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Terry
Alexander is a name I’ve been familiar with in New Pulp for over a
year, but this marks his first contribution to the Pulp Empire
family of books. We’re proud to have him with us, especially with a
tale as perfectly done as “E-31”.

 


E-31

Terry Alexander

 


“Is everything ready?” Professor Alan Regan
adjusted the thick glasses perched on the end of his nose. He
scanned the main control panel and panned to the anxious faces of
his small staff. He ran a shaky hand through his graying hair.
“Susan, what about you? You’re the most important part of the
experiment. Are you prepared?”

“I’m ready.” Susan Bradford nodded; a nervous
smile on her face. “We’re going to make history today.”

“Troy, how is Pepper?” Regan turned to the
animal handler, standing at the Plexiglas shield. “Are the sensors
functioning properly?”

Troy Miller nodded. “Her blood pressure and
heart rate are normal. The sedative has slowed her brain wave
activity to acceptable levels. The real test starts when we release
her, if the implant will allow Susan to control the lynx.”

“I can handle it,” Susan snapped.

“Children, stop quibbling.” Regan’s gaze
returned to the control panel. “Susan, get on the table. Jill,
attach the monitors.”

She nodded. Kicking the shower shoes from her
feet, Susan hopped on the modified exam table. Her head settled
into the thick pillow. A dark haired grad student approached and
placed a series of electrodes to her head. Jill Hyatt smiled
awkwardly, as she uncovered her Susan’s breast and attached a
sticky disk.

“Damn, that’s cold.” Susan squirmed, as the
tech checked the monitor.

“We’re good, Professor, everything is reading
green.” Jill nodded.

“Excellent.” Regan nodded. “Susan, if we’re
successful, you’ll see everything through Pepper’s eyes. All of her
senses will be your own. You’ll have to use your mind to bend her
to your will.”

Susan nodded. “Alan, I’m ready for this.”



She tugged the blanket up to her neck. Her
face pinched into a grimace, as the needle pricked her flesh at the
elbow, seeking a plumb vein. The serum surged through her blood
stream. The nervous grad student stepped away from the table,
watching the test subject with wide eyes.

“Okay folks, get ready.” Regan removed his
glasses, cleaning the lenses on his shirt. “This is the initial
phase of E-31.” He flipped the switch.

Susan drew in a sharp breath. Her mind
drained from her body in a maddening rush, carried down a dark
funnel broken by bright intermittent flashes of light. A wide
variety of scents filled her nostril’s, Professor Regan’s
overpowering aftershave, nervous perspiration from Troy Miller,
Jill’s perfume, and hairspray, urine, and the weak smell of stale
cigarettes and beer.

Susan opened her eyes. The entire room
appeared before her with a clarity she had never before
experienced. She turned her head and focused on her sheet wrapped
body on the far side of the thick glass walls. Realization
gradually set in, the experiment was a success. She had bonded with
the Lynx.

“Blood pressure and heart rate rising, but
within acceptable limits.” Troy announced. “Brain wave activity
peaking.”

“Excellent. Troy, remove the restraints.”
Regan licked his lips nervously. “We need to determine if Susan is
in control.”

A nervous breath hissed through Troy’s
clenched teeth. He moved beyond the safety barrier to the animal’s
side. He pressed the oversized button between the sleek shoulders.
The nylon straps fell away with a loud click. Troy quickly returned
to his monitoring station. “All the gauges are still in the
green.”

Susan’s cat eyes focused on the huge front
paw. She moved it forward, tentatively placing her weight on the
front leg. A low growl rumbled deep in the feline’s chest.

“Brain activity still climbing, Pepper is
trying to regain control.” Troy rubbed his whiskered chin. “Blood
pressure and heart rate are approaching critical.”

“Open the door. See if Susan can control
her,” Regan ordered.

“Professor, it’s too soon. We
need to let her BP and heart rate return to normal before we
continue,” Troy warned. “We can’t rush the second
stage.”

“Science is advanced by bold moves.” Regan
matched Troy’s intense stare. “Open the door,” he repeated. “If
we’re successful, the secrets of the world will be open to us. We
can explore the deepest reaches of the oceans. The most
inhospitable areas on Earth will no longer be feared.”

“You’re laying it on awfully thick.” Troy’s
hand hovered above the lever.

“Open the door,” Regan shouted. “Open the
door.”

Troy tugged the release. The panel leading to
the outer yard opened noiselessly. “Brain waves are off the scale.
Heart rate and blood pressure leveling off.”

The lynx swayed on unsteady feet, moving
toward the portal. With each step, her movements became smoother,
more fluid. The limbs moved faster, as Susan’s dominant mind gained
confidence in Pepper’s body. The cat bolted through the opening,
and raced across the net wire enclosure, the cat’s muscles moving
in perfect co-ordination with Susan’s human mind.

Pepper stopped abruptly, her head tilted,
nose distended. A strong odor of blood filled her nostrils. Three
deer stood near the fence, one recently injured. Her empty belly
tightened and growled. The cat’s instincts to hunt and feed began
to assume command. Saliva drained from her open mouth, dripping
from her pointed teeth to the ground.

“BP and heart rate are still climbing.” Troy
shouted, his voice echoed from the walls. “Pepper is taking
control. She’s trying to escape”

“Disengage, shut down the experiment,”
Professor Regan screamed. “We can’t lose her now.”

Pepper ran to the far side of the enclosure.
She raced toward the high fence and leaped. Her sharp claws popped
from the toe sheaths. She lashed out at the wire, her claws hooked
into the diamond pattern.

“It’s takes five minutes to shut the
equipment down safely. If we just turn it off, the stress could
kill Susan.” Jill’s shrill voice drifted outside.

“All monitors are in the danger zone,” Troy
shouted. “We’ve got to do something. She can’t handle this much
stress.”

“Shut it down. Shut the damned thing down.”
Regan’s voice verged on hysteria.

Pain erupted through the feline’s body. A
hard electrical jolt froze her muscles and destroyed her balance.
Pepper tumbled from the fence, her body twisted in mid-air as she
tried unsuccessfully to land on her feet. She crashed to the ground
like a rag doll and lay still.

Sparks flashed from the equipment. Smoke
curled from the electrical outlets. A draft of cool air rushed
through the opened panel into the holding area, feeding the small
flame along the western wall. With a loud whoosh, it roared to life
eating into the cheap wall paneling and spreading toward the
ceiling.

“You two, get out of here,” Regan shouted. He
weaved his way through the maze of machinery to Susan’s side. “Open
your eyes. Come on, Susan, open your eyes.”

Her right eyelid raised a slit. “What’s up,
Professor,” She slurred. “How are you doing?”

His hands slid under her limp body and lifted
it from the table. “I’ll get you out of here.”

“Where’s Pepper?” Susan mumbled.

“Forget the cat.” He cradled
her to his chest.

A power surge burned through the cable
connected to her temple, the heat melted the insulated coating.
Susan’s body stiffened as the shock traveled through her. Regan
wasn’t as fortunate. The uncontained energy centered on the metal
keys in his pocket. He fell to his knees in agony, his body
twitching.

Troy raced through the smoke to their side.
“Doc! Doc, are you all right?” His hand closed on the Professor’s
shoulder, the lab jacket hot to his touch. Flames shot from the
overhead lights, hot sheetrock crumbled and rained down on his
head.

“Get Susan out of here,” Jill shouted. “I’ll
handle Regan.”

Susan felt a fleeting feeling of
weightlessness. She glanced about the room. Her eyes settled on the
prone professor. “Where’s Pepper?” she repeated.

*

Susan’s eyes fluttered open. She tried to
move, only to find her left arm restrained to the bed rail, keeping
it positioned for the medical drip. Her eyes slowly focused on the
thickly bandaged forearm. The antiseptic hospital scent filled her
nostrils. She became aware of a weak buzzing in her temples. Susan
tried to sit. A wave of dizziness crashed behind her eyes and
forced her back into the mattress. She closed her eyes. A large
bluebird nestled on a slender tree branch beyond her fist sized
folded paws.

Her eyes popped open. “Pepper, I’m still
linked to Pepper.” With gritted teeth she swung her legs over the
edge of the hospital bed. “I got to find out what happened to the
Professor.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Troy
walked through the door. He rushed to her bedside. His right hand
fastened on her shoulder. “You need to stay in bed until the doctor
releases you.”

Bandages covered his left arm from shoulder
to wrist. “What happened?” she asked.

“After Pepper bolted from the lab to the
holding area things went haywire. A power surge shorted out the
monitors. Sparks flew everywhere.” Troy shook his head. “Doc Regan
screamed at us to get out. He ran over to you and tried to get you
off the table. I’m not sure what happened, but I think an electric
charge traveled through your body and killed him.”

Troy licked his lips, tears formed in his
eyes. “Jill and I started to run out, but I couldn’t do it. You got
singed a little bit before I managed to get you out. Jill was in
there a long time, but she couldn’t save the Professor. I tried to
go back in. But the smoke was so thick I couldn’t see, and then the
place went up like a tinderbox, the roof caved in. It took the fire
department three hours to get the blaze under control.”

“Did they recover his body?” Susan swallowed
the hard lump in her throat.

Troy stared at the floor, he nodded slightly.
“They brought him out a couple of hours ago. It wasn’t a pretty
sight.”

“How bad are you hurt?” she asked, stifling a
yawn.

“Just a few burns, I’ll heal.” He turned to
leave. “You stay here and rest. I’ll drop by and see you
tomorrow.”

Susan nestled into the mattress. Her head
sank into the soft pillow. “What about Pepper? You found her didn’t
you?”

“No, she escaped in all the confusion.” Troy
paused at the door.

“Pepper has been around people since she was
a kitten. I’m not sure she can make it on her own.” Susan’s head
rose from the pillow, grasping the IV tube. “We’ve got to find
her.”

“You aren’t going anywhere. Besides even a
tame cat has hunting instincts. She’ll make it for a few days.”
Troy focused on the wounded look on Susan’s face. He reached out
awkwardly and patted her hand. “Tell you what. I’ll drive by the
lab. Maybe she’ll come to me.”

“Thanks, Troy.” Drowsiness settled in her
eyes. “I’ll be looking forward to your visit tomorrow.”

“I’ll come by at noon. Maybe we can have
lunch together.” He smiled.

“I’d like that, I really would.” Susan
returned a lop-sided grin. She stared at the medical drip for a
second. Her eyelids fluttered as sleep and exhaustion claimed
her.

A cold sweat drenched her body. Susan sat
bolt upright in the bed. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Her hands
closed into fists, sharp fingernails cut into her palms. The dream
seemed so real. She saw Troy walking around through the labs
smoldering wreckage. He turned suddenly. A dark figure emerged from
the shadows. A smile creased Troy’s face. He waved in recognition,
and walked toward the shadowy newcomer.

A burst of flame flashed from a hidden
pistol. Troy grabbed his stomach. His face wrinkled in agony,
sinking slowly to his knees, the pistol spat fire a second time.
Troy’s eyes rolled toward the sky, the orbs showing the whites, he
dropped face down into the blackened ruins. His blood stained the
charred rubble.

Susan punched the call button
frantically.

“What’s wrong, sugar.” A plumb blonde
answered her summons. “My gosh, you’re soaking wet. What happened?”
Her soft soled shoes squeaked on the polished floor.

“I’ve got to get out of here. Troy needs my
help,” Susan shouted. Her hand closed on the IV in her arm, yanking
the needle free. “Someone shot him. Get my clothes. Please, I’ve
got to get out of here.”

“Settle down, now.” Short stubby fingers
circled Susan’s wrists. “You can’t go anywhere. You don’t have any
clothes. The doctors want you to stay here for twenty-four hours
for observation. You just had a bad dream. You need to rest.”

“Let me go. I have to help Troy.” She swatted
the nurse’s round face. “Damn it let me go.”

The nurse yanked the call button from Susan’s
hand. Her thumb depressed the red switch. “Settle down.” Her palm
slammed Susan’s chest forcing her down. “You’ve just had a
nightmare.”

“It wasn’t a nightmare. Someone shot Troy,”
Susan pleaded. “Let me go. I’ve got to help him.”
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