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Chapter 12: Trial and Terror

August 9, 2008, CWCville, abandoned zone, unidentified Feeding Day drop site, 3:03 p.m.

Kevin cursed loudly as the two mercenaries casually stepped back to their Humvee and seated themselves on the hood to avoid the swarm of feral Sonees and Roseys pouring into the drop site. Heaving his body up into a sitting position, he grappled uselessly with the handcuffs, but only succeeded in rubbing his wrists raw against the unyielding metal. There wasn’t enough time, and he didn’t know how much more of it his fellow Jerkops would need to regain consciousness. He had to fend off the ferals long enough to even the odds, and just hope that the loyalists didn’t decide to shoot them down then and there.

In a tripping, stumbling, squeaking tide of fuzz, the pack of larval Electric Hedgehog Pokémon advanced, while dozens more crawled out of open manholes and dropped to the ground from air ducts. Roseys paraskirted into the drop site one at a time, letting out shrill “WHEEEE!”s of joy as they lurched their way over the edges of windowsills, gutters, and rooftops and drifted down. On the ground, two main hordes had amassed, one heading straight for Kevin and his friends, the other congregating around the Humvee and whining at the stressfully out-of-reach mercenaries.

“Okay,” Kevin growled, clenching his teeth as he pushed himself to his feet. “WHO’S FIRST?”

“Seeeeeeeeeeeeee!” an airborne Rosey cried in delight as she dropped down on top of Kevin and landed on his right shoulder. Gripping the Jerkop with her sausage-like armstubs, she squeaked an eager “YAY!” and opened her harelip mouth, exposing a tiny set of sharp teeth.

Caught completely off guard, Kevin stumbled backward and slipped, landing hard on his back next to where Marty lay. There was a loud crunch and a shriek of pain, and warm, wet liquid soaked the back of his jacket. The Rosey riding piggyback was instantly crushed from the waist down, her pressurized innards squirting out like a toy can full of party snakes. Shaking the dying baby chu’s body off of his back, the Jerkop rolled over and looked skyward, just in time to avoid another paraskirting Rosey that plopped down next to his hip. Out of desperation, Kevin twisted his leg back and lashed out, planting a firm kick right to the center of the little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon’s belly. The Rosey’s breath left its lungs with a shrill wheeze, and several ribs cracked like dry branches. Wailing, it fell forward and began convulsing in pain, until Kevin rolled over, planted his heel on the back of the larva’s head, and smashed its skull open against the ground.

Beside him, Marty let out a soft moan and stirred briefly. Encouraged, Kevin managed to right himself just as the first few hungry babies toddled up to Zoey’s boots and began prodding them out of curiosity. A Sonee pulled its fat body up onto the unconscious Jerkop’s leg and cheered, immensely proud of its rather insignificant achievement. The triumphant little chu’s joy was promptly silenced when Kevin dashed over and kicked it straight into the wall, splattering its tiny body into a chunky slew of gore. The other Sonees and Roseys paid no heed to the death of their comrade, and instead began gnawing and gumming Zoey’s rubber boots.

For Kevin, it was just another game of Kick-a-Chu. With his arms handcuffed behind his back, he couldn’t grab or throw the babies away, but thankfully his feet were still free. The feral baby chus quickly learned this the hard way when four of their number found themselves stomped flat against the concrete, crushed into piles of broken bones and meat beneath the furious Jerkop’s boots. A Rosey had her head crushed from above, popping her glassy green eyeballs straight out while her fatty brain tissue was ground down into the remnants of her skull. Wiping the sticky red and pink smear off on the ground, Kevin whirled around and booted a Sonee towards the mercs in a desperate attempt to silence their mocking laughter. The wounded baby chu sailed through the air and smashed against the Humvee’s bumper, spraying Goody’s leg with blood.

“Fuck! You little son of a bitch!” snarled the loyalist, and drew her pistol. Kevin dropped to the ground just as Goody fired, but fortunately, the bullet ricocheted off the side of a crushed car lying against the wall of an adjacent apartment, leaving the Jerkop prisoner unharmed. In a flash, Herb had reached over and grabbed her arm, preventing her from firing any more shots.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” the mercenary captain growled. “Stow that thing before you bring the entire PVCC down on us.” His face softened into a smile as Goody holstered her pistol. “Hey. You know, they’re gonna give us some serious R&R time after today. I’d say we earned a little trip to Lightning to celebrate. Just you and me…”

The female loyalist grinned and nudged Herb in the ribs. “I like where this is going.” She shot a disdainful glance toward Kevin. “For fuck’s sake, you worthless little shits, eat them already!”

“Kevin! Kevin, help! Please!”

Surprised, Kevin nearly lost his balance again as Marty pushed himself to his feet and hurried over to him, his dirty face streaked with frightened tears. The little boy’s baseball cap had fallen off in the chaos, revealing the two little red nubs that protruded through his blond hair. Before the Jerkop could react, Marty collided with him and hugged him around the waist, trembling as the hungry squeals of more Sonees and Roseys filled the drop site like the screeching of vultures.

“I don’t wanna get eaten,” sobbed the boy, and squeezed Kevin even tighter. “Kevin, help me!”

“It’ll be okay. It’s gonna be okay,” Kevin replied, and pried the child off of him. It was only then that he noticed Marty’s hands were free. “Marty, listen to me. I need you to listen, okay?”

Marty nodded.

“I don’t know what your mom taught you about feral Sonees and Roseys,” explained the Jerkop quickly as he pushed a trio of larvae off of Ben’s body and sent them tumbling backwards head over stumpfeet. “Marty, listen. You’re going to have to hurt them. You’re going to need to kill as many of these little fuckers as you can. We’ve got to keep them away from Zoey and the others until…” He paused and kicked a Rosey away from Nick. “Until something good happens.”

The little boy gulped nervously. “I…I’ll try. I’ve never…”

“Doesn’t matter!” growled Kevin as a Sonee latched onto his ankle and began trying to zap him with a pathetic Spark attack. “Just get them away! Get them away!” Raising his other foot, he stomped down hard on the baby chu’s head and smiled in satisfaction as its skull crunched.

“Eeewwww!” Marty yelled in disgust. “Kevin, I can’t do this! They’re…it’s not…”

“THOSE LITTLE BASTARDS ARE GONNA EAT YOU, MARTY!” shouted the Jerkop, and kicked a tiny six-inch-tall Rosey in the head, decapitating the baby chu. “I CAN’T DO THIS BY MYSELF! PRETEND YOU’RE PLAYING WHACK-A-MOLE AND KILL THEM!”

Shaking with fright, Marty squeezed his eyes shut and cautiously advanced on the nearest larva, a Sonee who was trying to squirm its way onto Ben’s shoulder to get at his neck. As Kevin stomped a trio of Roseys into mush, the little boy reached out and closed his hands around the fat baby Electric Hedgehog Pokémon, digging his fingers into the soft fur of its torso.

“Sonee! Goo-goo! Sonee!” cried the Sonee in surprise, kicking its stumpfeet in the air as Marty lifted it off the ground and gripped it apprehensively. “Goo-goo! Nee! WAAAAAAHHHHH!!!”

Surprised by the shrill wail, Marty hurled the little chu away and clutched his hands over his ears. Screaming, the Sonee plummeted to the ground and smashed against the concrete, which ripped its face open and shattered its little black nose and part of its jaw. Gurgling in immense agony, it crawled away from the little boy, leaving a trail of blood in its wake.

“That’s good! That’s good! Keep doing that!” Kevin yelled encouragingly, and kicked a Sonee under its near-nonexistent chin. The little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon toppled backward and fell, coughing up blood and clutching at its crushed throat with its useless armstubs. Ignoring the Sonee’s strangled choking, the Jerkop drew his foot back to kick another Rosey, but slipped on a pile of bloody flesh from one of the other babies he’d stomped on. With a startled yell, he fell backward, directly on top of a Sonee that was waddling towards Marty. The baby chu’s melon-like head disappeared in a bloody spray as Kevin literally sat on it, smashing its skull and part of its upper body. Gritting his teeth in disgust, the Jerkop rolled over and frantically began kicking away Sonees and Roseys left and right. Marty managed to grab a large rock and throw it into the swarm, where it crushed a Rosey’s stumpfoot and shattered a second baby’s ribcage. Encouraged by his success, the boy heaved another piece of rubble at a Sonee and crushed it into a red paste.

Kevin kicked and kicked, desperately trying to fend off the horde as it closed in around him on all sides. Dozens waddled toward him, and dozens more just kept pouring into the drop site, attracted by the sweet smell of blood and the gleeful cries of their fellow ferals. The Jerkop knew he couldn’t hold out forever, or fatigue would soon set in. There were too many, just too many…

“Kevin! Hold on!”

A black boot smashed into a Sonee that had been prodding at Kevin’s side with its armstubs, sending the baby chu flying away with a screech of pain. Looking up, Kevin felt a wave of shock and relief surge through him as Zoey worked her way over beside him, pushing herself along with only her feet. The Jerkop’s handcuffed arms were covered in little bite marks and a shard of debris from the Battle Bus explosion had cut open her chin, but she was otherwise unharmed, and more than willing to help push back the fuzzy flood of babies sweeping towards them.

“You hurt?” Kevin yelled over the earsplitting “YAY!” of a Rosey behind him. Lashing out with his cuffed hands, he managed to clothesline the feral long enough for Marty to drop a rock on its head and crush its skull.

“No, I’m okay!” Zoey shouted back. “How’s Nick doing?”

“Still breathing!” Kevin glanced over his shoulder to where Nick and Ben lay unconscious side by side, right where the loyalists had dumped them. The small air tank had amazingly survived all the way to the abandoned zone, its tube still sticking out of the corner of the wounded sniper’s mouth to provide his ruptured lung with oxygen. “Move back! We need to put up a barrier!”

“Good!” The squad leader whirled around and managed to trap a Sonee between her knees, then pressed them together and squished its torso, cracking its ribcage. “What’s the plan after that?”

Kevin couldn’t answer, mainly because he didn’t have the slightest idea. 

Back at the Humvee, the second half of the feral swarm had grown impatient and restless, yet continued trying to pull their fat bodies up onto the vehicle. Some of the little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon were even standing on top of each other, piling into a huge mass of squirming yellow and pink fuzz in their haste to reach the two mercenaries. On the hood, Herb and Goody simply pushed off any of the babies who managed to static cling themselves to the side, and continued to spectate the desperate last stand of their Jerkop victims.

“Think we went too far?” Herb asked, watching as a Sonee sank its teeth into Marty’s sneaker. The little boy yelled in terror and punched the little chu right in its gut, causing it to shit itself out of stress. Disgusted, Marty kicked away the soiled Sonee and grabbed a small piece of rusty metal to use as a makeshift club. “I mean, that kid’s gotta be what, ten, eleven chronologically?”

“Could this be remorse from the great Captain Patterson?” replied Goody, with a sly wink. “You’re getting soft.”

“Eh.” The loyalist officer shrugged. “I forgot. This city’s going to hell in a handbasket.”

“Hell?” The woman laughed. “We’re already there, Herb.” She glanced back to the struggle. “Oh look. Sleeping Beauty’s finally up.” 

“What’s happening?” yelled Ben as Kevin and Zoey pulled him up and set him in the center of the human barricade between the ferals and Nick. Shocked, he stared across the squealing flood of Sonees and Roseys advancing on them. “What the hell’s going on? Kevin, where are we?”

“Abandoned zone!” shouted Kevin as he managed to wind the chain of his handcuffs around a feral and garrote it while kicking away two more. A sudden pain lanced through his hand as a Rosey began biting away at it, but Marty grabbed the baby chu and hurled it away before it could do any significant damage. So far, the little boy hadn’t actually killed too many of the ferals – but any defense was better than standing around and crying uselessly. Walsh had taught her son well. 

Zoey raised both of her feet and brought them down on a Sonee’s back, effectively pancaking the little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon’s entire midsection. The Sonee shrieked as its chubby belly split and its spine shattered, but the prisoners were too busy fending off its comrades to finish the job. Eventually, another Sonee waddled up to the fallen one and began nibbling at its broken body, cooing with joy as it cannibalized the screaming baby. Kevin fought back a shudder of disgust, then punted a Rosey into the air. Its skirtachute deployed instantly, allowing the chu to gently float back down, straight toward Ben. Unfortunately for the Rosey, its descent came to an abrupt halt when the former mercenary lunged forward and headbutted it out of the sky.

“KEVIN, WATCH OUT!”

“Goo-goo! Woseeeeeeeeey! YAY!”

Kevin felt his blood freeze in his veins as the ominous fwump of opening skirtachutes sounded from above. Looking up, he only had time to let out a terrified yell before three incredibly obese Roseys landed on his face and chest, smothering him in a mess of reeking pink fur and squeals of “YAY!” Marty desperately tried to push the immense babies off of the Jerkop’s body, but each one packed nearly forty-five pounds of fat, a truly colossal weight for such small creatures.

“KEVIN!” screamed the little boy as he struggled fruitlessly with one of the Roseys. “KEVIN!”

“MMMPPPPHHHHFFFF!” Kevin managed to yell through the heavy layer of fat pressing into his face. The Roseys weren’t even trying to bite him – they just fell forward and let their pudgy bodies cut off his air supply in a disgustingly effective attempt to suffocate the Jerkop. Stars danced in front of Kevin’s eyes as he rolled back and forth, trying to throw off the bloated babies before he lost consciousness and asphyxiated in the stinking pillow of fuzz and fat…

CRUNCH! SNAP! CRUNCH!

“WOSEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEYYYYYYYYYYYYY!!!”

“GAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!” Kevin gasped as one of the fat Roseys was torn from his face, uncovering his mouth and allowing him a single breath of air before a gush of warm, thick liquid splattered onto his face. Something else was on top of him now, its sharp claws digging into his Kevlar vest as it attacked the second feral. Shaking his head, Kevin opened his eyes just in time to see a furious black and white blur tear its way through the next Rosey, ripping its head off and shredding its body into a shower of gore in less than three seconds. Through his bleary vision, the Jerkop could only lie there and watch as the creature leapt at the last of the three baby chus – the one that Marty was fighting – and literally tore it in half, splashing blood across itself, Kevin, and the little boy. Shaking itself triumphantly, it raised its head and let out a vicious snarl.

“GRRRRROWWWWRRRRR!!!”

“What the f…SUGAR!” yelled Zoey as the berserk honey badger leaped off of Kevin’s chest and tackled a Sonee to the ground. Before the little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon could even let out a single scream, Sugarplum Fury lashed out with a clawed paw and ripped its belly open, then plunged her head inside its ribcage and devoured its heart. Spinning around to continue her vicious assault on the feral horde, she growled in rage and pounced on another tiny Sonee from the back, digging her claws into its midsection and biting away at its spine until the baby chu split in half with a sickening crack of bones and a sloppy ripping noise. Sugar left the Sonee’s two struggling halves to die, then launched herself at a Rosey and tore its jugular out. The dying larva collapsed with a choking gurgle, blood pooling onto the concrete from its ruined throat. 

“The hell?” Goody looked on in disbelief as the fierce little mammal set about carving a bloody swathe through the oncoming swarm of feral Sonees and Roseys. She glanced at Herb, unable to comprehend what had just happened. “What the fuck is…where did that come from?”

“Backseat,” the mercenary captain growled as he looked back at the open rear window where Sugar had climbed out. “Must’ve stowed away on board when we loaded them.” He picked up his M16 and beckoned to his lieutenant. “Come on.” Kicking a Rosey off of the Humvee with his foot, Patterson waded straight into the horde, ignoring the dozens of little thumps as the baby Electric Hedgehog Pokémon beat their armstubs against his thick boots and unsuccessfully tried to bite them. Goody stepped down after him, but made sure to step on a few larvae first.

Panting and gasping, Kevin struggled up as Marty clung to him out of fear. The horrific sickly stench of Rosey still lingered in his nostrils, and his face dripped with chu blood. Sugar had singlehandedly taken over the defense, sending the frightened ferals scurrying backward with each vicious snarl and every butchered Sonee or Rosey. Zoey, Ben, Marty, and Kevin could only look on in silent dread as the pair of mercenaries trudged towards them, their assault rifles aimed directly at the pair of Honey Badgers. The honey badger paid the loyalists no heed, except to move out of their way and pounce on another Rosey, ripping it limb from limb in her rage. 

“What do we do?” whispered Marty, hugging Kevin even more tightly as the two mercenaries stopped in front of them. “Kevin, who are they? Are those the bad guys?”

“Yeah,” Kevin breathed. “Yeah, Marty, they’re the bad guys. Don’t…say…anything.” Leaning back a few inches, he felt his fingers brush against the rough surface of a large brick. “Marty, listen, I need you to do something really brave for me…”

“Get up, Waters,” growled Herb, and prodded Ben in the chest with the snout of his M16. “Come on. Playtime’s over. Junior’s got the others under control. First thing I want to know…what the fuck were you thinking, you little coward?! They knew the Sparkies were coming, and the only way they could’ve figured that out is if someone squealed. Someone weak. Someone like you.”

“I…I…” Ben stammered, glancing around as sweat dripped profusely from his brow. Kevin and Zoey’s jaws dropped open in shock. “Captain, I was undercover! They were gonna use those LIESA drones on me! And…and it’s not like I got any of the Jinkies killed!” He gulped, on the verge of tears. “Did I? Oh Arceus, please tell me I didn’t-”

“Stop whining,” Goody snapped distastefully. “No, no casualties. But I can’t say the same for the PVCC and friends. Something big just went down in Tennessee. And I mean Chandler big.”

Zoey glanced at Kevin and mouthed 4-cent_garbage. The Jerkop nodded and immediately fixed Ben with one of the single most hateful stares he’d ever given to anyone. The mercenary had played them all for fools – Walsh, Gee, the other administrators of Menchi-Nasu, and worst of all, him. And he’d just begun to trust Waters, too. The betrayal was almost too much to bear.

“You know…” continued Patterson, stroking his beard as he studied Ben. “I’ve seen your M.O., Waters. Do you ever fucking learn?” He frowned. “I’m sure you’ve heard this a billion times by now, but it looks like you need a reminder. So you know what I can’t stand? Weak links. You know what weak links do? They fuck up squad cohesion. Are you a weak link, kid? Because right now, you’re doing a great job of looking the part. You best not be if you want out of here.”

“I…WHY THE FUCK DID YOU LEAVE ME FOR THE FERALS!” shouted the loyalist, loud enough to startle Sugar away from disemboweling a Sonee. A look of wide-eyed determination flashed across his face – an expression Kevin had never seen before. “Some kind of ‘tough love’ lesson, right? Was that it? I did what you told me to! What the fuck is your problem with me?!”

“Arceus, Herb,” Goody scoffed. “You sure we can’t just leave him here another few minutes?”

“I’m considering it,” the captain muttered. “There’s a fine line between letting some information slip for the greater good…and completely betraying our contractors. I’d say you’re leaning towards the latter side, Waters. So here’s what I’m gonna do.” He patted the knife sheath on his belt, then pointed to Marty, who was still hanging on to Kevin. “You. Kid. Hey kid, come here.”

“Stop it! Don’t do it, you son of a bitch!” snarled Ben. “Don’t you dare fucking hurt him! I won’t go on any more scout missions, I promise. For fuck’s sake, Captain, he’s just a kid!”

“I said, come here.” Patterson stepped forward and grabbed Marty’s arm, then paused when he noticed the two stubby horns protruding from the boy’s head. “Hang on. Goody, take a look.”

“Easy. Take it easy, Herb,” the female merc interjected, putting on her kindest, most deceptive smile as she reached out and patted the bony red growths. “It’s okay, little guy. We’re just here to help you. We’re gonna take you back to your mommy and get those things all cured and…”

“I DON’T WANNA GET CURED!” screamed Marty, and released his grip on Kevin. Herb only had time to draw a surprised breath before the little boy spun towards him and hurled the brick right at his face. There was a dull thump as the solid block of ceramic smacked into the man’s cheek, scraping several small cuts into his skin and nearly knocking him out then and there.

“GET ‘EM!” Zoey shouted as she kicked out with both feet, landing a solid blow against Goody’s shins and effectively tripping her. “SUGAR, KILL!”

“GRRROWRR!” 

Sugar, Zoey, Marty, and Kevin charged simultaneously, colliding with the stunned loyalists in a colossal train wreck of struggling bodies. Around them, the chu larvae watched in confusion, utterly perplexed by the sudden fight that had just broken out and not even bothering to attack the now defenseless Nick and Ben. Unable to grab the mercenaries with his cuffed hands, Kevin launched himself at Herb like a battering ram, driving the top of his head into the officer’s chin. 

“AAAGH! FUCK!” Patterson went down with a shocked yell and a crack of teeth as Kevin slammed into him and tumbled to the ground, rolling over and over across the bloody concrete while Zoey and Sugar grappled with Goody. “GET OFF! GET OFF, YOU BASTARD!”

WHAM! Stars exploded in front of Kevin’s eyes, and blackness closed in from all sides. Pain shot through the side of his head, and before he knew it, he was flat on his back, reeling from where the loyalist had elbowed him in the jaw. Herb was on him in two seconds, dealing punch after punch to the Jerkop’s unprotected head while Kevin desperately tried to roll away. At last, he managed to land a firm kick to Patterson’s groin, buying him enough time to limp upright as the mercenary staggered backward in agony.

“HERB!” screamed Goody, kicking Zoey in the gut and violently elbowing Sugar off of her shoulder. “HERB, FUCKING SHOOT THEM ALREADY! I GOT THESE TWO!”

“Oh, you little bastard,” groaned the loyalist officer, and rose to his feet, grimacing as he drew his pistol and aimed it at Kevin. The assault rifle had been knocked away in the chaos, and there was no time for the Jerkop to make a run for it. “You fucking little bastard! DIE!”

Ben charged into the melee and tackled Herb from the side, grabbing his outstretched hand and wrenching it up, away from Kevin. The pistol went off with a loud bang, startling the crowd of Sonees and Roseys and making several of the yellow-furred larvae shit themselves in surprise. The Jerkop instinctively ducked away and lost his balance once more, crashing painfully to the hard concrete. Stunned, winded, and in immense pain from the mercenary’s assault, he could lay there and gasp for breath, his head spinning and a high-pitched, distant whine ringing in his ears.

Click! Click! The cold metal of the handcuffs fell away from Kevin’s wrists, finally freeing him from the chafing restraints. Rolling onto his back in amazement, he was greeted by the sight of Marty standing over him with a huge grin on his face, holding up a tiny metal key. 

“How…” he wheezed.

“You knocked it off of him!” Marty explained hastily, and tried to help push Kevin back onto his feet. “Kevin, come on! We gotta get out of here!”

“We can’t leave Zoey or Nick!” coughed the Jerkop, and pushed himself up off of the ground, massaging his raw, reddened wrists. Ten feet away, Goody and Zoey’s battle had only escalated even further. The loyalist had managed to pin her opponent beneath one knee while fending off Sugar and the trapped Jerkop’s frantic punches. Hurling the honey badger away with a scream of rage, Goody turned back to Zoey and grappled at her belt for her knife to finish the job.

Kevin rammed into her from behind, grabbing the woman around her waist and heaving her off of Zoey in an impressive burst of adrenaline that surprised even him. Marty immediately dashed over to the surprised Jerkop and unlocked her cuffs, giving Zoey the freedom to grab a single Rosey from a nearby group of larvae and hurl it across the drop site, straight toward Goody.

“Goo-goo!” WHUMP! The twenty-five-pound baby chu smacked into the struggling mercenary and immediately hugged her face, adhering herself with a jolt of static cling. Kevin released his hold on her and sprinted away, back towards where Marty and Zoey were dragging Nick upright.

“I’ve got him! I’ve got him, Marty!” Kevin shoved the little boy out of the way and grabbed the wounded sniper’s ankles, while Zoey carefully lifted his shoulders. “MARTY! RUN!”

“What about Ben?!” yelled Marty, pointing to where the two mercenaries were still fighting.

As Herb and Ben grappled with each other in a frantic tug-of-war over the captain’s pistol, the younger soldier somehow managed to drive his knee into his foe’s stomach, stunning the merc long enough for Ben to plant a second, much more powerful blow into his chest. The loyalist’s Kevlar vest absorbed most of the damage, but the kinetic force sent him toppling backward over a pile of rubble, directly on top of a group of feral larvae. With only seconds to spare, Ben turned and dashed across the drop site, just as Goody drew her knife and savagely eviscerated the Rosey clinging to her face, plunging the blade into its fat body while it shrieked and struggled in her grasp. Hurling the wailing, dying baby chu away, she spun towards the fleeing Jerkops, but by the time she managed to grab her M21 and kick away two Sonees that were playing with it, the Jerkops, Sugar, Marty, and Ben had disappeared into the adjacent alleyways.

There was no time for relief, or even a thankful prayer. Kevin and Zoey struggled down the alley as fast as they could, a rather difficult task, considering their one hundred and eighty pound load. With Marty and Sugar following close behind them and only a few seconds to spare before the mercenaries gave chase, their options were quickly running out. Kevin didn’t even recognize this part of the abandoned zone, and apart from a few skyscrapers looming overhead miles away, he had no idea how the ragtag group would even be able to make it out alive while carrying Nick.

Behind them, a chorus of shrill, panicked screams from the feral Sonees and Roseys was quickly interrupted by the sounds of a SAW light machine gun and a Benelli M4 shotgun firing. Kevin glanced over his shoulder in panic to see several of the baby chus exploding into little showers of blood droplets and flying viscera as the loyalists’ vengeful gunfire tore them apart by the dozens. A flashbang grenade burst with a loud pop, stunning and disorienting the little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon and giving Herb and Goody even more time to carve their way out. Ben was nowhere to be found, though the young mercenary’s safety was currently the least of Kevin’s worries.

“Fuck! Goody, come on!” Patterson’s voice rang through the streets. “COME ON! MOVE!”

“Over here! Over here!” Zoey hissed, and pulled Kevin and Nick into a little alcove, back behind a pair of dumpsters. “Marty, get in here!” She reached out and grabbed the little boy, yanking him out of the alley just as the beam of a flashlight clicked on. A few of the feral chus followed them into the hiding space, wailing and whining as they climbed into the dumpsters and huddled together around the Jerkops and Marty. It was all Kevin could do to keep from strangling a few of them, but their shrill screams would undoubtedly attract the attention of their pursuers.

“Stay quiet. Stay quiet,” he whispered to Marty. The frightened child nodded and gently pushed away a Sonee who was trying to climb onto his lap. His heart pounding, the Jerkop glanced back at Zoey. “We need to be careful - they’ve got guns now.”

“No, shit, Sherlock,” hissed the squad leader under her breath, and picked up a smashed glass Coke bottle – a rarity in the days of the CWC Cola monopoly. “Here. There’s more.”

“Thanks.” Kevin reached out and caught the broken bottle as Zoey threw it to him. “What now?”

“Wait.” Zoey held up a shaking hand in the universal don’t move a muscle unless you want to die gesture. “They’re coming. As soon as they go past, I’ll lure them away. Marty, Sugar, you two stay with Nick. Kevin, go for the Hummer and get our guns back.”

Kevin nodded and froze as the sound of footsteps slowed to a halt just a few yards away. The Sonee abandoned its attempt to climb on Marty and waddled toward the new noises, cooing and making little curious baby noises. A deafening burst of machine gun fire obliterated the baby chu before it could even scream, blasting its fat body into a chunky red stain on the adjacent wall. Clapping a hand over the little boy’s mouth to silence his involuntary yell of surprise, Kevin held Marty close while Zoey stroked his hair, desperately trying to keep him calm as the noise faded.

“Fjandinn!” cursed Goody. “Why the hell didn’t we bring Rory?”

Patterson muttered something to himself. Kevin could barely distinguish the words ‘PVCC’, ‘Waters’, and ‘coward’. “I’ll call this in. Judging by all the ferals we left back there, it’s gonna turn into a feeding frenzy in the next minute or so. If anyone goes for the Hummer, we’ll hear it.”

Oh, son of a bitch, the Jerkop thought to himself as he realized that the merc was utterly correct.

“We’ll go around the block,” said Patterson. “If they’re not here, then fuck ‘em. Stay close.” He took a few steps toward the burst Sonee that Goody had just killed, then dashed down the alley.

“Go,” whispered Zoey once the two mercenaries’ footsteps had faded away. She pushed Kevin out of their hiding place and followed after him, leaving Marty, Nick, and Sugar behind the dumpster. “Sugar, silencer on, defensive mode. Marty, I don’t want you leaving this spot, okay?”

The little boy nodded. In any other case, Kevin would have objected to leaving Marty on his own with a honey badger and an unconscious Jerkop for company. But the only way for himself and his friends to survive a trip through the heart of the abandoned zone was if they managed to get their weapons back from the loyalists. And that meant risking his life to save Nick and Marty.

“Don’t take too long,” ordered the squad leader, and vanished down the alley, bottle in hand.

As Kevin made his way back to the drop site, thoughts of Ben flashed through his head again and again, like a mantra of utter betrayal. The young mercenary’s struggle against his superiors was just another subplot in the twisted story he’d woven, and the Jerkops had bought it completely. Somehow, he must have had a tracking device planted on him before he pretended to surrender, but how the Menchi-Nasu administrators had managed to miss it still remained a mystery. In any case, Kevin wasn’t particularly looking forward to another encounter with Ben. If and when that happened, though, he knew that it wouldn’t end well for the loyalist.

The Jerkop stepped around the corner and out into the open, keeping his broken bottle at the ready. It was a rather pathetic weapon when compared to Patterson’s M4 and Goody’s SAW, but in any case, it was better than nothing. Now that the element of surprise had been lost, the playing field had undergone a major shift in the favor of the loyalists. As for the ferals, well…

“YAY! Sonee! Sonee! Goo-gaa!”

“Sonee! YAY!”

“Goo-goo! Wosey!”

“Fuck me,” whispered Kevin. The drop site was literally crawling with Sonees and Roseys – an immense squirming carpet of dirty, bloody yellow and pink fur. All of the babies that Sugar, the operatives, and the mercenaries had killed were now serving as a massive buffet for nearly two hundred eager, ravenous little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon. The sickeningly sweet stenches of high-fructose corn syrup and blood rose from the corpses, wafting up into the Jerkop’s nostrils.

To the north, a pair of Roseys were fighting over scraps of fatty flesh from one of the Sonees that Kevin had kicked into the wall. Nearby, a good two dozen larval chus were clustered around the corpses of the three fat Roseys, savagely gnawing at the flabby pink piles of bloody fuzz with squeals of joy, while a tiny Sonee wriggled its way into one of the corpses and began eating it from the inside out. Another Sonee, one with a broken stumpfoot, was now screaming in pain and trying to push away a trio of baby chus who were munching on its belly and lower body.

They’re starving, Kevin thought as he carefully made his way into the living minefield of feasting Sonees and Roseys. They’re running out of food. No wonder they’re turning on each other. The idea of the babies cannibalizing themselves into extinction was a pleasant one…until the Jerkop remembered the feral Rosechu and her miniature larvae out in the east jungle. If one feral could get out of the city, more would follow. And then…a global cataclysm would ensue.

Kevin hoped that the mercenaries had left a few high-explosive or incendiary grenades in the Humvee. The opportunity for a little feral population control was just too good to pass up.

“Kevin!” a hushed voice whispered. Startled, the operative looked to his right to see Ben approaching through the crowd of larval Electric Hedgehog Pokémon. Blood trickled from the mercenary’s mouth, and the skin around his left eye was rapidly darkening. Patterson was a much more experienced fighter than him, and Ben seemed to have taken a few solid blows.

The Jerkop flipped the bottle around, preparing to stab Ben. “Get away from me, motherfucker.”

“No!” The young soldier raised both hands, his eyes wide with shock. “Kevin, what are you-” 

“Shut your fucking mouth, you backstabbing piece of shit,” snarled Kevin, and reached for the door handle of the Humvee. Wrenching it open, he punched the unlock button on the door, then for good measure, popped the trunk to reveal two AK-47s, Nick’s sniper rifle and machete, three Berettas, an assortment of clips and magazines, and three knives. With a sigh of relief, Kevin snatched up his assault rifle, George’s knife, and his pistol, then returned his gaze to Ben.

The mercenary trembled. “Please, Kevin. Please. I didn’t want any of this to happen.”

“Shut up.” The Jerkop grabbed Zoey and Nick’s pistols and stowed them in his pants pockets. His shoulder sling would only hold one gun, and at the moment, Zoey’s AK was the much more preferable option. He knew the sniper rifle had been Nick’s weapon of choice since he’d joined the PVCC, but in such a dire situation, sacrifices had to be made. Loaded down with nearly all of the weapons the mercenaries had confiscated, he raised his assault rifle and whirled toward his prisoner, paying no heed to the Sonees and Roseys swarming into the Humvee’s front seat.

“Kevin,” Ben pleaded desperately. “You don’t understand. We need to get out of here before th-”

Two deafening bursts from Goody’s SAW echoed through the desolate streets, followed by a single blast from the M4 as the two mercenaries opened fire on something. A few seconds of silence passed by, and the Jerkop’s blood nearly froze then and there. No. It couldn’t be…

The gunfire resumed, louder and more intense than before. The loyalists were on the move, and judging by their change in position, it seemed as if they were chasing something, or someone.

“ZOEY!” Kevin shouted in panic, momentarily forgetting that he was supposed to be keeping quiet. Abandoning Ben, he dashed toward where the noise had come from, kicking and stomping his way through the swarm of feasting ferals. Several of the baby chus hurriedly activated their static cling and adhered their fat, dense little bodies to his legs, but in his haste, Kevin merely shook them off or trampled them until only a single Sonee remained, stubbornly clutching the Jerkop’s right calf and gnawing on the tough leather of his combat boot with its toothless mouth.

“Sonee!” it squealed, frustrated by such an utterly stressful situation. “Goo-goo! Nee! Goo-gee!”

Dropping the AK-47’s barrel, the Jerkop jabbed it down into the Sonee’s eye socket, forcing it to let go. The baby Electric Hedgehog Pokémon screeched in pain and rolled away, its green reptilian eyeball dangling by threads of optic nerve as blood sprayed from the circular wound. Kevin ignored its piteous shrieks and hurtled into the street, his heart hammering like a…

BOOM!

“AAAGGHHHH!!!” Kevin screamed and collapsed backward, knocked off his feet as something like a cannon blast caught him in the side of his bulletproof vest. Unable to stop himself due to the weight of so much equipment, he spun and landed on his side, smacking his left arm against a tipped-over garbage can. His chest burned, and blood was seeping into his shirt from a cut in his shoulder, but the Kevlar seemed to have stopped most of the buckshot. Any closer, and the M4 blast would have pulped his torso quicker than Gallagher’s hammer meeting a watermelon.

“Juliet down! Juliet down!” roared Patterson as he and Goody bolted toward the fallen Jerkop. “I clipped him, Goody, put a few bullets into that son of a-”

The flying bottle crashed into the back of the mercenary’s unprotected head, shattering into a dozen large fragments and instantly sending Herb stumbling forward, stunned by the sudden and excruciatingly painful blow. Before Goody could even turn around, Zoey slammed into her like a battering ram, dealing the female loyalist a crippling smash across the wrist with a thick piece of rusty pipe. The Icelandic woman staggered backward with a choking cry, her light machine gun clattering against the street as the Jerkop lunged again and took a vicious swing at her head.

This time, Goody was prepared. Leaping backward out of the way before the pipe could smash her skull open, she grappled for the pistol at her side, ripped it free of its holster, and managed to fire off a hasty shot that missed her opponent’s shoulder by inches. Zoey hurled the pipe through the air and, anticipating the loyalist’s dodge, drove her elbow into Goody’s jaw. Another crack echoed through the street as the pistol went off a second time, fired reflexively by the soldier as Zoey grabbed her arm and twisted it around, neatly disarming her and reaching out to grab the falling weapon. Before she could, though, Goody neatly twisted around and punched her in the gut, forcing them both apart as the pistol clattered away, out of reach.

Breathless and nearly paralyzed from the shotgun blast he’d just received, Kevin lay motionless, staring up in terror and awe as the two women circled each other, waiting for each other to make the first move. Gritting her teeth, the mercenary drew her combat knife again and twirled it in her hand, its blade still stained with larval chu blood. 

“That little pussy’s your boyfriend, huh?” she spat, glancing at Kevin through hate-filled eyes.

Keeping her gaze locked on Goody’s, Zoey simply knelt down and picked up the pipe from where it had fallen. Her eyes narrowed. “My squadmate.”

The loyalist chuckled. “Hate to keep you two apart for so-” Moving with surprising speed, she lunged straight at Zoey, catching the Jerkop off guard and driving the knife’s blade straight at her throat. If Zoey hadn’t brought up the pipe in time to stave off the attack, it would have sliced her jugular open. Wasting no time, she sidestepped and threw a punch at Goody’s stomach, but missed as the soldier nimbly dodged out of the way.

“Clever. Oh, that’s nice,” hissed Goody. “Still amateur, little girl.” She tossed the knife from hand to hand mockingly. “Free lesson of the day. Don’t go all in on a two-on-one. HERB!”

“DON’T YOU FUCKING MOVE, PATTERSON!” a voice roared from behind Kevin. Rolling over, the Jerkop could barely make out a blurry figure in blue armor approaching from the drop site with Nick’s sniper rifle clutched in his hands and aimed directly at Patterson’s chest.

“You little son of a bitch!” The mercenary captain staggered to his feet, clutching the back of his head where a matted patch of bloody hair had appeared. He reached for his M16, completely disregarding Ben’s threat. “You think I’m a goddamn fool, don’t you, Waters? You think your little act got me scared? The only things you’ve ever shot without me holding your hand all the way were your own fucking feet, you coward!” Raising the assault rifle, he took aim at Ben. “You want to stab your whole goddamn squad in the back, Waters? HAVE IT YOUR WAY!”

The air exploded in a storm of muzzle flashes and deafening bangs as the two mercenaries dove for cover and fired, sending rifle rounds zipping up and down the street while Zoey and Goody clashed together again and again in their vicious assault. Squeezing his eyes shut, Kevin crawled toward a large pile of crumbling bricks and garbage. If he could make it away from the shootout, it would be the best opportunity he’d ever get to send a few unexpected salvos toward Patterson.

“Wosey! SEY!”

“Gaa-gaa! YAY! Sonee! Nee!”

“Sonee! Goo-goo!”

“YAY! Seeeeeeeeeeee! YAY! WOSEY!”

Kevin froze. Beneath him, the ground seemed to be trembling, as if a small earthquake had struck the abandoned zone. A single Rosey popped its head out of a large open manhole adjacent to where the two women were fighting, then let out a happy “YAY!” and pulled its plump body out of the sewers. A Sonee followed, then another Sonee, then a Rosey, until the ferals were literally swarming out of the CWCville underground, attracted by the smell of fresh blood.

Paying no heed to the stunted pink and yellow crowd forming around her and her enemy, Zoey dodged a furious slash from Goody, dropped to one knee, and landed another direct hit by smashing the lead pipe into the mercenary’s shin, right over the spot that she had kicked earlier. With a cry of agony, Goody raised her other foot and stomped down hard on Zoey’s hand, grinding it down against the concrete as the Jerkop shrieked in pain and headbutted the loyalist soldier in the stomach. Goody went down with a stunned gasp, but managed to right herself and kick the fallen pipe out of the way. Laughing wickedly, she tossed the knife into her other hand and lunged down toward her now-disarmed opponent.

“ZOEY!” Flinging out his arm, Kevin sent Nick’s machete clattering across the street, straight towards the dueling women. Zoey rolled away as the blade of Goody’s knife struck the concrete with a scraping clang, flung out her arm, and managed to grab the machete’s handle. Panting from utter exhaustion, the Jerkop pushed herself up off the street to avoid another slash from the enraged mercenary, whirled the menacing blade around, and swept it toward Goody’s head.

CLANG!

“ENOUGH!” snarled the mercenary as she grabbed Zoey’s wrist and twisted it, forcing the blade down into the hard concrete. Laughing madly, she spun the combat knife around and stabbed upward, hard. “GO TO HELL, DRUSLAN! GO TO HELL, YOU JERKOP SLUT!”

Kevin never heard his own scream of horror, or Zoey’s pained gasp as the wicked blade pierced her abdomen and carried on into her stomach. He couldn’t even hear the gunfire around him, or the happy squeals of the Sonees and Roseys that had gathered to watch the battle. The world had gone silent and still, and the only thing that he could feel now was the pounding of his own heart.

As if lost in a trance, Zoey stumbled backward, clutching her bleeding stomach as Goody stalked toward her to finish the job. Kevin looked on, paralyzed, unable to even reach for his pistol.

Wordlessly, the female mercenary lunged forward again and again, driving the blade into her foe’s stomach again and again and laughing madly as the Jerkop’s blood squirted over her hands. At long last, she withdrew her knife from Zoey and stepped back, grinning with satisfaction.

“Zoey,” Kevin gasped, his voice just barely reaching the level of a whisper. “Zoey, no…no…”

In the time it took for Zoey to fall to her knees, Kevin could have leapt to his feet, hurled himself at Goody, and emptied his AK-47’s magazine into the back of her head. But nothing seemed able to overcome the sudden paralysis that had taken hold of his body. It was as if he had been locked in place by some immense unseen force, unable to help his squad leader as she pitched forward and vomited onto the street, coughing up a gush of blood from her mutilated stomach.

“Disgusting,” the mercenary panted, and picked up the machete to end Zoey’s suffering once and for all. “Don’t worry, little rebel, I’ll make it all go away.” She grinned and raised the blade.

“Kev…” coughed the dying Jerkop as she looked up at her horrified squadmate. “Kevin…run…”

Goody laughed and looked back. “Don’t worry, I’ll send your little boyfriend along. Eventually.”

“RUN!” Zoey shouted, and hurled herself at the loyalist with a final, desperate burst of energy, fastening her arms around Goody’s chest in a death grip and ripping the pins out of the four grenades on her belt. The mercenary’s last laugh immediately gave way to a scream of panic as the wounded Jerkop tackled her to the ground, driving her backward by sheer momentum…

Directly into the open manhole.

Locked together in their eternal struggle, Zoey and Goody plunged headlong into the darkness. For a moment, only gunfire reigned in the world above. Then came a single, bright light from below.

With a sound like a muffled cannon blast and an intense burst of heat, a plume of vicious flames erupted out of the blackness, engulfing any Sonees and Roseys standing adjacent to the abyss. The piercing screams of a hundred dying ferals echoed through the sewers below the abandoned zone, while up above, the burning baby chus waddled around in agony and despair, tripping, screaming, and setting fire to their comrades in pathetic attempts to extinguish their fiery fur.

Far beneath the streets of CWCville, the fire spread ever onward, devouring and consuming Sonees and Roseys by the dozens in its insatiable, vengeful hunger. Like tiny, shrieking fireballs, the swarm of blazing larvae squirmed helplessly and dropped dead, their final screams cut short by blistering, flickering, hungry flames. And when the last of the tiny burning bodies finally died out in a short puff of black smoke, the sewers returned to silence at last.

Illuminated by a circle of afternoon light from above, the victims of the Jerkop’s last stand lay strewn about her tomb of rubble from where the sewer walls had buckled and collapsed in the explosion. One hundred and eighty-four dead Sonees and Roseys, claimed by fire and stone, consumed in a single brilliant blaze until nothing remained of the once-mighty horde but a few dozen survivors, a thick cloud of ash, and a blanket of little blackened corpses.

And beneath the smoking debris of her final resting place, Zoey Francesca lay in peace at last.
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ust 9, 2008, CWCville, abandoned zone, unidentified Feeding Day drop site, 3:03 p.m.


 


 


Kevin cursed loudly as the two mercenaries casually stepped back to their Humvee and seated 


themselves on the hood to avoid the swarm of feral Sonees and Roseys pourin


g into the drop site. 


Heaving his body up into a sitting position, he grappled uselessly with the handcuffs, but only succeeded 


in rubbing his wrists raw against the unyielding metal. There wasn’t enough time, and he didn’t know 


how much more of it his fel


low Jerkops would need to regain consciousness. He had to fend off the 


ferals long enough to even the odds, and just hope that the loyalists didn’t decide to shoot them down 


then and there.


 


 


In a tripping, stumbling, squeaking tide of fuzz, the pack of 


larval Electric Hedgehog Pokémon advanced, 


while dozens more crawled out of open manholes and dropped to the ground from air ducts. Roseys 


paraskirted into the drop site one at a time, letting out shrill “WHEEEE!”s of joy as they lurched their 


way over the


 


edges of windowsills, gutters, and rooftops and drifted down. On the ground, two main 


hordes had amassed, one heading straight for Kevin and his friends, the other congregating around the 


Humvee and whining at the stressfully out


-


of


-


reach mercenaries.


 


 


“Okay,” Kevin growled, clenching his teeth as he pushed himself to his feet. “WHO’S FIRST?”


 


 


“Seeeeeeeeeeeeee!” an airborne Rosey cried in delight as she dropped down on top of Kevin and 


landed on his right shoulder. Gripping the Jerkop with her sausage


-


like armstubs, she squeaked an eager 


“YAY!” and opened her harelip mouth, exposing a tiny set o


f sharp teeth.


 


 


Caught completely off guard, Kevin stumbled backward and slipped, landing hard on his back next to 


where Marty lay. There was a loud crunch and a shriek of pain, and warm, wet liquid soaked the back of 


his jacket. The Rosey riding piggyb


ack was instantly crushed from the waist down, her pressurized 


innards squirting out like a toy can full of party snakes. Shaking the dying baby chu’s body off of his back, 


the Jerkop rolled over and looked skyward, just in time to avoid another paraskirti


ng Rosey that plopped 


down next to his hip. Out of desperation, Kevin twisted his leg back and lashed out, planting a firm kick 


right to the center of the little Electric Hedgehog Pokémon’s belly. The Rosey’s breath left its lungs with 


a shrill wheeze, and


 


several ribs cracked like dry branches. Wailing, it fell forward and began convulsing 


in pain, until Kevin rolled over, planted his heel on the back of the larva’s head, and smashed its skull 


open against the ground.
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