry, you won’t be wearing them for long. They shut around your neck and rest on your shoulders.”

“Like a necklace?” Jamie asked.

“Exactly like a necklace, yes. Well done, Anderson.”

SCHJUNT.

Remy held out his arms and took a step forward. The Decapidisc fit perfectly around his neck with a couple inches to spare.

“I have to say, I do not like this type of formal wear.”

Siyam, Rana, Sierra, Noyin, and Grace burst out laughing. The kids didn’t seem terribly amused by the wanton, morbid amusement on their captors’ behalves.

“What it is for?” Remy asked.

“Probably best we don’t tell you,” Siyam continued. “Just think of it as a silly prop. Like in a movie,” Siyam looked to Remy, Jamie, and Leesa for a hint of recognition. “You remember movies, don’t you?”

They all shook their heads - ‘no.’

“Oh, well, they were stories people used to tell years ago. Never mind, don’t worry about that now.”

Rana sighed and pointed at the wall, “Save the history lesson. Can we hurry this up, please?

“Sure.”

Siyam passed one of the two Decapidiscs to Jamie, and the other to Leesa, “Put these on. Just press the hole to your neck and clamp it shut. Job done.”

Jamie and Leesa did as instructed.

“Be careful not to pinch your skin when you close them.”

They looked really silly wearing the death devices, but were certainly none-the-wiser as to their real purpose.

“Cool, cool.”

“Cool?” Jamie asked. “Is it cold in here?”

“No, it means good. It’s an old saying.”

“That’s just weird,” Leesa said. “This thing is heavy.”

“It’s okay. As I say, you won’t be wearing them for long. Just for the transmission.”

Jamie turned around and accidentally knocked the side of Remy’s Decapidisc with his own.

CLONK.

“Hey, English. Be careful.”

“Jesus Christ, kids,” Sierra held out her hands. “Whatever you do, be very careful with those things. I mean it.”

 

Ten Minutes Later…

 

Grace smeared her face with a thick, transparent goo from a black container.

Jamie, Remy, and Leesa sat on their knees in front of the R.A.G.E. text on the far wall.

Grace wiped the rest of the goo across her neck, “Just stay where you are, children.”

“Why are we on the floor?” Jamie asked.

“Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that you look right at my Viddy Media cuticle, here, when we go live,” Sierra removed her thumbnail and set it to the central table in the middle of the arena, “You see it?”

The three kids nodded.

“Good. Now, Grace is going to be talking. You don’t have to say anything at all.”

Siyam interjected, “Actually, it might help if you looked really worried and scared.”

“Why?” Jamie asked.

Sierra grimaced and sighed, “Because, Jamie. We’re going to issue USARIC with an ultimatum. We’re going—”

“—What does ultimate-mum mean?” Leesa asked.

“Ugh,” Siyam muttered, “Don’t they teach you anything in school, anymore?”

“Not if we’re kidnapped trying to get there,” Jamie said, ultra-pleased with himself.

“Let’s see how funny you are when you try to speak without any teeth.”

“Siyam,” Sierra snapped. “Stop threatening them.”

He snorted and placed his hands on his hips, “Okay, well, allow me to do what your teachers obviously couldn’t. Ultimatum. It means we give them a choice to do one thing or another.”

“What lessense is this?” Remy climbed to his knees and felt along the rim of his Decapidisc, “These imbeciles are going to kill us.”

“Sit down, Gagarin,” Sierra snapped. “We’re not going to kill you.”

“How can we know this for sure?”

“You don’t have a choice, comrade,” Siyam barked at him. “Either you sit back down, or I active the Decapidisc. Which is it?”

Remy scowled and returned to his knees, “I hate you.”

Leesa put two and two together and beamed, “Was that an ultimatum?”

Siyam nodded, “Yes. Well-spotted, young lady.”

Sierra turned to the three children and then to Grace, “You ready?”

“Yeah, I’m always ready.”

“Cliche city,” Sierra muttered with a healthy degree of disdain for her colleague.

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” Sierra blurted and focused on her thumbnail. “Noyin?”

“Yup,” Noyin sat at the computer banks ready to punch in a command on the antiquated keyboard on his lap, “Ready when you are.”

 

Grace produced a shotgun from under the central table. She gripped it with both hands as she approached the kneeling children.

She stood behind Remy, the second of the three, and ‘accidentally’ knocked the back of his head with her knee.

“Ouch.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Stupid Americans.”

“Wait, let me get central,” Grace shuffled an inch to the side and ‘accidentally’ knocked the back of Remy’s head with her knee again.

“For God’s sake, woman.”

Grace snorted, “Sorry, must have slipped.”

“Can the pair of you stop flirting and concentrate, please?” Sierra snapped.

“Okay, I’m ready,” Grace said.

Sierra pointed at the thumbnail, “Kids, look sad.”

She pressed the fleshy part of her thumb down on the thumbnail, “Noyin, hit the frequency, please.”

“You got it.”

Noyin typed away on the keyboard and placed it on the panel. He reached above his head and slid a pair of bizarre-looking black spectacles over his eyes.

“Frequency hop, four, four, niner.”

CLICK.

The thumbnail spat an infrablue line at the floor. The flat, blue beam waded up the three children, past their heads, and hit the back wall.

It crept up Grace’s body, past the R.A.G.E. text, and bounced off the domed ceiling.

A ten foot high rectangular live feed appeared adjacent to the real scene.

Sierra looked at Grace and saw her readying herself. She closed her eyes and cleared her throat.

“Noyin, let me know when,” Grace said.

“Ten seconds.”

Sierra looked at the live feed, along with Noyin and Siyam. The image displayed a two second delay. The three children were in the shot, but there was something uniquely bizarre about Grace.

Her face appeared on the screen, utterly featureless, like a smooth elbow.

No eyes.

No nose.

No mouth.

Just a giant canvas of flesh.

Sierra pointed at the live feed and nodded at Grace, “Black Gold is perfect. Totally obscured.”

“Five seconds till frequency intercept,” Noyin added.

“Good,” Sierra stepped back and winked at the kids, “Remember, Jamie. Remy. Leesa. Act scared.”

They did as instructed. No crying or ridiculous amounts of emotion. It wasn’t much of a stretch for them to look pained, just a modest amount of willingness to remember what had genuinely happened to them, today.

It showed on their faces, this time.

“Here we go,” Noyin said.

Sierra perched herself at the end of the table and mimed lifting a firearm in her hands, “Good luck, everyone.”

Grace pressed the side of her shotgun to her chest.

 

USARIC Research & Development Institute

Port D’Souza

(One hundred miles north of Laguna Vista)

 

Crain McDormand ran across at the center’s metal walkway with a look of sheer hell and urgency on his face.

“Jesus Christ, this is insane.”

Kaoz, Maar Sheck’s guard, escorted him towards the bunker, “Sir, please. Keep your voice down.”

“Don’t you understand, you cretin?” Crain huffed and wheezed, clutching his folder to his chest, “This requires immediate action.”

The pair reached the door.

“Hurry up, hurry up.”

“Please, Crain. Remain calm,” Kaoz placed his glove on the wall panel and opened the door.

It slid open and Crain bolted in.

 

Maar was asleep on his chair with his feet on the desk.

“Wake up,” Crain slammed his papers to the desk, jolting Maar out of his slumber.

“Wha-what is it?”

Crain unrolled a sliver of thin, plastic membrane and plastered it on the opposite wall.

“This,” he said. “Viddy media. One-one-eight.”

“What, what is it?”

“Commence replay,” Crain said. “This was broadcast about two minutes ago, which means we have fifty-eight minutes to act.”

The membrane shimmied to life along the surface of the wall.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Maar launched into a tirade, but stopped talking when he recognized the boy’s face on the screen, “Is that Jamie Anderson?”

“Yes, and it gets worse.”

Crain lifted his palm up, which raised the volume from the membrane on the wall.

 

A faceless Grace dressed in black stood in front of the R.A.G.E. text.

“We are RAGE. Rebels Against Genetic Engineering, broadcasting on a frequency of one, one, eight. Viddy Media.”

Her voice had been altered as she spoke. Her regular sultry, dulcet tones, warped into a bizarre electronic growl, like that of a large cat.

“What the hell is this?” Maar asked.

“Just watch, sir.”

Grace continued, “The Rebels Against Genetic Engineering have a message for USARIC and their bottom line. Put your morals where your mouth is. Prove to the world, all twelve billion individuals potentially watching now on their Viddy Media, that you are who you say you are. That you have our citizens interests at heart. Come out from behind the shadows. We will afford you this opportunity.”

Maar sat back in his chair and felt his heart turn to stone, “Oh no. No, no, no.”

“Keep watching.”

Grace cocked her shot gun and aimed it at the back of Jamie’s face, “Kneel before us, like the three children you corrupted on the five-year anniversary of the Star Cat Project.”

The boy burst into tears.

“Jesus Christ, no,” Maar said. “What the—”

“—You stripped these three children’s souls when you took advantage of them. See here, Jamie Anderson. An inadvertent participant in the wanton destruction and perversion of science. Why prolong the misery?”

Grace moved the barrel of the shotgun to Remy’s head.

“United Kingdom took part. You tantalized the Russians, as well. Remy Gagarin, whose cat you willfully allowed to be murdered at the hands of the winner.”

“No, do not shoot me,” Remy blubbed. “It w-wasn’t my f-fault—”

“—Shut the hell up,” Grace screamed, before arriving at Leesa. “And finally, a homegrown effort. From our own turf. The United States and Russia colluded. A confederation guilty as sin.”

She pressed the barrel at the back of Leesa’s head.

“No, this has to s-stop,” Maar stammered, feeling the fear of God enter his soul for the first time in his life, “Please, Crain. Tell me this didn’t happen.”

“I’m sorry.”

Maar ran his hands through his hair, not knowing how to react.

Grace pulled her gun away from Leesa’s head.

“It is not us who are killers. It is you. USARIC,” Grace walked around the children and leaned into the replay. Her barren, skin-laden face all the more terrifying.

“Maar Sheck,” she growled with a healthy dose of venom.

Maar’s jaw dropped. He felt as if she had addressed him directly from within the bunker.

“We know you’re watching, Maar. Everyone knows you’re watching from whichever cesspit you’ve chosen to run to. You can hide, but you can’t run.”

Grace pointed at the Decapidiscs on each child’s neck and lifted her gloved, right hand.

“You have one hour to release the non-human subjects from your facility at Cape Claudius. Arrange for a complete and utter shutdown of USARIC’s planned operations. If you do not agree to our terms, the children - your superstars and conspirators - will lose their heads.”

Maar gasped and held his hands in front of his face like a frightened little boy, “Oh, God.”

“The world wants to know how far down USARIC’s bottom line goes.”

Grace threatened to push the button on her glove and knocked the side of Jamie’s Decapidisc with her knee.

“The consequences of your decision rests on their shoulders as much as it does yours. One hour, Maar Sheck. Do the right thing, and make the right choice. The world is watching.”

 

The replay ended with a still image of Grace’s bald face and the three distressed children.

“Who saw that?”

“Everyone, Maar,” Crain said. “This is a PR disaster. Shall I arrange for the core operations to at least pause before—”

“—What the hell are you suggesting, McDormand?” Maar jumped to his feet and slammed the table with his fists, “You want me to cave in to the demands of these deranged animals?”

“Sir, we have to do something.”

“Do we?”

“If we don’t, they’ll execute Anderson, Gagarin, and Task. The children of the three finalists from the Star Cat Project.”

Maar screamed in his face and paced around the bunker in a state of rage, “I know who they are, you imbecile.”

Crain looked at the table in bewilderment.

“God, think. Think, think, think,” Maar cleared his throat and looked up at Crain. “Ah. Hang on. Can we stall them? Buy ourselves some time?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“What if we just say ‘yes, okay, you win,’ and do nothing?”

Crain shook his head, “No, they don’t want a response.”

“Don’t they?”

“Not a recorded one. All they want is action. The first instruction that followed was to release all the subjects from the animal compound.”

“Release the subjects? The critters in for testing? What, like, just open the bays and release them out in the wild?”

Crain tugged on his collar and tried to let the heat escape his body, “Yes, I think so.”

“Are the bastards out of their tiny, left-wing minds? Those things can’t escape. Not again. I’ve already lost six madmen trying to get them back the last time an idiotic bunch of snowflakes set them free.”

Crain looked at the Individimedia Ink and frowned, “We have fifty-four minutes to make a decision.”

Maar took a deep breath and looked to Kaoz for a reaction. He didn’t respond. Instead, he kept absolutely still with his visor over his face and gun in his hand.

In Maar’s eyes, Kaoz looked as guilty as hell of conspiracy, “What are you looking at?” 

“Nothing, Mr. Sheck.”

“Ugh,” Maar shook his head and sat into his chair, “Well, if you give a man no option, you leave him no choice.”

Crain breathed a sigh of relief, “Oh, thank God. I’ll make the arrangements to pause—”

“—They’ll just have to decapitate the children.”

“What?” Crain blurted, half-choking on his sentence. “We can’t let them do that.”

Maar ran two fingers along his throat, miming a blade cutting off his head, “Yup. DecapiDead.”

“Are you serious?” Crain snapped. “You’re going to let USARIC be responsible for the deaths of three ten-year-old children? Live? On Viddy media, for the world to see?”

“Nu-uh,” Maar chuckled at the ridiculousness of the situation before self-pity sank into the pit of his stomach.

“USARIC aren’t responsible for their deaths. This RAGE outfit, whatever it is, is responsible. It’s our policy never to bow to terrorists. If we start this, who knows what they’ll demand next.”

Maar cleared his throat and dropped into a solemn, and very serious mood.

“And we’re not going to wait another fifty-four minutes to—”

“Fifty one minutes, actually,” Crain choked.

“Okay, fifty one minutes. We’re not going to wait that long to give them a response, either. We’re telling them now.”

“Now?”

“Yes,” Maar adjusted his collar and nodded at the wall, “That screen, can we send a response back?”

“Uh, yes?”

“Good, let’s do it,” Maar licked around his right palm and smeared the saliva along his hair, preparing himself to make contact.

“Kaoz?”

“Yes, sir?”

“I want extra security detail at Cape Claudius. Especially the entry points to the training facility and animal compound.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have the territorial mercs on standby, including the all-terrain units and air vehicles. Any available units for maximum defense. Do it right now, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kaoz turned around and exited the bunker.

Maar looked down and snarled at his own reflection on the tabletop surface.

“Those bastards think they can terrorize me? I’ve been holed up down here for months. Do they think I give one single, solitary rat’s ass about those children? Do they think I won’t find them and tear their guts out with my own, bare hands?”

Maar let out a prolonged roar of anger. An earnest attempt to expunge the fire that had built up inside him.

Crain couldn’t look at the screaming wreck of a man standing before him.

He cursed the day he ever took on the job of representing his client.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Control Deck

Space Opera Charlie - Level One

 

Furie lay asleep on the flight deck next to the yellow hyper-thruster lever. Her younger sister, White, as the crew had come to call her, cleaned herself atop the pilot’s seat.

Alex felt around his face mask. The constrictive feeling began to get to him, “Manny?”

The holographic book turned to him, “Yes, Alex?”

“Any update on when I can take this damn mask off? I feel like I’m suffocating in here.”

“I advise you leave it on. High toxicity levels are present on the ship. The original Manuel on Beta reported a substance known as Symphonium.”

Alex moved over to the flight deck and pointed at the two kittens, “I don’t understand. How come it isn’t affecting them?”

“They don’t seem to be affected. My most accurate assertion is that they’ve likely built an immunity to it.”

“Ugh,” Alex shook his head and snapped his fingers, “Manny, bring up the drone feed, please.”

“Certainly.”

Manny flapped its way to the middle of the control deck and projected a medium-sized live feed of the drone.

“Where are we? What do we know?” Alex asked.

“Awaiting reports on precise location. Location unknown. However, the atmosphere levels are similar to Earth. Gravity is the same.”

“Are we home?” Alex raised his eyebrows, entertaining the futile idea that, somehow, the black hole had returned them to Earth.

“No, this is not Earth. The coordinates suggest we are in our solar system. That’s all I know.”

“You’re telling me that there’s a planet that’s identical in most every way to Earth right here in our solar system?”

“I never said we were on a planet, Alex,” Manny continued. “A celestial plane, perhaps. Similar properties to Earth.”

“Great,” Alex huffed sarcastically and lifted his forearm to his face. The Individimedia ink swirled up to his wrist and formed three lines, “That’s all we need. I think Jaycee and Tripp should be informed.”

“Do as you please, Alex. It won’t help us any. Not yet, anyway.”

Alex lifted his Individimedia to his mouth and was about to speak, when Manny shuffled over to him.

“I’d like to remind you of our original remit, Alex Hughes. Our task was to destroy Opera Beta. Three of her crew remain alive and well.”

Alex ignored Manny and spoke into his wrist, “This is Alex. Do you read me?”

 

The Motary

Space Opera Charlie - Level Three

 

Tripp and Jaycee approached a large sliding door at the end of Charlie’s Level Three walkway.

“You’ll never believe what I found on my hunt around this godforsaken piece of USARIC crap-heap, my friend.”

Jaycee held out his glove and hit the panel on the wall.

“I don’t understand why you just don’t tell me?” Tripp said.

“Better to show you,” Jaycee hit the panel and opened the door, “You know how Maar and Dimitri and USARIC were complaining about saving money?”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll show you how they redistributed their savings. You won’t believe it.”

 

Jaycee ushered Tripp into a veritable vehicular warehouse. At least fifty feet in height, its position at the back of the ship allowed for a sprawling area that housed several vehicles of all shapes and sizes.

Tripp couldn’t believe his eyes, “Jesus.”

“Yup.”

“Not only is Charlie carrying the latest military firepower, they’re also carrying a fleet of vehicles, too?”

“Seeing is believing, my friend,” Jaycee moved forward to a huge globe-shaped pod with extended claws. He thumped the side, sending echoes around the vast facility, “God knows what some of this stuff is for.”

“If they weren’t going to shoot us dead, they’d crush us to pieces,” Tripp marveled at the motors on display and pointed to another, “What’s that?”

Jaycee squinted at a smaller-sized ship with K-BOLT written on the side of it.

“Not sure. Some sort of mini version of the ship. Probably used for exploration.”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“I’m Weapons and Armory, Tripp. I never got to see motary. Alex probably knows more about this stuff than me.”

“The motary?”

“Yeah,” Jaycee walked to the back of the area, “USARIC’s cheap solution to universal domination. You should see W&A upstairs. Kitted-out in all the latest firepower. It’s madness.”

“They really wanted to kill us, didn’t they?” Tripp said.

Jaycee moved over to a medium-sized glacier white tank on conveyors, “I think this is my favorite, though.”

Tripp’s forearm buzzed to life. His Individimedia flashed on his wrist, “This is Alex. Do you read me?”

“Yes,” Tripp winked at Jaycee and spoke into his arm, “We read you. We’re in The Motary.”

“What?” Alex asked. “What are you doing in there?”

Tripp surveyed his surroundings, impressed, “Just checking it out. We’ve never seen it before.”

“Look, Manny’s sent a drone outside to try and find out where we are.”

“Any update on that?” Tripp asked as he watched Jaycee jump on top of the tank.

“Not yet. Manny advised we take a manned party outside. The atmosphere levels check out, but I still have to wear my mask. Charlie’s been infected by that pink stuff.”

“Yes, keep your mask on. We can go out and find Jelly and see what we can find.”

“How do you plan to do that?” Alex asked.

Jaycee opened the tank lid and placed his right leg inside, “Hey, Alex?”

“Yeah?” his voice came from Tripp’s arm. “Is that you, Jaycee?”

“Yes. We’ll use this tank. Can you start it up for us?”

 

Five Minutes Later…

 

Jaycee sat in the tank cabin with a semi-circle of controls in front of him. He slung the headgear hanging from the roof around his shoulders and clamped the cans around his head.

“Okay, we’re in.”

“Good,” Alex’s voice came from the headset as Jaycee pressed them over his ears, “Microphone on? Give me a reading.”

“Testing, testing, one, two, three,” Jaycee rubbed his hands together and went for a red button below the dashboard. “What does this button do?”

“For God’s sake, don’t touch that,” Alex blurted. “It’s the ejector seat. You have absolutely no business pressing that. It’s under the dashboard for a good reason. Do you understand me?”

Jaycee removed his finger from the red button, “Understood.”

“And be careful your big, fat knee doesn’t actually hit it, either,” Alex continued. “For Christ’s sake, we don’t want you blasting your ass to smithereens like an idiot.”

“How are the kittens holding up?” Jaycee said as the tank fired to life, “Are they with you?”

“Nice. A change of subject,” Alex spat. “They’re fine, they’re sleeping. Now pay attention. See the gears in front of you?”

“Yeah,” Jaycee grabbed the giant dual gear stick in both hands.

“Push the main one away to move forward. Very slowly. Always initiative all movements gingerly to get used to their sensitivity.”

“Okay,” Jaycee pushed the gear forward, enabling the conveyors to rumble toward the wall.

“No. Don’t do it now,” Alex barked. “The door isn’t open, yet.”

“Sorry.”

Alex continued, “Tripp? Are you there?”

Tripp climbed into a white cage atop the tank with a mounted turret in front of him, “All good.”

“Good. The turret is three-hundred-and-eighty, which means you have full rotation. You can use both triggers, or just the left and right. Each spends five hundred bullets per minute. The chain runs down to the armory at the back of the tank.”

“Understood.”

“Which means Jaycee must be careful not to back into anything that could break it open,” Alex advised. “If you’re using the turret, which, hopefully, you won’t have to, lay off for every ten seconds to allow for cool down. The spools get very hot.”

“Okay.”

“There is no trip switch on the tank. If you keep your finger on the trigger during overheat, you’ll blow yourself up and probably take half the place with you, as well.”

Tripp released the handles instinctively, “Uh, do you think I should drive and Jaycee handle the weaponry?”

“No,” Alex said. “You’re not using the turret to shoot. You’re using it to inspect. The sight on top records everything it sees.”

Tripp leaned forward and looked down the sight. Red lines appeared on the image of the wall and shot to the bottom right-hand-corner.

“Okay, got it.”

“Good. We’ll use that data to configure a terrain report for Manny. Get some clue as to where we are.”

“Let’s get this show on the road,” Jaycee said, eagerly.

“Hang on, big fella,” Alex said. “Okay, opening the exit for you, now. Standby.”

SHUUUUUURRRRRMMMMMMM.

The back wall lifted upwards with an infuriating slowness. The grind of ceramic-on-metal rolled around the Motary as Jaycee pushed the gears forward.

VROOOOOOOOM.

Six huge rollers careened through the conveyor, shifting the entire unit forward.

“Good luck, gentlemen. Retain comms at all times,” Alex said.

“Thanks, Alex. We will,” Jaycee said. “Let’s do this.”

“Be careful,” Alex quipped. “It looks boring out there,”

 

***

 

Jelly held the frame of the battered spaceship door and scanned the scores of hungry wolves howling and barking like dogs at her.

They wanted her to jump down and provide a well-earned meal for them. There probably wasn’t enough of her to go around, or so she thought.

A curious thing to think when faced with certain death. She’d developed the critical thoughts and considerations of a human and found the morbid curiosity fascinating at times.

“Not enough of me to go around, dickheads. No,” she shouted at them and teased the first row of hungry, vicious wolves with her boot.

They ran forward and hopped up on their hind legs, scratching and battering the underside of the ship.

“Wow, vicious,” she clung to the frame for dear life, knowing she had to make a decision - and fast.

SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP.

The ship rattled back and forth once again, this time due to Mastazita’s exit from the cockpit.

The light from Saturn hit the incredible beast, offering Jelly a clear view of his body and face.

A view she’d regret committing to memory.

Mastazita - an ungainly force of nature. Two feet taller than Jelly, his wolf body looked to be extremely agile. It wouldn’t have taken a rocket scientist - fortunately - to figure out that he, or she, or whatever sex it was, was in charge.

And it was headed straight for Jelly’s back.

“God,” Jelly turned to the wolves and scratched her infinity claws around the frame of the door.

“Muh-shtaaaaaa-zee-taaah,” it growled as it stomped ever closer to Jelly with its paws scraping along the walls. Its nose twitched, trying to following Jelly’s scent.

“Please. Send me some help,” Jelly took a deep breath and committed herself to jumping out of the ship.

Just as her left leg moved away, a sound came from the sky.

BZZZZZZZZZZ.

“Huh”?” Jelly looked up to see a white drone with USARIC written on the side of it. “Tripp?” she yelled at the device as it whizzed around and surveyed the area.

 

“No, not Tripp, you silly cat,” Alex waved his arm across a live 3D image from the drone in the control deck. “It’s me, Alex. You have gotten yourself in a bit of a pickle, haven’t you?”

The view of the drone sank a few feet and flew in front of Jelly’s face. Alex ran his middle finger up from the bottom of the image all the way to the top, heightening the volume.

“Jelly, this is Alex. You can’t stay in there—”

 

Jelly’s ears flew up as she scanned the whizzing drone.

“—you have to jump,” his voice flew out from the circular drone which hovered a few feet above her head.

“Alex?” Jelly screeched at the drone. “There’s something on the ship. You have to help me.”

“I will, Jelly,” the drone carried Alex’s voice along with it as it zoomed over the heads of the wolves, “I’ll distract them and clear a path.”

HOOWWWWLLLLLLLL.

“Hurry up,” Jelly looked over her shoulder.

Mastazita would be dining on the flesh in her back and neck ten seconds from now.

“He’s coming.”

“Who’s coming?” the drone asked as it lowered further and blasted a beam of white light at the faces of the wolves.

“No time to explain, just get me out of here.”

“Okay,” the drone shifted towards the trees, successfully diverting the wolves away from the ship.

“Whoa,” the drone whizzed up as one of the wolves jumped in the air and swiped its claws at it.

“Wow, that was close.”

“Go, go, go,” Jelly spied the wolves turn their back, “Do it.”

“I’m doing my best,” Alex’s voice came from the drone. It whizzed towards the tree and affected a daft tone of voice at the wolves, “Cootchie-coo. Who’s a cute little doggie, huh?”

“Don’t flirt with them, Hughes. Just get them away from me.”

“Muuuh-shtaaa-zeeee-taaaaah.”

Jelly felt a thick blaze of fire rocket between her shoulder blades, “Gahhh.”

Her chest pushed out and launched her away from the door, followed by her limbs.

“Whuh.”

Mastazita had punched her so hard the front of her exo-suit bust open in mid-air.

GROOOWWWWLLLLL.

Jelly somersaulted into the air in intense agony. Her legs flipped over her head, and then her tail. The ground whizzed toward her left cheek at an alarming rate.

WHOOOOSH.

“Noooooo,” Jelly’s instinct kicked in. She fanned out her forearms and hind legs and spun around, darting to the ground chest-first.

SCHLAMMMMM.

She landed on all four paws - as nature intended. Her left knee bent under her abdomen. She was in the perfect prone position to bolt forward like the scurrilous cat she was - and away from the diverted wolves.

“Run, Jelly. Run,” the drone yelled, shifting from side to side, further distracting the wolves.

BOLT.

Jelly ran as quick as she could - which wasn’t very fast. Her suit slowed her down, but the terrain itself was unpredictable. Sludgy and muddy one step, and rock hard the next.

CLOMP-SCHPLATCH-CLATCH.

She darted faster, crunching her boots into the breakable ground as she ran.

The wolves weren’t stupid - and no longer fooled. They grew tired of the drone and took an interest in the prey that tried to make her escape from the vicinity.

HOWWLLL.

The wolves tore across the terrain in her direction.

Mastazita beat his chest with his paws and let out a deathly, guttural growl of murder.

ROOOAAAARRRRR.

“Jesus Christ, Jelly,” the drone zipped up the side of the tree and whizzed through the air in an attempt to catch up with her. The live feed provided a perfect aerial shot of Jelly’s progress - or lack thereof.

She slowed down, almost out of breath and attempted to climb a thick rock in front of her, “I c-can’t g-go on,” she huffed and puffed, lifting herself over the rock.

The packs of wolves bounded forward at a furious rate.

“Nggg. Help m-me,” she huffed, clinging to the side of the rock, “They’re going to kill me.”

HOOWWWLL.

The wolves sped along the terrain with great expertize and balance. They ran so fast they nearly fell over one another in a fierce battle to get to the front.

“Muuuh-shtaaa-zeeee-taaaaah,” the voice from the gargantuan shattered its way across the ground. Jelly was too far away from Mastazita to see him, but his voice was present.

A slow and violent death was imminent.

 

The first wolf slowed to enjoy the torment it dished out to its exhausted prey.

“Grrrrr.”

Jelly slung one leg over the top of the rock, a few inches away from its nose. All four of her limbs hurt her whenever she moved.

“No, no, d-don’t—” she tried, before letting out a low-pitch growl, “Grrrrr.”

SNASH.

The first wolf turned its head left, and then right. The rest of its pack lined around it, ready to feast.

The wolf snarled at Jelly. It trundled forward with a deathly sincerity and swiped at the end of her tail.

SWISH.

“Naaooww,” Jelly turned around and moved her tail out of its path, “Oh, G-God.”

Her heart-rate picked up, sending beads of sweat along her brow. She felt her body begin to cook and pulsate, along with the furious beating of her heart.

“Ngggggg,” she clutched her chest and slammed the back of her head against the rock. She was out of harm’s way - for now. If the wolves could climb even a foot up the hard surface, she’d be toast.

The first wolf attempted just that.

It scrambled up the side of the wall, encouraged by the rest of the pack.

WHUMP.

It landed on top of the rock with her and whipped its tongue around its mouth, ready to feast.

The ground began to shake, shifting segments of mud and rocks around. The rumbling got louder and louder as Jelly resigned herself to her fate.

She stared into its eyes, knowing that if it didn’t kill her, she’d probably have a heart attack, “Just d-do it. K-Kill me, you son of a bitch.”

“Grrrrr.”

The wolf pressed its paw on her busted exo-suit chest piece and dug its claws into her fur.

“Nyeeeoooowww,” Jelly squeezed her eyes shut and lifted her arms up. She tried to grab the wolf, but felt the strength drain from her body.

CLLLUUTCCCH-CRRACCCCKK.

“Whuh,” Jelly coughed up a mound of blood into the wolf’s face, “Neeeooow.”

Its claws pierced through her fur and sunk into her flesh. She let out a pathetic whine and struggled to keep her eyes open.

Saturn looked down on the assault.

The shape of its rings formed a dreamlike ‘smile’ across its surface, signaling that everything would be okay.

Jelly let out her final breath and made herself as comfortable as she could. Her beating heart calmed down. Soon, it’d be in the claws of the wolf.

“I’m r-ready,” she whispered.

“Grrrrr—”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM-SCHPLATTT.

Three white balls of light whizzed past her head. The wolf released its grip on her chest. The three bursts of energy came from a huge vehicle a few feet away.

The first bullet whizzed past its head.

The second punctured its shoulder, shifting its claws out from Jelly’s chest and into the air, exposing his chest for the third bullet.

SCHPLATTT.

It rammed into the wolf’s heart, killing it instantly. Its carcass launched into the air and crashed into the pack below.

“Jelly, stay where you are,” Tripp’s voice waded into her ears.

“Huh?” Jelly leaned left and saw a gigantic tank storm toward her. A man swung the turret from within the cage on top, “Tripp?”

“Jelly,” Tripp shouted from the cage, “Stay down.”

She pressed her head to the rock, shifted her weight toward the tank and slipped down the side of the rock.

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

Tripp yanked on both triggers and fired hundreds of continuous shots at the rock.

BLAM-BLAM-SCHPITT-SCHPLATT.

The bullets chewed through the rock, busting it to pieces as the wolves scurried over the summit.

The first three beasts each caught a bullet in the face, shattering their skulls. Their carcasses slid down the other side of the rock, creating a blockade for the rest of the hungry pack.

“Jelly, get in,” Jaycee’s voice came from the radio on front of the tank.

“Jaycee?”

“Yes, it’s us. Now, do as you’re told and get in.”

“Miew,” she scrambled to her knees and pushed forward, clutching at her chest.

Jelly staggered forward and clung to the side of the tank and lifted herself up top. She barely managed it.

“Tripp?”

He swung his turret around and released the triggers, “Yes, Jelly?”

“Get us out of here. There are hundreds of them.”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAMMM.

“Aww, don’t you wanna stay and throw a party with them?”

“Screw you, Healy.”

Tripp took out another half-dozen wolves and kicked the floor, “Jaycee?”

“Yeah?”

“Back up, man,” Tripp stomped on the roof once again, “Jelly says there are more.”

“On it.”

VROOOOOOOOOOM, KERRR-RUNNNCH.

Tripp and Jelly staggered around the roof of the tank as it backed-up without warning across the rocks.

CRUNCH-SMASH.

The conveyor backed along rocks, pulverizing them as the weight of the tank backed over them.

Jelly slammed the metal bars surrounding Tripp as he spun around, firing at the wolves, “Open the cage.” 

“What are you doing? Get out of the line of fire.”

“Open the damn cage.”

“Okay, okay,” Tripp lifted the latch and swung the cage door outward, “Get in.”

Jelly darted inside, turned around and slammed the cage door shut, “There are so many of them.”

“What the hell are they?”

“I dunno. But they’re seriously pissed off.”

“Stay behind me,” Tripp roared over the gunfire, “Out of the line of fire.”

 

VROOOOM-RUMBLE.

Jaycee stepped on the reverse pedal, swung his left arm over his seat and looked through the back visor.

“Hang on tight, guys. This is gonna be one helluva rough ride back to Charlie.”

Tripp pulled on both triggers and unleashed a torrent of bullets at the speeding pack of wolves.

THRAAA-TAT-A-TAT-A-TATT-TT.

The bullets created a spectacular array of swishing, white tracer lines as they chewed through the  ground.

The tank continued to crush through the rocks as it barreled backwards.

SCHPLAT-CRACK-CRACK-SPATCH.

The bullets lifted along the ground and up the chests of a dozen wolves, flicking their bodies into the air.

The ones that survived growled, undisturbed by the carnage and death surrounding them.

“Whoa, they are pissed off, aren’t they?”

Jelly caught her breath and gripped the back of Tripp’s seat, “I dunno about you, but I prefer the Shanta.”

“Don’t speak to soon, Jelly.”

THRAA-AA-TAT-A-CLICK, CLICK, CLICK.

The bullets came to a halt. Tripp couldn’t move his hands off the trigger, “Yaaggh.”

“What?” Jelly asked in haste.

“My hands are stuck.”

A whiff of burnt, synthetic skin blasted their face.

“Ngggg,” Tripp tore his left hand from the left trigger, and attempted to do the same with his right.

KERR-RAAA-AAACK.

His arm came away, but not his hand.

“Holy shi—” Jelly whined and stepped back in shock.

The wires, connectors and bolts bust out of the cavity in his wrist and sparked up a storm, leaving his smoldering, severed hand fused to the red-hot turret.

“Agghh,” Tripp grabbed his wrist with the remaining hand, “J-Jaycee?”

“Yeah? I’m a bit busy down here, to be honest with you.”

“My hand, my hand,” Tripp gasped and looked into the messy, electronic fusion in his wrist cavity, “How far is Opera Charlie?”

“Huh?” Jaycee looked up whilst squeezing the gears, “Are you seriously asking me are we there, yet? Right now?”

“No, you idiot,” Tripp pointed behind him at the relatively serene Space Opera Charlie hundreds of feet in the distance, “If you keep driving you’ll lead these bastards right to our home.”

“Oh,” Jaycee said. “Good point. You want me to stop?”

“Hell, no.”

Tripp turned to Jelly, who shuddered with fear, “We have no choice. We can’t stay here.”

“I know, I know.”

“We gotta get to Charlie and hole up before they beat us to it.”

SCREEEECH.

Jaycee spun the gears around, shifting the enormous weight of the tank sideways along the rocks.

“Hang on to something,” he roared through the lid in the roof as he slammed the gears forward.

The tank rumbled at speed along the desecrated ground with the wolves hot on their tail.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista, South Texas, USA

 

A young, brown-skinned man stepped out of an unmarked car in the gravel parking lot. He squinted over at a Mack Truck parked by the gate as he made his way to the back of the car.

CLUNK.

His hand yanked the back passenger door open. A woman was sitting inside with a hood over her head.

“Get out.”

The woman lifted her arms and tried to squeal, but her voice was muffled. Her breath fogged through the material of the hood covering her entire head and face.

“Give me your hands.”

She shoved them to the door and kicked her feet in defiance, “Mffpphh.”

The man grabbed her wrists and yanked her out of the car. The woman’s heels kicked along the stones, almost tipping her balance as she tried to stand up straight.

“Mffggghh.”

The man slammed the car door shut and frowned, about fed up with her incessant desire for freedom, “Shut up.”

He grabbed the silver sleeve on her impeccable suit and walked with her towards the dome entrance.

“We’re here,” the man said into his headgear. “Open the door.”

The woman stumbled forward, scared for her life.

“Mfgghh.”

“Stop squirming. You don’t want me setting off your DecapiCuffs, now. Do you?”

A metallic figure eight comprised of two metal discs shackled her wrists together. She knew if she were to run, she’d lose her hands.

“Come on, woman. Your public wants to see you.”

Her muffled screams of protest began to grate the young man’s ears, “Nu-huh, you don’t get to cry. Not after the stunt you pulled.”

“Mffggh.”

The young man pushed the woman toward the dome’s entrance.

The door began to slide up.

“Wait. You’ll bang your head and ruin your pretty face.”

 

Thirty cats ran around the arena, expending their energy. Some of them hopped onto the table and play-fought together.

A few of them played against the wall, tossing and turning.

The leader of the pack, the Egyptian Mau, paced around the RAGE wall, licking her mouth and surveying her brood.

“Meow.”

The majority of them stopped to look at her.

Mau purred and fell onto her side, “Maaah.”

Noyin looked up from the computer and chuckled to himself, “Look at them. Happier than pigs in feces.”

“No better place for them,” Sierra watched Jamie and Leesa bond over a cute ball of fluff.

Jamie stroked the cat’s head and smiled, “Hey, girl. What’s your name?”

Purrrrr.

“She doesn’t have one,” Leesa said. “We should give her a name.”

“What was your cat called?”

“Suzie,” Leesa whispered with a solemn look on her face.

“Did USARIC give her back to you?” Jamie asked.

The girl shook her head, “No. We thought they’d give her back to us. My Dad kept asking, but they said they needed to keep her.”

“Keep her?”

“Yeah. They told us she died.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Leesa wiped a tear from her eye. She looked over at Remy, who was sitting in front of the giant telescope.

“What happened to Remy’s pet?” Leesa asked. “Bisoubisou?”

“Ugh,” Jamie sniffed. “It’s a long story.”

“Tell me.”

Jamie picked up the white cat and was about to tell her, when the door to the dome caught everyone’s attention.

WHIIRR.

A silver pair of pants and black boots were the first thing everyone saw as the door slid up.

A man dressed in black stood with her.

He grabbed the woman’s shoulder and pushed her into the dome.

“Get in.”

 

Sierra moved forward and folded her arms, “About damn time, Finbow. Where have you been?”

Finbow brushed his hands in disgust, “Ugh, I touched her.”

“Never mind that. What took so long? You missed the message.”

Jamie pressed his fingers around his neck, relieved that his Decapidisc had been removed, “I hate those things.”

“Yeah, really,” Leesa said. “Thank God they didn’t work.”

“They keep saying they’re not the bad guys,” Jamie whispered.

He watched the silver-suited woman drop to her knees and bawl through her mouth gag. Her bound wrists hit her lap, revealing the metal figure eight shackling them together.

“Who’s that?” Leesa asked.

The woman slung her covered head to her chest and started to cry, “Mfgghh.”

SCHWUMP.

The dome door slammed to the ground, sealing everyone inside.

Curious, most of the cats approached the crying woman in the middle of the room.

“Hissss.”

All thirty of them flapped their tails, deeply unhappy at the woman’s presence.

Sierra rode up behind their new captive and stood behind her, “Gentlemen, ladies, boys, and girl. What you see here is the quintessential example of fear-mongering and abuse.”

Jamie grabbed Leesa’s hand, filled with suspense. She squeezed back, and held her breath.

“Remy?” Sierra called to the boy.

“What is it?”

He ran from the telescope as Sierra clutched the back of the woman’s hood, “I think you may want to see who this is.”

“Who is it?”

“She made you famous, my little comrade,” Sierra said.

“Mffgghhh,” the woman kicked her legs forward and shrugged her shoulders.

Noyin and Rana stood together and watched Sierra perform her theatrics.

Grace looked up from the central table and wrapped her knuckles along the surface, “Take the hood off her. We don’t want her having a coronary, and besides, she’s not that important.”

The RAGE gang knew who this was, but weren’t overjoyed at the prospect of keeping her captive.

“Just do it,” Grace said. “I don’t want to have to look at her face for any longer than I have to.”

The cats snarled and pushed forward, hoping Sierra might order them to attack.

Sierra kept her grip on the back of the woman’s hood and poised to lift it off her head.

“While we await USARIC’s response. Let’s hope they agree to our terms. This piece of crap, crying for her life on her stupid knees, was meant to be a part of our ultimatum. She was late to the party, which is very unusual for her, as she’s usually the first pain in everyone’s ass on the scene—”

“—For Christ’s sake, Sierra,” Grace slammed the table. “Don’t play with your food. Do it.”

“Mffghh,” the woman squealed.

“Members of RAGE, I give you—”

WHUMP.

Sierra tore off the hood, revealing a thirty-something with jet black hair crying through her taped-up mouth.

“It’s her,” Remy gasped. “You bitch.”

“Dreenagh Remix,” Sierra flung the hood to the floor, “Individimedia’s premiere broadcasting bitch, I think you’ll find.”

SCHWIPP.

Sierra tore the tape away from Dreenagh’s mouth. She fell forward on her wrists and roared in pain.

“Agggghhh, no. Let me out of here.”

The cats pushed forward and threatened to claw her.

“No. Stay,” Sierra shouted at the cats. “Bad pussycats.”

Remy punched his fists together and walked up to her in as threatening a way as he could muster, “You bitch.”

Dreenagh kicked herself across the floor and screamed for mercy, “No, no. Remy. Please, don’t—”

“—You humiliate me,” he growled, stepping closer to her, “You shame my mother and I in front of millions of people watching your stupid Viddy Media.”

Noyin, Rana, and Grace chuckled to themselves. They allowed the little Russian kid to vent his frustration a little longer than was necessary.

“No, I swear. Remy,” Dreenagh spluttered. “I was only trying to tell the world the truth.”

Remy booted her in the shin, “Bitch.”

“Gah,” she cried and turned over onto her chest, “No, no. Someone, please. Make him stop.”

Remy squinted at the DecapiCuffs binding her wrists together, “Quickly, who has the button? Give me the button.”

Sierra shook her head, “No, Remy—”

“—God damn it, who has the button for her Decapidisc? I want to press it and remove her hands.”

“Remy, no,” Sierra repeated with a stern look in her eye, “She needs her hands for what’s coming next. Probably.”

He exclaimed something in Russian and stomped his feet to the floor, “It is not fair. I want her to scream in pain.”

Dreenagh made the fatal mistake of looking in Remy’s blood-hungry eyes, “Oh, Jesus Christ. Get me away from him.”

“I will kill you. American journalist scum.”

Finbow ran over to Dreenagh and crouched down behind her, “Okay, that’s enough. Lift your hands, Dreenagh.”

“Whu—?” Dreenagh jumped out of her skin at Finbow’s unannounced arrival, “No, no. Leave me alone.”

Finbow rolled up his sleeve and teased the white button on his glove, “You want this thing off you, right?”

“Yes, yes—”

“—Then lift your hands up and let me remove it.”

TCH-CLUNK. CLANG.

The DecapiCuffs clanged to the floor. Dreenagh kicked herself back and pressed her palms on the ground.

Everyone watched her climb to her feet and brush the sweaty strands of hair away from her face.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I d-did to upset you all, but I can assure you—”

“—Dreenagh?” Sierra interrupted.

“Y-Yes?”

“Shut up.”

Jamie and Leesa didn’t know how to respond. They just kept blinking at the scene, wondering what the hell was happening.

“Look at that lady,” Leesa whispered to Jamie. “She’s really scared.”

Dreenagh burst into tears and began to hyperventilate, “You’re g-going to kill m-me, aren’t you?”

Sierra approached the woman and tried to calm her down, “Hey, hey. Dreenagh, listen to me.”

“No, you’re g-going to kill me,” Dreenagh yelled. She pushed Sierra out of her way and ran to the door, “Someone, please. Let me out. They’re going to kill me.”

“For God’s sake,” Grace jumped out of her chair and unlatched the shotgun from under the table, “Hey, Remix.”

Dreenagh banged on the door with all her might, “No, no. Someone, please. Help me—”

Grace lifted the shotgun and cocked it with her left hand.

TCH-CLUNK.

“Yo, bitch.”

Grace’s holler caught Dreenagh’s attention. She exhaled and turned around to see Grace pointing the gun at her from across the arena grounds.

“See this in my hands?” Grace said. “You see it?”

“Y-Yes?”

“I’ll blow your pretty little head off, asshole,” Grace spat. 

Dreenagh squealed like a little girl and made a mad dash towards Grace, “Arrrgggghhhh.”

“Get back—” Grace slipped her finger around the trigger. “I mean it, get the hell back—”

Dreenagh launched herself over the table, “Yaaaggh.” She threw her hands in front of her face in an attempt to grab the gun from Grace’s clutches.

It was pathetic.

All heads turned from the door to the table as Dreenagh slid right across it.

Grace twisted the shot gun upside down as the woman screamed towards her.

“Come to mommy, you little—”

SMACK-WHUMP.

Grace whacked the end of the gun across Dreenagh’s face, sending her flying off the table.

“Whoa,” everyone gasped.

FLUMP.

Dreenagh hit the ground, unconscious. She began to snore, her limbs splayed out in all directions.

“Wow, Grace,” Finbow grinned, impressed. “You really are old school, aren’t you?”

Sierra brushed her suit down and walked over to the central table. She pointed at the passed-out journalist snoring up a storm on the ground.

“Can someone clear that useless piece of crap off my floor, please?”

Biddip-Biddip-Beep.

The noise came from the far end of the table.

“Who’s Viddy Media is that?” Sierra asked.

Everyone lifted their left forearm and inspected the ink.

“Not mine,” Noyin said.

“Nope,” Rana said.

“This is impossible,” Sierra looked at her own forearm, “We’ve disabled everyone’s Viddy Media. It’s not mine.”

Biddip-Biddip-Beeeeep.

“There it is again.”

Grace looked at her forearm. The ink was stationary, “Nope, not me.”

Siyam shook his head and revealed the ink on his arm to everyone in the arena. “Not me, either.”

“Well, it’s not coming from the kids, so whose—” Sierra stopped her sentence and focused her attention on Dreenagh’s splayed left arm.

The ink swirled around the skin on her forearm.

“It’s Dreenagh’s,” Sierra shouted, “Grace, get her arm.”

Grace kicked the woman over and onto her back, “Even when she’s passed out, she’s a pain in the ass.”

She lifted Dreenagh’s left arm up and pressed her thumb to the ink.

“It’s a live feed. Channel one, one, eight.”

“It’s them,” Sierra said.

“Who’s them?” Jamie asked as he watched Grace remove Dreenagh’s thumbnail and press it to the tabletop.

“It’s Sibald’s channel,” Sierra said. “Display the feed.”

WVHOOM.

The thumbnail threw a large holographic feed in the middle of the room.

Jamie, Leesa, and Remy turned to watch it, along with Noyin, Rana, Finbow, and Sierra.

“It’s him,” Grace said. “Santiago Sibald. How did he get the response?”

“Shh. Moment of truth,” Sierra folded her arms and braced herself for what she was about to see, “Come on, Sheck. Don’t make us be the bad guys.”

 

The reporter’s face, complete with immaculate white teeth, appeared on the floating image, “Hi, I’m Santiago Sibald.”

“Hi. You’re a disgusting pig with dentures,” Grace snorted.

“Silence,” Sierra snapped and lifted her palm up the length of the image, raising the volume.”

“Less than thirty minutes ago, an outfit known as RAGE, Rebels Against Genetic Engineering, issued what can only be described as a threat to USARIC CEO, Maar Sheck. In it, they promised to mutilate and murder Jamie Anderson, the surprise winner of USARIC’s Star Cat Project, which took place back in 2118.”

Jamie frowned and looked away from the image.

“Along with Anderson, the outfit also kidnapped and threatened to murder the Russian owner of Bisousbisou, Remy Gagarin, and third place finalist, Leesa Task. All three children are believed to be just ten-years-old.”

“Yeah, hurry up and get to the point, asshole,” Sierra huffed as she walked around the image. “Tell us your boyfriend’s answer.”

A paused image of Maar Sheck standing in front of a gray wall appeared in Santiago’s place.

“They gave Sheck one hour to disband and cease all operations and release what they referred to as ‘USARIC’s subjects.’ I can sensationally reveal right now that CEO Maar Sheck received the message and has, in fact, issued a response. And the news isn’t good.”

“God bless Individimedia,” Siyam spat with sarcasm. “Sheck went through that silver-haired lamebrain to release a statement? This is very bad news.”

“Plan B,” Sierra hung her head and growled, “Rana?”

“Yeah?”

Sierra lifted her head back to the feed, “Start the van.”

“What, now?”

Sierra ran over to the table and reached underneath it, “Plan B, Rana. Start the damn van. Grace, get your Black Gold on.”

“For a moment, there, I thought he’d cave in,” Noyin offered and made his way to the computer console.

“Shouldn’t we wait to see the response before we kick into overdrive?”

“God, no,” Sierra said. “The moment he got the message he probably quadrupled security. We can’t waste any time.”

Grace pulled open the table compartment and withdrew a small black box. She flipped the lid and scooped her fingers along the transparent goo.

“What are they doing?” Leesa asked Jamie.

“I, uh, I d-dunno?”

“The original broadcast hit millions of viewers across the globe,” Santiago’s narration continued as Maar’s image began to play out, “Viewers are advised that this broadcast may contain language that could be upsetting to some viewers.”

Maar pressed his hands to the table and leaned forward, addressing everyone in the room.

Rana climbed into the van and started the engine, “Come on, guys. Let’s go.”

She reached into her hair and pulled down a peculiar-looking device over her eyes, “Binocles. Start-up, please.”

 

Jamie, Leesa, Remy, Noyin, and Siyam watched the feed as Grace and Sierra prepared themselves for action.

“My name is Maar Sheck, Chief Executive Officer at USARIC. This message is intended for the eyes of those calling themselves RAGE.”

“Yeah, dream on asshole,” Grace tossed the Black Gold to Sierra, who caught it and tipped the contents onto her face.

Rana hopped into the driver’s side of the van and fired up the engine, “Noyin?”

“Yeah?”

“Launch coordinates for the van. Cape Claudius.”

“On it.”

Noyin slumped into the chair at the computer console. He punched a command onto the holographic keyboard hovering a few inches from the surface of the desk, “Coordinates loaded onto the vehicle’s unit.”

Rana spun the wheel and backed the van up to the dome’s entrance.

The playback continued.

Maar stood up straight and continued his announcement with as much dignity as he could muster.

“The Rebels Against Genetic Engineering are a left-wing group of fascists who use violence to silence the opposition. They understand little of the good work USARIC have done for the good of mankind. They seek to halt and disrupt our work, and it will not be tolerated.”

Sierra unhooked her machine gun from her belt and ran alongside the van, “Kids, change of plan. You’ll have to wait until we’re back.”

BANG-BANG-BANG.

She thumped the back doors of the van. They swung open and allowed her inside.

Sierra climbed in, unhooked a handgun from the wall and threw it at Finbow, “Catch.”

He caught the firearm in his right hand and ran to the back of the van, “Step aside. Let me in.”

“Citizens, do not believe a word these charlatans say. For they are the true enemy of the people,” Maar continued with a dose of healthy cynicism and conviction, “Much like you, we at USARIC do not tolerate terrorism in any shape or form. These people are not killers. They are mistaken. I only have one thing to say to those malformed, cretinous imbeciles at RAGE…”

VROOOOM.

Rana hit the gas and leaned out of the window, “Siyam. Open the damn door.”

“Okay,” Siyam threw his hands across the infrablue sensor by the door and opened it.

Grace climbed into the back of the van and passed the Black Gold to Finbow, “Quick, slap some on.”

“Okay, okay.”

He took the box from her hand and scooped his fingers inside.

“ETA on Cape Claudius?” Rana shouted to Noyin at the communications desk.

“Forty-five minutes if you floor it,” he said. “Be careful of those MagStrips. They’re everywhere, now.”

Maar leaned into the live feed once again and scowled.

“RAGE. The chances of you executing those three children are about as high as me surrendering to your demands. You know it, and I know it.”

The van reversed through the open door, leaving a thoroughly perturbed Jamie, Leesa, and Remy dumbstruck.

Grace, Sierra, and Finbow each grabbed a headset and pulled it over their ears.

“Comms are on,” Sierra said from the back of the van as it rolled into the parking lot, “Noyin, keep it tight.”

“You got it. You’re coming through loud and clear.”

Maar’s image threatened Sierra as she stood at the back of the van, “RAGE, I call your bluff.”

“Bad move, dickhead,” Sierra yelled back at the recording.

WHUMP.

She yanked the doors shut as the van shot off into the distance.

Siyam picked up his jacket and slung his arms through the sleeves, “Noyin, I’m in the truck.”

“Understood.”

Jamie turned to Siyam as he made his way to the door, “Where are they going?”

“Plan B, son,” he returned to Jamie and smiled. “Maar said no. He’s given us no option, so now we have no choice.”

“No choice?” Leesa asked.

“If Sheck won’t release the subjects, then we’ll have to,” Siyam said. “And we’ll unleash hell while we’re at it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Control Deck

Opera Charlie - Level One

 

Alex moved his arm around the drone’s 3D live feed. The image displayed scores of wolves bolting after the tank, “Jeez, there must be a hundred of them.”

“Alex? This is Jaycee, do you read me?”

The tank in the left-hand side of the image glowed in white as Jaycee’s voice came through the image.

“Yes, I read you, Nayall,” Alex enlarged the image of the tank with both hands and extended two fingers on his right glove, “Whatever those things are, they’re gaining on you.”

“Is there anything you can do to divert them from your end?”

“It’s not an armored drone,” Alex traced his fingers over the tank’s image and noticed a giant cat in the cage with Tripp, “Wait. Is that Jelly?”

“Yeah, we found her,” Jaycee said. “She’s in pretty bad shape. Prep Medix for our arrival.”

“Ah. Uh, Jaycee, the thing is—”

“—Stop stalling and get to the point, Hughes.”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

The turret spun around and fired a succession of shots at the hounds barreling after them. Three of them twisted onto their side and provided a blockade for the others as they continued to run.

“There isn’t a Medix on Charlie,” Alex turned to a blue reading at the right side of the image, “You’re nearly here. Head for the level three compartment at Motary, where you exited from.”

“Understood,” Jaycee said.

“I’ll open the door for you. Do not let any of those things in here.”

“Are you busting my balls—?” Jaycee snapped.

Alex cut the voice command off and watched the numbers roll down as the tank approached the side of the ship. He turned to the floating holographic book and pointed at Charlie’s visual representation on the live feed.

“Manny?”

“Yes, Alex?”

“Open Motary hatch. They’re about to embark.”

“Embark, huh?” Manny sniggered. “Woof. Woof. Sure, whatever you say.”

Alex took the semi-automatic D-REZ firearm from his belt and inspected the grip, “You know, Manny. Sometimes I get the feeling you’re not taking any of this seriously.”

“It’s not my fault, Alex,” Manny said as her cover fluttered and beeped, “USARIC didn’t want their Series Twos to have much of a sense of humor.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Alex ran over to the control deck door, “Keep all available comms on online.”

“Yes, Alex.”

“And we need to perform a basic health check on Jelly when she’s back, just to make sure.”

“Okay, okay,” Manny lifted her covers and twirled around. “Motary’s opening, now.”

“Good. Stay here.”

Alex ran through the door and lowered his gun as he raced along the walkway.

SCHUNT.

The door slid shut, leaving Manny on her own with little to do but wait for the comms download to complete.

“Nitwit.”

 

***

 

BLAST-CRUNCH.

The tank’s conveyor belt crushed over the last few rocks on course for the opening door

Jelly kept her infinity claws wrapped around the turret cage in an attempt to steady her balance.

“I don’t feel too good, Tripp,” she whined and licked her mouth.

Tripp kept his left hand on the turret gears, blasting at the wolves as they moved forward. He pointed at the side of Space Opera Charlie just as the door to Level Three began to open.

WHIIIIIIRRRRR.

“It’s opening,” he looked through the opened roof by his feet, “Jaycee, quick.”

“I’m going as fast as I can, Captain.”

The tank toppled onto its left side as it ran over a large rock, “Hold onto something,” Jaycee yelled at the pair above him.

Jelly’s feet lifted away from the roof as the tank shifted onto one of its conveyors. It almost fell on its side.

“Whoa,” her behind followed her legs as they swung against the cage ceiling, “Help.”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM!

Tripp fired off a round of shots at the approaching wolves. Only two of the bullets were successful in killing any of the ravenous pack.

Tripp kicked his severed right hand away from the right side of the turret and caught it in his left, “I’m nearly out of ammo,” 

“Conserve as much as you can, man. Make every bullet count,” Jaycee yelled back as he kept the gears yanked back with all his might, “Ten more seconds and we’re there.”

“Oh, no,” Jelly pulled herself to the edge of the cage and let out a shriek, “Tripp?”

“What is it now, Jelly?”

“They’re coming ‘round the side,” she screamed.

GGRRRRRRRRR-RAAAAAR.

A wolf appeared out of nowhere and clung to the side of the cage. 

Tripp and Jelly jumped in fright.

One of the razor sharp talons on its paws sliced through the metal, almost taking a clump of fur from Jelly’s neck.

GGRRRRRR.

“Oh God, oh God,” Jelly clutched her chest and tumbled over Tripp’s lap, “Get it away from me.”

“Arrggggghhh,” Tripp yanked the side lever on the turret and switched to fully automatic mode. He swung the cage around forty-five degrees and tried to shoot the wolf off the bars.

THRAAA-TAT-TAAAAT.

The cage spun around and around, blasting ammunition into the sky.

“What the hell are you doing?” Jaycee said before making the mistake of looking up through the hatch and clocking the wolf on the cage, “Oh, Jesus Chr—”

SNAASSSH-SCHLAAAAMMM.

The wolf chewed through the bars and rammed its head through the hole. The sharp edges tore along its face and neck, busting the underlying skin apart.

“Uh, uh,” Jelly lifted her paws and extended her infinity claws, ready to attack, “Come here you ugly piece of shi—”

ROOWWAAAAARR!

The jagged edges of the busted cage daggered into the wolf’s neck and face. The tank’s violent shifting through the rocks only made matters worse.

Tripp lifted his severed hand and threw it at the wolf. It bopped him on the head and bounced off the side of the tank.

Jelly lowered her arms, taking pity on the trapped wolf. The life drained from its pyramid-shaped eyes as its top half slumped onto the metal, impaled on five broken bits of metal.

“Look at it,” Jelly whispered as she stared into its pained eyes, “It’s in pain.”

Tripp turned back, “No time to start feeling sorry for these bastards. They’re trying to kill us.”

“I know,” she snapped, and ran one of her claws under the dying wolf’s jaw.

“For God’s sake, don’t touch it—”

“—But look at it,” Jelly said. “It’s so—”

ROOWWAAARRR.

The wolf snapped its teeth and gnashed its fangs at her.

“Whoa,” Jelly removed her paw and allowed her killer instinct to kick in.

The beast clutched the cage and attempted to lift its impaled head off the bars, with little success. It whined in pain, knowing it couldn’t move.

“Damn it,” Jelly shook any empathy she had away and snarled at the crying wolf, “Come here.”

She stepped forward and slung the crook of her elbow on her right arm under its chin.

The wolf whined as it felt Jelly’s left forearm fly across its eyebrow and press against its neck.

ROOWAAARRR.

Ropes of bloodied saliva whipped into the air and up Jelly’s exo-suit as she tightened her forearms around its head and neck.

“Sweet dreams.”

SWISH - KER-KLUTCH.

One swift action was all it took to break its neck. The beast’s top half dropped into her arms.

“Ngggg,” she grabbed the busted cage and booted its remains off the top of the tank.

“Okay, we’re here,” Jaycee announced at the top of his lungs, “Get ready.”

The tank stormed across the last of the rocks and through the opened Motary doors.

 

Alex ran down the level Three Walkway and palmed the lever on the side of his D-Rez, “Jaycee? Did you embark?”

“Yeah, rolling in as we speak.”

Alex hit the panel on the wall and opened the door to the Motary, “Manny?”

“Yes, Alex?”

“They’re in. Close the doors. Do it, now.”

“Understood.”

 

VRROOOOOOOOOOOM.

The back-end of the tank shunted over the lip of the main external door to the Motary. Alex bolted inside and screeched to a halt on his feet.

“Jesus,” Alex waved his hands, “Slow down, you’ll crush all the equipment.”

He ran to the right-hand wall and tried to wave the tank to a stop, “Jaycee?”

“Yeah, what is it?” his voice came through Alex’s headgear, “Can’t you see we’re busy?”

“Stop, slow down. You’ll hit the equipment—”

VROOOM-CRASHHHH.

The conveyor on the truck pushed into the stationary pod and shattered its glass frontage.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Alex ran up to the side of the tank and thumped it with his fist, “Slow down. Be careful.”

The tank rolled over the pod and busted it clean apart with its weight.

“Uh, Alex?” Jelly shouted from the turret a few feet above. She pointed at the open door and the approaching wolves, “Uh, they’re coming?”

BANG-BANG-BANG.

Alex gasped and rammed the side of the tank, “Jaycee, Tripp. Get out of there, now.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Jaycee pulled himself through the tank’s roof hatch and joined Tripp and Jelly in the turret cage.

HOWWWLLL-ROOAAARR.

“Oh, Jesus,” Jaycee reached into his belt and pulled out his Rez-9, “Guys, get down. Now.”

He aimed down the sight and blasted three wolves in the head. Their carcasses blasted into the air and slammed down on the rest of the pack.

“Go. Now.”

 

Alex raced to the front of the tank and palmed the safety catch on his D-REZ, “Manny? Why aren’t the doors closing?”

“The link-up is delayed.”

“Oh, amaziant,” Alex quipped with sarcasm and lifted his D-REZ at the approaching horde of wolves, “Close the damn doors.”

“I’ve already sent the command,” Manny insisted through their headgears.

“You’re useless.”

Alex yanked on the trigger.

THRTAA-TATA-TAAAAT!

A torrent of bullets rocketed from left to right, taking out more and more of the wolves.

SCHPITT-SCHPLATT-CRACK.

The front row of wolves exploded in a gory miasma of flesh, teeth, and blood. Alex released the empty clip to the ground, reached into his belt, and slotted in a fresh grip.

“Guys, get back,” Alex ordered as he took aim at the approaching beasts once again.

Jaycee jumped from the top of the tank.

WHUMP.

He landed feet-first and joined Alex with a Rez-9 in each hand, “Actually, Jelly, Tripp. Stay up there in the cage. It’s the safest place.”

GRRRRIIINNNDD.

The door to the Motary began to close - slowly. The sound of metal on hardened ceramic was ear-piercingly loud.

The next row of wolves stormed forward, kicking dirt and mud into the air as their claws unhooked from the ground.

Jaycee screamed at the top of his voice, “Come and get some, you ugly bastards—”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

Jaycee’s bullets dispatched five wolves, pushing their bodies back over the carcasses of their previously-slain cohorts.

“Manny?” Alex yelled, “Please tell me the door is operational.”

“Yes, it’s closing. Did you notice?”

Alex turned to the wheels at the door frame as they spun around, folding the door down as slowly as it could.

“Damn it, it’s not quick enough.”

Alex fired another round of shots.

Five of them climbed up the building mound of animal corpses launched themselves into the Motary.

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

Jaycee shot each one out of the air, rendering the ferocious hounds of hell into bursting blood-filled balloons.

“Get out of here, now,” he stepped back with Alex as they tried to fend off the marauding beasts of hell.

The door slid towards the ground, preventing most of the beasts from getting inside.

SNARL-GRRRRRR.

Three of them lowered their fronts to the ground and splayed their limbs out flat, trying to push through.

Jelly grabbed Tripp’s one remaining hand and pulled him away from the tank, “Get to the back wall.”

GRRRIIINNNNND.

One of the wolves slipped through the closing gap and raced up to Jaycee.

“Who’s a good boy, huh?” he aimed down his sight and squeezed the trigger.

CLICK-CLICK-CLICK.

Jaycee’s gun was empty, “Oh, shi—”

ROOAAARRR.

The wolf pounced into the air.

Alex swung his body around and yanked on the trigger, “Jaycee. Duck.”

Instead of ducking, Jaycee covered his face with his left arm, “Nooo.”

THRAAAA-AA-AAATTT.

Alex unleashed fifty bullets from his D-REZ, tracing the wolf’s trajectory. The Motary side wall shattered to pieces as the bullets chased the beasts’ hind legs.

CLIP-SCHPLATT.

The next bullet caught the wolf’s foot, chewing through its flesh and splitting the bone. The paw burst away from its arm and rocketed towards Alex’s face.

“Noooo.”

SCHWIPP.

The claws on the severed, flying paw scratched along Alex’s mask, tearing most of it away from his face. He screamed and twisted his body around, all the while spraying bullets at the rest of the wolf.

The final bullet punctured its body, twisting it around in the air and out of Jaycee’s path.

Jaycee finally crouched, hoping he wouldn’t be murdered in the process.

SCHLUMP.

The freshly-executed wolf’s body slammed against the wall and slid down the surface toward the ground.

GRRRR.

The rest of the wolves shuffled forward under the closing door, stuck between one another, still hungry for blood.

Jaycee lifted his arms away to see Alex remove the empty clip from his D-REZ.

He took a brief moment to swallow and catch his breath, “Thanks, man.”

“Anytime.”

Alex went for a fresh magazine, but was out of ammunition, “Damn. I’m out.”

“Your mask.”

“I know, I know,” Alex chucked his spent firearm to the floor and felt, for the first time, a blast of pure air against his face. He didn’t have time to enjoy the freeing sensation, however.

HOWL. BARK-BARK.

Alex and Jaycee turned to the door as it closed shut - right onto the heads of several wolves who became jammed together in the tussle to enter the ship.

The pair turned away in disgust as the door crushed the wolves’ heads into the ground.

GRIND. SCHWUNT-SCHPLATT.

Alex winced and tried not to watch, “Oh, man. That’s just nasty.”

Angry howls and murderous banging occurred from the other side of the hatch. The wolves wanted in, and weren’t going to relent any time soon.

Jaycee stood up straight and dropped both Rez-9s to the ground, “I’m out, too.”

Alex nodded at the dead wolf by the wall, “What are we gonna do with him?”

“Leave it. It’s dead,” Jaycee yelled over the commotion coming from outside. He turned around and ran over to Jelly and Tripp, “Right, we need answers.”

“Too right,” Tripp looked at Alex to find him staring at the dead wolf’s eyes, “Hughes?”

No response.

Alex froze on the spot. He tried to process what had just happened, and entered a state of near-catatonia.

“Hughes?” Tripp repeated.

Alex snapped out of his daydream and turned to Tripp with a confused and frightened look on his face.

“Uh. Yeah?”

“Let’s go. Back to control.”

“Oh. Okay,” Alex cleared his throat.

Tripp noticed that the young lad’s arms were shaking. Jelly and Jaycee saw it, too, but didn’t have time to empathize - at all.

“Pfft. Newbie,” Jelly huffed. “Hey, Alex.”

He scooped up the remains of gelatin with his fingers and flung them to the floor, “Yes?”

“Stay away from me. I’m toxic.”

Alex took a deep breath, acclimatizing himself to his facial freedom, “I know, you said already. We have no masks left.”

“I’m serious, Hughes,” she pointed around the Motary in a state of anger, “You think with all these guns you got, you can kill anything you don’t like?”

Alex blinked, awaiting a response. He’d never been told off by a feline before.

“What if what you don’t like is inside you?” Jelly palmed the panel on the wall and opened the door. “How are you gonna shoot it, then?”

She stormed out of the Motary in a huff, leaving Tripp and Jaycee to fill in the blanks.

“She has a point, Hughes,” Tripp moved off with Jaycee.

Alex spotted Tripp’s busted wrist, “What happened to you?”

Tripp nodded over at the dead wolf carcasses and, “They did.”

Alex hung his head and stared down at his feet.

He felt his heart calm down despite the wild uproar outside the ship.

A strange moment in his young life, for sure. Surrounded by death and a peculiar situation no one would ever believe if he’d told them.

The wolf carcass began to freak him out. Quite incidentally, the head and eyes stared straight at Alex.

It was time to leave the Motary and get some answers. Alex exhaled, rolled his shoulders and walked through the door…

 

***

 

A smoking battleground lay a quarter of a mile away from Opera Charlie. It may as well have been a canine cemetery.

Scores of dead wolves scattered amongst mud and sludge. A fine mist formed a few feet over the ground from the battle that had taken place.

The wolves that were lucky enough not to have been killed traipsed around, sniffing at their dead brothers and sisters.

One of them looked up in the darkness. A huge shadow covered the view of Saturn, blocking the reflective light from its face.

It whined with mercy and pawed at its dead sibling.

SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP.

The gargantuan beast loomed above the wolf and looked left, then right. Eventually, it stood into the light.

Mastazita, in all his glory.

Twelve feet tall.

A twisted and metallic nightmare-fuel of a beast.

A tiny cracking of bones could be heard with each minuscule movement.

His face was that of a wolf - or, at least it could have been.

An extended jaw with six upturned bullet-shaped metal fangs, and a curious thin, vein-strewn webbing holding the bottom half of his face to his cheeks.

A much smaller wolf ducked its head and let out a pathetic whelp in reverence for Mastazita.

The giant moved its right foot forward and crouched to its knees. Sections of the grounded spaceship Jelly had found were wrenched and folded around Mastazita’s arms and legs.

A very convincing attempt at a suit of armor.

Cyrillic writing adorned its ‘shoulder armor’, fashioned from the wing of the ship.

Mastazita ran his colossal paw over the wolf’s head, trying to calm him down.

It worked.

The wolf seemed to purr as he made a fuss of the padding in Mastazita’s ‘palm’, careful not to hurt itself on his master’s claws made from the gears of the spaceship.

Mastazita moved his head to the carcass on the floor.

He slid his paw underneath its shoulders and lifted it a few inches off the ground.

Its neck had been snapped.

Sniff-sniff… snore.

Mastazita pulled the carcass to his face and sniffed around. A deathly liquid-gurgling noise billowed out through its face as it took in the dead wolf’s scent.

Something strange, and unfamiliar.

A scent Mastazita despised in that very instant.

A scent indicating that a new oppressor - or prey, at least - had made itself known on their turf.

Mastazita’s heart beat faster and faster. The blood rushing through his arteries and veins may well have been gunpowder.

A tumultuous feeling of anger and hate rumbled through his body. It had yet to display fully, but the scores of scared wolves knew that it was only a matter of time before their master would erupt.

Mastazita stood up straight with the broken-necked wolf in his arms and held it out at arm’s length.

ROOOAAAAARRRR!

Slowly, he lifted the slain lump of furry flesh toward Saturn, above his head.

An offering to the Gods that should have protected them.

“Muhhh,” he roared. “Shta—zee—tuuuh.”

The wolves stood on their hind legs and howled at their fallen friend resting in Mastazita’s paws.

Finally, he tilted his head up to the giant, ringed Goddess in the sky and expunged his anger. A giant, planet-shattering roar of hell, accompanied by the howls of a more than a hundred wolves.

Mastazita released the dead wolf from his clutches. It spattered against the mud as he, and the wolves, headed for Space Opera Charlie.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

USARIC Headquarters

Cape Claudius, South Texas, USA

 

Rana drove the van off the freeway and joined a slip road.

The giant complex hung in the distance

She peered into her rearview mirror, “Okay, guys. We’re on the approach. Get ready.”

Sierra and Grace stepped into their USARIC suits and zipped them up.

“God bless Alex Hughes,” Sierra held her arms out and turned to Grace. “How do I look?”

“Like a nasty mercenary,” Grace turned to Sierra and palmed the last goop of Black Gold to her cheek, “How do I look?”

“Like one of them,” Sierra lifted her machine gun and watched Finbow inspect the empty cages in each corner of the van, “Are the cages locked and ready?”

“Ready,” Finbow unlatched both of them and unhooked his firearm from his belt. He pointed to his face and turned his cheek to Sierra, “Am I fully covered?”

“Let me have a look,” Sierra stepped up to him and noticed a dry spot on his chin. She scraped some Black Gold from her brow and plastered it under his lip, “Missed a spot.”

“Damn it.”

Rana yelled over her shoulder as the van approached the security gate, “Guys, get out of sight. We’re on.”

Grace knew Finbow struggled with his nerves. His hands were shaking.

“Hey, stop that. Look at me,” she said. “Do it, look at me.”

The look in his eyes told Sierra everything she needed to know. He was deathly afraid of what they were about to do.

“Finbow, listen. We’re in, and we’re out. No one has to die, you know—”

“—I know, but—”

“—No buts, my friend,” Sierra squeezed his shoulder. “When we’re in, you just have to unlock the doors and usher them into the cages.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t get it,” Sierra said. “You were perfectly fine with kidnapping Dreenagh?”

“I didn’t need a gun for that, though,” Finbow muttered.

“Doesn’t matter,” Grace squeezed her shotgun and licked her lips, “Leave the big boy stuff to us.”

 

A USARIC mercenary stepped out of the security kiosk. He waved his circular drone over to the giant sliding gate, just behind the yellow prevention bar.

“Stop, please.”

Rana rolled down the window and brought the van to a gentle halt, “Hi.”

The security guard peered through her window with suspicion. There wasn’t much to see save for the facade of tins of food behind her shoulders.

“Clearance papers, please.”

“Sure,” Rana reached onto the passenger seat and presented him with her ID and a single sheet of paper.

The security guard checked over the image on the card and tilted his visor to her face. She couldn’t see his eyes on account of the reflective black glass covering his face.

Rana closed her mouth and kept an eye on the drone as it buzzed down and threw a red light over the front of the van.

TRING.

“Vehicle authorization. Four-four-niner,” announced the drone.

The gate slid along its ground rails as the yellow bar lifted into the air.

The security guard passed the documents to Rana and stood back, “Have a good day, citizen.”

“You too.”

She threw the stick shift into first gear and rolled on through the gate.

A quick sigh of relief expended her nerves, “We’re in.”

“About damn time,” Sierra said. “Back up to the west quarter.”

Rana pressed her finger to her ear, “Okay, we’re in. Siyam, do you read me?”

 

Interstate I-608

Ten miles north of Cape Claudius

 

Siyam reversed the Mack Truck onto the freeway’s side verge. Dozens of MagCycles zipped along both magnetic strips on either side of the road.

“Yes, I read you. In position, now.”

“Good. Will advise when we’re out, standby.”

Siyam scanned his surroundings. The I-608 underpass loomed in the distance, and the traffic had begun to build up.

“Be quick, Rana. We don’t have all day.”

 

Rana spun the steering wheel and drove along the airstrip, “Animal compound dead ahead.”

“Good, back the hell up and let us out.”

“On it.”

Sierra knocked Grace’s arm and threw her a sly wink, “Here we go, get the doors ready.”

Grace moved to the double doors at the back of the van and gripped the handle, “Standby.”

Finbow couldn’t help but clock all the various USARIC employees milling around outside the hangars. It didn’t help to allay his fear of the mission.

“Jesus Christ, there’s hundreds of them.”

A giant mega-vehicle with USARIC written on the side rolled past them. It looked like a huge tank designed to kill.

“My God. What’s that?”

Sierra pulled him away from the window, “Damn it. Stop freaking out and concentrate, you dummy.”

Finbow’s sweat threatened to clear away the Black Gold from his face. “But. But—” 

“—Extra security measures. That’s why we left as soon as we did, before they all get here.”

A roar from a fighter jet screeching across the sky made Finbow jump in his shoes, “Oh, God. They know. They’re going to trap us—”

WHUMP.

Sierra pushed him against the van’s wall and lost her patience, “Listen to me, dickhead. You start growing a conscience and getting all freaked out, you’ll compromise the mission.”

“S-Sorry.”

Grace couldn’t help but smirk to herself. The funny sight of a woman accosting a grown man quaking in his boots.

“Can you two stop flirting and return to the task at hand, please?”

“Sorry isn’t good enough,” Sierra rammed him against the wall once again, “Are you a killer?”

“Wh-what?”

“I said, are you a killer?”

“What? No.”

“That’s right,” Sierra flung Finbow’s shoulder from her grasp and tapped him on the chin, “So act like one.”

 

Rana moved the van around the corner of the animal compound and pointed at two armed USARIC security officials protecting the side door.

“There they are,” she said. “Incapacitate them quickly and get in.”

“No kidding,” Sierra pushed Finbow to the back of the van, “Move. And don’t point your gun at people you don’t want dead, big boy.”

He inhaled and gripped his firearm with both hands.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

Rana reversed the van towards the side of the wall and spoke into her headgear, “Noyin? Come in?”

“Yes, we read you,” Noyin’s voice came through everyone’s headgear, “Rana, keep the van central between the door and the edge of the building. Keep the engine running.”

“Coordinates, oh, one, five, five, six. Noyin do you read that?”

“Confirmed,” he said.

“Good.”

Rana adjusted her binocles and peered into the rear view mirror. Her field of vision fell jet black. The contours formed together as white lines. The wall on the building turned into a series of revolving numbers as she reversed the van.

“One, five,” Rana muttered, angling the back wheels perpendicular to the wall. Finally, the last two numbers rolled up in her binocles: five and six.

“Okay, I’m lined-up. Get out.”

 

The two security officials approached the van as its back doors flung open.

Grace jumped to the ground and walked over to them, “Hey, how’s it going?”

The first guard lifted his gun, confused as to why a female USARIC official had exited a delivery van.

“What are you doing here?”

“You’re in the wrong section. Deliveries are at the north quarter,” the second guard added.

Grace pointed at Sierra and Finbow as they made their way over, “We need you to do something for us.”

“What’s that?”

She pointed her shotgun at them and slipped her finger over the trigger, “Drop your weapons and get down on your knees.”

“Huh?”

“Do it,” Sierra aimed her machine gun at the second guard, “Get on the floor. Now.”

The guards obeyed the instruction immediately. They slipped their firearms off their shoulders and threw them to the floor.

“You’ll never get away with this,” the first guard as he and his colleague dropped to their knees with their hands behind their heads.

“Shut up,” Grace kicked their weapons away and unclipped a black device from underneath the barrel.

“Do ‘em,” Sierra nodded at the first guard.

“Do what?” he asked.

Grace placed the two metal connectors at the end of the device against his neck.

ZAAAAPP.

The guard slumped face-first to the ground, unconscious, leaving his colleague in a state of terror.

“Jesus Christ.”

“You can shut up, too,” Grace turned to Finbow. “Get him in the van. Now.”

“Okay,” Finbow grabbed the first guard under the shoulders and dragged him along the ground towards the van.

The second guard trembled in his boots, “You’re k-kidnapping us?”

Sierra kept an eye out for any prying eyes. No one was around. She turned to the second guard and noticed his ID card attached to his lapel.

“Give me that,” she ripped it away from his suit and stood back, “Okay, do him.”

“My pleasure,” Grace said.

She thrust the stun device into his neck and squeezed the button.

SCHWIPP.

“Gaah.”

The stun gun hadn’t worked. “Huh?” Grace jabbed him again.

SCHWIPP-PP-PP.

“Damn it.”

The second guard’s howls of pain threatened to draw attention to the scene.

“Ugh, ugh,” Grace zapped him again, “It’s not working.”

Sierra wasted no time in moving up to the guard, “For God’s sake.”

THWOCK.

She kicked him across the face, knocking him out cold in Grace’s arms.

“There. Old school.”

Sierra turned to Finbow as he bundled the first guard in the back of the van, “Hey, over here. Get the second one.”

Finbow came running over and gasped at the second guard’s bloodied nose, “What did you do to him?”

“We got our ticket,” Sierra kissed the ID card and ran to the side door, “Don’t fondle the man. Just throw him in the van with the other one.”

Finbow took the second guard’s arms.

Grace took his ankles.

Together, they carried him over to the back of the van and threw him on top of his colleague.

Rana peered over the driver’s seat and smiled, “Aww, look at them. Sound asleep.”

“Yeah, and keep the van as quiet as they are until we give you the signal.”

Rana blew her a kiss, “You get it. Good luck in there. Set our little kitties free.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Grace gripped the door handles and forced them shut, “The bastards won’t know what hit them.”

SCHWUMP-SCHWUMP.

The doors slammed shut.

Sierra waved the other two over as she placed the ID card against the panel on the side door to the animal compound.

“Shh,” she said as Grace and Finbow joined her. She nodded at their USARIC suits and grinned, “Remember who you are.”

“We got it,” Grace said, ready to kill anything that got in her way.

Sierra pushed the ID card against the plate, “Keep it stealthy.”

SCHTUNK.

The door unbolted and swept inward, allowing the three of them inside the dimly lit corridor.

 

Sierra led the way down the lengthy, dark tunnel, “We’re in,” she whispered to anyone listening through the headgear connection.

“Good, keep the sit-rep up at all times,” Rana said through their headgear, “Grace?”

“Yeah?”

“Keep your finger off that damn trigger until you absolutely need it. We don’t want anyone spooked until the very last moment.”

“Leave the shooting to me and I’ll leave the driving to you,” Sierra whispered.

Finbow squeezed his firearm in an attempt to stop his arms from shaking, “It’s quiet in here. Too quiet.”

Sierra stopped walking and held the other two back, “Wait, wait.”

“What is it?” Finbow asked.

“The door at the end of the tunnel. Leads right into the animal compound.”

She ran up to the door as light-footed as possible and pressed the side of her face against it, “Shhh.”

“What are you doing?” Grace asked.

“Trying to listen,” she said. “There’s a chance that the compound could be empty.”

A brief moment of respite enabled the trio to calm their nerves as Sierra listened for any sign of life on the other side of the door.

“No, no, I can’t hear anything.”

Grace smiled and lowered her gun, “We came at the right time, then?”

“Seems so,” Sierra passed the security ID to Finbow. “Here, take this.”

He took the ID card from her palm and inspected it.

“Bays Two and Three.”

“Yeah.”

Sierra gripped the door handle, “Not the first one. It’s where the carcasses are being kept. No use to us.”

“I got it, I got it.”

“I really hope you do, Finbow,” Sierra said. “Because if you don’t, we’re screwed. Ready?”

Grace squeezed the grip on her gun and cleared her throat, “Let’s do it.”

Sierra pressed her finger to her ear, “Rana, come in.”

Static blew through the trio’s headgear, followed by Rana’s voice, “This is Rana. What’s the update?”

“We’re about to breach the compound. Are you set?”

“Yeah, in position,” Rana whispered. “But those two security guards won’t stay asleep forever. Be quick.”

“Understood.”

Sierra yanked the door handle down and pushed the door open.

 

USARIC Animal Compound

 

Dozens of workers sat at the computer workstations. The central data console was unmanned.

In the far right corner, a series of metal cages housed dozens of excited chimpanzees.

It was the first thing Sierra saw when she stepped into the compound.

OOO-OOO-OOOH.

“My God,” she stopped, briefly overwhelmed by its magnificence and size, “Look at this place.”

Grace rode up behind her, “This is where the guys were murdered?”

“Yeah,” Sierra whispered. “Look at them.”

The workers looked up from their computers and squinted at the trio. To them, three USARIC mercenaries had decided to visit the compound on their lunch break.

Grace pushed Finbow forward and pointed at the far wall, “Get on it. Open them up.”

Finbow jogged along the compound and politely smiled at the workers, “Good afternoon. Sorry.”

One of them smiled at him, completely fooled by his USARIC get-up, “Hello.”

Grace grabbed the barrel of her shotgun in her left hand and marched up to the central console.

She fired a shot into the ceiling.

BAMMMM!

The workers jumped in their seats and held up their hands as the chimpanzees hopped around in a frenzy.

“Citizens, can I have your attention, please?”

Sierra ran up to the console and smashed the screen on the surface with the butt of her machine gun, “Finbow, do it.”

Grace aimed her shotgun at the workers, “Everyone down on the ground. Now.”

 

Finbow reached the second bay and slammed the ID card against the glass panel, “Opening.”

WHUMP.

The door opened up and Finbow ran inside. He looked around the bay to find dozens of cages imprisoning scores of angry cats.

SNARRRL-SNASSSHH.

“Okay, I’m in,” Finbow ran back to the door and hollered at Sierra. “They’re here. They’re all here.”

“Bay Three,” Sierra shouted back and fired a round of shots at the screen hanging from the ceiling.

The glass in the ceiling burst down around her shoulders.

“Nobody move,” Grace threatened the workers as they lowered themselves to the floor, “If I see anyone reach for the alarm, I’ll blast your goddamn paws off.”

Finbow ran over to the third bay door and pressed the ID card against the wall.

SCHWUNT.

The door flung open, allowing Finbow inside. More and more cages lined the walls containing dozens of frightened cats.

“Jesus,” he muttered. “How many of you are there?”

Sierra twisted her machine gun upright and prepared to smash the emergency panel on the central console.

“Are we ready yet?” she hollered at him. “Come on, come on.”

“Yeah, man. They’re all here. Do it.”

Sierra turned to Grace and nodded, “This is it. Moment of truth.”

Grace swung her gun along the sea of frightened employees in front of her, “Everyone move to the wall behind me. We have a visitor coming.”

“Wh-what?” one of the employees stammered in terror.

“I said move to the back wall by the monkeys where you belong, assholes.”

No one moved. They were too terrified to blink, let alone defy a previous instruction to stay still.

“I said move—”

BLAMMMMM-SMAASSSHHH.

Sierra blasted the ceiling once again. A plume of metal and dust coughed around her head and shoulders, “Move it. Now.”

The workers did as instructed and shuffled on their hands and knees like cats to the far wall.

Sierra hopped up to the console and pinched her mouthpiece, “Okay, Rana. Do it.”

“Understood,” came the response. “Clear the area.”

“We have, you’re all clear,” Grace took the opportunity to boot one of the scurrying employees up the ass and help him along, “Get moving, dickhead.”

Rana’s voice throttled everyone’s headgear, “Coming in, standby. Five, four—”

Sierra shouted at Finbow, “Clear the doors. All hell is about to break loose.”

“Wh-what are you d-doing?” asked one of the petrified workers.

“Shut up,” Sierra screamed as she rammed the butt of her machine against the console.

SPRRAASSH-TCH.

The glass panel shattered into a thousand sharp pieces.

One by one, the cages in Bays Two and Three burst open. The cats tussled over each other in a mad dash for freedom.

“Finbow, get out here and move them in.”

“—and that’s one,” Rana finished. “Open sesame—”

KRAAAA-BAAAAMMMMMM.

The back of the van hurtled through the wall. Its back tires crunched over the worker’s seats and computers, throwing the van around in all directions.

Grace coughed as the smog from the exhaust flooded the animal compound.

“Whoa, stop. Stop,” Grace held out her hand, “You’ll run us over.”

ARRROOOOGAH.

The compound’s alarms fired to life.

“That’s it, let’s go,” Sierra yelled over the deafening security alarms that fired up all around them.

“This is not a drill,” a voice came through the speakers. “Security breach in west quarter, animal compound. Please remain where you are.”

Finbow waved at the cats and chased them towards the back of the van, “Get in, get in.”

Sierra hopped from the console and ran along with them, “Come on, my pretties. Go, go, go.”

One by one the cats raced along the ground and made their way into the vehicles.

“Come on, come on,” Finbow stomped after them and woofed like a dog. “Let’s go.”

Grace kept her shotgun on the workers and licked her lips, “Anyone got a problem with what we’re doing?”

One of the workers, a lady with red-rimmed glasses, crawled forward, “Jesus Christ, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?”

“Yeah. As a matter of fact, we do.”

“You won’t get out of here alive,” the lady yelled. “They’ll massacre you.”

Grace didn’t care. She was too busy watching Finbow and Sierra usher the majority of the cats into the back of the van.

A few felines stopped to claw at the unconscious guards as the others hopped into the van and trampled over them.

“Huh, they’re still sleeping on the job, are they?”

Sierra pointed at the workers, “Stop your lessense, for God’s sake. Keep an eye on those animals, please.”

“Okay, fine.”

Grace buried the end of her shotgun against the woman’s forehead and pushed her to the ground, “You were saying?”

“N-Nothing.”

“Good,” Grace spat. “I was about to tell you to shut the hell up.”

 

Finbow struggled to get a particularly vicious-looking ball of orange fluff to follow his instructions to get in the van.

“Come on, don’t just stand there looking at me like a fluffy ball of crap,” he squinted at the tag around her neck. “Suzie Q-Two?”

“Meow.”

“Jesus, come on. Run.”

“Meow,” she repeated and licked her right paw. A strange contraption hung over it, containing four, metal talons.

“What the hell?” Finbow ran over to her and tried to scoop the cat into his arms.

She scowled at him and threatened to jab him with her claws.

“Jesus Christ,” Finbow turned to Sierra. “Hey, this one won’t move.”

“Damn it.”

Sierra ran up to Suzie Q-Two and shifted her behind with her boot, “Let’s go, you little terror.”

“Mwaahh.”

Suzie Q-Two swiped at Sierra’s shin and tore the fabric from her leggings.

“Damn it, get in the van.”

Sierra booted the defiant cat over to the van.

Finbow exhaled and shook his head at her, “Really?”

“What? She doesn’t know what’s good for her.”

Finbow climbed into the back of the van and forced the cats into the two cages.

Suzie Q-Two hopped into the back of the van and shrieked at the other cats.

“Hisssss.”

The majority of them crept back along their hind legs, scared.

Suzie Q-Two put one paw forward and yelled at them once again, making sure they knew who was in charge, “Maaooow.”

“Okay. They’re all in,” Sierra said. “Let’s go.”

 

SLAMMMM.

The main door to the animal compound opened. Two USARIC mercenaries with rifles stormed in.

The first immediately spotted Sierra making a run for it past the console.

“Citizen, stop.”

“Run, run,” Sierra launched herself forward and landed ass-first on the console. She twisted her body around as she stormed over the panel and fired at the two mercs.

THRAAA-TAT-TAAAAT.

Bits of the wall exploded behind them as they dived for cover.

“God damn it,” Grace swung her gun to the two mercs, “You’re down, now. So, stay down.”

Finbow squinted at the darkness behind the opened door, “There’s more of them coming.”

Sierra jumped to her feet and stormed over to the van, “We got what we came here for. Let’s go.”

Grace pressed her hand against her hip and felt around for her grenade, “Want me to block the corridor?”

“God, no,” Sierra hopped into the van and knocked one of the two unconscious security guards with her foot, “They’re still out. Rana, start the engine.”

“You got it,” Rana yelled and slammed on the gas.

VRA-VRA-VROOOOOM.

The tires whizzed around, grating against the slick floor.

SQUAH-SQUAH-SQUEEEEEE—

The van bolted a few feet and tore the rest of the wall down. Segments of brickwork and wires exploded as they crashed to the ground.

Daylight burst through the wreckage surrounding the van.

VRRRR. VRRRRR.

“We’re stuck,” Rana yanked the handbrake and grabbed the back of her seat. She saw the opened doors rammed tight against the edges of the workstations, “Damn it, get in and close the doors.”

Grace raced over to the back of the van and grabbed Sierra’s hand.

“Get in.”

“I’m trying,” Grace climbed aboard and turned around to see Finbow aiming his gun at the two USARIC mercs on their knees by the door.

“Finbow, come on. Leave them,” Grace said.

He moved forward and jammed the nozzle of his gun into the first mercenary’s face, “How many?”

“How many what?”

“How many are coming?”

“What?” Grace yelled from the van doors as Sierra bolted the two feline cages shut behind her, “Who cares? Let’s go.”

“More than you can handle, scumbag,” the first mercenary said. “You think you can break in and just take our product?”

“Product?”

“You and your friends are dead.”

A rumbling of a thousand footsteps whooshed from up the end of the corridor.

Finbow swallowed hard, fighting back the urge to question the men further, “At least we’re not dead inside.”

WHUMP.

Finbow socked the mercenary in the jaw with the butt of his gun and held the barrel at his colleague as he ran, backwards, towards the van, “You. Stay there. You stay.”

“You won’t make it out of here alive.”

“Shut the hell up and stay.”

Finbow turned around and climbed into the back of the van as Rana stepped on the gas.

“Hold on.”

WHIRRRR-WHIRRRR.

The wheels of the van skidded, causing an almighty screeching sound.

It jolted forward, tearing the workstation console away from the opposing walls.

KERRRRAA-CRASSSSH.

The van shunted forward, restricted by the broken bits of wall clawing it back. Grace, Sierra, and Finbow stumbled inside the van, off balance. The latter stepped forward and slipped over the first of the two passed-out security guards.

“Whoa,” Finbow kicked himself back just in time. The first guard rolled over on his chest and dropped to the road below.

 

The van tore the rest of the compound’s wall away. Rana turned the wheel to the left, spinning the wheels across the road.

The van skidded onto its side, throwing all the human occupants against the cages.

“Close the doors,” Rana yelled as she hit the gas once again.

The van sped across the air strip, carrying scores of howling and meowing cats in the back.

Grace toed the second passed-out security guard, “We need to get rid of this second guy. We can’t take him with us.”

“Then do it, don’t revel in it,” Sierra said.

Finbow bent over and held the bar across the top of the back doors. His face fell when he saw what was following them.

“Oh shi—”

A USARIC mega-vehicle roared onto the airstrip and gave chase. It traveled at speeds that threatened to catch up with - and crush - the van in front.

Finbow looked up the length of the van and clapped eyes on the road, “They’re onto us—”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

The canons on either side of the mega-vehicle fired three shots.

The first missed the van entirely.

The second took a chunk off the corner of the roof.

The third hit Finbow in the shoulder. He toppled backwards, released his gun and accidentally booted the second security guard’s body across the floor.

Finbow’s gun bounced out of the van and hit the air strip.

A few seconds later, the mega-vehicle ran over it, blasting it to smithereens.

“Jeeeeez.”

Rana slammed on the gas, “I said hold onto something.”

The unconscious guard’s body tumbled forward and out of the back of the van.

SCHWUMP.

His body hit the airstrip a few feet in front of the mega-vehicle’s trajectory.

WHIIIRRR-STREEEEK.

The mega-vehicle’s chassis lifted five feet into the air, exposing its two-ton chained conveyor.

GROWL-CRUNCH.

It rolled over the security guard’s body and crushed it into the air strip ground.

“Gaaaaah,” Finbow sat up and held his bleeding wound.

“You’re not dead, yet,” Grace offered him her hand. He took it and stood to his feet. A fountain of blood gushed from his shoulder and through the fingers on his good hand.

An ungodly roaring noise blew across the airstrip, several hundred feet up in the sky.

“I lost my gun,” Finbow winced and kept his back pressed against the side of the van.

“That’s not all you’ve lost—”

“—Oh, no, no,” Rana slammed on the brakes and peered up through the windshield. “Ohhhh, Christ.”

“What is it?” Sierra bellowed from the cages.

“Remember when I said to hold onto something?”

“Yeah, what?”

“I meant it. Hang on.”

Rana spun the steering wheel to the right and off the airstrip, just as—

WHOOOOOOOOOSH.

A fighter jet opened its landing gears and descended.

NEEAAWWWWWW.

The van swerved out of its path just in time. The left wing of the jet clipped the top of the van, sending it spinning like a boomerang across the grounds of the training center.

SCREEEECH.

The mega-vehicle jolted to a stop and saw the fighter jet darting towards it.

BLAAAARRREEE.

The jet’s wheels hit the ground. The mega-vehicle tried to veer off the air strip, but it was too late.

They collided head on. An almighty fireball from God blasted in all directions, taking out the facade of the adjacent buildings.

WVHOOM-SMASH-SMASH-SMASH.

The windows blew out of the buildings. Anyone unlucky enough to be outside them incinerated in an instant - reduced to a cloud of black and red mist.

The van toppled on two of its wheels and crashed back down on all fours.

SCHLAAAAAM.

The impact of the van landing on all four wheels flung Finbow out of the back of the van. He reached out and caught the handle of the swinging door as Rana floored the gas.

VROOOOOOM.

“Jesus Christ, Rana,” Sierra screamed from the back, “Hit the brakes, Finbow’s hanging off the door.”

“We can’t, we can’t,” Rana flipped her binocles down over her face and flicked the switch on the side, “He’ll just have to, uh, hang around for a bit.”

“Damn it,” Grace reached out for Finbow as he swung to and fro from the waving van door.

The entrance gates formed a blue rectangle in Rana’s visor, “I think we’ve caused enough damage for one day.”

“But?” Sierra hollered over the wailing cats cooped up in both cages.

“But we need to get through security,” Rana flung the stick shift into sixth gear and eyed the reading on the dashboard - 80 mph.

“I think we’ll have to go old school on this one, too.”

 

The security guard climbed out of his kiosk and waved his hands as the van barreled toward him.

“Huh?”

He squinted and saw the fireball from the collision on the airstrip throw up a mountain range of black, thick smog.

“I knew it, I knew they weren’t deliveries,” his muttering turned to a scream of defiance, “Hey, stop.”

Rana slammed her palm on the horn, “My friend, if you know what’s good for you, get out of the way.

BEEEEEEEEP.

“Stop, stop.”

The security guard retrieved his gun from his pocket and fired several pot-shots at the front of the van.

BANG-BANG-BANG.

Rana lowered her head and steered the van right at him. The windscreen shattered, coughing shards of glass over her head and shoulders and into the back of the van.

Finbow hung from the back door, but couldn’t hold on much longer. The blood from his arm sprayed across the road below, which intermittently kicked against his heels.

BWUP-BOP-BUP.

“Aghhh, my feet,” he said as he attempted to lift his knees to his chest.

NEEAAAAAWWW.

The van stormed toward the security guard. Rana lifted her head and elbowed the shattered windshield remains away from the front of the van.

“Get out of the way, asshole.”

The guard refused to move as the van shot towards him.

“Move, move, move,” Rana screamed through the van’s opened windshield.

 

The security guard jumped out of the way at the very last moment. The van blasted past him as he spun around and opened fire on the back of it…

WHOOSH-SMASSSSSH.

The van plowed through the yellow gate and crashed through the giant metal entrance gates.

The poles yawned out of the ground and kicked up mounds of cement. The vehicle pushed through and groaned, trying to wrench itself away from the metal grates.

YAAWWWWWWWN.

The van bolted away, throwing Grace and Sierra to the back of the van.

WUUUSSSH-SCHUNT.

The back doors slammed forward and hit the back of the van, closing them in.

Rana hit the gas for the final time and tried to catch her breath, “Everyone okay back there?”

“Ugh, ugh,” Sierra picked herself off the floor and helped Grace to her feet, “Yeah, I think so.”

“Wait, wait,” Grace gasped. “Where’s Finbow?”

Both girls looked through the window to see Finbow roll across the road by the security kiosk.

“Nooooo,” Grace turned around and yelled at Rana. “We can’t just leave him there.”

“What? You want us to go back and get him and risk all of us getting killed?”

“But, but—”

“—No buts, Grace. We can’t go back,” Rana gripped her mouthpiece and focused on the road ahead.

A sign for Interstate 608 whizzed past the wing mirror.

“Siyam, this is Rana. Do you read me?”

A few seconds went by without a response.

“I repeat. This is Rana. Siyam, do you read me?”

“Yes, I read you.”

“We’re headed for I-608, now. We’ve left the compound.”

“Understood.”

Grace took her anger out on the van wall. She thumped it twice and finished it off with a scissor kick, “Arrrggggghhh.”

“Grace. Calm down,” Sierra said. “There’s nothing we could have done.”

“There’s something I could have done.”

Grace pulled the bottom of her USARIC jacket open and revealed her grenade.

“I could have rammed it down their throats is what I could have done—”

“—No. Enough,” Sierra stared her friend in the face, “There’s nothing we could have done. We outran a freaking fighter jet. We’re lucky to be alive.”

“Meow,” one of the cats offered from the second cage.

“We did it for Handax,” Grace said.

“No. We didn’t,” Sierra pointed at the cages full of cats, never once averting her eyes from Grace’s, “We did it for them.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Staircase

Opera Charlie - Level One/Two

 

Alex led Tripp, Jaycee, and Jelly to the top of the staircase to the first level.

Due to the angle of the ship, the steps were at a slight angle, making progress extremely difficult.

The emergency lights shimmered, creating bizarre silhouettes of the quartet.

Alex grabbed the railings and pulled himself the final few steps, “Come on, we have to go to the control deck.”

Jelly staggered forward. She was badly injured. Pink blood escaped from a wound in her side. She didn’t remember how she got it.

“Ugh, my suit,” she gasped and spluttered, “I d-don’t feel too g-good.”

Jaycee kept an eye on her as she took the next step up the flight of stairs. Her knee buckled, threatening to throw her against the wall.

“Hey, hang on to me,” Jaycee dashed over and grabbed her arm. He slung it around his shoulder and carried her forward, “Hold on tight, we’re nearly there.”

“Be careful with her, Jaycee,” Tripp said as he reached the top of the staircase.

“Ugh, I think I’m gonna be sick,” Jelly whined.

“Those things aren’t going to wait around forever, you know,” Alex voice echoed down the stairwell, “Jaycee, are you okay with Jelly?”

“Yeah, but sh-she’s a big girl,” Jaycee struggled as he carried her forward.

“We’ll get a head start with Manny and see you at control,” Alex said as he nudged Tripp, “C’mon, Healy. Let’s go.”

 

Control Deck

Opera Charlie - Level One

 

Alex and Tripp could hear a distant scratching and meowing coming from the other side of the door on their approach.

“Wait,” Alex said.

“What?”

“Oh, Christ. Don’t tell me they’ve entered the control deck.”

Scritt-scritt.

Alex breathed a sigh of relief and released his grip on Tripp’s shoulder, “Oh, thank God.”

“It’s just Jelly’s kittens, right?” Tripp offered.

“I swear I’m going out of my mind, here. Something’s not right about this place.”

“With all those feral animals and that huge thing?” Tripp quipped. “What makes you think that?”

“I’m not talking about the animals.”

Alex looked up and around the slanted walkway, taking his time to survey the surroundings, “I know this ship like the back of my hand. It’s been a while since I’ve seen it without the aid of an outer-mask. Something bad is about to go down, I can just feel it.”

Alex continued forward and raised his gloved hand in front of his face.

Tripp caught up with him, “You’re not talking about those creatures out there? What makes you think—”

“—I don’t know, Healy. Okay?” Alex snapped, utterly perturbed, “I just—” he tailed off, unable to finish his sentence.

Something had gotten to him. It was a challenge keeping it to himself.

Tripp stared at him for an answer. Or a response. Or anything.

Alex took a deep breath as he stared at the wall, “The look in that wolf’s eyes, man. I saw it. Deep, deep down. Inside it.”

“What did you see?”

Alex blinked and shook his head, bringing himself back to reality. He palmed the panel on the wall and moved through the sliding door, “No time for this lessense. Let’s get in control and get out of here.”

 

“Miew, miew,” White and Furie raced over from the flight deck and greeted the two men entering the room.

“Manny?” Alex asked.

“Ah, you’re back. How did it go?”

“I’m asking the questions, Manny. I want an update on the International Moon Station connection, please. Hopefully someone picked up the signal we sent.”

“Certainly, standby.”

Alex crouched to his knees and scooped Furie into his arms, “Hey, pet. How you holding up?”

She’d shed a lot of fur since he’d left and shivered, feeling the cold.

Tripp held out his right hand at White, “Hey, girl. You okay?”

“Hisss.”

Tripp had forgotten about his severed hand. A small, silver talon folded out from between the connectors.

“Huh?”

White trundled over to him with a lack of enthusiasm. She spotted something on his hand and froze on the spot, not especially keen on moving any closer.

“What’s up, honey?” Tripp asked, confused as to White’s refusal to move forward.

He extended his hand, only to be greeted by a snarl and vicious hiss from White.

Tripp grimaced and spluttered.

The talon punched through the wires in his wrist, followed by a slimy limb. His arm began to shake uncontrollably.

“Hisssss,” White twitched her nose and ducked back, flapping her bushy tail against the ground.

Alex hadn’t noticed the confrontation. He cozied up to Furie and let her attack his free hand playfully, “Who’s a good little pussycat, huh?”

“Alex?” Manny asked.

“Yes?”

“We have established communication via IMS with a SPO.”

“Private network?” Alex set Furie onto the floor and walked into the middle of the control deck. “Show me the signal, please.”

“Not much to see at the moment.”

An audio waveform rumbled to life in the middle of the room.

 

Jelly and Jaycee walked into the control deck.

“Hey, guys. What’s up?”

“Miew.”

White and Furie ran up to Jelly, demanding a cuddle.

“Heeey,” she crouched down and scooped both cats into her arms, “Mommy’s here.”

“Miew, miew.”

The pair of kittens were overjoyed to be with their mother, at last. Jelly wondered where her third child was.

“Where’s youngest? Huh? Is she running around on the big ship?”

Tripp doubled-over in a furious sweat and groaned, “Shuh, shuh,” he clamped his lips shut and stumbled over to the flight deck chair.

He sat into it and coughed, keeping his severed wrist buried underneath his jacket.

“Hey, Captain,” Jaycee said. “Looking a bit unwell there, aren’t you?”

“Shhh-hhh, shhh,” Tripp squealed and nearly puked on his own shoes. His face broke out into a sweat. “Muh, muh.”

“Are you okay?”

“Mmhmmm,” Tripp insisted, fighting against his right arm.

Alex moved around the audio waveform and analyzed its pattern.

“Hello? This is Space Opera Charlie. Does anyone read me?”

No response.

Alex looked at Manny and waved Jaycee over, “The signal’s weak. How did it hop onto the IMS frequency?”

Manny floated through the image and appeared at Alex’s face, “I don’t know. The main IMS channel has been disabled.”

“Let me try again,” Alex turned to the image and cleared his throat.

Before he spoke, a voice ruptured through the audio waveform.

“Yes, this is node Arr-Ay-Gee-Eee on your frequency. Please reveal your call sign. I repeat, reveal your call sign.”

Alex walked up to the wave. The green hue crept up his face as he revealed the information, “This is Space Opera Charlie. Who is this?”

Jelly looked up and held her babies in her arms, “Who is it, Alex?”

“I don’t know, yet.”

Tripp buckled in the chair and wiped the sweat from his brow, “I-It’s Earth, isn’t it?”

Alex looked over at Tripp and raised his eyebrows, “Are you feeling okay, Captain?”

A shiver ran down Tripp’s spine, “I hurt m-my hand on the turret. It came off.”

“I told you to let it cool down,” Alex returned to the image. “I dunno. Who is this? Is it Earth? No, it can’t be—”

“—Hughes?” asked female voice from within image.

“Alex?” a recognizable male voice followed.

Alex’s face lit up. He recognized both voices. He turned to Jaycee with a huge grin on his face, and then back to the image. “Yes? Is that Siyam?”

“Alex Hughes, this is Noyin Odrassa. You’ve hit RAGE’s SPO. Buddy, is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me,” Alex beamed. “Listen, you’ll never believe this. Charlie is fine, but her crew went down. We found Beta and managed to rescue most of them. We’ve crashed somewhere, posted outside Saturn and we can’t get the thrusters up and running.”

Alex realized quickly that the connection had broken.

“—osing connection,” Noyin’s voice buzzed.

“What? Did you hear my last?”

“No.”

The audio dulled, angering Alex.

“Damn it, hello? Can you read me?”

No response.

“Excuse me, Alex?” Manny asked.

“What is it now?”

“The connection is still available, but the signal is weak. I could open up all available channels. If it’s not an issue on their end, it could strengthen the signal?”

“Yes, do that.”

Jaycee rubbed his hands together, “You know these guys, huh?”

“Yeah, they’re my gang. My real gang, I mean.”

“Ah, I see. So, not like Opera Charlie who tried to kill us?”

“Hey, I was undercover. You better get on your knees and worship me, because I saved all your asses—”

BZZZZZ.

The waveform rumbled back to life.

“Hughes, can we go to visual, please?” Noyin asked.

A grin formed across Alex’s face.

“Manny, go visual, please.”

Bip-bip-bip… 

“Standby for visual,” she said.

Jelly, Jaycee, Tripp - and the kittens - fell silent as flat, live feed of the RAGE gang replaced the audio wave.

“Can you see me?” Alex asked.

BOOOOM.

Opera Charlie shunted left and right, briefly taking out the lights. The bulbs snapped back to life.

“What was that?” Jaycee asked. “Manny?”

“Something hit the exterior,” she said.

“I’ll go and check on it,” Jaycee ran past Jelly and opened the door, “Alex, I’ll leave the communications stuff to you.”

“Okay.”

 

Jaycee stomped down the walkway as quietly as he could - which wasn’t very quiet at all.

His boots clomped along the grilles on the ground, “Who’s there?”

No one was there, apparently.

“Hello?”

He turned the corner that lead to the Primary Airlock. Historically, all the bad happenings occurred there, and Jaycee felt it was worth checking.

Jaycee felt a draught on his approach to the hatch.

The window was still shattered and covered in dried blood.

“Hello? Who’s there?”

Still no response.

Just a faint growling from way outside the ship.

CLOMP… CLOMP… CLOMP.

Jaycee heard the footsteps, but they weren’t coming from the airlock.

They were coming from behind.

Jaycee turned around and saw a shadow accompanying the sound of the footsteps.

He reached into his belt and gripped hi Rez-9, “Who’s there?”

Sniff-sniff…

Jaycee pulled the gun out and aimed it down the length of the corridor, “Who’s there?”

A whimper echoed across the walls.

“Come out,” Jaycee demanded. “Or I’ll shoot.”

“I wish you would,” came a husky, feminine voice.

Jaycee squinted at the shadow’s tail.

“Jelly?”

She turned around the corner in a flood of tears, and traipsed towards Jaycee.

“You can shoot me right in the head, if you want to.”

“What happened? Why are you upset?”

Jelly wiped her face. Most of the fur on her cheek came away in her hands, “I’m a mess, Nayall. Look at me.”

“What?”

“They all thought so, too. I could tell by the way they were looking at me.”

“By the way who was looking at you?”

Jelly half-chuckled through her tears. She’d resigned herself to her fate - that of a half-cat, half-woman. A disparate and devilish abortion of science.

“It doesn’t matter. I had to get out of there.”

Jaycee replaced his Rez-9 on his belt buckle, “Where are your kittens?”

“Ah,” she licked her lips and sniffed. “With Alex and Tripp. I just needed to get out of there. I thought I’d come and assist you.”

Jaycee burst out laughing.

“You? Jelly Anderson? Help me? Are you feeling okay?”

“Shut up, I’m good at helping people.”

Jaycee scanned the walls and pointed at the airlock, “It’s those things. They’re trying to get in. The airlock isn’t going to hold them off much longer.”

 

***

 

“Miew,” Furie caught the material on his glove and sank her little teeth into them.

Tripp swallowed hard and turned his severed hand up to his face. He kept one eye on Alex, hoping that he wouldn’t turn around from the live feed.

“Connection has dropped, Alex,” Manny said. “I did my best.”

“At least we connected,” Alex sighed and looked at the kittens, “That’s right, we connected. Didn’t we?”

“Miew,” Furie offered.

A fleshy limb burst through Tripp’s busted wrist. He grabbed his arm and shoved it between his legs, “Shhhh.”

“Huh?” Alex turned to find his Captain ostensibly touching a part of him that had no business being touched in polite company.

“What’s wrong, Tripp?”

“Shhhh,” he gasped to himself, knowing Alex could hear him.

“Please don’t shush me, Captain.”

The skin on Tripp’s right arm dripped away from the flesh underneath to reveal the beginnings of a metal talon.

His left arm rumbled like an aggressive food mixer, “Gahhhh.” Quick-thinking, he clutched his left wrist with his right hand to prevent himself from thrashing around.

Alex gasped, “My God, is it that Symphonium stuff?”

“Shhhh,” Tripp fell onto his ass and kicked his feet around.

It caught Alex’s attention.

“Shaa-sha—”

“—Hissssss,” White repeated, extremely unhappy with Tripp’s presence.

“Tripp?” Alex grabbed Furie in his arms for protection, “What the hell is happening to you? Pull yourself together.”

A torrent of pink saliva burst from Tripp’s mouth as he spoke in a broken inflection, “Shaaaaaa—”

“—No, no, no,” Alex focused on Tripp’s left arm. His right arm jolted back as the fingers on his left cracked open and out. A second fleshy limb bubbled underneath and pushed through the splintered cavity.

Tripp convulsed. His chest pushed into the air and spun his body around.

“K-Kill, k-kill m-me.”

SCHPLATT.

Alex witnessed Tripp’s body slam to the ground. His entire left arm branched out like a fleshy tree. A giant talon broke through what little remained of his arm.

“Oh no, no,” Alex yelped in horror, “He’s turning into one of those—”

“—SHAAAAAANTTTAAAAA,” Tripp’s face cracked apart as a fat, thick limb pulverized his skull in two.

Alex chucked Furie toward the flight deck and screamed at White to take cover, “You, go. Now.”

“Hisssss,” White wasn’t obeying an order. She was too preoccupied with the fleshy Tripp monstrosity convulsing in the corner of the room.

Alex thought on his feet. He needed White to run away.

“Woof,” was his answer.

It worked. White pricked up her ears.

“Raaaar,” Alex stepped forward, scaring the life out of the kitten. She turned around and bolted under the flight deck.

Alex ran over to the door and opened it. He kept an eye on Tripp as a second and third Shanta limb smashed out of his right arm socket, “Manny?” 

“Yes, Alex?”

“What’s happening to Healy?”

“He’s turning into one of those things that Opera Beta found.”

“Are they deadly?”

“Yes, very. I’d advise you kill him.”

Alex felt around his belt, but he didn’t have any firearms. Just a giant console and two chairs were the only tools available to dispatch what used to be Tripp.

“No, no, it’s no good,” Alex gripped the door frame and shouted down the walkway, “Guys, can you hear me? Jaycee? Jelly?”

No response.

“Jaycee? Jelly?” Alex shouted once again, hearing the echo roll down the lengthy passage.

“Alex, your two colleagues are at the top of the stairwell. Would you like me to initiate an emergency alarm?”

“Uh, uh,” Alex turned to Tripp’s malformed body just in time to see his jacket burst apart at the seams, “Do it, Manny. Red alert. Now.”

“Understood,” Manny’s holographic book slapped its pages like a bird over to the communications console, “And the kittens?”

“Oh Christ, I forgot about them.”

“Signaling red alert, now.”

The alarm system sprang into action.

All the lights dimmed, quickly replaced by spinning red bulbs on all four walls.

“Occupants and employees of Space Opera Charlie,” Manny announced. “This is a message of warning. This is not a drill. This is not a dramatization—”

 

Two Minutes Earlier…

 

“Ugh,” Jelly clutched her chest and pressed her back against the walkway wall, “My heart feels like it’s trying to climb out of my throat.”

Jaycee slid his glove under her head, “Hold your head back and take a few deep breaths.”

“We’re—we’re going to make it home, aren’t we?”

“Yes,” Jaycee lied.

He knew better than anyone that their chances of getting Opera Charlie operational and blasting off to Earth was remote. No one knew if they had the fuel to get back home.

No one knew where they were.

But Jelly bought the fiction. She had no choice.

“My b-babies, Jaycee.”

“Yes, Jelly.”

“They’re s-safe. Aren’t they? Tell me they’re safe.”

“Of course. They’re perfectly safe with Alex and Tripp back at control. No harm will come to them.”

A tear rolled down her cheek as she coughed and groaned. A clump of pink phlegm soaked into her fur as it raced down her chin, “Wh-what’s h-happening to me?”

Jaycee didn’t have an answer. He just stared into her eyes and tried his best. Killing and maiming were his strong suit, and not diplomacy.

“I want to tell you something, Jelly.”

“Wh-what?” She winced in pain as she lifted her head.

“When I was a little boy, all I ever wanted to do was go into space.”

“Ugh,” she spat and lifted her eyeballs to the lights in the stairwell ceiling, “This isn’t going to be a long-ass sob story, is it?”

“Not exactly,” Jaycee continued. “When I was a little boy, all I ever—”

“—Yeah, you s-said that already. Skip to the good bit.”

“Space. Go into space and find new worlds. And occasionally kill some aliens,” Jaycee thumped his exo-suit shoulder pad, right on the USARIC logo. “Those bastards back on Earth gave me the opportunity. But now that I’ve taken that opportunity, I don’t know what to do next.”

“S-So?” Jelly sat up straight and scratched her nose, “What’s that got to do with anything?”

Jaycee smiled and helped her up, “You came along, Jelly. You changed everything. I’m not sure what it is you’ve changed, or what your purpose is, but you’ve managed it so far.”

Jaycee yanked her to her feet and looked at her. Seven feet and five inches of gorgeous half woman, half cat stood before him.

In pain, sure, but standing nevertheless.

“I’m n-not so sure about that, Jaycee.”

Her retort genuinely surprised him.

“What? Why?”

“I’m n-not a good cat. I’m n-not much of a human, either. I’m both, yet I’m neither. A part of me wants to protect everyone, and the other half wants to kill.”

“Huh?”

“When I was a little girl,” Jelly quipped. “My sisters and I were abandoned by our owner. Left in the middle of the freeway for dead. I should have saved them, but I c-couldn’t.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t your fault.”

“Ngggg,” Jelly spluttered and cleared her throat, “I-I could have saved them. They trusted m-me.”

Jaycee frowned, knowing full well that any addition to the conversation would be met with derision.

“Look, we’ve come this far, Jelly. We can’t do anything about the past, but I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure whatever is planned for us in the future is done and finished.”

She smiled at her friend and clutched her jaw. A subtle growl flew up her throat, culminating in a freaky cat-yawn into his face. The momentary visual nightmare of such an action - the sharp teeth, elongated smile, and weird retraction of skin and fur around her eyes took him by surprise.

“Damn, Jelly. You’re scary when you do that.”

Jelly licked her lips and sniffed the tears away, “Sorry.”

“Feeling better?”

“A bit—”

AYY-ROOOOO-GAH.

The alarms sounded off unexpectedly. All the lights in the walkway dimmed, replaced by spinning red lights.

“Occupants and employees of Space Opera Charlie,” Manny’s voice whirled down the stairwell, “This is a message of warning. This is not a drill. This is not a dramatization—”

Jaycee looked up and grabbed Jelly’s hand in his, “Huh?”

“What the hell?”

Alex’s voice could be heard in the distance, “Jelly? Jaycee? Can you hear me?”

“That’s Alex,” Jaycee pulled Jelly forward and ran with her towards the control deck, “Sounds bad.”

“Alex?” Jelly yelled. “We can hear you.”

“Jelly?” came the response, “Guys, listen. We have a situation, here. Whatever you do, do not enter the control deck. I repeat, do not enter the control deck—”

 

Jaycee’s heels skidded along the walkway. He extended his arm and kept Jelly from moving forward.

The room to the control deck door loomed in the distance. The rolling red lights flipped up and down in time to the alarm.

“You there, big man?” Alex’s hurried voice came from Jaycee’s Individimedia Ink on his forearm.

“Yes. We’re by the primary airlock.”

“We got a situation in here, man,” Alex hurried. “Is Jelly with you?”

“Yes, she is,” Jaycee glanced at her heaving chest.

A coronary wasn’t far away for Jelly.

“Miew.”

“Good,” Alex quipped, urgently. “No time to explain. I don’t have any weaponry. I hope you’ve got some serious firepower on you, though.”

“—Huh?” Jaycee yelped into his wrist, “What do you mean serious—”

“—I have to do it, man. I have to protect Jelly’s girls and the control deck. I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean you’re sorry—?”

SCHWUMP — WHOOOOSH.

The door to the control deck opened up and vomited out a chair with a half-Tripp, half-Shanta tied to it. The casters rolled at speed along the walkway, headed for Jaycee and Jelly.

“Oh, oh, shiiii—” Jaycee saw the door slam shut in front of Alex.

“Deal with him, he’s turning,” Alex screamed through Jaycee’s headgear.

“Jelly, move,” Jaycee planted the sole of his boot on her hip and kicked her out of the path of the zooming chair.

WHUMP—THUD!

As Jelly slammed against the wall, the chair clipped the end of her tail.

“Miew.”

Jaycee stepped back and let the chair scream past him, “Is that… Tripp?”

“SHAAAAAAANTAAAAA,” came the croaking, ungodly voice.

The chair whizzed along the ground, towards the airlock.

Tripp’s top half rocked forward and smashed his forehead against the already-broken window on the hatch.

SPRRIISSHHHHHH.

A gust of decompressed air blasted through the shattered glass, lacerating Tripp’s neck.

“Oh… my… God,” Jaycee widened his eyes as he watched his former Captain stumble forward on six of his limbs and shake the head away from the cavity.

“Jelly, uh, be a good girl and take cover in the control deck. I got this one.”

Jaycee unhooked his Rez-9 and took aim at the Shanta.

“What?” she spat and extended her infinity claws, “You think I’m gonna leave you here to deal with that bastard?”

“It’s not safe here, pet. You need to go and keep Alex and your children safe—”

BLOITCH-SPAAATTCCHH.

Tripp’s body cracked open and shattered against the ground, releasing the Shanta within. It growled and slammed all twelve of its limbs against the walkway walls.

BLAM-BLAM.

Jaycee fired two shots and missed the Shanta entirely. Its first limb smacked the gun out of his hand.

The second limb rammed him in the stomach, hurling him against the wall.

“Gaaoow.”

The Shanta’s midsection swung around to face Jaycee and Jelly. The slit in the central section shimmied apart and revealed its razor-sharp, goo-covered fangs.

“SCREEEEEEEEEE.”

Jaycee staggered to his feet and coughed, “Ugh, I think I dislodged something.”

Jelly rolled her head around, cracking out the knots in her neck. She was ready to fight once again.

“Don’t call me pet, Jaycee. I’m much worse than that.”

She took a step forward and fanned her claws out in front of her face, threatening the disgusting, fleshy Shanta blob in front of her.

“Hey, you.”

“SCREEEEEEEEEE.”

Jelly scrunched her face in anger at the Shanta as it moved its limbs along the wall, inching closer and closer to her along the walkway.

“You killed my friend,” Jelly lowered her infinity claw and offered the Shanta a piece of her, “Come and get me. Pick on someone your own size, asshole.”

RAAAAAARRRR.

Her threat worked. The Shanta didn’t understand English, but knew for sure Jelly was offering herself to it.

Its ugly limbs slapped along both walls, ceiling, and floor like a complicated octopus-cartwheel. Its talons created sparks as they scraped against the surface of each section of the walkway.

“That’s it, that’s it,” Jelly whispered, readying herself, “Come to mommy.”

“Uh, Jelly?” Jaycee tried. “I, uh, don’t have any weapons on me.”

She closed her eyes in a huff, already fed up with his whining. She looked over her shoulder and snorted, “Then why don’t you be a good boy and go take cover in the control deck?”

“What?”

“I got this one,” she finished and returned to the approaching Shanta. “Come on, you ugly bastard. Come to mommy.”

The Shanta pressed six of its limbs against the wall and catapulted itself at Jelly. She jumped back and swiped her infinity claws at it.

SWISH-SHWUMP.

She tore a chunk of pink gore from two of its limbs. It tumbled to the floor like a crazy, agonized squid and slammed its ten remaining good limbs against the walls and ground, ready to strike.

“Yeah, yeah, come on. You know you want some more, Healy,” she licked her mouth and bolted after it.

“Jelly, no,” Jaycee called after her.

She ran forward, but fell to her knees in pain, “Uggghhhhh,” her low-pitched growl forced ropes of spit against the floor, “My t-tummy hurts.”

“Jelly,” Jaycee called after her, “Get out of the—”

WHOOOOOOSH-SCHLAAAMMMMM.

The Shanta took advantage of its opportunity. It whipped its first three limbs out and punched Jelly in the side of her head, smashing her against the ground.

“Bastard,” Jaycee ran toward the ghastly creature and clenched his fists, “Leave her alone.”

“SCREEEEEE.”

The Shanta turned its attention to Jaycee, who lifted his arm and prepared to punch its throat into the floor.

“Yaaaaaah.”

WHVOOOM.

Jaycee launched himself over Jelly’s chest and punched the Shanta in its midsection. It released itself from the wall and slammed to the ground in pain.

Jaycee fell to his knees and made a mad scramble for Jelly. She was hurt; battered, bruised, bleeding, and rolling around on the floor in agony.

“Jelly,” he said, “Take my h-hand.”

Jelly removed her arms from her face and rolled onto her back, “Nuh, nuh.”

He widened his eyes in horror.

Jelly’s face had cracked. Most of the fur had shed from her face, revealing a porcelain-textured layer of skin.

More human than feline.

She whined in agony and, as she screamed, her whiskers pushed out - along with the front of her skull.

GRUNT.

“Whoa, Jelly,” he said, backing up along the walkway, temporarily forgetting that this trajectory would lead him to the Shanta.

GRRROOWWWWLLL.

Jaycee climbed to his feet in shock, and ended up right underneath the Shanta, who prepared for another strike.

Jaycee tried his luck, “Tripp?”

The Shanta loosened its limbs and appeared to squint at the man.

“Yeah, yeah,” Jaycee huffed, somewhat relieved that he might be able to talk some sense into the beast, “It’s you in there, isn’t it?”

“SCREEEEEEEEEEE—”

“—No,” Jaycee said. “You got inside my friend, and now you want to take us?”

The Shanta flicked its talons out and stabbed Jaycee’s shoulder, pinning him to the wall.

“SHAAAAAANNNTTAAAAAA.”

“Ngggg,” Jaycee winced and coughed out a mound of pink blood. “Let me go.”

He tried to kick at the ghastly beast, but it wasn’t much use.

Jaycee had an idea, “Tripp, I know you’re in there. Let me g-go.”

“Shaaaaaaaaantaaaaa,” the creature whispered.

Jaycee stared in the creature’s slit, “Your wife remarried, Tripp. She thought you were dead.”

The Shanta’s midsection tilted and blinked it slit. For a brief moment, Jaycee knew Tripp was in there somewhere.

“I meant t-to t-tell you,” he struggled through the pain, “I’m sorry, Tripp. 

WHUMP.

Jaycee saw the floor rumble up to his ass as he hit the floor. The Shanta had unpinned him.

He looked up at the creature, who appeared to take the news pretty badly. It retracted its limbs and hung its midsection.

“Tripp?”

The Shanta flicked its talons and turned to face Jaycee, who held his hand out at it.

“Friends?”

The Shanta trundled over to him using its first four limbs.

Jaycee felt his life flash before his eyes. He looked over at Jelly groaning on the floor for a second longer than he should have.

It gave the Shanta enough time to strike.

BAAAMMMM. STRAAAPPP.

“Whaaa,” Jaycee yelped as his feet lifted off the ground. The Shanta’s limbs twirled him upside down.

SCHLAAMMM.

Beyond anger, the Shanta pinned him against the wall, imprisoning him with its limbs.

His right leg bent out, awkwardly, against the wall, along with his right arm. Mashed up against the surface, the Shanta pressed its body in an attempt to crush the man to death.

KEERRR-RUNNNCCHH.

“Whoagh,” Jaycee yelped as his exo-suit splintered against his chest, “I ch-chu-ca-n’t b-b-breathe—”

“SCREEEEEEE.”

Jelly flipped onto her paws and caught her breath.

She swished her tail and spat more pink goo onto the floor before tilting her head to the Shanta.

Jelly wouldn’t watch her friend get crushed any longer. She found the energy within herself to get to her feet and stumble toward the creature.

“Hey, you.”

KEERRR-RUNNCH. CRAAACCK.

“Juh-Juh,” Jaycee tried to call her name, but his face and skull pressed into the wall.

“Let go of my friend, asshole,” Jelly screamed at the Shanta, but it wouldn’t relent.

“D-Dumb…bomb,” Jaycee shook his leg as best he could. “T-Take it out.”

Jelly tiptoed along the walkway, using her tail as balance. She threw herself forward and walked on all fours behind the creature.

SCH-TATCH-KERR-REEAAAAK.

Jaycee’s exo-suit chest plate bust open, along with his Kevlar-based pants. Now that his armory was broken, all the Shanta had to do was apply more pressure and crush him to death.

Whooosh.

Jelly reached the back of the beast. She raised her front paws up the wall and grabbed Jaycee’s right ankle.

CRUNK-CRUTCH.

“Juh, Juh—” Jaycee tried, but couldn’t speak, as the Shanta’s mid-section closed in on his face. He felt the metal in his head warp and dent inward, “Ngggg, uh, nggggg.”

Jelly opened the thigh compartment on Jaycee’s leg and slipped her paw in. She rummaged around feeling for the dumb bomb.

Five seconds later, she felt something hard and oblong. Success.

“Shhhh,” she winked at Jaycee and took hold of the bomb, expecting it to be less squishy than it was.

“Huh?”

The left side of Jaycee’s face cracked outward in sections, revealing the circuitry inside his skull, “Ngggg.”

Jelly made the fatal mistake of looking at what was in her paw.

It wasn’t a dumb bomb at all, but a dead kitten - her third and previously unaccounted-for child.

At first, she didn’t process the information. She flicked her ears and thought about her discovery.

A red mist wafted in her periphery vision as she held the small, haggard ball of flesh in her claws.

It rocked around the sharp edges. Her paw shook uncontrollably. She couldn’t make it stop.

Her heart began to pound harder and harder. The very fiber of her being turned red and heated every muscle and bone inside her.

“Grrrrrrr,” she whimpered and took a deep breath.

Jaycee Nayall was responsible for her daughter’s death. She thought she could trust him.

“AAAAARRRRGGGHHHH.”

She picked herself off the floor and released her daughter from her clutches. “You sonofoa—”

She fisted Jaycee’s thigh compartment, grabbed hold of a solid metal connector and yanked his leg through the limbs of the Shanta.

WHUMP.

Jaycee’s body slipped down the wall and smashed to the floor. Beyond anger, Jelly pulled her fist out of his thigh with his dumb bomb in her claws.

She lifted it to her face and slid her tongue through the pin.

The Shanta wrapped its limbs behind its back and planted them along the wall behind her.

SCHWIP.

The dumb bomb armed itself as she spat out the pin to the floor.

“SCREEEEEE.”

The Shanta catapulted forward and opened its slit. A sharp talon jutted out from the cavity as it clambered towards Jelly.

“Come to Mommy,” she screamed at the top of her lungs and rammed her fist into its slit up to the elbow.

“SQUOOIIIIEEEE.”

It gargled as it suffered Jelly’s arm deep within its throat. She released the ticking dumb bomb deep in its gut and stared right into the slit.

“Get out of my home.”

Jelly was beyond anger. Filled with hate and a desire to kill absolutely everything and anyone in her path, she wrapped her claws around two of the Shanta’s limb and flung it down the walkway.

It crashed against the deck.

Jelly stormed after it and scraped her infinity claws along the walls, creating an intense flurry of orange sparks, “Get up, asshole.” 

“SCREEEEE.”

The Shanta shunted its limbs against the wall in pain, gargling and choking.

Jelly elbowed the shattered glass from the airlock hatch and lifted the door, “Yaaarrggghhh.”

She grabbed the Shanta by the midsection with both sets of claws and pulled it into the airlock.

Biddip-biddip-beeeeeeep.

“Oh, shi—” Jelly pushed forward and rolled to her knees. The Shanta crashed the inner airlock with its limbs, suspending itself in the air.

Jelly yanked the inner airlock hatch down and glanced at the Shanta, “Go to hell, you son of a bitch.”

She turned around and sprinted up the walkway at full speed.

Jaycee squirmed on the floor, broken and mostly-battered, “Jelly—”

“—Cover your face and stay down,” she roared and flung herself chest-first onto the walkway, “Do it, now—”

KERRAA-BAAAAAAAAMMMMM.

The airlock exploded. The door burst apart, vomiting debris against the wall and releasing a ball of fire up the walkway.

The outer airlock door exploded and coughed out a ball of fire into the sky.

Jelly rolled onto her side and slid along the ground.

The heat from the passing fireball singed the fur on her back as she slammed her arms to the ground.

 

The dust and detritus settled a few moments later. Both Jelly and Jaycee spluttered and gasped for air a few feet away from each other.

The control deck door opened at the far end of the walkway. An Alex-shaped silhouette stepped out amongst the spinning red lights and stood in the door frame, “Jelly?”

“Mah, mah,” she grimaced and clutched her chest, “I’m n-not f-finished—Ngggg.”

Alex stepped forward and allowed the door to slide shut behind him. The skin on his face bleached red from the whizzing alarm bulbs on the wall.

“No, n-no, get b-baaaaaa-aaack,” Jelly groaned and pointed at the door, “My babies. Look after my babies.”

“Are you okay?” Alex tried to step forward, but knew he shouldn’t go anywhere near her.

“Stay away from m-me,” Jelly slammed her right paw to the ground and snarled at him, “D-Do you w-want me to k-kill you?”

Alex held his hands out in defense, “God, no. Of course not.”

“Then let me finish this. L-Look after my babies.”

“What do you mean ‘let me finish this’? What are you talking—”

Jelly closed her eyes and lifted her head, producing a deadly response to his question.

ROOOAAAAARRRR.

Jelly now sounded like a tiger, and scared the ever-lovin’ hell out of the young man.

“Uhhh, okay. Yes, good idea. I’ll go and look after your babies, then.”

Alex turned around and entered the control deck, thankful that the she-beast hadn’t eaten him whole.

 

Jelly climbed to her knees and licked her mouth. Her tongue tasted the singed fur on her chin. She coughed up another pink mound of blood and spat it to the ground.

“Ngggg, whu, whu,” a pathetic grunt came from the other end of the walkway.

It was Jaycee - utterly battered, and with half his face missing. He’d seen better days.

Jelly walked forward on her knees, struggling to make any meaningful progress.

GROWL.

“Nuh, nuh,” she tried, before closing her eyes and screaming out loud. A prolonged yell of utter agony. Her skull shunted forward, breaking the bone in her nose out and taking her whiskers with it.

Each facial strand elongated as her yell turned into a prolonged howl of murder.

GRUNT, SNIFF.

Her nostrils flared and blew out a gust of air. The vocal chords deep within slumped and thickened. Each tooth wriggled free from her gums and clanged to the floor.

SWISH-FLAP-FLAP.

She moved forward on her elbows and knees. With each thud against the ground, they broke apart and bent backwards. Her spine arched and pushed through the skin on her back.

Jaycee watched her transform before his very eye.

“Juh-Juh—?”

He didn’t have the energy to move. If he did, he might find that parts of his body wouldn’t be accompanying him.

“M-My G-G-God—”

GRROOOWWWWWLLLL…

Two giant fangs pushed through her gums as her tongue lashed out. More teeth pushed through as her skull extended under her cheekbone.

Fur pushed through her delicate skin - white and black in colored stripes across her face. Her eyeballs sunk and enlarged in one swift motion, turning a urine-stained yellow.

Grrrrrrrr.

Jaycee gargled through his nostrils in shock, “Juh, Jell-ie?” He squinted his one active eye and burst into tears, afraid for his life, “J-Juh—”

ROOAAAARRRRR.

“I c-can’t b-believe it,” he whimpered through his tears and stared his fate right in the face.

Its tiger face.

Jelly had transformed once again and paced toward him. Her body took up most of the walkway, blocking anything from escaping or entering.

“Yuh-yuh—you,” she tried with the last of her ability to speak, her voice affecting a deranged and angry demon scowl, “K-Killed my b-baby…”

“Nuh, nuh, Jelly,” Jaycee held out his arm at the tiger face moving through the darkness, “I d-didn’t—”

“—You… killed,” she struggled through her croaking voice, “M-My d-daughter.”

Jelly pressed her front paws into the ground and pushed herself upright. She wobbled around in front of Jaycee and tried to retain her balance - a feat she managed after a few seconds of standing upright.

Jaycee looked up at the gargantuan freak show. Half-woman, half-tiger? Half cat? It was no longer worth assessing any longer in Jaycee’s view. The exo-suit remained mostly intact.

“You-you look good in USARIC’s outfit, you kn-know,” Jaycee tried to joke through his tears.

ROOAAARRR.

Jelly didn’t find his quip amusing in the slightest. If anything, she considered his remark as something of a ball-buster - an invitation to pummel his face into the ground, squat over whatever remained, and take a huge dump on it.

“Y-You—”

“—I d-didn’t kill h-her,” Jaycee’s voice fizzed and slunk into a pathetic electronic rendition of the voice Jelly was used to, “I d-didn’t. I f-found h-her—”

Jelly stomped over to him with a look of murder in her eyes.

“Nuh, nuh, J-Jelly. I d-didn’t kill her,” Jaycee squirmed and guarded the remains of his face with his battered forearm, “P-Please, n-no.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Interstate 608

 

The van tore across the grounds and smashed through the gate, headed for the freeway.

“I think that’s the last of them,” Sierra unhooked her machine gun from her shoulders and passed it to Grace, “Here, take this. I’m performing a head count.”

“Be quick,” Grace flicked her hair over her shoulders and looked through the windows of both back doors. Her eyes grew with terror, “Oh no.”

“What is it?” Sierra snapped. She pulled out her scanner and flicked the catch on the side. A thin blue light spread out across the interior of the van and beeped.

“They’re onto us.”

“No kidding,” Sierra held the device at the two cages. A blue holographic number floated in the air, counting up from one.

The blue beam flipped through the cages, catching the kittens’ eyes.

Two, three, four, five… the counter total rolled up as quick as the van sped along the road.

“Get out of the way, damn it,” Rana shouted and blared her horn at a row of maddeningly slow cars ahead of her, “Move, move.”

NEEEEEAAAWWWW.

Grace gripped the door frame and shouted at Rana, “We got company.”

Sierra left the counting device to hover in the air and continue its work. She joined Grace at the window and scrunched her face.

The road snaked around like a furious tail, indicating that they’d joined the freeway. The three cars shot into view as the van tilted around them at speed.

In the distance, Sierra saw a flurry of tiny white dots flash their headlamps at them.

“It’s them, it’s them,” she turned to Grace and held out her hand, “Give me my gun.”

Grace pushed the machine gun into Sierra’s hands, “Here.”

“Thanks,” she thumbed the safety catch down and observed the shotgun in Grace’s hands, “You loaded?”

“Fully.”

The torrent of white dots in the distance enlarged into the shape of MagCycles, each containing a driver wearing a helmet.

An electronic voice announced from the first MagCycle, “Driver, pull your vehicle over to the side of the road.”

“Rana?” Sierra yelled.

“What? Are you going to tell me to speed up? Drive quicker?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t bother,” Rana looked at the speedometer; 100 mph and counting. “Should have gotten a better vehicle for this.”

“Jesus Christ.”

Sierra shook her head and looked at the felines in the first cage.

A chorus of meows and hisses came from behind the bars. The cats fought over each other in anger to try and escape. The bars bent out due to the force and struggled to contain them.

“Stay,” Sierra said just as a Noyin’s voice crept into her headgear.

“Sierra?”

“What is it now?”

 

Back at base, Noyin angled the live feed from the van’s camera and focused on the speeding MagCycles tearing their way along the magnetic strip on the side of the road.

“I don’t wanna worry you, but the bad guys are about twenty seconds ETA.”

“Just focus on the damn truck,” Sierra spat and knocked Grace on the shoulder, “Let’s take out the trash?”

“Hell yeah.”

Grace cocked her shotgun and placed the sole of her boot on the back door, “Just tell me when.”

Sierra turned around, keeping a stern eye on the angry cats making a terrific fuss in their cages, “Noyin? I have scores of cats in here, and they’re desperate to get out—”

CLANG-CLANG-SHRRREEEEEEEK.

A pale, white bobtail yanked on the bars with her silver claws and scowled at Sierra.

“Hisssss.”

“Jeez,” she stepped back, afraid of the animosity on display, “She’s seriously pissed off.”

“Who’s pissed off?” Noyin asked.

“Forget it,” Sierra made her way to the back of the van, “They’re secure for now. Get the truck ready. Rana, how long till the bridge?”

“Couple of minutes, maybe a bit more,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on the freeway in front of her.

“Noyin, we’ll be there in two minutes,” Sierra nodded at Grace to boot the door open, “Get Siyam in position.”

“You got it,” he said, and pressed his finger to his ear. “Siyam, man?”

 

“Yeah, Noyin?” Siyam palmed the plate on the truck’s dashboard and fired up the engine.

It roared to life and rolled along the grass verge.

“You’re on. Ninety seconds and we reconvene.”

“On it,” Siyam pressed on the gas and drove the truck over the MagStrip and joined the freeway. He peered into the side mirror and saw a pile of random vehicles slow down, “Seems there’s a bit of a jam on I-608.”

“A jam?” Noyin’s voice came through the headgear, “Yeah, the cars aren’t moving very fast. Rana might encounter a bit of a blockade.”

“Damn,” Noyin said, “Okay, leave it with me. Just make sure you’re under I-608 when it happens.”

“Got it.”

The Mack Truck growled as it passed the 30 mph mark and drifted into the middle lane.

 

Noyin looked at Jamie, Leesa, and Remy, who watched the live feed as if it was some bizarre action movie.

“What’s going to happen?” Jamie asked.

Noyin moved the van camera to the left and zoomed into the MagCycles gaining ground along the magnetic strip at the side of the freeway, “USARIC is after them.”

“They’re going to get caught,” Leesa gasped and clung to Jamie’s shoulder, “You have to do something.”

“What can I do from here?” Noyin gripped his mouthpiece and pulled it to his chin, “This is it guys. You’re about to go dark. You’re on your own from here. Good luck.”

 

Rana watched the speedometer creep past 110 mph.

“Guys, this is the fastest we can go without tearing this useless piece of junk apart.”

The walls of the van began to shake violently, rocking the two cages back and forth.

Rana slid her binocles down her face. The screen ran a white line around the contour of an eighteen-wheeler joining the freeway in the distance.

“Okay, there’s Siyam.”

“Where?” Sierra turned around and caught Rana pointing at the huge, black truck a few dozen cars ahead on the freeway.

“There.”

“Good.”

Sierra hollered pointed her machine gun at the back door and hollered at Rana, “Okay, do it.”

“Let’s kill us some bad guys.” 

SCHWUNG.

The two back doors flung out and smashed against the van. Rana and Sierra aimed their guns at the build-up of cars and the dozen surrounding MagCycles whipping along the magnetic strip.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM.

“Oh, shi—” the first USARIC cyclist screamed and swerved to the side of the strip.

BAM-SPROITCH.

Grace’s shotgun blast hit the silver strip, narrowly avoiding the underside of the cycle but pushing it onto the grass island.

“Whoa,” the merc lost control of the cycle and careened over the lip of the strip.

The cycle lost its magnetic connectivity and bounced into the air, flinging the merc several feet into the air.

“Whoa,” Grace cocked her gun again and took aim at the MagStrip.

Another USARIC merc sped forward on his cycle, “Pull the van over. Now.”

WHOOSH-WHIZZ-ZOOOOM.

A dozen more armed USARIC mercs on MagCycles whizzed up the magnetic strip.

“This crate can’t outrun those cycles,” Rana screamed. “Take care of them.”

Grace fired her shells at each of the cycles, “Eat lead, you bastards.” 

BEEEEEEEEP.

Several cars skidded to a halt, forcing the cars behind them to crash into the backs of them.

SMASH-CRASH.

The car’s windows exploded as the second row of vehicles flew into the air and collided in mid-air.

KA-BOOOM.

“Oh dear,” Sierra blinked at the calamity occurring behind the wheels of the van, “Rana, step on it.”

“I’m going as fast as I can, you mad woman—”

WHOOOOOSH.

Three MagCycles zipped up to the side of the van and kept up the pace.

“This is the United States and Russian Intergalactic Confederation,” announced the first cycle, “Pull your vehicle over or we will be forced to open fire.”

“What, like this?” Grace lifted her gun to the side and yanked on the trigger.

BLAM-BLAM-SPLATTTCCHHH.

A direct hit - right in the merc’s visor, busting open the back of his head and pushing his body to the floor.

“No, no, no,” Sierra darted forward and yanked her friend back by her jacket sleeve. “Grace, get back.”

The next USARIC merc produced a D-REZ semi-automatic machine gun and opened fire from his MagCycle.

THRAAA-AAA-TATA-TAAAAT.

A string of bullet hits formed across the back door, coughing orange sparks and smoke into the air.

“Jesus,” Grace jumped back, having averted a merciless execution, “Damn it, Sierra.”

“What?”

The road underneath the van’s wheels seemed to zoom even faster as Grace barged Sierra out of her path and stormed to the lip of the van.

BAM-BAM-BAM.

She unleashed a wave of bullets at the MagCycles.

The first bullet caught the front panel of the adjacent cyclist, twisting his vehicle around. The front of the cycle wheezed to a halt, ducked down and pronged away from the strip.

“Gaaaahhh,” the occupant flew over the handlebars and crashed into a nearby verge.

“Nothing like a gun fight to separate the girls from the boys, huh?” Grace swung her gun around to the next USARIC merc, who aimed his D-REZ at her chest.

The cycle visor amplified the merc’s voice, “Driver, this is your final warning. Pull over immediately.”

“I don’t think so,” Grace unleashed a round of bullets in his direction, just as two more MagCycles shot up behind him, “Nighty-night, assholes.”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

The merc swerved to the right as the magnetic strip popped open behind him.

WHUDDA-WHUDDA-WHUDDA.

The cycle waddled from side to side, but the driver managed to keep the bars steady and take aim at the back of the van with his semi-automatic.

The adjoining USARIC MagCycles whizzed alongside the first on the opposing side of the freeway. Each mercenary aimed their guns at the back of the van.

“God damn it, close the doors,” Sierra yelled. She bolted forward and yanked the left door shut.

THRAAAA-TAT-A-TAAAT.

The bullets sprayed across the door, shattering it in two.

WHUMP-BOUNCE-CRASH.

It slammed to the road underneath and bounced into the air, taking the first USARIC merc’s head off.

The MagCycle wobbled around, creating a gut-wrenching whine of magnetic turbulence.

BZOOOOOW-BLAMMM.

The cycle sprung into the air due to the lack of connection and crashed into the side verge a few feet away.

Grace emptied her shells to the ground, reached into her belt and slotted a fresh magazine into the housing, “How are the felines holding up?”

Sierra spun around on her feet and watched the counter creep forward.

Fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two…

“Hisss.”

“Miew.”

The cats chewed and clawed at their cages and demanded freedom. The white bobtail scowled at Sierra as soon as she clapped eyes on it.

“I, uh, think they want freed.”

“Tough,” Grace moved forward and kicked the van’s back doors open, “They’ll have to wait till we get back to the arena.”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

Rana fired off a round of shots at the approaching MagCycles.

SHPATT-SHPATT-BOOM.

Two MagCycles wobbled left and right, shaking the occupiers from their seats. The third MagCycle’s front exploded as a bullet struck it dead center.

KER—RAAANNNGGG.

Grace raised her eyebrows as the Cycle exploded and threw the driver into the air, “Whoa. Remind me never to use those stupid MagStrips.”

“Uh, Grace?” Sierra barked from within the van, “We have a problem here.”

“Guys, we are thirty seconds ETA from I-608 underpass,” Rana said from the driver’s seat, “Whatever it is you have planned, get it done right now. And get ready.”

Grace turned around and was about to ask Sierra what was wrong, when she found out for herself.

“Oh, no.”

“Uh-huh,” Sierra said.

The top corner of the first cat cage had been hit by a stray bullet. The metal bars blew out, offering the cats a chance to escape, should they feel brave enough.

And they felt brave enough.

“What do we do?” Sierra asked.

Grace placed more shells in her shot gun and took several steps back, “Keep them inside as best you can.”

“But, how am I gonna do that—”

A loud spinning sound came from outside the van.

THRAAAAA-AAA-TAT-A-TAT.

Sierra flew to the ground, chest-first.

Grace held herself against the van wall as it swerved from left to right, “Rana?”

“Not now. I’m driving.”

“What’s going on?” Grace spun around and booted the door open. Three more MagCycles caught up with the van, speeding up the strip.

She looked up and gasped, “Jesus. A chopper. They’ve got a damn chopper. Metal bird, metal bird.”

WHUDDA-WHUDDA-WHUDDA.

“Driver, stop your vehicle,” the chopper announced. “This is USARIC, mercenary division. We will fire upon you.”

“You already are firing at us, dickheads,” Grace took in the gargantuan metal bird as it lowered and tilted forward, giving chase.

WHIRRRR-CLUNK.

Two massive canons swung out either side of the chopper and latched into position.

“Step on it Rana,” Grace screamed as she lifted her shotgun up to the front of the trailing USARIC helicopter.

“The underpass is coming,” Rana yelled. “Get ready.”

“It can’t come quick enough.”

Grace focused on the two canons adjusted their aim at the back of the van.

“Driver, this is your final warning. We will open fire,” the chopper roared at them.

 

Siyam glanced at his side mirror and turned the steering wheel. The truck rolled into the fast lane as a large shadow loomed over the windshield.

“Okay, I’m in. That’s the I-608 underpass.”

Noyin’s voice came through his headgear, “Slow down, Siyam. Coordinates one through five-eight, mid-way.”

“On it.”

Siyam hit the brakes and slowed the truck’s speed to an eventual halt.

He reached under the dashboard, gripped a yellow lever and yanked it back.

The back of the Mack Truck opened up and produced a tongue-like metal ramp.

WHIRRRRRRR-SCHUNT.

“Okay, we’re all set,” Siyam unfastened his belt and pushed the door open.

“Good,” Noyin advised, “Now, wait for the girls.”

“Way ahead of you, brother.”

Siyam ran alongside the seemingly endless truck and reached into his belt.

“Come on, come on, where are you?” he muttered, keeping an eye on the far end of the underpass.

He pulled out his handgun and pointed it dead ahead. A torrent of vehicles blared their horns, unhappy with the giant blockade.

“Girls, where are you?”

“On our way,” Sierra’s voice came through his headgear, “Are you ready to roll?”

“I’m looking for you. I can’t see you.”

BEEEEEEEEEEP.

A cacophony of car horns echoed down the underpass and screeched to a halt, trying to avoid colliding with the truck.

“Go around,” Siyam yelled at the cars, “Move.”

BANG-BANG.

He fired two shots into the air, scaring the drivers and forcing them to back up.

“Goddamn Texas traffic, man,” Siyam waved the drivers around the lorry, “Go round.”

 

Rana adjusted her binocles and scanned the underpass, “We’re approaching now, Siyam.”

A digital box crept down her visor and formed over the truck in the underpass. She saw Siyam waving the traffic around the side of his vehicle.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Clearing a path for you,” his voice whizzed into her ear, “They were gonna slam right into the back of me.”

“Get them out of our way, for God’s sake,” Rana looked over her shoulder and clocked the helicopter chasing them a few feet away from the back of the broken, busted doors, “What’s going on?”

Sierra tried to keep the cats from gnawing and tearing up the bars.

A few of them relieved themselves on the truck. The urine ran across the grooves on the floor and flushed out the back of the van, dripping along the road.

“Ugh, no.”

CRREEAAAAAAK.

Sierra gasped and jumped back, “They’re trying to get out.”

“Stop them,” Grace kept her shotgun aimed at the chopper, “Keep them in the cages.”

“How am I meant to do that? Shoot them?”

“If you have to. A warning shot, obviously. They’re malformed little critters,” she spat back and squeezed the trigger.

BLAMMMM.

The bullet shattered the helicopter’s windshield and hit the pilot.

WHUDDA-WHUDDA-WHUDDA.

The chopper slung from side to side and lifted a few feet into the air.

THRAAA-TAT-A-TAT.

As the front of the helicopter lifted up and back, the trajectory of bullets tore along the road, up the back of the van and across the underpass.

WHOOOSH.

“Oh, Christ, there’s more of them,” Grace swung her gun to the right and took aim at another USARIC merc on a MagCycle. He sped further up the strip and prepared to launch himself from his vehicle.

“Oh no, no, you don’t—”

Grace cocked her shotgun and fired at the cyclist, but missed.

“Meow,” the white bobtail sunk her teeth into the cage and pulled it apart. Sierra stood up straight and backed away.

“Jesus.”

“Hissss,” the bobtail jumped out of the cage, followed by three of her eager feline friends.

SWISH-SWIPE.

The quartet crept along the ground with the intention of smothering Sierra.

“Hey, get back. Bad kitties.”

“Hissss.”

KER-BWUMP.

Grace and Sierra looked up at the ceiling. A knocking noise came from the top of the outside of the van.

“What was that?”

“I dunno,” Sierra ran to the front of the van and looked through the windshield, “Rana, is that him?”

“Yeah, hold tight. We’re about to embark.”

Rana yanked the stick shift into neutral and applied pressure to the brake.

The force of the van slowing to a halt made the four escaped cats slide along the ground.

BLAM-BLA-AA-AM-BLAM.

Three giant holes exploded along the far wall of the van as it slowed down. The last bullet nearly took Grace’s head clean off.

The cats wailed and screamed. The white bobtail raced towards the back of the van and jumped out.

Grace ran after it as it jumped out, “No, don’t—”

WHUMP.

The white bobtail hit the speeding road paws-first and tumbled onto her side.

“Miew.”

Two cars swerved out of the cat’s path and slammed into the wall.

CRASSSSSH.

The white bobtail rolled to her paws and bolted after the van, “Miew.”

Rana yelled into her headgear, “Siyam, get back in the truck and start the engine.”

 

“Okay, okay.”

Siyam was about to run back to the driver’s door when he saw a USARIC mercenary clinging to the side of the van in the distance, “Uh, Rana?”

“What is it?”

“You got a merc on your wing.”

“What?”

He climbed into the driver’s side and slammed the door shut, “I’m too far away, just get in.”

 

“What do you mean I’ve got a merc on my wing?” Rana looked in her mirror and saw a USARIC merc climb the side of the van and hoist himself onto the roof, “Oh, crap. Grace?”

“What?”

“There’s a bad guy on the damn roof.”

The van sped along the road and approached the back of the truck.

Grace looked up at the interior of the van and heard footsteps trample across the top.

She looked down in haste and pointed at the three remaining cats, “Sierra, use your powers of persuasion to keep these little critters at bay.”

“What?”

“Bad guy on the—”

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM!

Three bullets tore through the roof and nearly hit the cat’s cages.

“Meow.”

“Whoa,” Grace ran to the doors, “I’ll take care of this bastard.”

Sierra held out her hand, “No, don’t go out there, you’ll compromise us—”

Too late.

Grace landed on the road and aimed her gun at the top of the van as it sped toward the truck.

“Hey, asshole,” she roared at the USARIC merc keeping his balance on top of the van. “Get down.”

“Huh?”

He turned around to discover the top of the truck whizzing towards his face, “Oh, shi—”

He flung himself off the roof and dove, feet first, to the road below.

 

Rana drove the van up the truck’s ramp and slammed on the brakes.

“Okay. We’re in,” she said into her headgear and looked over her shoulder at Sierra, “How are our guests holding up?”

“They’re fine.”

“Good,” Rana booted the van door open and climbed out, “Siyam, step on it. There’s a chopper up there, but I think we’ve fooled it. They can’t see us down here.”

“Okay, here we go.”

The truck fired up and began moved forward.

Sierra jumped out the back of the van and landed on the floor, “Hey, what about Grace?”

“What about Grace?”

“We can’t just leave her there.”

VROOOOOOOOOM.

The truck sped up.

Rana ran to the back of the van and peered through the doors. The three escaped cats sneered at her amid the screeching and howling from the others in the cages.

“We can’t compromise the mission. There were always going to be casualties in this war.”

 

The USARIC pilot pushed the gears forward in the chopper to the other side of the underpass.

A few vehicles emerged from under it, along with the truck.

“Do you see the van?”

“No, no sign of the van,” the pilot looked at his arm and winced. Grace’s bullet had caught him good and proper.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you bandaged up,” the co-pilot said. “This is Vantara in Metal Hawk Three. Be advised, the marked van is in underpass sector twelve on I-608. All units to attend. I repeat, all units to attend.”

The pilot squinted at a small white thing darting out from the other end of the tunnel.

“Is that… a cat?”

The white bobtail looked up at the helicopter and hissed. It turned around and shot off into the trees at the side of the freeway.

 

Back in the underpass, Grace pointed her shotgun at the fallen USARIC mercenary, who crawled onto his knees and released his gun to the ground.

“Hey, you,” she said, threatening to blow his head off. “Drop the weapon.”

“Okay, okay,” he held out his arms and dropped his semi-automatic gun to the ground.

“Now, remove your visor.”

“Huh?”

“I said remove your visor, asshole.”

“Okay.”

He pressed his palms to the side of his helmet and slowly lifted it off his head.

A good-looking guy in his late twenties stared back at her, scared for his life.

She licked her lips and threw him a cheeky wink, “Huh. You’re pretty hot.”

“Huh?”

“What’s your name?”

“Wh-what has that got to do with—”

“—You nearly blew my Goddamn head off and killed those cats,” she shouted in a fit of pure rage, “Now, I ask again. What’s your name?”

“Spencer,” he squirmed. “P-Please, you d-don’t have to d-do this—”

“—Aww, I love it when hot guys squirm,” Grace sniffed, knowing her days - and seconds - were probably up.

Stuck in the underpass amid all the vehicular carnage and fires, there was little chance of escape.

Grace walked forward, training the end of her shot gun at his forehead, “There are three things I want you to know about me before this is all over.”

“Wh-what?”

A screeching announcement came from the radio on Spencer’s helmet, “All units, be advised. The marked van is currently in the sector twelve underpass, I-608.”

Grace shrugged her shoulders and stopped a few feet away from her victim.

“One, I don’t care if I live or die,” she said, as she cocked the shotgun with her right hand.

KAT-CHUNK.

She aimed down the sight, directly at his forehead.

Spencer closed his eyes and prayed for a quick death, “Wh-what’s the second thing?”

“The only thing that matters is the mission,” Grace clocked him looking over her shoulder at something.

The end of her shotgun barrel pressed against Spencer’s forehead.

She squinted at him and mimed a ‘pow’ sound effect.

“Haha,” she stepped back and lowered the gun. “Only kidding.”

“Whuh?” Spencer let out a sigh of pure relief.

“Citizen,” a ferocious voice erupted a few feet behind Grace, “Put down the weapon. This is USARIC.”

Grace didn’t have to turn around to know that hundreds of armed USARIC mercenaries had gathered behind her.

She held her arms out at her sides and offered her surrender.

The merc grabbed his mask and ran off in the direction of his colleagues.

SWISSSH-SCHJUNT.

Her dumb bomb slid up the length of her right arm and landed in her palm.

No one saw it happen.

Biddip-biddip-biddip.

“I surrender,” Grace turned around and faced the approaching mercenaries.

“Okay, good,” one of the mercs said as he moved forward with his armed colleagues. “Now, get down on your knees with your hands behind your head.”

She lowered herself to the ground, obeying their orders, and gripped the grenade in her hand.

Spencer moved in front of his colleagues, eager for an answer.

“You said there were was a third thing?”

“Oh, yeah,” Grace snapped out of the blue, confusing the mercs. She blew Spencer a kiss and a wink.

“Duck.”

Spencer jumped back, “Wha?—No—”

All the mercenaries flung themselves to the floor.

KER-BLAAAAAAMMMMMMMM.

Grace exploded, killing herself, Spencer, the floored mercenaries - and most of the underpass structure.

 

The chopper roared through the air and banked to the left as the underpass rocked and busted apart.

“Jesus Christ, would you look at that,” the pilot gasped. “Look, look.”

GROOAAANNN.

The cement pillars buckled under the force of the explosion and busted out in all directions.

Sections of the structure crumbled to the ground in a cloud of ash and rubble.

“Ah, all units,” Vantara said into his talkie, “Metal Hawk Three. Advise you do not enter underpass at sector twelve. Over.”

KEERRRR-SMAAAASSHH.

The underpass broke apart and crashed onto itself, burying anything under it for good.

The helicopter lifted into the air and flew off into the distance.

RAGE’s truck shot along the freeway and into the dusk-laden horizon.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Space Opera Charlie

 

One hundred wolves raced along the dirt track created by the tank. The trail stopped at Opera Charlie’s Motary door.

Snarl…

The first wolf stopped and caught its breath. Its pupils adjusted to Saturn’s light bouncing off the spaceship’s ceramic exterior.

It lifted its head and roared at the shattered airlock toward the front of the ship.

A way in.

The wolf walked around to the rest of the pack and howled into the night sky.

The rest of the beasts growled and hollered in return, eager to tear something apart.

The first wolf swished its tail around, clenched its claws and dug up a mound of dirt. The event taking place in the sky got to him. A pink and purple ball of fire screeched across the stars, making its way towards Saturn.

No sooner had the wolf clapped eyes on the celestial event taking place above its head than a shadow crept over his face.

The shadow of their master, Mastazita.

He stomped forward, raised his forearms out wide and let out a deathly roar of pain.

The wolves hung their heads and whined.

Three of Mastazita’s claws folded into his paw, leaving the equivalent of an index finger pointing directly at the airlock on Opera Charlie.

The wolves lowered their grunts and heard some commotion emanate from behind the walls of the ship.

“Muh, Muh,” it tried. “Shta-Zee-Tah.”

Grrrrr.

The wolves’ snarled with rage and ravaged the rocks and dirt underneath their paws, ready to attack.

One by one, they whipped their tails around and prepared to launch themselves.

SCHPATTT.

A stabbing sound came from behind the doors, coaxing the wolves forward.

Then, the ship rocked for a split-second.

BAMMM.

A large, fleshy spider thing slammed against the door. The wolves lifted their paws in preparation to attack.

SCHWIPP.

The outer airlock hatch slid up, revealing the Shanta and a seven-foot cat-like woman grappling with it.

“SCREEEEEEE,” the Shanta struggled and choked.

Jelly yanked the inner airlock hatch down, and took a final glance at the Shanta, “Go to hell.”

She stepped back into the ship with great urgency, having not seen the crowd of wolves outside.

The Shanta shuffled around and squirmed. Its time was nearly at an end, and the monster seemed to know it.

SCHLAM-SCHLAM-SCHLAM.

It pressed its twelve limbs against all four walls like a fleshy cobweb.

The wolves weren’t fooled. Whatever this thing was, it needed killing - and fast.

HOWWWWWLLLL.

Mastazita took in a lungful of air, threw his arms down and screamed at the sky. An order to attack.

The wolves wasted no time. They bolted toward the airlock door, hopping over one another, ravenous for blood.

One by one they got closer and closer to the busted outer hatch.

The Shanta’s fleshy midsection pushed forward and tried to stop the wolves from approaching it.

“SCREEEEEE—”

The first row of wolves bolted closer and lifted their paws, ready to tear and chew the Shanta apart.

As Mastazita stormed after them, everything seemed to slow down to a crashing halt.

At the very last second, he knew something was wrong. He waved his right arm in a desperate attempt to call the wolves back.

ROOOOAAAAARRRR.

The Shanta’s limbs weakened. It slumped down the sides of the walls and crumpled to the ground.

 

Pitch darkness.

The howling from the wolves deafened Mastazita. He couldn’t see anything with his eyes, but the sounds from all directions painted a picture in his brain.

A row of ghostly-white outline of paws and bodies etched across the darkness in his mind.

The contours of rocks fizzed to life as he took his last step. White lines exploded and formed the shape of his arm as he pulled it away from his face.

Schwoooooooo—

The sound of a prolong sucking occurred in his left ear, forming the shape of a door close to where the shapes of the wolves were headed.

“Nuuuuh—”

KERRAA-BAAAAAAAAMMMMM.

Mastazita lifted his paws in front of his face. The gravity shift around his head was intense. His body weight shifted from his forehead, through to his shoulders, then abdomen, and finally his feet.

The contours spread apart like grains of sand and vanished into the darkness amid the howls of anguish from the wolves.

A wave of incredible heat flew up Mastazita’s body, and then—

SCHLAAAAAAMMM.

The rocks on the ground punched him in the chest and face.

He’d landed on the ground, after being pushed into the air. The roar from the burning hammered into his ears, represented by a pulsing white light in the darkness of his vision.

 

Mastazita shook his head and pushed himself to his hind legs. He couldn’t see it, but the airlock had exploded. A furnace of burning stone, rock, and parts of the ship roared fifty feet away from him.

A distinct scent of burning flesh and fur drifted around the ground.

Sniff, sniff…

Mastazita knew that death surrounded him. His fallen children roasted away in the blaze.

Scores of obliterated wolves lined the ground, slumped over the rocks. He assessed the ground with his hind paw and felt a squishy, smoldering body beneath his claws.

“Ugghhh,” Mastazita growled among the remaining whines and whelps from those wolves who hadn’t been killed in the blast.

Five of them raced up and pawed at Mastazita’s injured leg.

Grrrrrrr…

He marched towards Opera Charlie and slammed his paws together, ready to tear the vessel apart…

 

Primary Airlock

Opera Charlie - Level One

 

Jaycee held his broken jaw in place with his battered hand. The connectors in his face sparked up a storm, forcing his head up and down.

He’d certainly seen better days.

Sitting against the wall, he tried to keep upright. His right leg spasmed on the ground, disabled from the rest of his internal endoskeleton.

Most of his internal wiring sprouted from several busted sections on his torso, legs, and arms.

“M-My b-battery,” Jaycee slammed the back of his head against the wall. His right eye tilted up to the ceiling and tried to focus on Jelly, who towered over him.

His jaw swiveled left and right, producing a small, electronic voice, “B-B-Baaaa-aaa-aaterry level, crih-crih-critical.”

Jelly watched him shift his head around and splutter.

Blink-blink.

The mechanics in his eyelids closed, and reopened on Jelly. No longer a woman or cat, she’d turned into a tiger.

“Juh-juh…”

“Shut up,” she growled from the pit of her stomach.

“Muh-muh,” Jaycee tried, “I’mma m-mess—”

“—I said shut up.”

Any utterance she offered was underscored by an inner growl of sheer murder. Jelly raised her right leg and showed him the sole of her boot.

“You murdered my child.”

“Nuuuh,” Jaycee’s head twisted to face the boot, “P-Please do not—”

SCHLLAAAAAAMMM.

The boot careened towards his face and crushed it against the wall.

His cheekbone shattered and sparked as it crunched against his metallic skeleton.

“Bwuurrggghhh,” Jaycee groaned as the boot released his face from the wall. The metal cheek plate on the right side of his head clanged to the floor.

Jelly took a deep breath and tried her best not to emote. She just needed to finish Jaycee off and she’d be at peace.

“Nuh-nuh,” Jaycee’s jaw yawned and closed up, hanging from the side of his face, “N-No m-m-m-more—”

Jelly winced and tried to shake away her murderous instincts, but it was no use. She grabbed Jaycee’s exo-suit shoulders and lifted him up the wall in a fit of apoplectic rage.

WHUMP.

She slammed him to the wall and lifted him up, so his face lined with her own.

Jelly roared right into his eyes and leaned back, ready to deliver a fatal blow.

“Nuh-nuh-nuh,” Jaycee tried, the power draining from his eyes.

Jelly rammed her forehead into Jaycee’s nose. The trajectory of her head butt pummeled the back of his head into the wall, cracking the rock solid surface.

SCHLAAAAAAAM-CRACK-KK.

The synthetic skin on Jaycee’s face busted away from the metallic facade covering his endoskull.

Grrrrr.

Jelly kept him pinned against the wall and licked her lips. The back of Jaycee’s busted head remained daggered into the wall. She pulled him forward a few inches. As his head slumped, the wires and bolts in the back of his head roped out from the wall and fell to the floor.

“Juh-juh—” he tried a final time.

“—Ngggggg,” Jelly struggled to speak. Her attempts to communicate came out as a series of grunts and growls, “I-I,” she whelped in anger, “K-Kill. Y-You k-kill—”

She gave up any attempt to explain her merciless actions and eyed Jaycee’s neck. If she sunk her fangs in, they’d take his head off and - hopefully - extract his battery, which would serve as a dessert.

GROOOOOOOWWWWLL.

She revealed her sharp tiger teeth.

 

***

 

Alex peered through the control deck door window and saw Jelly attacking the helpless, battered Jaycee.

“Jesus Christ,” he shouted. “She’s going to kill him.”

Furie and White ran out from under the flight deck and lifted their heads. They caught sight of Manny shuffling in the air and decided to attack her.

“Get those damn kittens away from me,” Manny tightened her book covers and darted up to the ceiling, “They’re a nuisance.”

“Manny,” Alex said. “This isn’t funny. Something has seriously got into Jelly. She’s—”

He turned around to see the holographic book hovering away from the two kittens. They leapt into the air and swiped at her.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked.

“They’re trying to attack me.”

“You’re a holograph, you idiot. They can’t even touch you.”

“Meow,” Furie jumped onto the second flight deck chair and poised to launch at the book floating several feet above her.

“Furie. No,” Alex shouted at the kitten. “Bad cat.”

“Hissssss.”

Furie climbed down and trundled over to the control deck door.

White followed behind her.

Manny’s book covers shuddered. Satisfied that the kittens had lost interest in her, she floated down to Alex’s head height, “There’s been an explosion outside. The airlock has suffered severe damage.”

“I can see that,” Alex turned to the window in the door and witnessed Jelly kicking Jaycee’s face into the wall, “My God. What on Earth has gotten into her?”

“I don’t think we can trust that stupid cat. I knew it all along, she’s nothing but a liability,” Manny offered.

“No, no,” Alex muttered as he watched on. “He must have done something. Anderson would never attack one of her crew or friends unless they did something real bad.”

“How can you be so sure, Hughes?” Manny folded her covers together in a huff and grew suspicious, “Are you an authority of Miss Anderson, all of a sudden?”

Alex swallowed and turned to Manny with a look of disdain. Deep down inside, he knew that Charlie’s autopilot had no idea who he really was.

“Well?” Manny asked.

“Don’t ask me that question.”

“I’m beginning to think you’re not a genuine member of USARIC, Hughes. Helping Beta escape from Oxade and Nutrene. All this emotional connection with Jelly Anderson. Don’t think I didn’t see the minutiae in your face muscles when you took it upon yourself to discharge Tripp via the console chair.”

“Shut up.”

“Who are you, Alex Hughes?”

He placed his palm in front of the panel on the wall and threatened to open the door, “I’m the one you should have queried harder, Manny.”

“And those people you connected with via the IMS? Who were they?”

Alex ignored the question and pressed the panel on the wall, “I need to go and pull them apart before they kill each other.”

“All this, and you’re now telling me you’d rather risk infection than give me a simple, straight answer to my question?”

Manny noticed a bead of sweat form across Alex’s brow. She wasn’t about to relent and let him off lightly.

“If it turns out you’re a traitor, Hughes, I shall have to revoke your license for this vessel. And report back to USARIC, forthwith.”

Alex thought about his response. He could tell her the truth, but Jaycee needed rescuing. Perhaps he could stop her from smashing him to pieces, at least.

The truth could wait.

“M-Manny?” Alex tried.

“I see your heart rate is climbing,” Manny said.

She spotted a single bead of sweat rolling down his cheek.

“Your body temperature is climbing, Alex. Are you feeling anxious? Like you’re about to faint?”

“Manny?”

“Yes, Alex Hughes?”

“Do me a favor and switch yourself off, you useless piece of crap.”

Alex palmed the panel and opened the door, forgetting that the kittens had been scratching at it.

BOLT.

“Meow,” Furie led the charge and barreled down the walkway towards her mother, “Meeeeoooowwww.”

White ran up beside her sister and shrieked.

Alex stormed after them and hollered down the walkway, “Jelly. Stop.”

Jelly lifted her head back and opened her mouth, showing Jaycee her fangs.

“Jelly, no. Don’t do it—”

“—Hughes?” Manny’s voice flew down the walkway from the opened control deck door, “Get back, now.”

“No,” Alex ran backwards and flipped Manny the bird, “Close the door, keep the kittens safe—”

“—No, no, it’s not that. There’s something trying to get on board.”

“Huh?” Alex spun around and continued running up the walkway.

The two kittens shot out in front of his legs and careened towards their mother.

Jelly’s mouth drooled with saliva as she prepared to take a bite out of Jaycee.

“Jelly, no,” Alex screamed again. “Don’t kill him—”

Jelly faced the walkway to discover Alex and her two daughters storming towards her, “Huh?”

She released her infinity claws and let go of Jaycee’s suit.

“What are you d-doing?” she grunted. “My babies.”

Alex waved his arms in haste, “Jelly, get away from the airlock, there’s—”

KERRR-RAAACCCCCKK…

Alex skidded on his heels as he watched the walls around the airlock burst into the walkway, “Oh, shi—”

KEERRASSSSSSHHHHHHH.

A giant, furry foot crunched through the walls and stepped into the walkway outside what was once a full-functioning airlock.

A whirlwind of pained howls swept inside as it made its way into the ship.

“Meow,” Furie extended her claws and skidded along the ground.

“Honey,” Jelly scooped Furie up in her arms, “Come to mommy.”

White continued to run and zoomed right past them, “Miew.”

SCHTOMP-SCHTOMP-SCHTAMMMM.

Alex’s chest heaved in and out. He couldn’t believe what he saw.

A ten foot wolf with huge paws crashed into the walkway. The top half of his body chewed through the ceiling and pulverized the walls.

“Muhhhh—shta—zeee—taaaaaaah,” it roared and thumped its front paws to the ground.

“Meow,” White couldn’t stop running. She slammed her paws into the ground to prevent herself from racing into the creature’s vicinity.

“Oh no. No, no no,” Jelly wailed as she watched her White zoom into Mastazita’s path.

BOP.

“Miew,” White slid onto her side and knocked Mastazita’s hind paw.

“My b-baby”, Jelly huffed.

Jaycee’s body toppled and hit the ground. Half-alive, half-disconnected, his limbs slapped around in a confusion of instructions.

“Grrrrrrr,” Mastazita felt the tiny ball of white fluff make a fuss at his feet.

“Miew,” White squealed as Mastazita’s shadow formed over her cute face.

“No, no, no,” Jelly widened her eyes, “Baby girl, run.”

White looked at her mother. Furie stretched her paws out from within Jelly’s arms and tried to reach for her sister.

It was no use.

GRUNT-SHIFF.

Mastazita crouched down and opened out his paw for White.

“Oh, God. No,” Alex backed up and felt around his belt, but remembered he had no firearms, “No, White. Don’t go near it. Run.”

Jelly clutched Furie against her chest and yelled at White, once again, “Honey, run. Run.”

White tilted her head up at Mastazita, scared out of her mind.

“Miew.”

“Heh,” he grunted, offering White onto his upturned palm. She didn’t want to climb on, which angered the beast to no end.

“Grrrrrrrr.”

“No, d-don’t,” Jelly screamed. “Hey, you. Leave my baby alone.”

Mastazita looked up at Jelly and let out a bizarre bark-cum-howl at her. The strength of the scream pushed the fur back against her face.

GUG-GUG-GUGGHUUG.

A horrid snore flew out from his throat as he lifted his paw above White’s head.

“Noooo—”

SWIPE.

Mastazita scooped White into his paw and lifted her up to his furry chest. 

“Miew.”

His relatively huge nostrils lowered over her head and rumbled like two, ugly ventilation shafts.

“Heh,” he grunted and sniffed. A familiar stench that ground inside the pit of his stomach.

The stench of a killer - an unmistakable reminder of what someone or something had done to one of his own outside the ship.

Jelly had no choice but to watch the monster hold her daughter at arm’s length in his paw.

ROOOWAAAAAARRR.

The claws on his left paw wrapped around White’s body as he held her in front of his face.

Jelly’s eyes grew, “Grrrrrr.” Her heart raced a mile-a-minute, quickening her breathing.

Slowly, his right paw moved over White’s head.

“No, no,” Jelly whined. “Let go of her.”

Alex took a few steps back and held his breath, “Dear God, no.”

GRUNT.

White squealed and struggled to set herself free. The claw cages around her body were impossible to move. She kicked her legs and squealed at her mother.

Jelly screamed at the top of her lungs, “Let go of my daughter—”

White’s head twisted around one-hundred-and-eighty degrees.

CRICK-CLUTCH.

Her neck snapped, killing her instantly.

Mastazita lifted Jelly’s murdered daughter up in his left paw for all to see.

Jelly fell to her knees and felt her soul melt across the ground. Her back arched down, “Noo.”

WHUMP.

White’s body slapped to the floor, several feet in front of her mother, and right next to Mastazita’s hind leg.

GROOOWWWWWWLLL.

Alex froze on the spot, sure that one of the giants in front of him would turn around and attack.

“Oh, Jeeeeeeesus Christ, no.”

He stepped back to the opened control deck door and chose not to utter a single word.

Mastazita grunted and took a step back, crunching the ground as he moved.

 

Jelly inadvertently released Furie from her clutches. The kitten lifted her head and stared at the ugly behemoth.

She didn’t meow or express any anger, only sorrow and pity.

Alex cleared his throat and called out at Furie, “Hey, girl. Come here. Now.”

“Miew,” Furie tore her eyes away from Mastazita and stormed up the walkway.

“Get in, quick. You’re safe with me—”

GROOOOOOWWWWWWWL.

Mastazita took a final step back. His foot crashed through the remains of the airlock.

SCHLUMP.

He dug his hind paw into the muddied ground and decided enough was enough. Just as he was about to turn around and walk away, Jelly lifted her head.

Her chest ballooned in and out. She clenched her infinity claws as tight as she could and wailed from the pit of her stomach.

Tears flew from her eyes as she shook her head, trying to shake the anger away from the deepest, darkest recesses of her very being.

“AAAAARRRGGGGHHHH.”

She stood to her feet and held her arms out by her sides. Her infinity claws expanded in all directions. She took a deep intake of air and roared at Mastazita, the killer of her baby.

“I’M GOING TO TEAR YOUR HEART OUT, YOU SON OF A BITCH!”

Mastazita snorted and punched his paws together, “Heh.”

Biddum-biddum-biddum.

Jelly’s breathing quickened as fast as her heart. Her face pushed forward, along with her jawline and skull.

GROWL—SNARL.

Mastazita turned around and climbed over the shattered wall by Opera Charlie’s airlock and stormed across the rocky terrain.

“AARRRGGHH,” Jelly’s voice crumbled in her chest and turned into a fiery fit of tiger rage. She turned over her shoulder and made deathly eyes at Alex.

“Protect,” she lifted one of her claws at Furie. “Protect.”

Alex nodded, eager to keep hold of his life, “Sure, sure. Go get ‘em, girl.”

ROOOAAAAARRRRRR.

Jelly turned around and bolted through the airlock, and after Mastazita.

 

Alex lifted Furie into his arms, “Mommy’s really pissed.”

The kitten shivered in Alex’s arms as he walked along the bloodied, broken walkway. He looked at Jaycee’s body and toed his arm, expecting some sign of life, “You okay?”

Jaycee’s head twisted around and hit the ground, “Ugh, ugh, I’mma m-mess.”

“Can you stand?”

Jaycee’s leg sprung up and slammed down to the ground. His knee joint bent at ninety degrees and shifted upright, taking Jaycee’s torso with it.

The action looked like a perverse possession.

SCHWIPP-SCHUNT.

Alex smiled as Jaycee’s torso twisted around and reconnected with its waist.

“What the hell happened to your face?”

“Huh?” Jaycee felt around his jaw and slid his palm underneath the mechanism, “Ngggg.”

CLOTCH.

“See that, girl?” Alex chuckled. “The Series Three Androgyne. It can put itself back together.”

“M-Meow,” Furie added, excitedly.

Jaycee’s head spun around and around and sunk into his neck holster, “Owww, my head.”

“Your jaw, too.”

“Atch-atch,” Jaycee extended his jaw and allowed it to shut into place, “Uhhhhhh.”

“Feel better?”

“Ugh.”

Jaycee caught his reflection in Alex’s suit. The skin had eroded completely. His face resembled a metallic vision of death. 

“I’ll live.”

 

***

 

“Uh, uh, uh,” Jelly clutched her chest as she stormed across the rocks in pursuit of the monster that executed her daughter, “Die. Die.”

Her boots trampled over the rocks as she quickened her pace after the giant stomping his way into the horizon.

“Hey, hey,” she tried to scream among her grunts and growls. She wasn’t used to her chest and stomach grinding and gurgling.

She was barely used to her new body.

Her heart continued to race as she stepped over the rocks and past the fallen spaceship she’d discovered not long ago.

The wolves were no longer present. At least, the ones that had survived the carnage.

Scores of wolf carcasses littered the landscape. The smoke and stench of death made her sick to her stomach. She desperately wanted to puke, but needed to move - and quick.

Jelly clutched a rock and took in some air.

“Hey,” she hollered after Mastazita and caught her breath.

He didn’t stop to respond, and kept on stomping forwards. Eventually he disappeared from sight altogether.

“Nggggg,” Jelly hung her head and tried to fight the fatigue that had built up over the past few hours. Breathing became something of a commodity for her, “Ugghhh.”

Her exo-suit remained intact - just.

She considered removing the busted pieces of her suit in order to move faster, but decided that the extra protection might be useful to her.

Jelly jogged as fast as she could into the horizon.

Such a beautiful scene, lit up by Saturn and the fireball of Enceladus whizzing towards it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

USARIC Research & Development Institute

Port D’Souza

 

Maar paced around the bunker, deep in contemplation.

It had been several hours since he broadcast his rebuke via Santiago Sibald, the nation’s most-watched journalist.

“Of course they’ll relent, of course they will,” he said, before chuckling maniacally. “Damn, I’m turning into Howard Hughes, here. The man better have some good news for me. Good news, good news, good news—”

SCHUNT.

The door to the bunker slammed against the wall, startling Maar out of his shoes.

Two men walked in and made their way to the table - Crain McDormand and Santiago himself.

“Jesus Christ, Crain. Does no one ever knock, anymore?”

“Sorry, Maar. We didn’t want to waste more time,” Crain turned to Santiago, “It took a while, but we found him.”

“Ah, Maar Sheck,” Santiago said.

Maar squinted at the guy’s silver hair, which looked even more gelled and fake in real life than it did during his broadcasts.

The two men shook hands and took their seats at the table.

“I noticed you talking to yourself when we walked in,” Santiago chuckled and removed his thumbnail. “That’s the first sign, you know.”

“The first sign?”

Santiago set his thumbnail on the table and pressed his finger onto it, “Yeah. Never mind.”

Crain cleared his throat, “Maar, before we get to the next phase, there’s something you need to see.”

“More good news?”

“Not really,” Crain turned to the thumbnail. “Okay. Replay, please.”

 

The image displayed aerial drone footage of the security kiosk. A van speeding along the grounds, refusing to slow down for the security guard.

“What’s this?”

Crain paused the image and enlarged the picture of the woman in the driver’s seat, “Cape Claudius was hit about an hour after your broadcast went out. Look at this.”

The driver’s face was featureless, but the length of her hair indicated it was a woman.

“No nose? No eyes?” Maar said. “Like that broad in the RAGE video.”

“Exactly. Keep watching,” Crain snapped his fingers, resuming the footage.

The security guard jumped out of the van’s path. It crashed through the closed gates and struggled to continue its journey.

The back doors slammed shut, and released a young faceless man, who rolled across the road and tried to push himself to his knees.

“See the van, there?” Santiago pointed at the van as it moved away, “We think the guy that fell out the back is a member of RAGE. They never went back for him.”

The young man turned around and aimed his gun at the security guard.

“What’s he doing?”

“Dunno,” Crain said. “We think he martyred himself. The van never came back.”

“Lessense,” Maar moved his head closer to the image and watched the security guard and the young man threaten each other with their guns. “Those guys wouldn’t martyr themselves for the sake of a bunch of dumb animals.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that, Maar,” Crain said.

Neither Finbow, nor the guard, would lower their gun. The metal fence tilted over and crashed onto the kiosk.

Pop-pop-pop.

The two men opened fire and killed each other instantly.

“Pause,” Maar said, averting his attention to a raging fire in the distance by the training facility, “What’s that?”

“An ASF fighter jet hit one of our armored vehicles.”

“What do you mean hit one of our armored vehicles?” Maar snapped.

“It landed and flew right into it.”

“Oh,” Maar shook his head and huffed. “Are you being serious, right now?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“How does a fighter jet crash into a mega-vehicle?”

“It was pursuing the van that broke in and retrieved the subjects from the animal compound—”

Maar let the information sink in, “Say that again?”

“The van. It smashed through the animal compound wall and took them all.”

“How many did they get?”

“All of them,” Crain offered. “Each and every one. They left the chimps behind, though.”

Maar stood up and felt his legs shake, “Jesus Christ. They did it. They actually did it.”

He lost his footing and slumped against the table.

Santiago went to get out of his seat and assist the man, “Maar, are you okay?”

“God, not again,” Maar clutched his chest and choked. He turned himself over against the table and pointed at Kaoz. “You.”

“Yes, sir?”

“I told you to double-up on security. Oxade isn’t around any longer to take care of business. What the hell happened to my compound?”

“It wasn’t our fault, sir. They were in and out before the majority of the reinforcements arrived.”

“Guh,” Maar dropped to his knees and growled in pain, “Christ, my a-arm. M-My back.”

“Maar?” Crain hopped out of his seat and raced around the table, “Are you okay? Do you want us to call a medician?”

Maar winced and slumped to the ground, “I c-can’t b-b-breathe—”

“—Jesus Christ,” Crain roared and shot an evil look at Santiago, “He’s having a heart attack. Call someone.”

Kaoz ran through the door, “I’ll find someone.”

“Muuuuuh,” Maar grabbed Crain’s sleeve and gasped. His eyes bulged from their sockets as the pain rifled through his back and chest, “H-Help m-me—”

“—We are, don’t worry.”

Maar’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. He slumped back-first to the ground and began to choke.

“Santiago, call a goddamn medician. He’s dropping.”

“Hello?” Santiago lifted his Individimedia to his mouth, “Can anyone hear me? Sheck has been taken seriously ill. We need someone to come down to the bunker right now.”

Maar’s legs stopped thrashing around.

“No, no. Don’t you die on me in here,” Crain pressed his hands together and pushed down on the man’s chest, “His face has turned blue.”

A blast of saliva rushed out of Maar’s mouth. His throat constricted, and his tongue slipped past his lips.

“Damn it,” Santiago said into his wrist, “Get someone down in the bunker, right now.”

“Whuh,” Maar gasped as his head slammed against the ground.

“His heart is jumping around, I can feel it,” Crain gave up trying to resuscitate him and leaned back on his knees.

“I dunno if anyone will be able to get down here in time.”

Crain looked at Maar’s gargling, unconscious face and stepped to his feet. He moved his hands away from Maar’s suit, hoping he’d not left any prints on it.

“Would it be an awful shame if someone didn’t get down here in time?”

Crain turned to Santiago, “What do you mean by that?”

Santiago pointed at the shuddering, gargling wreck on the floor beneath them, “Well, look at him. Might solve a few issues if it was too late, right?”

Crain was about to launch into a furious retort, but his brain only needed a few seconds to reconcile what Santiago was really saying.

Santiago raised an eyebrow as if to say ‘well?’

Crain shook his head and dismissed the idea of refusing to help Maar, “No. No, it’s not right. We need to help him.”

Crain couldn’t bear to look at his boss any longer. He turned to the door, wondering when - or if - help would ever arrive.

 

R.A.G.E. Arena

Laguna Vista, South Texas, USA

 

The sun had disappeared over the horizon a few minutes ago, and darkness began to fall.

The articulated lorry rolled into the parking lot.

Sierra perched herself on the first cage of meowing cats, staring at the floor.

“Hey, Sierra,” Rana looked into the rear view mirror, but couldn’t see her colleague. “We’re here.”

Sierra said nothing as her body rocked back and forth due to the movement of the truck.

Rana knew why her friend wasn’t speaking.

They had lost two of their party in the rescue attempt. Rana, at least, had the opportunity to divert her attention on driving the truck back to base.

Sierra had all the time in the world to think about her involvement in her friends’ deaths.

The meowing and clawing coming from the cage underneath her ass didn’t help matters much.

 

Rana backed the truck up to the dome’s entrance and hit the brakes.

She switched the engine off and waited a moment before attempting to bring Sierra back to reality.

“Look, it wasn’t our fault.”

“It is my fault, Rana,” Sierra spat in a haze of delirium. “I could have protected Finbow. And Grace. We could have gone back for them.”

Rana chanced a perilous line between sympathy and cold, blunt fact, “No. You couldn’t. None of us could. We knew the risks going in.”

“Yeah, right,” Sierra half-chuckled in pain and launched into a sarcastic tone, “We all knew the risks. We all put our lives on the line, didn’t we?”

Rana pointed at the scores of cats in each cage. They looked thankful to have been rescued.

“Don’t you dare beat yourself up over this, Sierra. Look what we pulled off. You think anyone else could have done what we did?”

“No. No, I don’t,” Sierra stood up and kicked what remained of the bullet-ridden and battered back doors open, “And I think there’s a damn good reason why no one tried.”

 

Inside the arena, Jamie, Remy, and Leesa slept beside each other on a double mattress by the telescope.

The only adult in the arena, Noyin, sat at the computer console and raised his eyes in shock.

Mau walked up to his chair and snaked in and out of his legs, meowing up a storm.

“Not now, girl. Wait.”

A message appeared on the screen. A thin, green audio wave ruptured from left to right, followed by a burst of static in Noyin’s headgear.

“Huh? The ping on the IMS satellite has improved substantially.”

He typed on the keyboard and lifted the mouthpiece to his lips, “International Moon Station. IMS? Do we have a connection?” 

As he asked the question, the entire arena began to shake and shudder. Mau pricked up her ears and extended her infinity claws, “Meow.”

“Shh, girl,” Noyin looked at the door. “What’s that noise?”

BEEP-BEEP-BEEP.

Jamie opened his eyes and yawned.

The rumbling didn’t abate. The mattress shifted along the ground, jolting Remy and Leesa out of their slumber.

“Agghhhh,” Leesa clutched the side of the mattress and hopped to her knees, “What is it? Is it an Earthquake?”

“No, silly,” Remy said. “This is not an earthquake.”

The door slid up on its railings and revealed the source of the ground-shattering sound.

Noyin breathed a sigh of relief and clutched Mau to his chest, “Oh, it’s them.”

The back of the truck slid through the entrance and jolted to a stop.

 

Sierra hopped out of the back and stormed past Noyin.

“Did we get what we need?” he asked.

She slammed her machine gun to the table and turned left, headed for a corridor as-yet unexplored by the children.

Noyin held out his arms in defense, “Was it something I said?” 

Siyam jumped out of the back of the truck, choosing not to look anyone in the eye.

Rana appeared at the back of the truck and hollered at Noyin, “We made it.”

“Where are Finbow and Grace?”

“They didn’t.”

“What?” Noyin refused to believe his ears, “Didn’t make it?”

“No,” Rana explained. “Casualties of war. We all knew the risks.”

Siyam moved off to the back of the arena without so much as a word to his friend.

Noyin chased after him and went for the man’s arm, “Hey, tell me what happened.”

“Let go of me, asshole.”

“Don’t call me that,” Noyin protested. “I did my best. I tried to help.”

“Fat lot of use you were,” Siyam yelled in Noyin’s face and pointed at the truck, “Grace died out there. She laid her life on the line, and now she’s dead.”

“How?”

“The bastards caught us under I-608. It was either go back for her and risk us all getting killed or get the hell out of there.”

Rana unlatched both cat cages in the back of the van.

TCHLUNK-TCHLANK.

“It’s what she would have wanted, Siyam.”

The back of the truck bounced up and down as scores of angry cats flooded into the arena.

“Oh, wow,” Jamie marveled at the sight.

The cats ran everywhere.

Sierra moved out of the corridor and stood at the corner of the wall, “We got what we wanted, and returned without two people we couldn’t afford to lose.”

Leesa grabbed Remy’s arm and pointed at the corridor, “Look, Remy.”

Another thirty cats funneled at speed out of the corridor.

Both the recently rescued scores of cats collided with the already-rescued set.

They hopped onto the table and played with each other.

Tufts of fur and cat hairs of all colors spat into the air as the cats jumped, shrieked, and bunny-hopped around the arena in utter exhilaration.

“Woooooow,” Jamie gasped.

Leesa caught sight of one particular ball of orange fluff hopping around the tabletop.

“Suzie?”

The orange cat recognized the voice immediately, “Meow?”

“SUZIE!!!”

Leesa let go of Remy’s hand and ran over to the tabletop. She held out her arms and burst into tears, “My Suzie. My Suzie Q-Two.”

“Meow,” Suzie squealed and bolted toward her owner.

The cat jumped into Leesa’s loving arms. “Mmm,” she kissed Suzie on the forehead and nearly squeezed the life out of her, “I missed you so much.”

“Meow.”

Remy couldn’t help but shed a tear.

In fact, Sierra, Rana, Noyin, Siyam and Jamie couldn’t help but get emotional at the beautiful reunion between the girl and her little cat.

“I’m never letting you go ever, ever again,” Leesa buried her face in Suzie Q-Two’s neck, “Let me see you.”

She held her face a few inches away from her own and looked into her eyes.

“What did they do to you, Suzie-Q?”

“Meow.”

Leesa felt Suzie tug on her sleeve.

WHIZZ-WHIRR.

“Huh?” Leesa whispered. “What are those?”

“They’re infinity claws, young lady,” Sierra said. “USARIC’s special weapon they install on their subjects.”

Leesa ran the back of her hand along Suzie Q-Two’s infinity claws and discovered just how sharp they were.

“Oww. How do we take them off?”

Sierra sighed and affected a consolation smile, “You can’t. The medicians open her little paws up and actually fuse them into the bone. It’s a very painful process, and one of the reasons we needed to rescue them.”

Jamie moved over to Leesa and lifted Suzie’s left paw, “They did the same to Jelly, too. I know they did. They told me they were going to do it when she got to Saturn.”

“That’s gross. USARIC are sick.”

“That’s right, kids,” Siyam marched over to the holoscope and spotted Dreenagh passed-out against the wall. “Wake up, Remix.”

“Can you see now why we did what we had to do?” Rana asked the children.

The rest of the cats tussled around on the table in a gargantuan free-for-all.

Sierra ran over to the tabletop and retrieved her machine gun, “Okay, that’s enough. We need to get our little guests to calm down.”

“How are we gonna do that?”

“Simple,” Sierra flicked the catch down on the side of her gun and held it in the air, “Warning shot?”

“Don’t do that,” Jamie shouted at her. “You’ll terrify them.”

 

PSCCCCHHHHT.

A static drone-like sound came from the computer banks, “Hello—arlie. Does—Read M-Meeeeee?” asked a confused sound of noise and voices.

Everyone, including the cats, turned to the computer as Noyin bolted over to the keyboard.

He slung the headgear over the top of his head, “It’s IMS. We intercepted their frequency, and someone is trying to get through.”

Noyin hit the green button and looked at the audio wave on the screen, “Yes, this node Arr-Ay-Gee-Eee on your frequency. Please reveal your call sign. I repeat, reveal your call sign.”

TSSSSSHHHHH.

“Who is it?” Siyam asked.

“I dunno, that’s what I’m trying to find out. Can I get a bit of quiet, please?”

Rana moved to the tabletop and held her index finger at the cats, who all looked back at her with cute, innocent eyes.

“Shhh.”

“They think they’re connecting to the International Moon Station?” Sierra asked.

“Yes, I think so,” Noyin removed his thumbnail and slotted it into the keyboard holster, “I’ll try and get a visual. Call sign Arr-Ay-Gee-Eee. This is a Synthetic Private Outernetwork using configuration IMS One, Niner, Five.”

“… who is this?” a very familiar voice pushed the audio wave along the screen. “No, it can’t be. I must be hearing—”

Sierra widened her eyes and recognized the voice, “Hughes?” she mouthed at the others.

“Alex?” Siyam blurted.

“Yes?” the voice responded. “Is that… Siyam?”

Everyone nearly lost their mind; Alex Hughes was calling from Space Opera Charlie.

“I don’t b-believe it,” Sierra said.

Noyin pinched his mouthpiece, “Alex Hughes, this is Noyin Odrassa. You’ve hit RAGE’s SPO. Buddy, is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me—” Alex’s voice disappeared into a haze of static, “—osted outside Saturn and we can’t—”

“—No, no, Hughes. We’re losing connection.”

“What?” Alex asked. “Did you hear my last?”

“No.”

Jamie licked his lips and ran over to the computer bank, “Noyin?” 

“What is it, Jamie?”

The boy was about to ask something very specific, but suddenly stopped. “Uh, uh—”

“—Look, can someone get this kid away from me, please?” Noyin blurted as he adjusted the frequency slider on the screen.

“No,” Jamie snapped, and felt his arms shake, “I, uh, uh, can you—”

“—Can I what?”

“—A-Ask him if Jelly’s s-still alive, p-please?” Jamie spluttered the last part of his sentence and felt like crying. “Please?”

Noyin sighed and whacked the slider up to its highest setting, “Hughes, can we go to visual, please?”

Alex’s voice dampened, “Manny, go visual, please.”

Bip-bip-bip… 

“Standby for visual.”

A glass plate folded over Noyin’s thumbnail on the keyboard.

WVHOOOOM.

It threw a fifteen-foot high two-dimensional live feed into the middle of the room like an IMAX screen.

Alex’s face appeared in front of the crew, looking right at them, “Can you see me?”

The image wasn’t the best resolution, nor consistency in its latency.

Alex talked to someone off-screen, “Okay.”

“Who are you talking to?” Noyin asked.

Alex turned to the screen. “Ah, that was Jaycee, one of Beta’s Androgynes. A big Series Three unit. He’s great.”

The children giggled.

“Hey, guys,” Alex waved at Siyam, Noyin, Sierra, and Rana, “Where’s Grace? I can’t see Grace?”

“She’s, uh, not here,” Sierra quipped. “Long story, but we got USARIC’s product out.”

“Wow, really?” Alex clapped his hands together excitedly, “Great work, guys.”

“What’s going on up there, Alex?” Siyam asked. “Did you connect with Opera Beta?”

“Yeah, uh, sort of. It’s a very long story, but—”

Alex’s image flickered in and out and nearly lost connection altogether, “—crew didn’t make it, and we’re on some bizarre terrain we don’t recognize.”

“Huh?” Sierra asked.

Alex turned to his left and held his hands up, hoping something wouldn’t attack him, “We got the connection.”

Jamie stepped forward and stared, wide-eyed, at the feed.

“Okay, okay,” Alex moved out of the way and ushered the person in front of the feed, “Go on, I think he’s there.”

Jamie’s mouth opened as he watched the next person move in front of the lens.

A tall woman with cat-like features.

Her fur looked coarse and bristly, much of it in white and black streaks that covered her face in diagonal direction.

She stared at the crew and eventually moved her eyes to Jamie.

“J-Jelly?” he stammered.

The monstrous tiger barely resembled the tiny cat she once was. She stared at him and let out a vicious grunt. Her nostrils flared up as she moved her huge paw up the live feed, “Jamie.”

Siyam gulped and couldn’t tear his eyes away from the event, “My God, what have they done to her?”

“Jelly Anderson, Star Cat?” Noyin whispered to Rana. “More like Star Tiger.”

Jelly moved her nose forward and closed her eyes. She tried to breathe Jamie in and remind herself of home, but it was no use. It was only an image of Jamie. For a brief moment, though, it felt like they were physically in the same room.

Jamie whimpered and wiped the tears from his eyes, “What h-happened to you, Jelly?”

“They did this to me,” she grunted. “I’m a mess.”

Jamie bit his lip and ran his finger through the holograph of her head, “I miss you, Jelly. Please come back home.”

“Juh—Juh—” she licked her lips and gulped. “Jelly. Is sick, Jamie. Pink Symphony eating m-me inside.”

“No,” he sniffed. “I’m so sorry, it’s all my fault—”

“—Jamie protect others. Jelly… t-try t-to get… home,” she croaked.

“But when?”

Jelly growled and turned away from the live feed, “N-Need to go, now—”

SCHWIPP—BZZZZZZ.

Jamie stumbled forward through the image as it flipped into nothingness.

“We’ve lost connection completely,” Noyin typed on the keyboard and tried to reconnect the feed. “Something’s interfering with the transmission.”

Sierra looked at the cats. They howled and shrieked and shifted across the tabletop.

GRRRRRRRRRRR.

The ground began to rumble and shake.

“What is it?” Rana squealed, “What’s going on?”

The lights shut off in an instant, blanketing the arena in darkness.

The moon provided a dim shaft of light from the telescope hub.

The ground rumbled harder and angrier as the seconds flew past.

The cats shrieked and hopped around, frightened for the lives.

“I think this time it is an Earthquake,” Remy said.

Sierra saw the objects on the table shift around and pointed at the dome’s entrance, “Quick, everyone get outside.”

“The truck is blocking it,” Siyam pushed through the kids and waved them to the back end of the arena, “Quick follow me. We’re safer outside than in here.”

RUUUUUMMMBBBLLLEEE…

“Christ, the place is breaking apart,” Rana shouted at everyone as the dome began to shake and cough dust from the walls and ceiling, “Everyone, follow Siyam. Go, go, go.”

 

Siyam ran past the telescope and pushed the back door open, “ Through here.”

He held the door out and ushered everyone through.

“Jamie, Remy, Leesa, go.”

The children ran out first, followed by a flurry of meowing and screeching cats filtering past their ankles.

Sierra and Rana moved to the door.

“I hope you haven’t left anything valuable in here,” Rana said.

“Only everything we’ve ever worked for.”

The girls pushed through the door and onto the rough terrain outside.

In the far corner, Dreenagh opened her eyes and woke from her slumber, “Ugh, where am I?”

“Remix, get up. There’s an earthquake.”

She squealed and looked around, “Oh, no.” The earthquake and her disorientation made the rumbling twice as angry.

She ran to the door, and considered escaping once she was out.

“Don’t get any ideas, Remix,” Siyam quipped at Dreenagh as she ran past him. He turned to Noyin, who tried to press his thumbnail out from the keyboard.

“Come on. Let’s move.”

“Gimme a second, I’m coming.”

“Leave the stupid nail in the board. I don’t want you perishing under the rubble.”

“Fine,” Noyin ran towards the door as a section of the ceiling smashed to the ground behind him.

“Go, go, go—” Siyam reached forward, grabbed Noyin’s hand and flung him through the back door.

SCHWUNT.

 

Siyam closed the door behind him and picked Noyin off the ground, “Here, get up.”

RUUUMMMBBBLLLLLLEEEEEEE.

The trees and bushes vibrated with a ferocious intensity.

Jamie stepped over the cracks in the mud and grabbed Leesa’s arm, “What’s happening?”

Remy looked up at the shore of the Gulf of Mexico, several feet in the distance, “Look. Look at that.”

The cats bolted toward the shoreline.

The full moon hung over the ocean, illuminating its wonderful crystal blue hue.

Sierra, Rana, Noyin, and Siyam looked at the horizon. The water broke apart and sent a series of gentle waves in all directions.

The ground rocked so violently that the adults had to hold onto each other to prevent themselves from falling over.

Dreenagh was mid-way through her escape, and the others hadn’t noticed.

But something in the ocean made the woman stop and gasp, “Oh, Jesus.”

“What the—?” Sierra blurted as she watched the gulf erupt.

CRASSSHH.

“Jamie, look,” Leesa squealed and tugged on his arm. She pointed into the distance as the shore rolled up along the bank and plastered over their feet.

The cats jumped up and down and screeched blue murder at the full moon.

And then…

A jet black thing rocketed out of the water a mile or so in the distance. It was so far away that the thing seemed to grow ever-so slowly.

GRRROOOWWWWLLL…

The thing resembled the stem of a jet black tree. Branches pinged out on either side of its structure as it continued to climb into the air.

“What is that?” Jamie asked, stunned by its magnificence.

Dreenagh walked back to the others, choosing to delay her escape.

“I don’t believe what I’m seeing.”

CREAAAKK-CRAACKK-KK.

Dozens of branches flung out on either side as the tree-shaped object towered above the gulf.

A whirlwind of meows and howls from the cats threatened to drown out the ferocious sound of the event taking place in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico.

“Meow.”

ROOOOAAAAAARRR.

“It looks like a tree,” Sierra shouted over the commotion.

“A tree that isn’t a tree,” Dreenagh said. “How can a tree be growing in the middle of the ocean?”

The rumbling abated as the structure’s growth slowed to a halt.

“Wow,” Jamie pulled Leesa to his chest and covered her face, “Look at it. It’s huge.”

The tree structure creaked to the side as the water around it settled down.

It appeared to breathe in and arch its stem.

“Is it God?” Noyin asked, utterly terrified.

GRRROOOOAAAAANN-CREAAAKK.

The sound of bark cracking and bending out whizzed around the air as the tree - that wasn’t a tree - stood up straight and froze solid.

The cats continued to howl and screech at the moon.

Mau trundled in front of her feline friends and placed her behind on the ground.

She stared at the bright, intense light from the full moon and opened her mouth. Suzie Q-Two brushed the side of her body against Leesa’s ankle and joined her master at the shoreline.

“Meow.”

“What’s she d-doing?” Remy asked. “Leesa, your cat is weird.”

Leesa opened her eyes and watched Suzie take a seat next to Mau.

“Meow,” she cried at the moon.

One by one, the cats joined in and produced a lengthy roar of approval.

“Meow, meoooowwww.”

Sierra looked up at the moon with them and wondered out loud, “Whatever it is, they know more than we do.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Jelly slowed her pace. Exhausted, she seemed to have been walking for hours in pursuit of her daughter’s killer.

Her legs ached, she’d been walking for so long over the uneven ground.

Mastazita was long gone, now.

An infinite array of opportunities to discover the planet lay in all directions.

She used the center of Saturn as guidance. It was her best shot, following the largest of the lights bursting through the trees in this infinite wasteland.

Jelly rifled through the tree branches to discover a well-worn track of paw prints in the mud. All she had to do was follow them and pray it didn’t lead to nowhere. Any energy she had left within quickly dissipated.

The cold and hunger could wait. She needed to find Mastazita and murder him. A promise to rip his heart from his still-living body needed to be fulfilled.

Jelly was, after all, a cat of her word.

She found the lack of wolves frightening. The area was so, so quiet. Could an ambush be waiting around the corner? 

She stopped walking and surveyed the vast foliage that surrounded her. The trees stood at least one hundred feet high, towering over her like angry aggressors.

The creaking sounds coming from the branches added an eerie aura to the now-unknown area she found herself in.

Howls came from behind the end of the forestry. Surely she was on the right track?

It was worth finding out.

She mustered the energy from somewhere to continue forward, clenching her infinity claws tight, ready to pounce on whatever may announce itself at the last minute.

 

A few minutes later, Jelly emerged from the forest to find a barren patch of ground dead ahead of her.

This was no ordinary wasteland, however.

Bones littered the area. A muddied and shredded cosmonaut space suit lay crumpled across the ground.

Jelly sniffed it. She knew it was from the ship she’d discovered, and it seemed as if a fight had taken place at one time.

The lack of rocks paved the way for a relatively smooth surface - that of a giant disc made of fine mud.

With every step she took, reflective pangs of light fell across her eyeballs from sharp objects lined around the mud.

“Huh?” Jelly sneered at the fine, white shards of material stabbed into the ground.

She stopped walking to find herself in the huge, makeshift circular arena.

Sections of the vessel she’d found had been driven into the ground. Bits of the walls, pipework, floor grilles, and other random parts from the ship she’d found.

She looked left, then right, and saw that the parts formed a shape of a circle one hundred feet wide.

The pilot’s seat had been rammed into the ground at the north end of the makeshift Colosseum, directly under the heavenly body of Saturn.

 

Jelly’s ears pricked up. Something bothered her, and it wasn’t the gentle breeze brushing the fur on her face.

It was too quiet.

Mastazita was here, somewhere.

She clenched her infinity claws and cracked her knuckles, keeping a wary eye out for the beast.

Jelly stomped forward, digging her heels in the ground. The scaly surface threatened to crack apart with each step.

Then, the sound of a deathly growl came from somewhere.

Jelly paused to clutch her chest. A shooting pain blasted through her body. Her heart boomed back and forth, threatening to explode. She knew that the pain would never completely dissipate.

She fell on her right knee and growled in turmoil.

“Grrrr,” she slammed the ground with her fist, causing it to crack apart and rattle the Colosseum to near-destruction.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Nasty, dust-filled oxygen, that rammed against her lungs like a rusty cheese grater.

“Gwwwuurggh,” she licked her mouth and spat a lump of phlegm to the floor.

Each grunt and growl rumbled through her body and whirled around the bizarre makeshift arena around her.

“I’m—I’m,” she tried as she staggered to her feet once again and tried to keep her balance, “Going to—”

Mastazita roared at the top of his lungs.

Jelly’s ears flew back, as did her eyelids. A bizarre wall of spaceship parts formed a section of the arena’s curvature.

“Is that y-you?”

Jelly was surprised at the tone of her voice; sounding less like a woman and more like a monster with a guttural growl.

Two silver circles five inches apart appeared in the darkness behind the pilot’s seat.

They snapped to black and returned to their original size and color in an instant. A waft of gas flew to the ground from underneath them, indicating that whatever was watching had a nose.

Jelly swished her heavy tail in response. It accidentally wrapped around her left thigh and hit something a couple of feet away.

The sound of shifting of rocks from the darkness rumbled through the ground. Jelly’s actions were working.

“Come… out,” she grunted from the pit of her stomach and clenched the infinity claws on her right fist.

Growl.

The creature stepped forward and out of the darkness. It ducked its head as it stepped past the pilot’s seat and arched its back.

Mastazita roared as he stepped to the side of the pilot’s seat, and past the random segments of the ship that led to the makeshift Colosseum.

Jelly sidestepped in the opposite direction and tried to buy herself some time.

The two circled each other, slowly, never breaking away from each other’s gaze. The longer the torment went on, the more furious each of them became.

Jelly grunted and scraped her infinity claws along the stretch of the ship’s cabin - a deathly, spine-shattering noise that upset Mastazita no end.

He punched his fists together once again, making damn sure Jelly knew she was in trouble.

Bursts of fire blasted from Mastazita’s nose, spraying around like a flamethrower as he shook his head.

Jelly stepped back, away from the wall and raised her paws. Her hind legs swiveled across the dusty ground, a foot apart.

She was ready to kill.

Mastazita stepped forward. He crossed his chest in a diagonal motion with his right paw, keeping his left by his left hip.

He cracked his knuckles and licked the side of his paw, before shifting his hind feet through the dusty surface and up to Jelly.

The back of her right paw connected with his.

He was ready to kill.

Jelly’s pupils dilated as she stared at his face.

Mastazita grunted, his silver pyramid-shaped pupils thickening across his eyes.

The two grunted and heaved as they pressed the backs of their wrists against each other’s.

It was just a matter of who’d attack first.

Mastazita roared in her face and pushed her right arm out with his own, forcing her to attack.

Jelly squeezed her eyes shut and tried to wrist-wrestle her right arm against his. His strength far outweighed her own. It didn’t stop her from squeezing and grunted and pushing back.

A teardrop ran down her furry, striped cheek. She licked her mouth first, then ran the tip of her tongue across her teeth.

Jelly grunted and spat at the floor, determined to kill the creature.

“Heh,” Mastazita grunted and squinted at Jelly, “Whur,” he tried, “Tcha, tcha—Jell,” he munched back his words and decided enough was enough.

Jelly struggled with Mastazita’s sheer power. She scowled and applied all the strength in her arm, pushing his vertically against his chest.

 

Jelly threw the first punch with her right paw, but missed.

Mastazita ducked to the side and let her fly forward. Her fist connected with the wall. Chunks of rock shattered around her wrist.

“Grrr,” she used her left paw to yank herself out of the wall, and spun around to face her assailant, “Come here.”

Mastazita moved forward and swung at her. She blocked his punch with her arm and socked him in the gut.  He doubled-over in pain, affording Jelly an opportunity to swipe the side of his head, which is exactly what she did.

Jelly pushed the giant wolf back a few steps. He recovered instantly and lunged at her. His fist blasted Jelly in the chest, sending her staggering back a few steps

She spat some blood on the ground, lifted her head and faced her foe, “Miew.”

Mastazita stomped forward, one paw after the other, ready to deliver the final blow.

“Nuuh,” she growled. “Nuuh.”

He reached for her head with both paws, ready to tear her head away from her neck.

She tensed the muscles in her right arm as he lunged forward, preparing to kill her.

Jelly’s rammed him in the jaw, the force of which pushed him several feet into the air. She stepped back as he crashed feet-first to the floor, cracking the ground. 

She wasted no time and delivered a series of punches to his face and body, before fanning her claws and throwing a vicious swipe across his chest. He stepped back in the nick of time, avoiding contact.

Mastazita spluttered and raced forward with another punch.

His fist met with her wrist inches from their faces - the tips of their noses millimeters apart, grunting against one another.

“Grrr.”

Jelly removed her wrist and allowed the force of his full body weight forward.

Mastazita threw a left punch, only to be met with resistance from Jelly’s right arm. A quick succession of blocks from each of his ten punches. 

Jelly kicked him in the waist, sending him back across the arena.

Mastazita zipped forward and delivered a punch to her face, forcing her to spin vertically in the air before crashing to the ground.

The granules of sand lifted into the air as she kicked herself to her feet.

Mastazita ran forward and bent his arm.

He jumped into the air and shifted his weight onto his elbow, intending to ram her against the ground.

“Miew,” she gasped and rolled out of the way as he hit the deck, cracking the ground.

Shafts of white light blasted through the streaks that cracked out from the ground.

She scowled at Mastazita as he picked himself up from the floor. He inspected his bleeding arm and licked the wound, slowly, all the while staring at Jelly’s face.

She lifted her ears and held her paws up, ready to kill the beast once and for all.

Mastazita fell forwards, and flung the swatches of blood from his wound against the wall. As his foot entered the shaft light, the fur on his leg singed into smoke.

He moved his leg away to stop the fur barbecuing from his flesh.

Jelly snorted and glanced at the crack in the floor. She knew to avoid the three beams of light shooting up from the ground. She clenched her infinity claws once again and prepared to attack as Mastazita ran toward her with a waft of burnt fur behind him.

She timed her attack perfectly, or so she thought. Her right claw flew forward, headed straight for his nose.

As her arm traveled through the air, he ducked his head and held out his arms.

His head connected with her abdomen like a battering ram. He wrapped his arms around her legs and pushed her against a shard of spaceship sticking out from the ground.

Mastazita shoved Jelly back-first against the piece of the ship, and rammed his head into her exo-suit.

“Gaaoooowwww,” she squealed as her suit’s abdominal plate cracked apart, revealing her bare midriff. 

Jelly extended her arms and battered the sides of his head with her claws, “Uggghhh.”

She expanded her infinity claws on her right paw. She closed her thumb and two smaller cuticles, leaving the longest two up.

Mastazita knew he was in trouble. He lifted his right hind leg and slammed the wall segment with the sole of his foot.

She threw her paw to the side of his head, intending to puncture his skull.

Too late.

He shifted his head back as her infinity claws swung past and missed their target and, instead, sliced open the front of his chest.

A mound of wolf blood slapped against her face as her two cuticles ripped the flesh from his front.

Mastazita rammed Jelly against the wall once again - this time, with ten times as much power due to the intensity of his wounds.

“Mieeeewwwww,” Jelly closed her eyes and screeched in pain. She felt her spine give up the ghost and bend around the protruding ship wall, which busted apart on impact.

Mastazita released his grip on Jelly and stepped back, before catching a shaft of light blowing through another crack in the ground.

The blinding force of energy shaved the side of his face clean off, cooking the flesh under the singed clumps of fur.

“Roooooaaarrrr.”

He stepped back and held his burning face as Jelly slid to the ground, completely out of the path of the light. She rolled onto her side and clutched her stomach in pain.

Her energy was near depleted. The beast was nowhere near dead, yet. For the first time in her short life, she knew she was losing the fight.

Mastazita growled in agony as he lifted his paws away from the right side of his face, taking some of the flesh with it.

Jelly lifted her head and winced at the sight.

The right side of Mastazita’s face burned clean off - his stomach tore and bled, as did his arm.

Mastazita caught a glimpse of Jelly groaning on the ground. Her face battered and bloodied; her exo-suit cracked like the walls, accompanied by dangerous, jagged split-ends that would pierce flesh like a knife through butter.

He grunted and rolled his shoulders, spraying saliva around the arena as he ironed out the pain from his neck.

Jelly climbed on all fours and prepared to launch herself forward.

“Heh,” he grunted and held his paws in front of his face, ready for her.

 

The two beasts zoomed towards each other like a pair of angry bulls.

Jelly ran through a shaft of light emitting from the ground knowing it would singe some of her fur.

She was right.

The quickest half second of light-on-face scorched the fur from her cheek, but she ignore the pain and kept on running.

Mastazita waded from side to side as he lifted his arms into the air, ready to punch the life out of Jelly’s body.

Jelly opened both her infinity claws out and attempted to smother the beast.

He tightened his fist and stopped running as Jelly bolted towards him.

He landed a near-fatal uppercut to her face, which lifted her into the air. The jagged, busted ends of her exo-suit wrenched clumps of flesh and blood from his fist as she flew away.

Jelly hurtled towards the ground and fell around Mastazita’s shoulders. She vomited a clump of thick, pink blood down his back.

He growled in pain and grabbed her hind legs, keeping her secured to his back. He placed the sole of his foot against a broken segment of ship and kicked himself up and around.

He landed shoulders-first to the ground, his fall cushioned by Jelly’s top half.

Jelly’s exo-suit bust apart as she hit the ground, crushed under the weight of Mastazita’s body.

“Bwuuurgggh,” she yelped, feeling her lungs turn to mush as his spine rammed into her chest.

Mastazita rolled onto his front and pulled himself to his feet in one, swift action.

He took a moment to catch his breath, all the while trying to savor the squeals of sheer agony coming from Jelly.

“Heh,” he coughed and spat a mound of blood down his front.

The shafts of light billowing through the cracks in the ground resembled an infrared security scenario. Movement wasn’t much of an option in the arena, now. More than two seconds’ worth of exposure to the light would be enough to burn through any living entity and kill it.

“Grrrrrr,”Jelly whined and whelped on the floor, barely able to move.

Mastazita turned around one-hundred-and-eighty-degrees and focused his eyes on the poor, near-dead freak of evolution - half-tiger, half-human.

“Muh, muh,” she clutched her chest in a state of near-hyperventilation. She shifted her back along the ground and widened her eyes in a state of shock.

Mastazita lowered his head and enjoyed her last moments of life. His tongue hung down his chin and slavered around his mouth. He could finish her once and for all - twist her head right off her shoulders and snap her neck.

Like mother, like daughter.

To finish, he could fry her body in the light and dine for a week.

A waft of black smog shot out from his nose. His right foot pained him so much he couldn’t think about anything else. It kept his anger at full tilt.

 

Jelly squirmed on the ground in a state of near-paralysis. Mastazita’s shadow crept up the length of her body as he growled, moving ever closer to her.

The beast enjoyed every moment of her anguish as he stepped over her.

His nose contracted, accepting the waft of death filling the Colosseum. A quick tongue across his razor sharp teeth, hungry for blood.

He roared down at her and slowly raised his hind paw, preparing to stomp on her head.

“Mwurgghh,” she shook her head from side to side, seeming to beg for mercy.

But mercy wasn’t an option.

A shooting pain thundered up and down her body. It felt as if her lungs filled with blood. A click of bone occurred and sent shock waves of pain through her throat whenever she moved. Her rib cage was broken.

Any moment now, the paw would come crashing toward her face.

She thumped the top of her paw against the ground and extended her infinity claws, desperate to grab anything close by.

The ends of her claws hit the ground. She’d given up and closed her eyes. A final intake of air and, at once, she was suddenly calm.

The pain would be over.

“Guuhh,” Mastazita roared and stomped his hind paw to her face.

He looked down to find his paw in Jelly’s clutches. “Ngggg,” she clenched his foot in her infinity claws with all her might, fighting the force away from her face.

“Grrrrr,” Mastazita’s grunts were so aggressive they shifted the minuscule grains of dirt across the ground.

“Ngggg,” she whined as she used the last of her energy pushing the deadly foot away from her face. The sole of the paw shuddered and jiggled, moving millimeters closer to her face.

Jelly roared and pushed against the force.

Mastazita slammed his paws against the wall for balance and lifted his free foot from the ground, shifting his entire body weight onto the foot above Jelly’s face.

His paws broke some of the rocks away from the spacecraft wall.

Jelly sunk her infinity claws into the flesh in his foot.

Mastazita yelped and kept his full weight pressed onto his foot.

Jelly pushed herself back and yanked Mastazita forward, sending him flying off of his good foot and down on top of her.

Face to face, they grunted at each other - half in pain, half in apoplectic rage.

Both wanted absolute execution, nothing less.

The fur on her face blew back as she opened her mouth and roared into his.

She slammed both her paws on his head and squeezed as hard as she could, “Ngggg.”

She pulled his face down to hers and clamped her mouth over his.

“Mffgggggg,” Mastazita tried to kick away, spraying blood up the ground from his injured foot. Jelly kept his mouth pressed to hers—

Both his and her teeth crashed together.

Jelly’s chest deflated, blowing the pink contents of her lungs into his throat. He had no choice but to withstand the action and breathe it in.

“Mwaarrghh,” he grunted, trying to move his head away.

He couldn’t.

She lifted her knee up and rammed it between his legs, forcing him to yelp once again.

She grabbed the fur on the back of his head and rammed his mouth against hers.

As she exhaled, a wisp of pink gas escaped from the sliver of the sides of their mouths.

Mastazita kicked his legs back and thumped both fists to the ground on either side of their bodies.

He pushed the top half of his body upright and punched Jelly across the face.

He leaned back and thumped his knees to the ground, still straddling Jelly, “Guh,” he wiped his mouth as a wisp of pink gas wafted from his nostrils.

Mastazita hadn’t a clue what was going on, but he’d breathed whatever it was that Jelly had given him. The substance played havoc with his head and face.

Jelly used this momentary pause to her advantage. She rolled to her side and forced Mastazita away from her waist, pushing him towards the discarded pilot’s seat.

“Miew.”

 

Mastazita tore the shattered spacecraft segments away from his body and hurled them at Jelly.

She ducked and clutched her side in pain as the bits of metal whizzed past her head and daggered into the ground.

Busted fragments of her exo-suit hung over her right shoulder. She raised her arm and swiped at the wall, flinging the last piece of suit away.

She held her infinity claws out by her waist - poised to execute the monstrosity standing before her.

Both of them stood bare naked, bloodied, and bruised.

Pink blood seeped from the fresh wound on Jelly’s left forearm and slung down her wrist to her infinity claws.

Jelly roared at the top of her lungs, training her gaze directly into Mastazita’s eyes.

He returned fire and shook his head, spitting blood from his mouth. His paws clenched, ready to kill.

A brief moment of hesitation fell between them as they both expelled the toxic air from their lungs.

Jelly and Mastazita darted towards each other, claws out.

He swiped at her face and was met by her left paw, which shunted his arm back, exposing his face and chest.

She landed a devastating blow to his neck, followed by an uppercut to the chin, which lifted him a few inches from the floor.

As he landed on his hind paws, he took another swipe - this time, connecting with the side of her face.

Her jaw cracked and shifted to the side, barely held together by the skin and fur surrounding the bone.

“Ghaaaa,” she grabbed her chin and shunted the joint up and back in to her face and open her mouth, “Ghhhuur.”

Mastazita palmed her chest and punched her so hard she crashed back-first against a piece of ship.

He ran after her, swishing his tail and swiped at her face. She held her paws up and blocked the attack by grabbing his paw and wrenching it across her own body.

She grabbed his shoulders and rammed her head into his temple.

Mastazita squealed as a jolt of pain thundered through his cranium, followed by the sound of a skull shattering.

Jelly lifted her hind legs from the floor and booted him across the face.

She somersaulted in the air and dug her hind legs into the dusty ground, ready to attack again.

Mastazita swiped at her feet, but missed with each attempt as she jumped around his paws. Every time her paws hit the ground, it cracked apart and threatened to break entirely.

She delivered a devastating kick to his face, spinning him around on the spot.

“Ghwuuurgh,” Mastazita staggered around, temporarily disoriented.

Jelly inspected her infinity claws. The one on her index finger was badly broken. The remaining talons were battered and threatened to snap off.

Mastazita caught her off-guard. He stepped forward and threw two punches - left, then right. She blocked them, one after the other, as he continued to punch even more.

Her left arm blocked his right punch, and vice versa, as she stepped back and he bounded forward.

A final right hook from Mastazita came screaming at her face. Jelly grabbed his wrist in her left paw and kept it held up. She clenched the infinity claws on her right hand together.

The pair struggled as their faces met, nose-to-nose, once again.

“Nggg,” Jelly groaned, trying to keep his fist away from the side of her head, “Grrrrrr.”

She stabbed him in his side with her infinity claws.

“Grrruuhh,” Mastazita growled in pain as the talons pierced his flesh and hit a vital organ, “Buuuhhh.”

Jelly winced as her paw entered the cavity. She clenched her claws shut around something inside him.

“Grrrruuuhhhh,” she grunted, breathlessly, as she twisted her paw forty-five degrees up the side of his body, tearing through the flesh.

“Roowwaarrr,” Mastazita’s right paw slumped in hers as she pulled out a lump of his flesh from under his left arm.

Jelly had done some serious damage this time.

She flung the remains against the wall, pushed his paw away and booted him in the chest.

He fell back, bleeding profusely from his side.

Jelly staggered to him and tried to catch her breath, “Ugh, ugh,” she squeezed her eyes shut and felt like puking, but the beast in front of her needed to die.

Mastazita howled in agony as he attempted to straighten his back.

“Gwuh.”

He just about managed to pace forward and readied himself to punch her lights out permanently.

He lifted his right paw and swiped at her. She lifted her left paw and tried to block the blow.

Their claws rammed together and snapped shut. Jelly wasted no time and pulled his arm down with hers. She bent her right arm back and went for an uppercut, claws first.

Jelly socked him in his abdomen, stabbing her claws into his stomach.

Mastazita let out a deathly growl.

She winced and pressed the front of her body against his and lifted her paw up, trying to maximize the internal damage.

He fell back and took her with him. They landed face-to-face, her head over his, as she expanded and contracted her claws in the pit of his stomach.

She grunted and squinted in his pyramid eyes.

The color drained from his face, “Heh,” he snorted and coughed up a lump of dark-red phlegm from his mouth, “Grrrr.”

Jelly squeezed her eyes shut, yanked her arm upwards. Her infinity claws sliced through his stomach and flesh, up to his chest, “Ugh. Ngggg.”

Mastazita squealed - the agony was so intense it afforded him a last-minute flurry of energy. He lifted his right, bloodied paw and slammed his knee between her legs and booted her off his body.

Jelly lifted her right paw as he kicked her back. Her infinity claws tore out from his stomach, taking a portion of the vital organ with it.

She stepped back and slid across the bloodied grains of sand, falling to her knees.

“Whu-whu,” Mastazita huffed, his voice somehow lighter in tone, “Bwwwuuurgggghhh.”

She slammed his elbows to the ground. He turned onto his side and hoisted himself to his knees. A quick look down the length of his body told him everything he needed to know.

He’d lost a lot of blood.

The weakness rumbled down his shoulders, past his abdomen and struck his knees, forcing him to slide across the ground.

Jelly splayed her hind legs out and pressed herself against the ground. She looked up with a steely determination to kill.

Mastazita groaned and finally got himself to his feet.

A blast of pure white light crashed against the ceiling, burning the fur and flesh away from his spine.

The beam of light rammed against the ceiling, sending a shower of rocks and dust down around them.

The arena rumbled to life as the ground shifted around and cracked open.

Both of them were going to die. It was just a matter of who would kill who, first.

“Roooaarrrr,” Jelly launched herself from her prone position. She bolted toward Mastazita and kicked herself from the floor, lifting into the air, prepared to take a final swipe at the beast.

He lifted his head as his eyes followed her trajectory.

Time slowed down to a near-halt.

Jelly spread her arms out and roared into his face as she descended upon him.

He clenched his fist and pulled his arm back, ready to stab her with his claw.

He opened his mouth as wide as he could and revealed his fangs.

“Yaaaarrggggghhhhh,” Jelly pulled her arm back and threw a devastating punch.

Mastazita moved his paw in front of his face in an attempt to block the attack.

Bad move.

Jelly wasn’t going for his face. She landed half a foot away from him and punched him in the cheek.

She yanked her paw away from his face and rammed them into his abdomen.

“Grooooooooo,” Mastazita wailed. His tongue flapped down his chin, allowing the pink spittle to fly against her face.

Jelly rammed her arm in further and grabbed his left shoulder with her free paw.

As she stood up straight, her right paw moved up with her, chewing through his innards.

“Gwuh,” Mastazita coughed out a rope of pink blood and felt his spine crack out.

She squeezed his shoulder with her left paw and forced his head forward.

“Ngggg,” she whined and revealed her fangs, pulling his head to the side of hers, “Ngggggg.”

Her right claw chewed up his body and arrived at something fleshy.

A little larger than the size as her paw.

“Whuh,” Mastazita lilted in her arm as she squeezed around the fleshy object.

Jelly buried her face into the crook of his neck. Floods of tears blasted around his shoulder and down his back.

She tugged at the thing inside his chest once, twice, three times - but the organ just wouldn’t budge.

“Nggg,” She pushed him forward, feeling the life drain from his body. He grew heavier in her arms the more she tried to pull her claw back.

“Whuuuu,” Mastzita felt his eyelids grew heavier.

“Nuuuuuuhhh,” Jelly squeezed the organ in her infinity claws, lifted her left leg, and placed her paw on his hip.

She leaned back with all her might and booted him away, tearing his still-beating heart out from his chest.

She kept her paw held up, imprisoning the beating organ within her infinity claws.

Mastazita slumped in her arms, dead. She kept him upright, with the side of her face pressed against his.

She stared through the light funneling from the gargantuan crack in the ground and tried to catch her breath.

Huff-huff-huff.

Mastazita’s corpse slid through her arms and dropped to the ground.

 

Jelly didn’t flinch nor blink. Her breathing slowed slightly as she stared into nothingness.

The beating organ in her claws slowed and slowed until…

…it stopped altogether.

Nothing but a useless mound of muscle that once powered her ultimate foe.

This time, however, the light didn’t burn anything.

The rocks blew apart in all directions. Jelly snapped out of her catatonic state. Mastazita’s heart softened in the prison of her infinity claws.

The howling wolves raced towards the arena from the horizon.

Jelly lifted her head to see the light headed straight for the core of Saturn. Blasting past its rings, the light throttled into the core.

Enceladus rocketed toward the light, magnetized by its ferocity.

The moon stretched out into an oblong and slipped into the stream, joining the magnificence…

The last of the beam of light rocketed towards Saturn. Her rings began to grind and gyrate, creating an intense grinding sound like that of a drill against concrete.

The rings revolved quicker, somehow inspired by the light that had funneled into Saturn’s core.

Jelly closed her eyes and clenched her claws together, keeping the heart in her talons.

Finally, she was at peace.

There she stood - victorious, but battered, bruised, cut and almost-disemboweled.

Jelly Anderson looked a mess, but she was still upright - which was more than could be said for Mastazita.

 

One hundred silver wolves crept along the ground toward her with great caution.

They stopped short of entering the light-filled arena.

Bolts of brilliant white light streaked into the sky and throttled the center of Saturn, powering it with an exposed energy source.

The wolves’ attention was drawn to the angry ringed planet directly above them, and they remained as a pack as best they could. Traversing the rocky terrain was uncomfortable.

One of them hung its tongue as it pushed through to the front of the pack. It made the mistake of looking dead ahead at the tiger fifty feet ahead of him.

The corpse of their dead God lay at her feet, preventing the wolves from moving forward.

Jelly opened her eyes and lowered her head. Her shadow cast over Mastazita’s corpse, eerily outlining just who was in charge, now.

Saturn’s rings spun faster, seemingly tearing sparks as it scratched across the vast blanket of space.

Jelly made eyes at the first wolf and scowled at it.

“Grrr,” Jelly whined, making damn sure they could see what was in her right paw.

The first wolf whined like a scaredy-cat and sat back on its hind legs. The ninety-nine others wanted a better view and fanned out around him, daring to tread closer.

But none dared tread too close.

 

Jelly moved her left foot back one step, followed by her right. She released Mastazita’s severed heart from her claws. 

The organ splattered against the rocky ground.

Her feet traveled backwards until her right heel hit the side of something.

She kicked her hind leg against it to ensure its was strong enough to contain her weight.

The torn-out pilot’s seat from the grounded spacecraft.

Turning back, she saw that the wolves had spread out and left a twenty-foot, semi-circular clearing around the tiger creature that had killed their God. They tilted their heads up to take in the enormity of the battered and angry tiger standing before them.

Jelly sneered at them and revealed her fangs in the process. Bright white, razor sharp, much like her infinity claws.

She raised the first claw on her right paw and pointed at Saturn’s gyrating rings.

The wolves looked up and then back at Jelly, who lowered her arm and squinted at the pack.

Jelly stepped over to the pilot’s seat at the head of the arena. She spotted two figures in the distance.

Human-shaped figures.

Jelly squinted at them as they ran forward. She knew who they were.

“Jelly,” Alex’s voice came from the silhouetted pair. It was unclear which person was which until they got closer.

Grunt.

Alex ran into the shaft of light and slowed down on his approach behind the wolves.

They all turned to Alex and growled.

Jelly roared and caught their attention. She clenched her right paw into a fist and thumped her chest three times, “Friend.”

Alex couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Jelly, the little cat he’d heard about most of his adult life, stood at the center of the galaxy with everyone - human and animal - in the palm of her paw.

“Jelly?”

A beyond-battered Jaycee hobbled toward the Colosseum.

The skin on his face had been completely removed to reveal a badly damaged endoskull.

He caught sight of the tiger standing in front of the pilot’s seat, “Jelly?”

“Yeah, it’s her,” Alex said.

Jaycee’s electronic voice shifted up and down as he spoke. His voice box had evidently been destroyed in the attack back on the ship.

“Wh-wh-what happened? Is sh-she okay?”

Alex didn’t tear his gaze away from the tiger, “I, uh, don’t know?”

“What’s going on?” Jaycee asked as he looked into the sky, “What’s happening to Saturn?”

“I don’t know.”

Jelly screeched at the top of her lungs - she was in charge now.

Jaycee, Alex, and the wolves turned back to her to see her crouched to knees with her arms open.

Furie snaked through Alex’s legs and poked her head out for a good look. She bolted away and made a bee-line for her mother.

“Child,” Jelly grunted in her now-eerily masculine grunt. She waved Furie forward and beckoned her into her arms, “Mommy.”

“Miew.”

 

Furie ran past the last row of wolves and jumped into her mother’s arms.

Jelly scooped the kitten up in her arms. She stood up straight and lay her daughter along the length of her bloodied forearm and cradled her softly.

The light from Saturn and her spinning rings shone into the kitten’s face.

“My God,” Alex whispered just loud enough for Jaycee to hear.

Jaycee struggled with his voice, “You might not be wrong about that.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

Alex turned to face the tiger at her new throne, “Look at her.”

The wolves began to whine and cower as Saturn’s rings spun around faster and faster.

Jelly looked back at them and growled at the top of her lungs.

They knew who was boss, now. Humbled, they sat back in sheer reverence for the beast.

Jelly looked at Jaycee and Alex and growled at them.

“D-Does she want us to do the same thing?” Alex asked.

“I think so,” Jaycee got down on one knee and tugged on Alex’s sleeve. He felt across his jawline and was reminded of just how violent Jelly could be.

“Best not to piss her off.”

Alex dutifully followed his colleague and lowered himself to his knees.

Jelly sniffed around her daughter’s face. She took in a lungful of her scent and finally felt at peace with the world.

Furie pawed at her mother’s face, playfully, as Jelly sat into the pilot’s seat, which, from the angle Jaycee and Alex now had, resembled a ceramic throne.

Jelly held her daughter tight against her bare chest and relaxed into the chair.

“Wh-what do we do now?” Alex asked Jaycee.

“I don’t know,” Jaycee turned from Jelly to the angry planet above their heads, “I doubt we have much choice.”

Saturn’s rings spun in all directions.

A scary and frightening ball of power.

Any feelings of individuality, purpose, or control evaporated from Alex and Jaycee’s bodies.

Jelly’s mouthed widened, enacting a cheeky grin as she clapped eyes on them.

The wolves remained abated and sated.

Sitting before them in the pilot’s throne with her daughter was Jelly Anderson; the new head of the Colosseum, with her subjects - both human and non-human - knelt before her in complete and utter reverence.

The new Queen of Space.

And there wasn’t a damn thing anyone could do about it.

From the author - Andrew Mackay

 

[image:  ]

 

Author notes from Star Cat 4: Killer Instinct

 

Hey gang!

 

Phew. So, what did you make of all that?

 

Killer Instinct is my nineteenth full-length novel.

 

What struck me when finishing was just how far I’ve come as a writer. I think back to my first series (In Their Shoes) and consider just how different they are to my latest works. In many ways, of course, they’re still the same. Now that Star Cat is really up and running, I doubt I’ll ever loosen my grip on satire - at the very least, I’ll always have something to say about the state of the world and society, no matter the genre. If you’ve read my other works, you’ll know this is true.

 

And it isn’t abating in the slightest.

 

So, onto Killer Instinct.

 

I’d love to be a fly on the wall watching readers make their way through the book. I’m curious to see their reaction at certain points.

 

I began writing Killer Instinct about a month ago during the UK’s incredible heatwave. I think it was July. I had a plan of what I wanted to achieve, and where to push the story. In the main, what you’ve read is what I had planned.

 

Except for Maar’s heart attack.

 

I’ll let you into a little behind-the-scenes secret.

 

When I sat down to write that sequence, the original plan was to have Maar freak out about the USARIC animal compound break in. He sees the drone footage of RAGE’s van bust through the gates and Finbow and the security guard shoot each other dead. This happens in the book, of course, but the follow-on action was for Maar to order the execution of all the board members and demand Kaoz rehouse him elsewhere.

 

But when I sat down to write the scene, he saw the footage and - for some very peculiar reason - he clutched his chest and hit the deck, complaining of pains and being unable to breath. Now, this is where the story gets interesting. When I write my books, I kind of imagine a giant IMAX screen a few inches from my face, and simply TYPE what I see as I’m watching. It’s fairly easy to do if you’re imaginative and can type at a reasonable speed.

 

I typed and typed and typed, and continued to watch the movie, only to discover the damn characters were doing their own thing. Maar hit the floor. And then - gasp! - Crain and Santiago have a very nasty discussion about whether or not it’d be a good idea if Maar just died right there on the floor. Maybe the medics would arrive “too late.” I stopped typing and took a smoke break on my balcony and remember yelling at myself “Hey, we never agreed to do that, Mackay!”

 

A few seconds later, I got giddy with excitement. It opened up a new exploration for Maar that conforms to the plans I have for him in the next two books. I can’t tell you about the idea I had now that Maar has had a heart attack, but it’s going to be great. I’m really excited about the opportunities it has opened up. They’re fascinating, and I hope you think so, too, when you get there.

 

Also - you may not have noticed this, but one of the main themes in Killer Instinct is that of “heart.” Maar’s heart attack. Tripp’s assumed heart break at being told his wife has remarried. Jelly tears out Mastazita’s heart. The numerous instances to pounding and beating, particularly when a character realizes they’re in trouble. Even Emily experiences it when the news media turn up and suggest Jamie’s been kidnapped.

 

That kind of thing.

 

The first idea I had for Killer Instinct was the very last chapter - the one-on-one fight between Jelly and Mastazita. I listen to music whenever I’m out, and loaded a host of sci-fi movie / action music - and some hiphop, believe it or not - and played that sequence out over and over again in my mind.

 

Also, I knew that the fight sequence had to be quite long - perhaps a bit longer than readers would expect. The point of that final fight was to progressively break each opponent down piece by piece. They sustain some terrible injuries, but shake it off and get back up. After a while, they’re cut and seriously wounded, but they get back up. Both are so determined to kill the other, and will stop only at actually dying before they give up.

 

In order to really exacerbate the fight, Mastazita had to kill White, Jelly’s daughter. I don’t know if you felt any emotion at that part, but I was in tears as I was writing that sequence. Furie runs into her mother’s arms and White runs on and into the Mastazita’s clutches. We know what’s going to happen. There’s one line Jelly says after White is executed that summed it all up for me, and that was “I’M GOING TO TEAR YOUR HEART OUT, YOU SON OF A BITCH!!” — with exclamation marks, of course. Because that’s precisely the way I felt at the time. I think it’s the moment Jelly sheds any vestiges of being an outright protagonist and just wants to murder.

 

Did you feel the anger and rage running through her veins at that point? I did, but it’s not for me to say. I hope I stirred enough emotion in most readers for them to want Jelly to run after Mastazita and kill him. I didn’t name book four Killer Instinct for nothing lol — also, I think we all know that if it weren’t for the domestication of the common cat, they are, after all, hunter/gatherers and would kill for reasons far less severe than what you see in this book.

 

Cute and cuddly they may be, but they are animals. The instant I ignore that fact with Jelly, or any of the cats, the whole series falls apart. I know some readers might check out completely and having read about the death of a kitten - but, it happens, doesn’t it? I’d rather they check out because they can’t handle the picture I’m painting, than check out because they don’t believe the motives of the characters or the story.

 

That final battle sequence was actually the first chapter I wrote, mainly because I wanted to keep a tally on length; a carefully calibrated sequence of events. Once I had that last chapter down, writing the others was easier as I had something to build to.

 

It’s vital that readers recognize that Jelly may not win the fight. That Mastazita might actually kill her. He’s taller and bigger than her and, despite being blind, certainly a credible foe. See, this is why I want to be a fly on the wall and watch readers reading it. I think in terms of movies, and if we were all watching that particular final scene together, I’d be watching the audience, and not the screen. Why? Because I’m curious as to people’s reactions. I always have been. I love the idea of having written or otherwise produced something that evokes a reaction in my audience.

 

The entire story hinged on that final battle, and everything was a lead-up to it. I’m talking specifically about the scenes set in space, of course. Keeping with the theme of asking more questions than I answer, I like the idea that they’ve landed somewhere and don’t know where they are. Again, it’s not terribly important to the story. What is important is that the theme of evolution has made itself known again.

 

Did you spot it?

 

Cats attacking dogs - or in this case, wolves. It’s an indication of where I’m driving the series, and how it all might end. I’ll forewarn you, now, though - it might not be quite what you’re thinking.

 

Also, I’m curious to know if you saw a slightly different approach to narrative and structure in Killer Instinct.

 

You might not have noticed, but every odd-numbered chapter is set in space. Every even-numbered chapter is set on Earth. This was my attempt to balance two stories together with as equal weight as possible. We’re getting to that point, now, where the events on Earth are just as important as those in space. Again, an indication of what may (or may not?) be coming up next.

 

I enjoyed writing the sequences on Earth a lot. Hanging out with Jamie, his kidnapping and eventual integration into the RAGE group. It was a blast bringing back the other children to set them up for what lies ahead. I think what I loved most was the irony of RAGE’s actions. A large amount of humans get killed - most of them USARIC mercenaries - in the pursuit of rescuing animals. I find that dichotomy fascinating. We’re reading a lot in the media, lately, about extreme left-wing groups silencing the opposition and, in many cases, turning to violence in order to underpin their liberal values. To me, a healthy debate and actually listening will get society where it needs to be a hell of a lot faster than violence. So, all those mega chase and action scenes - in my mind at least - operate on higher plane than just outright action. In RAGE’s attempt to do good, they actually make the world a little bit worse.

 

They may find that they’ll pay a price for this by the end of book 6.

 

I’m convinced now, of course, that Star Cat will in fact conclude with the sixth book. I’m not one for outstaying my welcome, or milking an idea beyond its value. Get in, tell a great story, and get out - and leave readers satisfied and, preferably, wanting more.

 

The tentative title for Book 5 is EXODUS - but I’m not settled on it right now. What I can tell you is that book 5 is a much different beast to Killer Instinct. I consider Killer Instinct to be something of an epic action-fest, wrought with anger and darker in tone to the others. Exodus (if book 5 ends up with that title) will be a shift in gear, and will have you on the edge of your seat in a different way to Killer Instinct.

 

I hope to see you at the end of book 5 when it’s out.

 

In the meantime, please email me and let me know what you thought of Killer Instinct. I love hearing from you. And I love reading your reviews at Amazon.com!

 

Andrew Mackay,

Hampshire, UK

(September 6th, 2018)

 

***

 

Star Cat 5: Exodus

[image:  ]

Scratch First. Ask questions later.

Click here to continue the adventure right now

 

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 4: Killer Instinct @ 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: Killer Instinct (Book Four)’

 

Copyright © 2018 Chrome Valley Books
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Written by Andrew Mackay

 

Edited by Ashley Rose Miller

 

Cover design by Kveather

 

 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review.

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (or somewhere in between), events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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Up next: Star Cat 5: Exodus

 

 

Beyond the stars.

Beyond your wildest imagination.

 

Discover how it all began…
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Star Cat: Origins

 

Young Jamie Anderson’s world is turned upside down by tragedy.

 

But a new character is about to enter his life and change it forever.

 

A little cat named Jelly.

 

USARIC 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…
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